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CHAPTER 1: BAX
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It was too damn early.

Hands braced on either side of the open doorway, Bax scowled down at the figure waiting patiently on the wide flagstones and bit back a growl of displeasure. The rising sun set to flame both the banks of flowers growing in reckless profusion behind the figure and his crown of fiery locks, creating a riot of color that swayed and shimmered in her watering eyes with painful cheer. The face turned up to her was a study in neutrality that bordered on innocence, but she knew whatever reason had brought him to this doorstep couldn’t be anything but trouble in the making. Trouble that shouldn’t have been able to find her. Lior’s grotto on Lorium was a sanctuary, an isolated, nearly impenetrable garden of delights both without and within, and it being breached so casually tore a gaping hole into the snug warmth of her attempt at domesticity. She’d burrowed in here in the hopes of finding some measure of peace, but it seemed cold reality, ready and willing to crush any succor at the least provocation, was about to come rushing in where it was unwelcome and unwanted, making a mess of the place. Eyes drifting closed briefly, she let out a small, bitter gust of breath. Might as well get it over with.

“What.” It wasn’t quite a bark, but there was a sharp snap to it that would make most people take at least one step back. It made no difference whatsoever in the expression of the man before her, and she would’ve been impressed, if it wasn’t so gods-damned early.

He absorbed her hostility, unperturbed, the bright blue eyes dancing with restrained mirth, the slight grin flashing dimples on freckled cheeks. He touched his forehead with two fingers, a salute that should’ve seemed mocking, but from him it somehow always seemed respectful. “Morning, Ship’r Bax,” he said lightly. “Looking well as ever, I see.”

Of all the people to show up at Lior’s door, she’d never have pegged it to be the repair station’s know-everything, see-everything runner, Felix C. Calypso would’ve been thrilled, the two of them having bonded during a particularly rough repair job he’d overseen, with him intervening on the AI’s behalf several times, earning him a place on Calypso’s short list of favorite ‘meatsacks’, a short enough list it was still in single digits. Dropping her arms, she crossed them, resisting the tug and pull of his good nature. She liked him well enough, but him showing up unannounced and uninvited wasn’t a good sign. This was either going to be the universe’s most awkward social visit, or something had gone raggedy somewhere, and he was about to drag her into it. She’d bet on the latter, no hesitation.

“Felix.” It wasn’t quite a croak, but there were some amphibious qualities to the statement that made her wince. It really was too damn early. 

“Last I checked, yes ma’am.” He looked beyond her to Lior, who had come to stand behind her, arms encircling her waist, chin resting on her shoulder. He gave another one of his roguish salutes. “J; a surprise and pleasure, as always.”

Another surprise. Not only had her own world come crashing in uninvited, it seemed it had more overlap with Lior’s world than she’d ever suspected. Her two worlds colliding in such a strange, unexpected way threw her off-kilter, making her question once again just how well she knew Lior. 

Frustrated at the interruption and the sudden unsteadiness of the ground she stood on, she narrowed her eyes at the patiently waiting young man. “And exactly how do you two know each other?” she said, not quite growling. 

Felix, still unperturbed, cocked his head to the side and considered both her and Lior. “We’ve mutual interests,” he said simply. 

“That, we do,” Lior said, their breath tickling her ear. “I’ve never had the pleasure of your company in my grotto, however. What brings you to Lorium, clever one?”

His bright blue eyes had been bouncing back and forth between her and Lior as they spoke, listening to Lior and reading her reactions, but settled unflinchingly on her as he answered. “I’ve messages for Ship’r Bax, of a nature that shouldn’t wait. If I’d known this was your abode, J, I would’ve sent word I was coming. I apologize if I’ve intruded.”

“No apologies needed,” Lior said, stepping back and drawing Bax with them. They gestured for him to enter. “You are welcome here at any time.” 

He shook his head regretfully. “I appreciate the hospitality, but I’ve a transport to catch. I’m heading home until things quiet down in-system.” He reached into a pocket hidden in the soft cream shirt he’d tucked into tight grey trousers, pulling out two message pods. Handing them to Bax, he let his hand linger, drawing her attention back to him and away from the pods. “I went to turn mine over to your dispatcher, and he suggested I deliver them in person, both for discretion and safety. My safety. The stations are getting a bit rowdy nowadays, and he thinks highly enough of me to want me out of the line of fire, generously on his own coin. He thought you’d appreciate the personal touch, as well.”

So in-system was still a mess. That didn’t surprise her in the least. Aren paying to evacuate a favored runner was, though. He never parted with coin unless it was ripped from his well-manicured hands. 

Stroking the pods with an agitated thumb, impatient with the niceties of the conversation and looking for more meat to chew on, she asked, “So how ‘bout you fill me in on what I’m lookin’ at here, Felix?”

He sobered, a brief flash of concern creasing his brow. “I wasn’t privy to what your dispatcher sent, but I can summarize my own fairly quick-like; someone is sniffing around, looking into your whereabouts. Very discreetly digging through info systems and databases no one except high-level Coalition personnel should have access to. As far as I know, no one’s been asking around in person. I’ve enclosed all the relevant data in the pod.”

She didn’t bother asking how he’d gotten the information himself, fairly sure he wouldn’t give her a straight answer. “Thanks, I think,” she said heavily. If whatever was on Aren’s pod was equally as odd, it looked as if her days here with Lior were short-numbered. Life was calling her back, with urgent mysteries and complications she’d rather someone else deal with. Rolling the pods in her palm, she dredged up a grin. “I do ‘preciate you bringin’ these out, givin’ me a head’s up on the snoop. Keep that pretty head on a swivel and try and stay out of trouble, if you can manage it.”

With another jaunty salute, he turned and sauntered down the pathway, trailing a gentle hand along the riotous blooms of the surrounding garden. They bobbed in his wake, as if nodding along with the music of his passing.

“Such a resourceful youngling,” Lior murmured, reaching for the message pods. “There isn’t a drop of gossip or a closely held secret that won’t eventually make its way to him. Nothing escapes him.”

Bax dropped the pods into their outstretched hand. “I’m startin’ to wonder if there’s any use tryin’ to escape anythin’ or anyone anymore,” she grumbled, the frustration swelling. “Trouble’s hell-bent on findin’ me , in one form or another, no matter where I burrow in. Adorable red-heads included in that number.”

Lior laughed, catching her chin in their hand briefly as they walked past. “Oh, kedvesem, you’ve no idea how much trouble that adorable red-head is. Just be glad you’re on the favorable end of such trouble. You’ve made a powerful ally with that one.”

Knowing it was actually Calypso that had befriended him and not her own sweet self, she merely shrugged. An ally was an ally, no matter how you acquired it.“Trouble’s still trouble, and he’s no doubt brought enough for both of us.”

“Forever the pessimist,” Lior chastised gently. “Let’s see what our fiery-locked courier has brought to us before descending into gloom, deserved as it may be.”

––––––––
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THE MESSAGE FROM AREN was a job for one of her long-term contract holders, nothing too out of the ordinary, aside from the delivery of the message itself. It was for the Coalition-run station Aerie, a research facility outside the plane of the galaxy proper and the farthest human habitation to date, who had sent a strongly-worded request for a delivery that bordered on demand, again nothing unusual there. Their manners, or lack thereof, were legendary, the isolation from the rest of humanity combined with some of the most intellectually brilliant minds of several generations creating an echo chamber that fed on its own ego, making her own temperament seem downright genial. She’d held this contract for long enough to know if she ignored it, they’d hound her mercilessly through both Aren and the Coalition science division until she cracked, so she accepted the request, hoping for a quick in-and-out, then back to her retreat from reality. Why Aren had sent the job via message pod was a mystery she set to the side. No sense looking for more trouble when it was hell-bent of finding her anyway. It bothered her, though. There was a whiff of fuckery to it, even if the job was a familiar pain in her ass.

The only hitch was she’d have to figure out a way through the dark matter entity Lior had dubbed BEC-y. From her rough idea of where BEC-y had set up shop around the galaxy, the Aerie was a good distance outside that, and she was fairly sure punching her way through an actively condensing mass of cold dark matter wasn’t the best idea, even if she could manage it. That might be a matter of negotiations, if she could catch the entity’s attention, which shouldn’t be too hard, given how chatty it had been in the recent past. There was precious little she could do about it in the here and now, though, so she set that with her concerns about Aren’s new methodology, hoping that pile wouldn’t continue to grow any larger than it already had.

But it was the message pod from Felix that was the most concerning. Someone really was tracking her, tracing her movements over the last few weeks with a skill that worried her. Whoever it was, they knew how to track slippery prey. Thanks to the clandestine nature of the last cargo run, and her dropping off the books after leaving that hell-spawned station, she’d managed to avoid any official paperwork about her whereabouts, so in theory no one should be able to find her. In practice, which it looked as if this person had plenty of, it was possible to find anyone, anytime, as long as you were clever enough to put a lot of disparate pieces of info together into a coherent narrative.

“Sons of the Mistress?” Lior proposed, one hand on a hip, the other wielding an impressively girthy spoon. They were presiding over a sizzling pan, fragrant steam filing the large kitchen with mouth-watering potential. The moment the main door had shut, they’d proclaimed it was high time Bax learned how to make pierogi the right way, and had dragged her into the kitchen, desperate protestations by Bax ignored and dismissed.

Bax shook her head, scowling at a mound of dough, more concerned with the flour-based challenge in front of her than the idea of those musky weirdoes tracking her. “If it was them, there would’ve been other signs of it before now, with the way they’ve been very obviously doggin’ my heels for almost a year now.”

“Unfinished business, then. Someone seeks to tie a loose end you’ve left dangling.”

She shrugged. “I’ve plenty of that. Less lately, but there’s enough to keep me goin’ in circles for days tryin’ to figure it out. But it’s mostly petty stupidity, on both sides, not worth the kind of effort it would take to breach Coalition security.”

Lior made a thoughtful moue. “Don’t discount how far some people will go for the sake of pettiness.”

She gave the dough an experimental poke. It didn’t bite her, or collapse into a puddle of formless goo, so she congratulated herself on a job well done. “I’ve been known to be violently petty at times, so yeah. But I’ve never gone to that kind of effort. Whoever it is has serious motivation for findin’ me, and it’s no one I’ve crossed paths with since I became a ship’r, or they’d have a clue on where to start lookin’. Most people I know wouldn’t take that tact. They’d start by askin’ ‘round at station bars, not pawin’ through databases.” 

“Those do seem to be your favorite haunts, those fascinating studies in violence and inebriation.”

Lior turned off the cooker and began helping her portion the dough into small balls, standing close enough to brush against her each time they reached to place a ball of dough on a flour-dusted pan. Close enough, that under the fragrance of meat and onions pervading the room, she could smell the spiced warmth of their skin. She knew it was strongest where the curls touched the soft skin behind their ears, and ducked her head to give a brief nuzzle into the hollow there. When they didn’t pull away, she gave the area a gentle brush of her lips, then froze in the process of giving the earlobe an experimental nibble at their next words.

“Take me to one.”

Pulling back, head full of spices and warmth, having lost the trail of the conversation, she asked blankly, “Where? What?”

“A ship’r bar,” they said, efficiently rolling another perfect sphere and reaching for another portion. “Of all the places I’ve been, it numbers among those few I’ve neglected to visit.”

Delight coursed through her as an idea formed, rash and impetuous. “How ‘bout comin’ with me on this run? I’ll be stoppin’ at two stations to collect cargo, so that would be an opportunity to check out at least one.” If Lior came with her, she’d forgive the intrusion, if not the demeanor, of those receiving her shipment. She’d forgive a whole hell of a lot for this kind of company.

“But of course,” Lior said, deftly rolling another perfect sphere and placing it on the tray. “Did you think I’d pass up the opportunity to breach the walls of academia and plunder the scientific bounty of the Aerie? It’s the one installation I’ve never managed access to.”

Sidestepping the fact that Lior had just revealed they’d accessed every other Coalition facility, she hesitated, the joy washed away on a wave of cold reality. “They’re a Coalition research facility, though. I hold limited credentials allowin’ me access, but I’m not sure they’d be real pleased to see an unfamiliar civilian.”

They slid a sideways look at her, unsmiling. “Credentials are child’s play. Their placement and secretive nature are what confounded me. My issue has been physical, not the ephemeral nature of Coalition security.”

She shouldn’t be surprised that Lior had tried gaining access to the Aerie, the research facility set far above the spin of the galaxy, but it added another layer of questions and blank spaces onto an already impressive pile growing around Lior. She knew little of their life before they’d been known far and wide as the Junker Man, other than a brief but lucrative career here on Lorium, but instead of making her uneasy at Lior’s black hole of a past, it merely drew her into a closer orbit. As if she had any choice. For too many reasons, Lior was her world, her weak point, the fault line that ran through her life that was now filled to the brim. The missing parts of Lior’s life were irrelevant, as long as they were present in hers in the here and now. She’d move heaven and hell to get them what they wanted, and if they wanted on the Aerie, she’d do her damnedest to make that happen.

But they had to know what they were in for. “It’ll be weeks in the making,” she warned. “No transit, not even a whiff of the stuff, once I pick up part of the cargo. Non-negotiable.”

The look Lior gave her sent a jolt of heat through her. “There will be plenty of negotiations, I can assure you, given that much time. I shall relish such privacy.”

It took her a few minutes to gather her scattered thoughts, for once all travelling on delightful paths. “They’re not gonna know what hit ‘em,” she said eventually, sure she was grinning like some sort of crazed madwoman, wondering if she was also speaking of herself. “And along the way, you can help me figure out how to get through BEC-y. That’s the only snag in my route so far. The lane that leads to the Aerie is fairly straightforward and usually uneventful, but that may have changed, given the ruckus goin’ on in-system. And I have a perfect ship’r bar in mind, and someone I’d like you to meet in the process.”

“Another plaything,” they mused, rolling a quick series of perfect dough spheres. “Keep this up, and I’ll scarce have the energy for our own playtime.”

Bax chuckled, rolling her own lopsided oval. “That’s a hollow threat if I ever heard one. You’ll wear us all out, then go lookin’ for new diversions.”

Their deft fingers stilled, then dropped the dough ball onto the counter as they turned with swift grace to grab her by the waist, pulling her close, whispering in her ear, “Is that a challenge, kedvesem? Shall I show you the limits of my endurance, or your own?”

Knees weak, words dissolving into ephemeral shreds, she breathed in the spiced warmth of their skin, answering in the only way left to her.

With everything she had, and more.
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CHAPTER 2: DANIEL
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Daniel was overwhelmed. He stood, neck craned back as far as it would go, jaw slack, breathless. “It’s huge!” he breathed.

Marsh chuckled. “Flattery will get you everywhere, darlin’. But seriously, it’s on the middling end of average. Small enough to fit most anywhere, but big enough to get the job done to everyone’s satisfaction.”

“I’ve never seen it from this perspective before though; it’s just...wow.” Hypnotized, he let his gaze travel down the long length of it, taking in its majestic lines.

“Any color, pattern, or design you’d like, it’s your canvas,” Marsh said, handing him a portable comp. “And if you don’t like any of the standard offerings, I know an artist stationed here that’ll draw up anything you can dream of for a few credits, which is always money well spent in my opinion.”

He took the portable comp with numb fingers, the responsibility overwhelming him. “What if you don’t like it? You’ll be stuck with it forever, hating it every time you look at it.”

“Every time I see it, I’ll think of you, so I’ll love it, regardless.” Marsh nudged him with a gentle elbow. “Just nothing to overtly lewd. I know that mind of yours, ya little perv. You’re not the only one that’s gonna lay eyes on it.”

Looking up, up, and still farther up the side of Daisy Chain looming over him in the massive paint booth, he marveled at the canvas he’d been given. When Marsh had told him the rig needed a good scrub and new paint job, he’d imagined a busy swarm of drones working on the rig as it was docked at a repair station, not cozied up inside the most massive structure he’d ever seen. The paint booth was at least four or five times the size of Daisy Chain, large enough to admit even the bulkiest rigs, such as the heavy hauler he’d spotted leaving as they’d entered, its newly painted flames of blue and orange-red plasma curling down its sides gleaming in the harsh lights. 

“Does it cost too much extra for custom designs?” he asked, not wanting to spend more than necessary. He was starting to feel like a mooch, with how long he’d been enjoying everyone else’s state of employment, with none of his own. A design had already occurred to him, but he couldn’t find anything close to it in the database. If it cost too much, he could work with what they offered.

“Doesn’t matter,” Marsh said, waving at a figure that was approaching them at a quick trot. “I’ll be dropping some serious coin here on better shielding and restocking my toys, so that’ll be a drop in the proverbial bucket I’ll be slinging at these goons. Go nuts, honey.” He walked over to meet the approaching figure, clasping forearms with them before falling into a quiet discussion.

The large enclosure was surprisingly quiet, almost eerily so. That would probably change once the work began, but for now it was silent, a perfect place to contemplate artistic aesthetics. He stepped into a small enclosed platform, raising it until he was eye-level with the broad slab side of the rig. Holding up the portable comp, he overlaid design after design on the real-time image of Daisy Chain, losing himself in the process of re-imagining Marsh’s rig. After a while, still unsatisfied with any of the pre-made designs, he lowered the portable comp, considering his initial idea of a custom design. He’d have to consult with that artist Marsh mentioned, his drawing ability not even close to sufficient for the job.

Abruptly, the moment crystalized around him, and he shivered with an unexpected surge of wonderment and disbelief. Here he was, redesigning the exterior of a veteran ship’r’s rig, given free rein to do whatever he liked because the ship’r loved and trusted him enough to turn the entire thing over into his hands. He gazed at the huge rig, trying to take in the whole thing at once and failing for the sheer size of it, while doing the same for the moment. He could ask how he got here, but he knew full well the circumstances that led to this moment. He just couldn’t believe it had happened to him. Him. Not a romance novel hero, or a tragic leading man in a holo-vid. Him, Daniel, recently of lost circumstances, a floater and drifter in more than one way. Loved, trusted, and cherished; he’d never thought it was all possible, not from one person. Those things had been distributed among various members of his former family, and never in his unwisely chosen other family, the Life-r’s. Sometimes it was too much, like now, and all he wanted to do was run to Marsh’s arms and bury his face in his chest and sob this excruciating, overwhelming joy until he drained off enough of the pressure to be able to breathe again.

Who knew love could be so much, and cost so little. The imbalance of it upset him, drew his mind again to his mooching status. Marsh gave him so much of himself, yes, but also of material things. It was high time he figured out how to pull his own weight. And while it wasn’t contributing financially—taking away, in actuality—he’d start with making the best damn design on his rig as he was capable of.

Determination firming his chin, he lowered the platform and went to join Marsh, ideas fairly brimming out of his ears. He’d do his best to make Daisy beautiful, and Marsh proud. He owed them both, and while not in coin, it would be payment that came from his heart.

––––––––
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“WHAT DO YOU THINK?” 

Daniel watched Marsh closely as they stepped into the observation room overlooking the paint booth. The newly adorned Daisy Chain shone under the brilliant lights, the new paint job gleaming. No longer a dingy, well-worn mural of sinuous dancing figures interspersed with daisy-ish looking flowers, it was now a cohesive whole, a panorama of simplicity he hoped would be enough. The image of a large coronet of white daisies was draped carelessly on one of the front corners, ribbons of deep aqua-marine trailing off of it and along the entire length of the rig. The rest of the rig was covered in a scattering of white petals that drifted and spun across the background of a blue sky mottled with hints of white clouds, invoking a soft spring morning. He had to give the artist and the spray bots credit; the realism of it was breathtaking, giving the impression you could snatch one of the petals off the side of the rig, or that one sharp maneuver would cause the crown of daisies to slip from its precarious perch. The sky had such depth he felt as if he were planet-side, looking out a window.

Marsh stared at his rig, expressionless, silent. Daniel started to worry that he hated it, was regretting turning his precious baby over to such clumsy hands, was calculating the cost of stripping the whole thing, and was trying to find the words to express his disappointment. He didn’t blame him. Amateurs had no business with this amount of responsibility. He shifted his feet, drawing a breath to apologize.  

“Gods,” Marsh finally said, so quietly it was nearly inaudible. He gestured at Daisy Chain, a shocked expression on his face. “I’ve...wow.”

“The artist said if you didn’t like it, she’d redo it once, no cost, no hard feelings. Art is so subjective, she understands how surprises can go awry,” Daniel said quickly. “It was just the first thing that occurred to me—I wanted to keep the daisies, because you know, the name, but I know how you like being planet-side, and the spring festival is coming up on Amare, you told me all about the flower crowns...” He trailed off, hands twisting white-knuckled behind his back, searching Marsh’s face for something beyond shock.

Marsh shook his head, blinking rapidly. “I can’t believe...it’s freakin’ gorgeous, honey,” he breathed finally. He gestured at his rig again, this time with both hands spread wide. “That’s my Daisy? She’s so gods-damned beautiful!” He grabbed Daniel by the arms, misty-eyed and clearly delighted. “Oh gods, Dan, you’re amazing. I said I’d like anything you’d do, but I wasn’t expecting this.” He crushed him in a fierce hug, then released him to hold him at arm’s length. “We’re gonna make a hell of an impression next time we dock. Mark my words, we’ll get some serious attention. You may have just gotten yourself a career in rig beautification.”

Daniel laughed, relief weakening his knees. “I’m glad you like it, but I don’t know so much about that; most of the accolades should go to the artist. I just came up with the ideas.”

“Art languishes without ideas,” Marsh said, face gone serious. “Don’t discount that skill; you saw what came of my ideas. Workable, but a far cry from anything anyone with eyes would consider beautiful. There’s some ugly rigs out there that could use your skill at putting ideas to form.”

This concept of other people actually liking his ideas, hot on the heels of his own discomfort at being unemployed, sparked an idea. If he could meet with ship’rs wherever he happened to be with Marsh, to discuss and come up with ideas for their rigs, then pass them onto the artist to become fully realized, he could not only make some coin, but send a lot more business to the artist as well. It was a wild idea, so far from the physical labor he’d grown up doing it almost made him uncomfortable to consider. It didn’t sound real.

“I’ll think about it,” he said.

“Think hard,” Marsh said, steering him out of the observation room. “Off the top of my head I can come up with a dozen ship’rs I’m about to shame into a new paint job. Your skills are about to be in great demand, honey. If I can find them, that is. That in-system nonsense has scattered what’s left of us ship’rs to the far corners of mapped space, ourselves included. Ready to head back to Amare while they finish up here?”

“Absolutely,” he said eagerly. Marsh’s family, as welcoming and rowdy as ever, was quickly becoming real family to him, at their insistence. They all felt a shared blame over allowing the Life-r’s to get their hands on him the last time he was there, and had smothered him in affection and apologies the moment he’d stepped foot onto the family compound. It was an honest, loving smothering, and he loved every second of it, despite the small, insistent voice that still muttered sly, derisive words in the back of his mind about his lack of worthiness for such things.

He felt a hand slip into his. “Thank you, honey,” Marsh murmured, kissing his cheek. “It’s beautiful. Let’s go home.”

Home. He had so many now, both solid and transient, but his true home was anywhere he was with Marsh. Looking up into those beautiful sapphire eyes, he smiled. There was so much love there, so much room for him in that one look, he knew that home would always be there for him. The appreciation for his artistic ideas was a bonus he clutched close to his overflowing heart, as close to perfectly happy as he’d been in a long while.

––––––––
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THE SPRING FESTIVAL was a riot of color, sound, and scent that washed over Daniel in a gorgeous tidal wave and swept him along in intoxicated wonder. Flowers of every hue adorned everything and everyone, perfuming the air with a thousand different fragrances, their bright colors drawing the eye here, there and everywhere. Bouquets sprang from clasped hands, garlands draped over anything that sat still long enough to be bedecked, petals rained down from woven arches set over the avenues, and skillfully woven coronets perched on every head. Blooms fairly burst from the air itself, giving the impression it was the flowers that controlled the crowds, and not the other way around. He wanted to grab one of each of the blossoms and crush them to his face to feel their velvet softness against his skin, breathe in their heady scents one by one until he lost himself in their intoxicating embrace. It was the most overwhelmingly gorgeous sight he’d every laid eyes on. The crush of people wending by were as colorful and beautiful as the flowers, all in flowing, diaphanous clothing in soft pastels, bare arms adorned with winding ribbons that trailed behind in graceful flows of color.

“Is this a parade?” he asked Marsh, who was squinting at the crowds with an expression close to annoyance. They were sitting on a low rock wall in the shade of a riotously flowering tree, sipping a sweetly sour juice as they waited to meet one of Marsh’s siblings. He reached up to adjust his own crown of white daisies and brushed against a branch overhead, knocking loose a shower of petals from the overhanging tree.

“No, just performers on their way to the evening ceremony,” Marsh said without turning. He watched the procession for a minute, then said abruptly, “There’s too many people here.”

Daniel nudged him with an elbow. “Grouch. You just want the whole thing to yourself. If we go now, we can get front row seats if you want.”

Marsh shook his head, still glaring at the crowd. “Seriously, there’s too many people here. This isn’t a planet-wide festival, just our local harem’s. I’ve never seen so many people at one of these.”

Bemused, Daniel idly watched the crowd passing by, then sat up straighter. He swore the same people had just walked by, an identical group down to the white streak in one woman’s hair, and another carrying a sleeping child on their shoulder. The strange thing was, he could see right through them, the people and scenery clearly visible beyond them.

Marsh must’ve seen it as well. “Tell me I’m not goin’ crazy, Dan.”

Another group walked by, followed by their vague doubles. “Are twins a thing on Amare?” he asked, hoping for a resounding yes, but from the sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, he knew what the answer would be.

“Not to that extent,” Marsh said, then took a sharp breath. “Oh gods, the family...I need to get back, make sure...”

He rose quickly, then froze, hand outstretched for Daniel’s. Reaching for it, Daniel glanced back at the crowd, and froze as well. One by one, the doubles were fading away, disappearing in wisps until they were gone as completely as they’d been there a moment ago. Some of the remaining crowd looked around, as if vaguely aware of the shift in population, but most seemed to either ignore it or shrug it off. It had happened so smoothly, without any fanfare or sense of immediate danger, that most never noticed a thing.

He laughed, high and brittle, stuffing down the panic that tried to surge up. “Well, that takes care of the overcrowding,” he said shakily.

They fled the festival, heading back to the compound as fast as Marsh could navigate the ground car, a breathless sprint of terrifying speeds Daniel wished he could shut his eyes to, but didn’t dare.

“Fuckin’ hell,” Marsh cursed, swerving around a slow-moving delivery drone. He let out a string of high-powered curses as the ground car leapt forward, speeding wildly around a blind curve. “Here, of all places. Means it’s everywhere, whatever it is. Gods damnit. I’m so fuckin’ done with all this. Of all the gods-damned, perfect fuckin’ days to leave my wrist comp behind.”

Daniel remained silent, fear clamping down on him from both the speed and Marsh’s fury, afraid to distract him. He’d never seen him so angry, or so reckless.

“Get out of the gods-damned way!” Marsh roared at another delivery drone, forced to slow for oncoming traffic. Seething, he glared at the road ahead in terrifying silence, hands white-knuckled on the steering yoke.

“Marsh, please.” When Marsh didn’t respond, he lowered his voice in the silence, saying quietly, “You’re scaring me.”

That broke the silence, but not in the way he’d hoped. Screaming behind his teeth, eyes squeezed shut, Marsh gave the steering yoke several vicious shakes, then released it, balling his fists until his knuckles cracked. Daniel thought he was going to lash out, but he just held himself wire-tight, locked into his rage. At a movement from Daniel, he glanced over, and Daniel couldn’t help recoiling from the fury roiling in that brief look. A pang of guilt crossed Marsh’s face, then it crumpled to grief. He slapped the autopilot toggle and leaned back, palms pressed to his eyes, breathing raggedly, visibly trying to pull himself together. A minute passed, then another, the ground car proceeding sedately onwards, steering itself placidly around the delivery drone when the way was clear.

“Sorry, honey,” Marsh said heavily, dropping his hands limply to his lap. “It’s all...just...too much.” He looked away, misery lining his face.

He reached over and took his hand, squeezing lightly. “It’s okay, I understand. Kind of. But doesn’t this thing have a transceiver? Can’t you get it to at least talk to the compound AI?” he asked, pouncing on the first reasonable idea to pop into his mind. He poked at several plausible-looking buttons on the display, but all that did was opaque the side windows and fill the cabin with the heady scent of patchouli. 

Marsh started, then dove for the display. “Dan, you’re a freakin’ lifesaver. Don’t know what I’d do without that level head of yours.” One hand tapping out a sequence on the display, he reached out the other to pull Daniel’s head over to give him a quick kiss. “I really am sorry. I kinda lost my head there for a bit. Won’t happen again, promise.”

Daniel listened to him talk rapid-fire to the compound AI, ordering it to get someone, anyone, on the frequency, trying not to let the panic he’d felt earlier surge forward. He was going to need more than his wits about him if the weirdness was starting up again. Marsh was obviously at the end of his tether, and the best thing Daniel could do was be cool and clear-headed, a voice of reason among the chaos.

Right. Strong, sane, smart; all goals he knew he could reach for, but was sure to miss. But all he had was the trying, so he’d do his best. He was strong—he told himself that every day—so it must be true. Sane, he thought he had a lock on, for sure, absolutely. Smart was wobbly around the edges, so luck would have to do on that one.

Now if everything could quit going to pieces, himself included, so he could get that up and running, it just might work.
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CHAPTER 3: BAX
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This wasn’t going to work. Sitting at a table in the station bar, Bax watched Lior scan the crowd, taking in everything with quick flicks of their golden eyes. Against the gloom of the bar and the monochrome blue of ship’r coveralls, they fairly glowed, their copper coloring and rust-hued coveralls drawing every damn eye their way, bringing the kind of attention she hated. Several ship’rs had already risen from their seats, looking their way, but she’d pinned them back to their chairs with a venomous glare, not ready to share Lior’s company quite yet.

“Bored yet?” she asked hopefully. For all the bodies here, it was atypically quiet and sedate, not nearly as interesting as she’d expected. Good. 

Lior hummed a non-answer, eyes skipping over the faces in a way that had her bristling. It was as if they were selecting their next diversion, which shouldn’t bother her. Didn’t bother her. Wouldn’t bother her. When she’d first made the suggestion of introductions, tucked safe inside the grotto, it had seemed an amusing proposition. Out here out in the wider world, not so much. All she wanted to do was escape back to Calypso, push off from the station, and never set foot anywhere ever again. Irritation clawed at her, scratching skin too thin, too raw, building until it began to morph into something uglier. Her gaze wandered over the room, choosing targets automatically, selecting her own diversions. Unlike Lior, her intentions were trending in a more immediate, hands-on direction. She found a likely candidate, a brute of a man slouched on a barstool, sour glare taking in the room, a scattering of glasses on the bar next to him telling her he’d been there for a while, and was finding the company lacking as well. If there was one person in here spoiling for a fight more than she was, it was him. She was already half out of her chair before she shook her head and sank back down, forcing herself to look anywhere else. Taking slow, even breaths, she unclenched her fists and yanked herself back to a semblance of reason. She wasn’t like this. Usually. Picking fights wasn’t her style; she liked to have provocation, at least nominally. But, she admitted to herself, usual wasn’t so commonplace nowadays. Add into the mix the fact that she’d never been out in public with Lior before, and things were most decidedly not usual.

“So tell me more about this interesting specimen I’m to meet,” they said, gaze still drifting around the room. 

Trying to clear her head of quasi-murderous thoughts, she tried to focus on the conversation instead. “She’s at the next station,” she managed to get out, sounding mostly civilized. “Old friend, interesting personality. Thought you’d appreciate them.”

Breaking off their survey of the surrounding crowd, Lior turned their scrutiny onto her instead. “What’s wrong,” they asked flatly. “Besides the facsimilia crowding several of your compatriots.”

“The what?” The statement and tone was so odd, it threw her off stride, overriding the ugliness roiling around in her head.

“The duplicates,” they clarified. Pointing with their eyes, they continued in the same flat tone. “Matched pair one, two, and three over by the far wall, and a fourth by the bar. Shadowing the original’s motions.”

Fear thrilled through her, followed by a wave of chagrin. So that’s what they’d been staring at. Picking out the figures, one of which was next to the hulking brute she’d targeted earlier, she watched them move in tandem, unease clenching her gut. More ship’rs were noticing the duplicates by now, and by degrees the subdued chatter faded away, leaving the bar in heavy silence. The ‘originals’ stared at their doppelgängers, motionless, being stared back at in return. A thin, high keening ‘nononono, ah gods,’ began at the far end of the bar, and she turned to look, but her view was blocked with the dual image of both herself and Lior. 

“Whoa, shit.” She gasped, rising, knocking over her chair in a graceless scrabble to get away from the image of herself. The image mimicked her stumbling progress, keeping an even distance between them, a movement that would’ve been comical if it wasn’t for the unexpected horror of it. 

At this close distance, she could see through the apparitions clear enough it made her head go funny, as well as her gut. It wasn’t a true duplicate, more of a general imitation, the image accurate if vague, the face a soft blur of features, but the lack of details made it all the more terrifying. It was hard to focus on as well, as if her eyes were seeing something her mind couldn’t or wouldn’t process, knowing there was literally more to the picture, but rejecting whatever it was. Cursing, she backed away, attempting to put distance between herself and her ethereal doppelgänger, sweat springing to her brow, but it followed her as if tethered. Suddenly nauseous, she tried to attribute it to how damn hot it was in the bar now, but the accompanying weakness around her knees told her it wasn’t the heat that made the room start to gently undulate. And it for damn certain wasn’t the single glass of hooch she’d had.

“What the hell?” She almost didn’t recognize her own voice, thin and reedy, as if it was falling through air too thin. 

Lior appeared at her side, at least she assumed it was the real one, seeing as how the other one was standing next to...herself? Herself two? Bax, the second? The rapid breakdown of the language inside her own head to explain the situation wasn’t helpful, and she quickly sorted the two pairs into ‘us’ and ‘other’.

“Fascinating.” Reaching out a splayed hand, Lior tried to touch their double, but the moment they made contact, the duplicate grew wispy, falling apart into diaphanous shreds.

Out of the corner of her vision, she saw several arms reaching out, imitating Lior’s attempt at contact. Jerking her gaze up to sweep the room, she saw them meet with similar success, the doubles vanishing just as easily. Several gasps of surprise were followed by ragged cheers. 

Holding her breath, heart thundering, she waved an arm through the image of herself, trying to think of it as just a holo projection, or a reflection in a mirror, and nothing weirder. But she sure as hell wasn’t taking the risk of breathing in whatever that was. Just as with Lior’s image, her duplicate self dissolved into nothingness as soon as she made contact. A soft sensation of impact forced her back a step, almost driving her to one knee, but with it came a rush of energy, a return to wholeness and wellness that while welcome, was disorienting in a wholly different fashion. Nothing like going from well to sick, then well again in the space of a few heartbeats to knock you off balance. She almost wished it would return to try it again, to see if she could resist it, as insane as the idea was. But whatever this was, it wasn’t sticking around to do much of anything. Neither was she. She’d had enough. 

“Fuck this, I’m goin’ back to Calypso. You comin’?”

They shook their head, slowly lowering their hand and sweeping the room with their eyes. “Return without me. I shall follow as soon as I’ve spoken to a few of your compatriots about this new visitation.”

The last thing she was about to do was to leave Lior alone in the clutches of any of her ‘compatriots’. “The hell with that, I’m stayin’,” she snapped, the fear and irritation brewing into temper. “Won’t be long ‘till I’m loaded, so make it quick.”

The tawny gaze landed on her with the weight of a mid-sized planet.

“Gently, kedvesem,” they said quietly, a hint of sharp-edged anger glinting in their tone. “I’ll not be rushed.”

She looked away, jaw clenched around a heated response, crossing her arms. Fine. If they wanted to play with ship’rs, she’d stay and play as long as they wanted. She’d show them exactly what kind of people she dealt with every day she wasn’t out deep, starting with a pre-selected target.

Gesturing with a jerk of her head, she led Lior over to the brute of a man she’d targeted earlier. He was slouched back against the bar, glaring around the room with general hostility, having abandoned his barstool in a rush when confronted with his duplicate. His massive hand, wrapped around a glass, looked steady, but the trembling liquid within told a different story. Latching onto his glare, she returned it with one of her own as they approached, throwing a frown into the mix for good measure. No use giving him funny ideas.

“What’chu want, Bax,” he grumbled at her. “B’sides trouble. You ain’t nuthin’ but trouble.”

Good. Nothing like getting started off on the right foot. “My friend wants to talk to you,” she said with a jerk of her head towards Lior. 

“Ain’t in the mood t’ talk,” he grumbled. He turned away, putting his elbows on the bar, presenting them with his broad back.

Resisting the urge to grab the back of his head and slam his forehead against the bar until his mind changed itself, she growled around her teeth, “Don’t care if you’re in the mood, darlin’, this is happenin’. Be a sweetheart and give my friend your full attention, or we’ll be spendin’ some quality time together, just you an’ me.”

He turned his head just enough to give her a one-eyed glare. “Fuck off. You’re makin’ a worse clusterfuck outta this already shit-hole of a day.”

Impulse and fury had her reaching for his arm to pull him around and force him to face her, but Lior caught her wrist. Their hand clamped down, fingers digging painfully into the inside of her forearm, finding the soft spot between bones, the icy press of the implants snatching her breath. She froze, the anger draining away as she met the golden eyes. There was command there, but also a glint of something unrecognizable, almost predatory.

“Let me speak to the gentleman,” they said softly, firmly.

Backing off, shaking the feeling back into her hand, she watched as Lior approached the man and laid a hand on his back, leaning in to speak to him in a voice too quiet for her to hear. His hunched, defensive posture relaxed, and he turned to face them, a bewildered look on his face. Sliding the hand to rest on his bare forearm, Lior continued to speak to him in a low monotone. The man visibly warmed, a small grin lighting his face as he answered, then sobering, shaking his head, all the while latching onto Lior’s gaze with eager eyes as if he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, break away. They spoke for a few more minutes, then Lior raised their other hand, touching him briefly on the temple before removing both hands. The man twitched, blinking once, twice, then turned slowly away, leaning back onto the bar with his elbows, head lowered, dismissing or forgetting them.

“What’ve y’ done t’ him?” Bax hissed, alarmed. She was willing to rearrange his face for him, but it looked as if Lior had done something deeper than simple facial restructuring.

“Nothing I haven’t done to many,” they said distantly, scanning the room. “Don’t fret, your friend will be fine.” They glanced back at the man, who was now glaring at Bax again, brow furrowed. “See? Just as he was.”

Done to many? The statement burrowed into her mind, creating a wound that itched and burned with unease. Lior never dealt in the biological, at least when she’d known them last, and had even stated so recently. Glaring back at the man, she covered the unease with anger, undirected and formless.

“Got a problem? Want me to give you one?” she snapped.

He didn’t answer, continuing to direct a frowning glower at her, but then his gaze wandered over to Lior, his expression shifting to something akin to reverence. As Lior moved away, targeting another ‘compatriot’, the man rose from his barstool, following. 

Oh hell no. She stepped into his path, blocking him. He tried to step around her, but everywhere he went, she was there, a wall of denial bristling with poorly controlled anger.

“Move,” he growled.

She shook her head, braid slithering along her back, eyes locked onto his, protective fury surging to the surface. No one was going to lay a hand on Lior, not while she was around.

He made to shove her out of the way, a swipe of a large hand catching her arm, and the fragile grip she had on her temper shattered. Denied once before, it was doubly sweet to feel the knuckles of her hand smash against the pocked skin of his face, followed by a swift jab to flab-covered ribs with her other fist. A roar erupted from the bleeding hole of a mouth, and the lumbering brute shoved at her, but she ducked, sending another swift jab at the inside of a thigh, right above the knee. An elbow smashed into her back, knocking the wind out of her, and unable to stand, she grabbed him around the waist, shoving with all the strength in her legs. He toppled, and she fell with him, knee landing in a soft, advantageous target, and he roared again.

Before she could press her advantage, a hand caught the back of her coveralls, yanking her up and throwing her to the side. She rolled, gaining her feet in a crouch, fists balled, breathing heavily, scanning for whoever had interrupted her fun.

“Can’t blame ya for takin’ a swipe at Denrids there; he’s tempted my knuckles a few times, the ugly bastard,” a deep voice said above her. “But today’s not the day, Bax. Reel it in.”

Target acquired, she launched herself at the speaker, tackling him with a resounding thud and a crushing grip. Lifting him off his feet, she spun him around, delight washing through her. He laughed, a low rumble of delight, as she set him on his feet and grabbed him by the arms, shaking him, grinning wildly.

“Gods above, Clive, what’s your ugly mug doin’ here? Last I knew you were retired.” 

Squeezing her hard enough to crack a few joints, he extricated himself, holding her at arm’s length, a brief grin flashing across his bearded face. “Be nice to your elders, young’un, or I’ll toss ya across the room again.” As her grin widened, his followed suit. “It’s good to see you, Bax. Even if you’re still trouble personified.” 

“If I was anythin’ but, you’d be worried,” she said, clasping forearms with him and pulling him in for another brief embrace. “You taught me everythin’ ‘bout bein’ a ship’r but manners, and I still ain’t had need for those yet.”

“Precious few do, that’s for damn sure.” Eyes scanning the room as he talked, he continued. “Got asked if I could pull a few shifts as cooler ‘round here, what with all the smugglers and whatnot showin’ up lately. Short-handed and desperate, just the way I like it, so I took the easy coin. Easy, ‘til you showed up, that is. I knew I’d be earnin’ my pay the moment you walked in with that tender piece.”

Looking over at Lior, who was gathering a fair sized crowd, she frowned. That was more bodies around them than she was comfortable with. Catching her glare, Lior shook their head slightly, warning her off with the simple motion. Fine. But if anyone so much as breathed wrong, she’d be on them like slime on an Andurean cheese; unpleasant, and often disabling.

She sighed heavily, turning back to Clive. “Ain’t so tender, once you get past the looks. Been busy ‘round here, I take it?”

He nodded, thoughtfully pulling at his beard, the white streaks in it new, but suiting him. “Notice how no one got too fussy when those doubles showed up?” At her nod, he continued. “Yeah. Not the first time those bastards have cluttered up the place. Hell, last week we were crowdin’ out to the walls, there were so many. Harmless, though. Better than those creepy ‘fairy’ things by a fair mile, though. ‘Least these new guys keep their hands to themselves.”

“I hear that,” she said with feeling, thinking of clawed appendages and embraces that immersed you in past pleasures. “Had a couple of run-ins myself. How long’s this been goin’ on—the doubles, that is?”

His head whipped around, barking out a quick “Hey, no sir!”, pointing a thick finger at a ship’r who’d climbed onto a table to see over the growing crowd surrounding Lior. The ship’r crawled down, waving an apology.

“Sorry,” he said. “How long? Eh, a few weeks, give or take a day or so. That’s at least when everyone started noticing ‘em, but since they’re quiet and sneaky-like, I’d bet even odds they’ve been lurkin’ ‘round a lot longer.”

A few weeks. About as long as she’d been holed up in the grotto. Her gaze drifted over to the crowd around Lior, uneasy and feeling a little lost. Those weeks had been the best she’d had in a long time, or longer, but she was starting to wonder if they’d been as healthy for her as she’d thought. She felt untethered, adrift in unfamiliar emotions and sensations, and this new strangeness threatened to snap the remaining cords keeping her even marginally grounded. She needed to get her head on straight if she didn’t want this run to be her last one, in more ways than one.

Trying to concentrate on her conversation with Clive, a welcome distraction at any other time, she asked a question that had popped into her head the moment she’d set eyes on her own double. “And you’re sure they’re not those others, the ‘ghosts’ the ‘fairies’ left behind?” It was a long shot, a hope that it was a continuation of an already familiar strangeness, but she knew what he was going to say before he answered. Those ‘ghosts’ were of taken people, not of those still around. That had been pretty explicitly explained by BEC-y. 

“Naw. These things move around, mirroring their double. Those ‘ghosts’ just stood there, frozen in place.” He laid a hand on her shoulder, drawing her attention back from Lior’s crowd again. “Hey, you alright? You’re lookin’—ah now, how can I say it without you swingin’ on me—a bit off your feed. Stressed. I know we’ve had some rough goin’ lately, but you’ve always put up a damn good fight with whatever got thrown your way. You look rolled.”

She leveled a dour look at him, her first and best confidant in the ship’r world
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