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  Chapter one

BartBlaster: MaxxDrive is a Klee humper! 
Tyron laughed. He kind of agreed with the sentiment, even if it was extremely improbable in real life. Anyone in merc-hack could crack a username faster than O2 shooting out a holed hull—they got here by hacking and stayed only if the merc-hack consensus agreed they’d earned the right. But publicizing entire companies’ merc-net usernames with their legal names, all their aliases, histories, companies, and ships?
Tyron shook his head. MaxxDrive exposed a whole bunch of airlock skeletons—he’d better fly far and fast. Taking a blind fold to an unmapped system would be safer. And it might be the only place left for him to hide.
Leaning back in the shuttle’s pilot seat, the creak and sigh of the ancient chair comforting and annoying in equal measure, he considered MaxxDrive. Exposing any merc company working for Galactica was bad enough—they’d be out for blood.
Hadron’s Horde? They were the worst. As Galactica Corporation’s main bully-boy, the Horde’s power and money were practically limitless. Sure, Galactica could cut them loose or cut them to pieces at any time—they’d done the same to multiple merc companies before—but taking the Horde on right now? A losing proposition.
GryphonTriumph: MaxxDrive deserves a medal! A Klee medal for best humping ever!
ClippedWings: MaxxDrive is no Klee humper. MD is a real hero. The Horde are Klee humpers.
Tyron laughed with real humor. MD’s legion of supporters, like GryphonTriumph and ClippedWings, protected, helped and hid him using every trick in the hacker’s manual. But with entire fleets of mercs after MD? His days were numbered, and not in light years.
If Galactica Corporation itself started looking? Tyron grimaced. They’d find him. Or them. The latest theory said MaxxDrive was a codename for a coalition of beings, a group dedicated to weeding out the worst of the universe’s predators. And that might be true. Was almost certainly true.
Might not be a ‘he’ either, or a human, even though the public profile claimed both. Whatever MD was, Tyron was firmly on ClippedWings’s side, even if he couldn’t afford to take a stand. Not with the target already on his back.
He’d love to meet ClippedWings IRL—he was pretty sure CW was a human female like she said—but CW lived in the core, so it wasn’t likely. Tyron shook his head, ruefully. Arguing, discussing, and debating with CW was fun, but these days, crusading for MD took all her time.
MD needed the help. The MD Hunters tracked him relentlessly across several species’ net domains, even some non-oxygen breathers’. Why did the non-oxy allow access? Most of the time, non-oxy and oxy just didn’t mix—not enough in common and no real competition for resources. They even used a different system to fold space—while oxy breathers understood the mathematical theory (or some of them claimed to)—no oxy breather survived non-oxy fold.
Plenty of them tried—and died.
Non-oxy didn’t tolerate the unauthorized or unpaid use of their net either. Tyron shrugged. Maybe MaxxDrive paid for access. Credits bought a lot of protection—but staying bought? Tyron’s mouth twisted. Didn’t usually happen.
MaxxDrive lived on borrowed time. Maybe MD thought the same, because his profile was gone. Even the net shadows were deleted, from some very obscure servers. For all intents and purposes, MD no longer existed.
Tyron sighed and stretched, his coarse aramid armor rasping against the worn pleather of the pilot’s seat. None of this mattered—he hunted another mythical creature.
Nexus’s Security Forum should be the perfect hunting ground. Interesting topics and speakers, all the latest gadgets and gizmos, myriads of experts, lots of job seekers, but so far, not what he needed. Not yet.
He logged off merc-net, closed all the screens tiled across the main display in front of him, disconnected the shuttle from all external net access except the required shuttle-to-station status, and strode to the shuttle hatch.
Before entering the airlock, Tyron activated his personal armor and scanned each status screen. Everything clean and green; all systems go. He’d check no matter what, but with a price on his head and no one to watch his back, he double- and triple-checked. Leaving the shuttle made the back of his neck itch; watchers lurked everywhere in Nexus Station. He wasn’t worried about the pros; his bounty was too small a reward for the risk.
No, it was the lone wolf that he worried about: someone with a personal stake, someone desperate, acting on the spur of the moment. Most of them stood out among the pros here for the Forum, but he wasn’t perfect, and Nexus was crowded and chaotic at the best of times. The Security Forum upped the population and danger.
Unfortunately, he had to go out. He’d advertised their net security position, but the resumes coming to his inbox? Substandard, too inexperienced, or bigger bounties than his—for good reason. The few beings he’d interviewed in person either lied on their resumes or they shouted “danger” to him. Women, men, non-humans, none of them were the right fit for Lightwave’s net security position. Or for Lightwave’s crew—his family.
Exiting the shuttle and engaging all the security measures, Tyron wove his way among the crowds in Nexus Station, alert and wary. Even way out here on the far end of the cheapest docking arm, opportunists were plentiful. His nose wrinkled. The scents, stenches, and sounds of a hundred different cultures, worlds and species hung heavy in the air, despite sound bafflers, the station air handlers, and the cleaning bots scurrying about on the mottled brown plas floors.
A child approached his six, reaching out a hand, and Tyron spun, his back to the bare cerimetal station wall. He glared. The kid met his eyes for a split second, then veered off, whistling nonchalantly. The wall at his back moved: Tyron sprang away to his right, away from his shuttle. Three quick steps, and he turned back toward the now-open wall. Nobody there. The unmarked access panel closed with a faint whoosh, leaving an odd, earthy scent behind.
He snorted and continued toward the central hub. Standard distraction snatch and grab—send a diversion, then try to pull him through an unexpected doorway. If this was the best they could do, he was pretty safe.
But he wasn’t anywhere close to safe and he’d better remember it.
Nexus Station itself didn’t help: a lopsided spiral of docking arms, creating a maze of corridors and passageways, in a plethora of colors, with unexpected nooks and crannies, and lots of hidden panels and access points behind the public ways.
Nexus boasted a bigger-than-usual criminal element—lots of pickpockets and bully-boys, sex workers and drug dealers—if you wanted something illegal in your home system, you could get it here.
And Nexus Below? Reportedly ruthless.
Transients clogged the corridors, helping and hindering his passage. Vendors, legal and otherwise, hawked their wares, increasing the noise and confusion. Groups of young beings, separated by species, stood at intersections, looking for opportunity or trouble.
Entering one of the cross-arm connector courts, Tyron saw four small humanoids cut a Sagittarian away from her herd for a few seconds and cut the strap on her hip bag, sauntering off with their spoils, the Sagittarian oblivious to the loss. Hopefully the bag was for show only, but there was sure to be ear-splitting hoots and whistles when the theft was discovered. If he’d been close enough, he might have tripped one of the thieves up and ruined their game, but the herd mistress should be more attentive.
“Traveler beware” was the rule on every station, but Nexus was especially dangerous.
As the name implied, Nexus was just that, a convenient intermediate point for folders in this part of the universe. All kinds of beings passed through Nexus, usually on their way from one constellation to the next.
Being at the ‘corner’ of Eridanus, Lepus, Columba, and Calum, with Canis Major and many others nearby, it lay close to the core worlds and the ecliptic, but not right in either of those. Centrally located, convenient, but definitely not safe for individuals—no matter what Nexus advertised.
Tyron wove and dodged through the crowded passageways, watching his six in his holo, and trying to stay next to a wall. Several times, he stared down beings walking, rolling or slithering toward him, forcing them to step aside. He nodded and gave way to a group of young S’muri, swaggering along with shiny new long swords at their hips—no sense in asking for trouble.
He chuckled mirthlessly. A station full of security experts meant there weren’t nearly as many mostly-clueless beings to hide behind.
Ironically, one of the safest places was the security conference fight demonstration floor—safety for fighters and spectators was guaranteed. Snipers perched on high catwalks; security teams, both covert and overt, roamed the floor; and security bots patrolled everywhere. But you had to reach the floor first.
Finally, Tyron made it to the station hub, a hundred-meter-wide, triple-height, roughly circular plaza, and entered the fight floor security cordon snaking along the wall on the far side. Waiting in line to get on the fight floor could be dangerous. Beings waited with him, alert and impatient, wary despite overt and covert Nexus security. He spotted at least two snipers, and three undercover floor guards, but they weren’t effective against up close and personal assassins. Everyone in line eyed each other suspiciously.
He’d laugh at all the nervy beings if his life wasn’t on the line too.
A commotion near one of the plaza entrances drew some of his attention. An RR screeched out, the high pitch making him wince and causing a mass of security to tromp across the plaza. Tyron watched the rest of the area, all too aware this could be a diversion. Nexus Security evidently agreed; he could see others scanning the plaza and the crowds, leaving the RR to their teammates. Whatever happened was resolved quickly, security returning to their assignments like comets slicing through a meteor ring.
Fortunately, he’d timed his arrival right: the line was short and moved quickly. Once inside, he’d be safer, if a little bored. Occasionally, open challenge fights were exciting, but the true experts fought much later in the day.
When one of the ten security entrances slid open front of him, he entered, placed all his weapons into the locker waiting for him and secured it with his conference codes. That task complete, he walked into the scanner, turning off his active armor and holo as the hatch behind him closed. He held his arms out to the side and spread his feet, uncomfortable inside the enclosed area. “Tyron Phazeer, Lightwave Fold Transport,” he announced, a tendril of uneasiness snaking down his spine.
Every time he used his real name on Nexus, his chances of getting tagged increased despite the excellent security provided by the Security Forum. The organizers didn’t allow registration under a fake name, although you could use a pseudonym with other conference attendees. But that wouldn’t do him any good—Lightwave needed a net security expert. Using his real name was necessary, if disconcerting.
The Phalanx Eagle mutiny wasn’t notorious anymore, but if a net security applicant couldn’t ferret out Lightwave’s connection to PE, they weren’t good enough for Lightwave. Finding a decent net expert was challenging for anyone, but Lightwave’s pitiful pay and unpredictable schedule combined with the price on their heads made it practically impossible.
Most knew the bounty was blast and rad, fallout from the implosion of Phalanx Eagle, but many agreed with PE’s current leadership. Even more didn’t care—they just needed the credits. To make matters worse, Galactica currently held PE’s leash. Wonder if ClippedWings knew who he was and his sad history? If anyone could ferret out an identity on merc-hack, it would be CW. He’d probably dropped a lot of clues over the years too; once he got to know CW, he’d been far too unguarded. He couldn’t regret it; his talks with CW brightened his days and relieved the tedium of space travel.
The fight floor was probably an unnecessary risk. He was looking for a net expert, not a fighter or a physical security expert. But he couldn’t just sit in the shuttle, desperately hoping for a decent applicant. He wasn’t ready to give up, and he’d already lurked in the net games for far too long. He shrugged. Maybe he’d learn a move or two. Or maybe he’d find a fight for himself and work off some of the stress of failure.
A slot to his right spit out a square of plas. He slapped the security badge on his chest, the bright green color announcing his intent to hire a net security expert, ‘Lightwave Fold Transport’ the only name on the badge.
The security hatch opened and he moved onto the cavernous fight floor, steeling himself for the immediate assault on his eyes, ears, and nose. Flesh hit flesh, bells rang and a dozen different species made, lost and won bets in a tidal wave of sound. Crowds of beings in a myriad of species and colors swarmed around the fight rings, the fighters spinning and jumping above the masses.
Taking the first ladder up, away from the turmoil and confusion, he sauntered along the slightly less crowded and much calmer mezzanine surrounding the fight floor. Suspended halfway up the wall in the huge, open room, Tyron was high enough to see the entire floor, but low enough a jump wouldn’t break a leg, and there were plenty of ladders back down to the main floor. Secure, guarded and alarmed emergency exits were plentiful.
Safety equaled popularity; the mezzanine was crowded, but not like the fight floor; the beings here watched quietly for the most part. Bets were placed electronically, food and bev bots circulated, as did security, live and bot.
He nodded at a Chelonian he recognized from another conference and the green-tinged man nodded back, but they both kept moving. The aroma of a dozen different species’ foods combined with the underlying scent of a dozen more species’ sweat—or the equivalent—reminded him of other fight floors.
The layouts might differ, but they were all the same—sentient creatures struggling for victory.
Tyron found a spot between two ladders and near three emergency exits, but not right at any of them. His scanner said the wall was solid, so he took a chance and leaned against it.
He set his armor to track the beings and bots within
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