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      Captain Jessie Ramsey reclined in her command chair. Her booster seat didn’t lend her any sense of gravitas, but the seat had been meant for a haathee ass and could have fit three of hers across. The backrest wasn’t within the length of her legs of the edge. Naturally, video comms didn’t tend to portray her in a serious light.

      She was alone on the bridge of the Toofoe. These past two months, the name hadn’t grown on her. But it was the name they’d gotten the vessel’s owner, Grosstet, to agree to. And as the captain, alone, without needing to feel self-conscious in front of her crew, she continued with a little experiment.

      “Captain’s log. May 14, 2591. The Toofoe is responding to a distress call from the cargo vessel Cambria in unaligned space. Pirates have caught on to yet another of the shortcuts used by shipping companies to avoid paying for properly armed escorts. Luckily for the Cambria’s crew, we were in the neighborhood.”

      Jessie closed the recording and opened a hailing frequency.

      On her tactical readout, she spotted the Cambria, dead in space, as a Martian-made planetary patrol ship with no running ID backed away from it.

      “Unidentified vessel, we’re responding to a distress call from the ship you just violated. Power down and surrender.”

      The response came back with a vocal scrambler so thick she couldn’t tell whether the speaker was even human. “You have no jurisdiction here. Stay clear or we’ll destroy you.”

      Jessie laughed out loud with her comm channel still open. “Buddy, I don’t pretend to understand the weapons on this ship, but my tactical computer registers you as a minor navigational hazard, on par with an asteroid your size, not a combat threat. If I have to fire on you, I don’t know that I have a setting that won’t vaporize your whole vessel.”

      “You’re bluffing. That thing’s no warship.”

      Jessie didn’t need to take shit from this no-name pirate scum. She fired the Toofoe’s thrusters. A zero-point reaction beyond her understanding of physics rocketed the vessel forward and, at her command, stopped it again, just as quickly.

      The pirate vessel appeared just a handful of meters from her viewscreen. The captain could see out his forward window onto her bridge.

      Maybe Jessie looked like a toddler sitting for a family photo in her booster chair, but commanding a ship with ten thousand times the mass of her target, she’d snapped a quick-brake maneuver that would have flattened the pirate vessel if her reflexes had been a tenth of a second too late.

      “I’m not sure if it matters that we’re an understaffed diplomatic exploration vessel. You’re a fucking rowboat. And you have five minutes to get your people into escape pods. Alternatively, you can do something stupid and save me the five-minute wait. What’ll it be?”

      “What guarantee do I have that you won’t fire on the pods?”

      “None. Just take your chances that I’m not a psychopath like yourself.”

      An escape pod launched from the nameless pirate vessel. Then another. By the look of the hull, it was a variant of the Lusitania class. That meant four pods.

      Within her five-minute ultimatum, the final two pods ejected from the ship.

      Jessie switched comms. “Cambria, this is the Toofoe. I don’t read active engines over there. Do you have life support?”

      The last thing she wanted was passengers, but she couldn’t leave the dumb fucks to die out here, either. Just because their parent company was a bunch of cheapskates didn’t mean these guys had to pay with their lives.

      When the reply came back, it was nearly as garbled as the pirates’ signal. “Thank you, Toofoe. We’ll be fine. Our engineer powered down the engines to repair a coolant leak. We should be up and running within the half hour.”

      “Fine. Don’t mind us, then. We don’t expect payment for the rescue, but we do claim right of salvage of the abandoned vessel.”

      Out here, in territory claimed by both Mars and Earth but controlled by neither, rules were flexible. By most traditional definitions, Jessie and her crew were pirates. They’d forced a crew to abandon their vessel and weren’t rendering aid. It wouldn’t look good at trial, if they were ever arrested. But the whole point of being here was that the region was rife with pirate activity, thanks to the deafening power vacuum.

      “Hey, not like we’d be in any position to stop you, but that’s fine by us. If you wouldn’t mind, though, could you leave us the cargo they stole?”

      OK. There was a fine line between robbing pirates and taking secondhand plunder while the victims were literally on comms asking for it back. “Sounds fair. How will we know what’s yours?”

      “It’s all marked. Eris Pharmaceutical. Anything with that logo was in our hold an hour ago.”

      “Eris Pharma? What the hell are you guys doing hauling aphrodisiacs through a war zone for?”

      “Making a living, ma’am. Talk to the customers if you want to get deep into philosophy. We’ve just got a delivery to make.”

      “Understood. Toofoe out.” She cut the comm. “Dumb fuckers.” No one was going to catch Jessie hauling nonessentials through pirate-infested space for whatever those guys were probably getting paid.

      Of course, she was the one who was about to walk through a kilometer of corridors on a ship she barely understood to go raid the refrigerators of a bunch of pirates. The last vessel they’d raided had been nearly a week ago, and their own stores were running low.

      “Those corporate fucks probably think the same about us.”
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        * * *

      

      The wall itself spoke. “Drascz, it’s Jessie. Meet me in the hangar in five.”

      Drascz flicked off her plasma torch and lifted her goggles. Springing three steps to the panel, she slapped it and made her reply. “I can’t get to the hangar in five minutes. Unless you mean hours, I’ll be late. And what’s in the hangar, anyway? Do I need to bring anything?”

      “Your standard field salvage kit and your EV suit. We’re scoping out a pirate ship. Lusitania class.”

      She snarled in the back of her throat before replying. “Should that mean something to me? How big is it?”

      “2.2 kilotons displacement. Lightly armed. Possibly booby-trapped.”

      Fine. Now that was useful information. “Wonderful. If it’s trapped, why go aboard? Why not just leave it be?”

      “Get here ASAP. We’ve got a job to do.”

      Drascz glanced back. The steel frame she was welding together wasn’t a job? Was she making furnishings for a disparate crew of seven different species, only one of which could comfortably eat, sleep, and relax on the furniture provided… for fun? Granted, it was an interesting challenge at times, and some of the projects allowed for a little creativity. But mostly it was work.

      Hanging her goggles on a hook she’d welded beside the door, Drascz tucked her plasma torch into the sack of tools she’d gathered for odd jobs and set off to join her captain.

      It was a strange notion, having a captain, and one that hadn’t sunk all the way into her skin just yet. She’d had her birth parents—whom she barely remembered—her adoptive parents, teachers, coaches, professors, and eventually a principal. The concept of authority figures didn’t bother her at all. In fact, the relatively unfettered freedom on Phabian had left her adrift. But she’d never considered any sort of military service.

      She’d also never enlisted, wasn’t commissioned. All Jessie Ramsey’s authority was bluster and bravado.

      Drascz could tell her to stuff it.

      A pair of lift doors opened after an extended jaunt.

      “Hangar.”

      The hum and whir of alien technology told her the lift car was moving. No sensation of motion gave any hint, though a readout on the wall in plain English marked her progress on the multi-stage trip through the ship’s omni-direction lift system.

      Yes, she could do anything she liked. When Drascz got to the hangar, she and this so-called captain were going to have it out. Either she was an artist working on some charity bedroom sets for her fellow castaways, or she was a commando engineer, venturing onto booby-trapped pirate ships. Not both. And she was going to have a say which of the remaining options suited her skills best.

      The lift deposited Drascz on the hangar level. Jessie was outside the doors, already in her EV suit with the helmet tucked under one arm. “There you are. I found your suit by the shuttle we poached last week. You should be more careful where you leave it.” Jessie pressed the azrin-fit EV suit, which was brown versus Jessie’s blue suit, into Drascz’s hands, taking momentary custody of the tool kit so Drascz could slip into it.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” Drascz told the captain. “It seemed convenient to leave it near where we all enter and leave the vessel.”

      Jessie nodded at the logic of that. “I know you’ve got a lot on your plate. Once things die down, maybe we rig up a changing station or locker room here.”

      Once things died down? How were they going to die down if all they did was pick fights and crisscross pirate-infested space? Plus, she still had a backlog of crew requests for welding projects.

      “A good idea. I can do that.” Drascz looked around. “Just us?”

      “It’s a small enough ship. Figured we could clear it. Trebla’s trying to install a haathee power relay he put together. Mindy’s still nursing that broken ankle. And Grosstet’s babysitting Eric. We can handle this.”

      Trebla’s science experiments were hardly pressing.

      Mindy was acting like a weakling for sympathy. Even Chik-ta wasn’t so incompetent that her injury hadn’t healed by now.

      Grosstet was not looking after Eric. The two of them were having a holovid marathon.

      Jessie was right, however, when she neglected to mention the rest of their crew. Chik-ta was unsuited to heavy labor, and his role as a doctor—even an egg doctor—made him too valuable to risk over here. Uom’pe was wise and clever and circumspect, but she was also elderly, glacial, and fragile. The ratatoret were liable to pilfer more than they’d admit to finding, and they’d have to maneuver heavy loading equipment to aid in hauling.

      “Of course. Not a problem.”

      Drascz slipped on her EV suit. She donned the helm and grimaced for the few seconds her ears were mashed down before twisting the helmet into the locked position lined up her ears with the ears of the helmet. Then, the soft, springy flesh popped back into proper shape.

      Jessie led the way aboard Grosstet’s shuttle. She was the only member of the crew with clearance to access it, i.e. she was the only one the haathee really trusted.

      Drascz didn’t bother taking a seat for the short flight. Within seconds of the hangar’s floor opening up for them, they arrived at the pirate vessel.
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        * * *

      

      Eric’s beanbag chair was a surprisingly comfortable mixture of an inflatable crash-safety bag, foam boot insoles, and a fuzzy spray used by azrin to treat premature fur loss. Wide enough to fit four humans—maybe six or eight who were on especially friendly terms—Eric had it to himself. His viewing companion for the afternoon had his own seating, and for two reasons. One, he’d have taken up more room than remained on the beanbag. And two, this ship had come with chairs sized just right for him.

      “A FASCINATING STORY,” Grosstet declared as he swiped at the controls with his trunk, returning the holo-projector to its main menu, currently in English. “I AM GLAD CANDIDE SURVIVED. WAS EARTH REALLY SUCH A PLACE, ONCE?”

      Eric twisted up his lips and thought for a moment. “Well, yes and no. I’m pretty sure almost all of those places existed—except El Dorado.”

      “THE ONLY ONE I LIKED…” Grosstet grumbled.

      “Most of the events were overly dramatized and compressed. Pretty much only fictional characters get into and out of that much trouble in one lifetime.”

      “HA!” Grosstet scoffed. “I HAVE HAD FAR MORE ADVENTURES THAN CANDIDE AND COME OUT BETTER FOR THEM.”

      Eric frowned thoughtfully. “You know, now that you mention it, you do seem implausibly well traveled.”

      The toot of a trumpet preceded the haathee’s laughter. “MANY OF MY OWN PEOPLE HOLD THE SAME OPINION. THE ENJOYMENT OF DISTANT TRAVEL AND UNFAMILIAR THINGS IS RARE. I AM CONSIDERED… ODD.”

      “That I can relate to. But more importantly, were you able to keep up with the subtitles? Enjoying the story is nice, and you get to see some of Earth’s culture. But really, we’re working on your reading comprehension here.”

      “I WAS PICKING UP ON MUCH OF IT. BUT THE WORD SOUNDS ARE… WHAT IS A GOOD DESCRIPTION? …THEY MIX LIKE PAINT THAT GETS TOO CLOSE TO THE NEXT COLOR.”

      “You’re trying to get better at reading English, not learn French.”

      “I CAN DO BOTH!”

      Eric sighed. How did that old saying go? If you give a man a fish, he’ll claim he’s an herbivore. If you teach a man to fish, he’s going to study oceanonomy.

      “Well, if you were trying to figure out French from the English subtitles, I’m going to give you a passing grade on the reading, then.”

      “TELL ME, ERIC, WERE HUMANS SO CRUDE TO ONE ANOTHER?’ He flicked his trunk toward the holo-projector, still referring to Candide.

      “I wouldn’t even use the past tense. That story’s like 800 years old. The species really hasn’t had time to evolve since then.”

      “IF YOU DO EVOLVE, CONSIDER A TRUNK. I EXPERIENCE GREAT VICARIOUS SADNESS FOR YOUR LACK OF ONE, MY SMALL FRIEND.”

      The door to the holotheater room slid open. Trebla backed in, guiding a grav sled that beeped as it reversed. “There you are. I’ve got a question for you.”

      “ASK YOUR QUESTION. I WILL ANSWER ANYTHING I AM ABLE.”

      “Good. Because I want to know. What in the Gallery of Life wore this thing?”

      Trebla flung an upper hand toward a curious contraption that resembled pre-spaceflight humans’ ideas of what a flying saucer from other planets would look like. It had a silvery donut over a meter and a half wide—not the kind of donut with a hole in the middle, but one with a jelly or cream filling. Except instead of one hole that a baker might have used to squirt blueberry jelly into the middle, it had several holes spaced around the outside edge, each large enough to stick an arm inside to feel around.

      The laaku scientist swatted Eric’s hand away for trying.

      There was also a glass-domed top, further evoking the more whimsical flying saucer depictions.

      “Please don’t tell me these things visited Earth hundreds of years ago,” Trebla added.

      Grosstet ran a trunk along the metal. “A TROPHY FROM AN OLD BATTLE. THE ARMOR OF AN OLD FOE. OUR WORD FOR THEM WAS WUUGON, BUT THAT IS MERELY AN ATTEMPT TO PRONOUNCE THEIR OWN NAME FOR THEMSELVES.”

      “What were they?” the laaku asked, staring wide eyed at the device.

      Rather than answer immediately, Grosstet ventured back over to the holo-projector. He spoke a few words in his own language, which Eric hadn’t quite mastered yet. The display shifted from English back to haathee, and he interacted deftly and surely with a combination of finger and trunk gestures.

      In the holo field, creatures flashed past. It was like visiting a holographic zoo on fast forward. The image stopped. A few more flicks, and the readouts changed from haathee back to English.

      Octopus.

      A rather dignified and angry-looking octopus wore what looked kind of like a wet suit but, considering they were already aquatic, was more likely a dry suit.

      “OUR GREATEST FOE.”

      “Your people fight octopi?”

      “Octopuses,” Eric corrected. “Don’t English bad in front of the non-Englisher.”

      “Both are acceptable,” Trebla protested quietly.

      Grosstet was adept enough now with the language to chuckle at the jest. “WE DID. WE DO STILL, I SUPPOSE. I HAVE NOT BEEN HOME IN SO LONG, BUT I CANNOT IMAGINE PEACE. RATHER, I AM ALL TOO AWARE THAT THEY CANNOT IMAGINE IT.”

      “You’d have peace with them if they’d agree?” Eric inquired.

      “WE WOULD HAVE PEACE WITH ANYONE OR ANYTHING WHO WOULD HAVE IT WITH US. THE WUUGON WISH ALL NON-WUUGON DEATH. THEIR VICTORY WOULD LOOK LIKE A GALAXY WITH NO OTHER SPECIES.”

      Trebla grunted. “Plenty of his kind feel the same.” He hooked a gloved lower thumb in Eric’s direction. “Dumb as mud, some of my people would board that ship, thinking we’d get a pass.”

      Eric lost himself in thought, staring at the details of this alien artifact. “What would it look like if the haathee won?”

      “THE WUUGON WOULD BE UNABLE TO BUILD SHIPS TO LEAVE THEIR WORLD. WE WOULD SHRINK THEIR GALAXY TO THE SIZE OF ONE WORLD. IF YOU LOOK CAREFULLY, YOU WILL SEE A HOLE IN THE AIR SUIT. I CLOSED THE PLACE WHERE MY OWN TUSK BROKE THROUGH.”

      Trebla nodded. “Sentimental value. Got it. I’ll put it back rather than try to salvage anything for the new power relay.”

      “OH, NOT TO WORRY. I ALREADY HAVE TAKEN PARTS FROM THAT. THE FILTER THE WUUGON USE FOR BREATHING I PUT TO USE TO CLEANSE MY FECES.” The haathee grinned.

      The blank look on Trebla’s face spoke volumes. “I am not looking forward to figuring out your waste reclaim system.” He shook away the thought of that odious, odorous task. “By the way, does it bother anyone else that Jessie apparently went hunting down a pirate ship and didn’t bother inviting any of us?”

      “No,” Eric replied. The next time he ended up aboard a ship filled with human and alien sadness would only be a result of his failure to avoid such a duty.

      “A SIMPLE TASK.” He gave the wuugon EV suit a whack with his trunk that set the grav sled whirring to compensate for the shift in its load. “THERE IS NOTHING DANGEROUS IN THIS PART OF THE GALAXY.”
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        * * *

      

      The pirates had been pack rats. Mislabeled and repackaged clutter could take days to sort through, and Jessie wasn’t certain she was going to like everything they found. Fortunately for her and Drascz, there wasn’t a lot of time for the pirates to sort, store, or lose their latest pickups, and the Eris Pharmaceutical logo of a DNA-shafted arrow piercing a heart made from two drug capsules made the Cambria’s cargo easy to identify.

      Jessie grunted as she hauled one of the last crates into the airlock.

      “Does it bother you that there are shackles on the wall of this airlock?” Drascz asked as she set down two crates atop Jessie’s.

      The door slid shut, and a face-sized window allowed Jessie to watch the cargo as a klaxon blared its warning that the air inside was being pumped out. “Yeah. Of course, it does. But they weren’t hauling slaves today. They didn’t have any innocents on board. And if they did, Search and Rescue will pick them up in a few hours. But… well, let’s just say we won’t be landing this thing on any respectable planets without a little refitting.”

      Drascz grumbled something that the din from the airlock warning drowned out.

      “What was that?”

      “I said I’ll be sure to take care of it promptly,” Drascz snapped. “As soon as my priority jobs are done.”

      “There’s no rush on this one. But eventually we’re going to need to sneak on and off law-abiding planets for trade. Living off plundered plunder won’t work forever. And none of the ships we’ve taken will work as-is.”

      The airlock finished, and Drascz pulled the lever that opened it to vacuum.

      Nothing moved.

      “Should… one of us have stayed inside to push?” Drascz asked. They were both wearing their EV suits. One of them easily could have put a helmet back on once they were sure the pirates hadn’t rigged the hull with explosives to depressurize it once they were inside.

      Jessie huffed. She’d gotten distracted, and spacing people wasn’t on her list of job skills. “No. We’ll just repressurize and open it while there’s still air inside. If there’s one thing we’ve got plenty of on the Toofoe, it’s air.”

      A rumble issued from the back of Drascz’s throat.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing. Just purring. Job well done.”

      That was a lie on two fronts. She hadn’t been around that many azrin in her life, but Jessie could tell the difference between a purr and a growl. It was bullshit, but this was neither the time nor the place to bring it up. They had a job to do, and this was a ship filled with enough weird, exotic (possibly illegal) food to last them another couple weeks. But also, they’d just fucked up one of the simplest of spacer tasks.

      Jessie pulled the lever again, this time with the airlock filled, and the decompression blasted the Cambria’s cargo out into space where they could pick it up for themselves.

      Once the last of the drugs were clear, she closed the airlock and let it fill back up with air. Not that she stuck around for that part of the process. “C’mon. Let’s get back.”

      “Right. No time to dillydally.”

      Jessie snickered. She still hadn’t gotten used to Drascz sounding like she’d been raised by the blandest, least interesting humans on Earth.

      As she settled into the pilot’s seat and adjusted the backrest to her liking, she heard the azrin metalworker rummaging through the stores of chow. By the clatter and crush of discarded options, she wasn’t finding anything worth snacking on during their return trip. Tough life, being a vegetarian and living off pirate salvage.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, Drascz was back in her workshop. Goggles down, torch flaring bright with plasma, she joined two bits of odd steel she’d noticed on her way through the hangar after retrieving the pirate vessel, now parked snugly inside in an ever-growing landing yard of vigilante-impounded ships. While a good-sized area had been organized and cleared for that very purpose, much of the rest was still an undocumented scrap heap, and once in a while, interesting scrap stood out.

      She had a million tasks assigned to her.

      A half-finished frame sized for a non-standard mattress was destined for Mindy’s quarters. Her human friend had claimed such bedding on one of their raids and spent many of her own off-hours fashioning bedding and attempting to get the smell of pirate conquests out of the cushioning.

      Drascz had doubts that it would ever stop smelling of human sex. Few of their bed surfaces ever did. Mindy would do better to drown out the scent with her own. It had been disturbing enough that Drascz had declined Mindy’s offer to leave the mattress here for reference as she worked.

      The bed frame was going to be really nice. Support for a human spine. Actuators to lift the head of the bed for lounging. Heating and cooling hookups for adjustable comfort. Sized to Mindy’s height for ease of getting on and off.

      But after today, she felt like she owed herself some creative time. The junk from the hangar wasn’t anything. Just oddly infused steel that delighted her by glowing new colors when heated. She’d been struck by the idea of turning her frustration and stifled imagination loose in physical form, and this was going to be it. Amorphous. Not any particular shape. Not representing a specific object. This was her inner turmoil given life in steel and plastic.

      And maybe some smooth lighting effects, if it didn’t feel complete at the end.

      One thing youth art competitions had drilled into her: custom lighting won ribbons.

      The workshop door slid open without so much as a knock. Mindy blustered in, limping in a restraining boot. “Hey, how’s the proj?”

      Mindy had been working. No, strike that. Working out. Purposely making herself sweaty and tired without actually accomplishing anything that benefited anyone else. Her olive-green tank top was stained with sweat.

      “It’s coming.”

      Mindy stopped by the half-finished bed frame. Then she glanced over at the manifestation of Drascz’s soul. “Wozzat, then? Some new bit? I told yous I din’t need nothing fancy. All that was joshing you. Don’t need no built-in mag cuffs or sonic-wave pulsers or nothing saucy like that. I was just taking the piss.”

      “You weren’t getting those anyway. But I’m adding some quality-of-life features.”

      “Then what is that tosh?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “What’s it gonna be, then?”

      Drascz had hoped that her curt answers might get across that she was busy, but apparently not. She lifted her goggles. “Art.”

      Mindy backhanded her in the shoulder. “Come off it, now. I’m not blind. I mean, what you trying to make?”

      What Drascz would have liked to make was a device so annoying that she could have peace and solitude. But human senses were so dull that anything making an irritating noise would bother her all the more; any disgusting smells would turn her stomach first; any flashing light patterns would give her a headache. If she could find a way to offend an innate sense of entitlement, she could package her invention and make a fortune selling human-repellent to every other species.

      The azrin squared her shoulders and looked down into Mindy’s eyes. “I’m trying to embody my overwork and frustration in steel. But if you’d rather help me vent it, take that silly boot off and quit pretending to still be injured; it’s been a week.”

      “A week’s nothing, Doc says. That haathee miracle shite ain’t growin’ on trees and the big fella don’t know why. Until they get that sorted, we’re stuck on field medicine. And between you, me, and the ratatorets prolly listening in the walls, Doc don’t know bones from beaks. I’m off meds, trying to keep my mind off the stabs in me hoof.”

      “Maybe stop walking around the ship.”

      “Oi. Bed rest. Be real nice if I had a proper bed.”

      Drascz growled. “It’s a mattress. Sling it on the floor and curl up. Thought you roughed it with resistance fighters.”

      With a grunt, Mindy turned her back and headed for the door, limping more pronouncedly. “Fine. Maybe I’ll see’s if them pirates had any booze worth nicking. And get sauced. Alone.”

      The door shut behind her.

      Drascz felt the heat rise from her own body. Her chest heaved. A corner of her workshop housed piles of chain that had come in handy for a number of projects. She balled a fist and punched. The chain rattled. She punched with the other fist. Alternating, she kept up a barrage until her bones were sore and the skin raw under the fur of her knuckles. Until her breath came short and her heart hammered.

      Until she forgot why she was so angry.

      This wasn’t one of her “healthy” and “approved” coping mechanisms. Heavy work. Chores. Running long distances. Alternatively, meditation, creativity, talking to someone. Her true last resort wasn’t available. Seeing those Eris Pharmaceutical crates earlier had brought back memories. Not direct ones, of course. But they’d reminded her of the human obsession with controlling emotions with chemicals.

      Nowhere on the ship did they have the Quianzoprene that used to calm her as a girl.

      And no one was going to get away with trying to make her take it if they did.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was the time when the whole crew got together in the same place. It wasn’t a sellout crowd every day, but Jessie had made a point of gathering everyone to socialize, and Eric humored her.

      The round haathee table was just one among dozens of little eateries scattered throughout the ship. This just happened to be the one where all the seating had been modified so that their assorted crew could all dine on the same mathematical plane.

      Eric’s seat was one of five human-sized chairs. Three actual humans, plus Trebla and Chik-ta all used them just fine. Given his anatomy, Eric had been shocked that the in-tik preferred human accommodation, but he was about the right size and his joints lined up with human ones better than Trebla’s. Other than that, Drascz had her own seat, as did Uom’pe—hers being deeper to allow her to comfortably recline her shell against the backrest. Makket and Tippitak had clip-on chairs that could go just about anywhere, although someone else needed to move them; the clips were just too stiff for their little hands to release.

      And, of course, the eight remaining spots around the table were all perfectly suited to their commodore.

      “I hope. You. Are all. Hungry.” Uom’pe lurched forward, shoving a cauldron of stew on a grav sled.

      “Lemme help with that,” Jessie told her, hopping down from her seat.

      Grosstet casually leaned over, grabbed the cauldron handle with his trunk, and hoisted it onto the table.

      Uom’pe nodded a solemn thanks, one centenarian to another. Since he’d deposited the evening’s soup by her seat, when Uom’pe got up the steps to the “small creatures” level, as Grosstet called it, she began ladling out bowls and passing them around.

      Eric silently congratulated himself.

      This was a system that he was using to good effect, not getting into trouble for frivolous magic. He could have easily levitated the soup cauldron over to the table. He could have danced the bowls around the table in an entertaining procession, both amusing the crew and getting everyone their meal in short order.

      But he hadn’t.

      He’d resisted.

      And no one really seemed to be picking up on that.

      If he called attention to that, he’d be reminding them that he was a potential menace. If he let it slip, they’d forget he could be useful when called upon. What Eric really needed was for someone to be on the ball about noticing his good behavior.

      Filled bowls passed hand to hand around the table in a ceremony that had started spontaneously one dinner.

      Truth be told, Eric didn’t care for the powdered artificial carrot, but the chunks of celery were real. He ate it as part of the ritual more than a meal. At least until the past week, when the goo from Phabian ran out and his other two daily meals couldn’t be healthy ice cream. Now, he had to fill up or be hungry by bedtime.

      Slurp.

      Sluuuurp.

      Slurp slurp.

      SLUURP.

      Slurpslurpslurpslurp.

      It was hard to ingest a satisfying portion of soup, no matter your species, let alone also carry on a conversation without letting the soup get cold.

      “Shame about them pirates,” Mindy remarked. “We oughtta maybe start looking into the black veg market.”

      “That sounds horrible,” Trebla joked. “You mean a black market with produce.”

      Mindy took a beat to realize his complaint. “Sod off, you know what I meant. Only four of us even eat meat, and that lot eating nothing but Snappy Porky Stix was sorry luck.”

      This perhaps wasn’t the time to bring up that Eric wouldn’t touch those things after an unfortunate childhood incident choking on one. They were tough on the teeth, tasted super chemical, and you could feel them floating, undigested, down in your stomach for hours. Then again, maybe Eric would have been less able to feel them if he’d chewed them more thoroughly.

      “I. Can. Make. A meat. Soup. From. Them,” Uom’pe assured everyone. Well, at least the omnivores in the crew.

      Chik-ta pushed his bowl away from him, half-eaten. “I must go.” His translator box repeated the words in English for the rest of the crew. Eric supposed it wouldn’t be long before Grosstet learned in-tik as well, considering how quickly he was mastering English. He already spoke it better than Mindy. “Arranging proper treatments requires I either fix foreign technology or salvage what I can from ill-supplied ruffians.”

      “S’all right, Doc,” Mindy assured the in-tik ovologist. “Got an arm broke in the war. No med kit at all. Azrin bloke splinted it with the sheath of his long knife and five meters of comm cable.”

      Chik-ta’s neck feathers ruffled. “I have seen your scans.” He gave a nod to the assemblage and departed.

      Makket and Tippitak turned in their empty bowls. Neither had been filled to start with, and no one really seemed to grasp the ideal portion size for the knee-high crewmates. “It-was-really-quite-a-wonderful-meal-we-thank-you-for-your-diligence-in-preparing-nutritious-soups-every-day.”

      “Sadly-we-must-depart-and-resume-our-unending-quest-to-catalog-and-organize-the-contents-of-the-hold-we-are-still-holding-out-hope-that-there-may-be-some-invaluable-yet-undiscovered-treasures-among-the-disparate-alien-technologies.”

      The others made their offerings of pleasantries. Eric did as well, knowing that they’d actually just be heading back to their quarters to supplement their dinner from the secret store of walnuts they’d been hoarding.

      “IS ANYONE GOING TO HAVE MORE?” Grosstet asked as the rest of the diners slowed down or set aside their spoons. When no one responded after a moment of glancing around the table, the haathee reached over with his trunk and dragged the cauldron in front of him. In a series of dips, he snorkeled up the remaining soup and squirted it into his mouth. “AN EXCELLENT MEAL, AS ALWAYS.”

      Throughout the meal, Eric couldn’t recall a single word from Jessie. She appeared wrung out, weary to the soul, and borderline despondent. On the way out, however, she spared some energy for a smile and a pat on the shell for Uom’pe in thanks for their dinner.

      When he was left alone, the last remaining crew member with the old tesud, Eric climbed down from his chair. “Here. Let me help you with that.”

      The cauldron floated down and followed Eric and Uom’pe into the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Eric returned to the Village of Eternity.

      Of late, he’d been emerging into a new welcoming area, separate from what he was now calling the Hills of Memory, where he’d head before morning to refresh his mind on the names of technological items. For now, the Grove of Tranquility offered cool, damp air and the smell of pine trees.

      This wasn’t an original creation of his. Eric had discovered it among the abandoned remains of a discarded world. A whole made-up civilization had lived here, and if Eric followed the trickling stream, he’d discover a woodland metropolis whose skyscrapers were barely taller than him. Among the many flights of fancy he’d indulged among his inhabitants, this had become his favorite.

      The roof of a pavilion tent had neither sides nor poles nor rope to suspend it above the forest floor. Added more recently, it was the spot Eric had deemed the center of his personal refuge. Soothing, reassuring, and nonthreatening, it allowed whoever materialized here to feel the vast softness of the natural world.

      Not that Eric was ever in any danger here. The miscreants who’d conjured Snow and Slater were no threat to him. Not now that he knew their trick. Not while he was inside, omnipotent and close to all-knowing.

      Uriela’s bare feet barely issued a whisper as she trod upon fallen pine needles on her approach to him. “Welcome home, Eric.”

      He could hear the worry in her voice, the hope. “Sorry, I know it must feel like forever when I’m gone.”

      “It does. But you’re here now. That’s what matters. Would you like an update on the realms, or would you rather be alone to reorient yourself?”

      Eric cracked a smile. “I’ve been gone so long; it feels cruel to ask you to go away. And I don’t want to burden you with my problems, either. So, how about we just go for a nice walk?”

      “But Eric,” Uriela told him urgently as she followed in his steps. “Your mental well-being is the most important thing in the universe. It is this universe.”

      Eric hadn’t really considered that. “OK. Fair point. I’m fine out there. Really, I am. I’m just worried about my crewmates. Mostly Jessie. And I’m not a hundred percent sure they’re my crewmates; well, I’m not sure that I’m theirs. That’s the thing. I could make a lot of things way easier if I used magic, but no one wants me to. I sneak in a little bit here and there; it’s hard not to. But no one’s like ‘oh, there’s a super heavy thing, maybe Eric can levitate it for us.’ Or ‘oh, that bone’s got no science to fix it, Eric, you mind taking a crack at it?’”

      “No one would say that about a broken bone.”

      “Ooh, I guess that did come out kind of insensitive.”

      “And please, PLEASE don’t try to heal people.”

      Eric scowled, and a colder than usual breeze rushed through the trees. “Why not?”

      Uriela took him by the hand, walking at Eric’s side, and squeezed. “Don’t take this wrong. I was here before you started letting people make other people. I was here for the dolls that only looked human with their clothes on.”

      “I learned from that!”

      “No, you didn’t. You learned to work around it, which is fine. Among all the souls in here, there’s enough knowledge to put together working worlds full of animals and plants and people.” She brushed her free hand against the bark of a tree they passed. “But out there, you’re on your own. You’re more liable to put someone together wrong than right. You might quell their pain by deadening nerves you don’t believe in. Stick bones together like a Halloween skeleton. Seal cuts without understanding that what’s beneath is more complex than mere skin.”

      “Fine. I won’t fix Mindy’s leg.”

      Uriela conjured a tome. She flipped pages to the last few entries. “Ankle. A sprain and a fracture.”

      “Thanks. I’d forget my own name if it wasn’t for you.”

      As they continued their aimless walk, Uriela draped her arms loosely around Eric and rested her head against his shoulder. “Eric, you fail to grasp this… but you’re so much more to all of us in here. Your offhand ramblings are holy texts. Your mind is stellar geonomy. Your mood is galactic weather.

      “Anyone here would do anything for you.”

      “Wow. How come you’ve never said this before?”

      Uriela huffed. “I don’t know. I meditate a lot. I have centuries, after all. Not to grow feels like an insult to the gift you’ve given me. And I think you need to hear this: You matter.”

      Eric took a shuddering breath, feeling an ember of warmth kindle deep inside him. “It’s nice. You know… Feeling needed. I don’t. Out there, I mean. I’m mostly in the way. I get accused of killing people once in a while, but I really don’t. Even the ones who, arguably, deserve it get a place here instead.”

      “You’re a fundamentally good person, Eric.”

      “Any other revelations?” he teased.

      “I think if you need advice for out there, you should let me watch.”

      Eric scowled, suspicious for the first time since he’d arrived back here. “Why?”

      “I’m not the one responsible for Snow and Slater. I suspected this would be your reaction.”

      “Feels a little lopsided, you getting centuries to think about these conversations…”

      “As opposed to you, the literal omnipotent god of this realm?”

      “Well, when you put it that way…”

      Uriela squeezed his hand. “There is nothing you can say or do that will change the fact that you are the most important person in my life. Any request, any demand, any need, I’m here to help answer it. Keeping your corporeal body safe is a holy imperative. Soothing any troubles of the mind is a duty to all my charges in here.”

      “Your charges?”

      It was Uriela’s turn to scowl. She summoned the tome yet again. She flipped way back, not to the beginning, but it was a big book, and she was earlier than the middle. “Keep them safe. Watch over them while I’m gone. It could be a while before you see me again. I’m entrusting you with a lot of power; use it well.”

      “You do a good job,” Eric assured her.

      “I’m struggling. Because the one I need to help isn’t asking for it.”

      “It’s going to sound stupid.”

      A fallen tree existed only to serve as a bench for this one pause, this single conversation. Eric sat, and Uriela joined him.

      “Eric, if Poseidon himself came to me right now and said he’d forgotten how to swim, I’d conjure a pond right here and teach him. You’re not imposing on me. You’re requesting the simplest of human assistance with life in return for a thousand lifetimes you’ve given me. Stop pretending you’re a burden.”

      “Jessie is overworked. Everyone but me seems to be. Grosstet is, too, but nothing ever seems to bother him. There’s too much to get done, and Jessie can’t resist taking on more work because we need food and we can’t buy it because we’re outlaws and we can’t steal it because we’re not pirates so we’re limited to hunting down pirates and stealing from them because apparently a pirate is like a negative number or something so if you pirate pirates it cancels out and makes you a good person again except stealing from pirates means eating what pirates eat and we have a crew that’s more than half herbivores and pirates tend to eat a lot more cured meats than I’d imagined unless we’ve just gotten unlucky.”

      “Is that all?” Uriela asked.

      Eric recoiled in surprise. “Isn’t that enough?”

      Uriela hugged him. She was the only one who ever did, these days. Jessie was too busy and tired. Everyone else was scared of him. Love and acceptance seeped into him like water into a dry sponge.

      “Eric, you’re not much like your father.”

      He bristled. “You never met him.”

      “I know your impression of him. It’s enough to see the contrast. Jessie either, though she has a lot of your mother in her. But you both failed to assimilate what I can see as your dad’s defining trait.”

      “Dad’s made of corny jokes and old music.”

      “He surrounds himself with people who make his life easier. Friends, colleagues, your mother… these are all people who do things for him he can’t or won’t do for himself.”

      “What you’re saying is: he’s lazy.”

      Uriela shook her head emphatically. “No. Far from it. It takes work to find the right people for the right job. That I know from firsthand experience. The residents of Eternity have an eclectic set of skills. But your father put in the work to surround himself with people who know what they’re doing and take the burdens off himself. You’re a lonely wolf, and Jessie thinks she can be a pack all by herself. That big ship you found yourself living on is filled with too much work to be done by the few aboard it.

      “Convince her to recruit help.”

      Eric breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks. I feel much better.”

      Uriela’s own relief was palpable. “You have no idea how many people are glad for that. Now, if you have some time, I can catch you up on the doings of the realms.”

      Centuries would pass before morning, but as usual, Uriela and her tome were available to brief him on his plan before returning him to the land of the waking.
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        * * *

      

      Two twenty-kilo weights pressed into the air, arm’s length above Jessie’s chest. She lowered them, then pressed them upward again. Fire burned all through her pectoral muscles and triceps. Again. Again. Sweat dripped into her eyes, but she blinked it away. Again. Again. Teeth gritting, nostrils flaring, blood pounding in her ears. Again. Again.

      With a gasp, she let the weights drop to the floor beside her. Sitting up from the workout bench, she grabbed a towel and mopped her forehead. “You just going to stand there watching, or are you trying to come up with a joke about gravity?”

      Eric crept meekly into the Toofoe’s human gym. It was a separate facility from the haathee workout room, whose machinery was better suited to industrial manufacturing than being moved by the muscles of any smaller species. Trebla had slapped together most of the contents, calculating the masses of the dumbbells by volume and material rather than scanning. The weight bench, at least, had been donated by pirates who had a minor gym of their own around, albeit an underequipped one.

      “Sorry. You mentioned once that it’s dangerous to startle someone who’s lifting heavy objects.”

      Jessie drank from a canister of recycled ship’s water. “Hey, if you’re here to try it, I’ll go over anything you need to do it safely.”

      Eric smirked. He came up beside Jessie and grabbed one of her free weights. In her brother’s hand, it might as well have been made of foam. “Not sure that would do much. I’ve got Mom’s frame.”

      “So do I,” Jessie retorted. She patted one of her biceps, flush from the morning’s workout. “There’s room for muscle on it. A little meat would do you some good.”

      “A little meat would do Mindy and you some good,” Eric pointed out. “In a roundabout way, that’s why I’m here.”

      “How roundabout?” There was a trick with Eric. Cross a few select wires, and his babbling could short-circuit hours ahead of schedule.

      “We need food sources. We need a cook with more interspecies experience. We need⁠—”

      “Look, I’ll talk to Uom’pe about the soup marathon. But she’s dealing off a short deck.”

      Eric’s look of consternation caught her off guard. “We need more people.”

      Jessie slumped. Her legs were still wobbly from squats earlier, so she became a sitting puddle as she shook her head. “It would be nice. But we can’t exactly advertise like this was a tramp freighter. Even hitting up the dregs in the borderlands, we’d be more liable to end up with traitors, corporate moles, and bounty hunters.

      “Face it, the Toofoe is the ship everyone wants but no one wants to crew. Hell, I bet the name alone would turn away half the applicants.”

      Eric set down her dumbbell. Jessie made a silent mental note to check it against its partner after to see if it had returned to the same mass as before. “You really do hate that name, don’t you?”

      “Look. It’s better than the numbers Grosstet wanted to keep using, but it’s crap. Everyone knows it’s crap. A ship name should mean something. Even if it’s just a tribute to a nebulous concept or an Earth town that got absorbed into a super-region centuries ago. It needs to tie to something, not just a mnemonic for a gibberish shipyard serial number.”

      “What if I could convince Grosstet to give a better name a chance?”

      Jessie laughed. “Good luck with that.” She cracked open the little pill bottle by the leg of the weight bench and shook three into her hand.

      “What’re those?”

      “Metabolic recovery supplement. Those guys with the vodka and rum had a stash of the stuff.”

      “And you’re just… taking it?”

      Jessie shrugged and washed the pills down with a mouthful of tepid water. “Not the pills’ fault those pirates killed people for liquor. Besides, after a quick shower, I’ll be ready for duty. Nothing beats a good workout and a chemical pick-me-up for getting the mind and body ready for the day.”

      “Oh, I could think of some alternatives: a second officer, a chief engineer with an engineering background, someone who knows star-drive repair and upgrades, a doctor who specializes in patients who’ve already been born or hatched. Just to name a few.”

      Jessie blinked. Yeah. That was a pretty good list. She shook away the idea. “Pipe dream. Don’t worry, things’ll get better. People will adapt to their new roles. You’ll see. I have confidence in this⁠—”

      “If I can get Grosstet to agree to a better name, will you at least try?”

      Jessie paused to consider. She really hated the name Toofoe. Her brain kept trying to wrangle meaning into the nonsense. Were they too much of a foe, but spoke poor English? Were they trying to complain of a toofache? Nothing worked, and all of it infuriated her.

      If nothing else, it wouldn’t hurt to let Eric try.

      “Fine. You convince old trumpet-nose to name the ship properly, and I’ll see about digging up a few helping hands for the spots we’re in rough shape.”

      “GREAT!” Eric raced for the door, excited by his mission. But before he disappeared around the corner, he caught the doorframe and ducked his head back inside the gym. “Oh, and she suggested that maybe you could delegate the search for the crew to the crew.”

      With that, Eric sprang out of sight. Jessie called after him. “She who? Who suggested?”
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        * * *

      

      The first step in convincing Grosstet to rename the Toofoe—a perfectly good name that was getting the short end of a whole bunch of sticks that were either on fire or ended in a pitchfork—was coming up with a name that wouldn’t find equal resistance among the crew as a whole.

      Since Eric’s lone official duty was keeping out of trouble, he decided that the task of keeping him out of trouble could likewise be distributed among the crew… as he conducted a poll.

      He found Mindy—the most likely source of trouble on the renaming front since she was conditioned to object to everyone and everything she encountered—in one of the empty storage rooms. “Whatcha up to?” he asked as conversationally as he was capable of.

      Clearly, she was sitting on the floor amid a bunch of tech gizamahoozies and whatchacallits. It was good to see her off her bad ankle, resting the boot Chik-ta had given her on a tool bag.

      “Firing range. Draw us enough blasters, oughtta proper aim ’em. Got enough rust on my trigger finger to melt down for horseshoes. Trebs ain’t a bad shot. Could use the reps, I figure. If’n I’m gonna be honest, them ratatorets might be some use in a fight if we can downscale any of Nosey McFlappy’s tech to their size. Not too bothered about him or your sister, but they’re welcome to the place same as anyone. Don’t suppose you’ve ever fired a blaster, eh?”

      Eric snickered. “A couple times, actually. As a kid. My friend Carlin always seemed to know where to get his hands on one, and I wasn’t a wizard yet. But that’s not why I came down here.”

      “Seein’s how you didn’t know what I was on about, can’t see how you could’ve been.”

      “I want to get the ship renamed.”

      Mindy looked up from her work, still seated on the floor, and waggled her fingers through a sloppy One Church blessing. “Go with God, my son. Have at it.”

      “Got any suggestions you’d like to make?”

      She studied him a moment. “Don’t take this wrong, but none you’d be interested in. Buncha names what’d mean nothing to you or anyone else. But don’t get hung up on account of me. Any fucking name’s better than Toejam or whatever we are.”

      Rather than press his luck, Eric left Mindy to her shooting gallery construction.

      He found Makket and Tippitak in their shared quarters. Despite working with a jeweler’s plasma torch, they’d managed to turn half the space into a warehouse welded together from scrap metal. Cubbies stacked taller than Eric’s head were filled with clutter that had been organized, sorted, and stored neatly—though somehow it all still gave a clear impression of clutter.

      “Hi.”

      Tippitak raced down three flights of homemade spiral stairs to greet him. “Welcome-to-our-remodeling-project-in-progress-I-hope-that-you’re-not-offended-if-we-don’t-offer-you-a-hot-beverage-or-small-snacks-Our-stores-are⁠—”

      “I know about the walnuts. I’m fine. I actually came to get two opinions on the name of the ship.”

      Makket tittered a laugh. “I-think-that-either-of-us-could-provide-in-excess-of-two-opinions-on-the-compromise-name-of-this-vessel⁠—”

      “To-call-the-name-a-compromise-is-to-give-the-art-of-diplomacy-and-compromise-a-bad-name.”

      “—but-if-you-would-like-I-can-start-listing-off-the-many-deficiencies-starting-with⁠—”

      “No. That’s fine. You don’t like it. I get the gist. So, for the record, neither of you would object to a new name?”

      Makket shook his fuzzy head emphatically. “I-make-a-point-of-never-speaking-on-record.”

      “Off the record, then?” Eric pressed. “It’s not like I know how to record things anyway. At best, I could write it all down, and I don’t plan on doing that.”

      “Very-well-then-I-give-my-consent-for-potential-name-changes-so-long-as-the-new-name-is-less-awful-than-what-we-have-currently.”

      Tippitak nodded like a woodpecker. “I-always-figured-Toofoe-would-grow-on-me-given-sufficient-time-however-the-lifespan-of-our-species-is-not-so-long-as-a-tesud-or-apparently-haathee-so-I-believe-that-it-would-be-unwise-to-wait-the-requisite-duration-for-affection-or-even-acceptance-to-set-in.”

      Eric clapped his hands. “Great. I won’t take up any more of your day.”

      From there, he checked in on Drascz, who’d set up a workshop far from her own quarters. He knocked before entering through the open door.

      Plasma torches seemed to be so popular among the crew, Eric almost wondered whether he ought to start melting metal into fun shapes. Drascz shut off her device upon noticing him enter.

      “Oh. Not who I was expecting.”

      “Mindy’s making a firing range,” Eric explained.

      “’Course she is,” Drascz muttered. The azrin artist folded her arms. “Well, spit it out. What do you need made?”

      Eric blinked his surprise. “Made? Oh. Nothing. I just need permission from the crew to try to convince Grosstet to rename the ship.”

      “To what?”

      “Everyone keeps asking that. I don’t know what I can get him to go along with. I’d like some latitude, if you don’t mind.”

      Drascz scratched behind one ear. “A wizard arguing with a haathee… You might be the only one with a shot of piercing that thick, leathery ego. But it was you who convinced him to call it Toofoe.”

      “I remember. I was there. But I consider it a victory of stages. I got him to stop insisting it be a number. Maybe I can double down and come up with something better.”

      Drascz grunted. “Best of luck. So long as you don’t get it changed back to a number, and it can be pronounced by everyone aboard—except Chik-ta, I suppose—then it’s fine by me.”

      By this point, Eric had ambled over to inspect her work piece. “Interesting.”

      “It’s nothing,” Drascz insisted, blocking his view with her body.

      “Are you sure you’re all right? I’m seeing a lot of evidence of suppressed anger.”

      Drascz flattened her ears back. “What makes you say that?”

      “Other than the fact that you’re trying to hurt that pile of metal bits more than make it into anything, there’s the pile of spare chains over in that corner with flecks of blood on it. And your knuckles are raw. Did… did the chain do something, or are you just mad in general?”

      “Go!” Drascz ordered. “Fix the ship name! Leave me be!”

      Eric bobbed his head. “Sure. Not a problem. Thanks. And… maybe talk to someone?”

      This was going to work. Everyone aboard had their own personal issues, but the one common thread running through the ship was: nobody liked the name Toofoe.
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        * * *

      

      Eric sat with his back against the wall. Through the thick, sealed doors beside him, he could hear horrifying grunting, thudding, banging. Eventually, the noises ceased. Eric continued his waiting a while longer in relative silence.

      When the doors opened, Eric scrambled to his feet. Grosstet emerged, fully dressed and stretching sore muscles. Eric politely did not peer back behind him into the room with the floppy mechanical arms covering one whole wall.

      “AH, ERIC. I HOPE THAT YOU DID NOT WAIT LONG FOR MY RELAXING.”

      It only took a brief hesitation for him to come up with a tasteful reply. “In the schemes of the galaxy, a lifetime is the blink of an eye.”

      “TRUE. VERY TRUE. WHAT FORM WILL THE PLEASURE OF YOUR COMPANY TAKE TODAY?”

      “Your English is really improving. Have I mentioned that lately?”

      “AH, FLATTERY. AS GOOD A WAY AS ANY TO PASS TIME. I HAVE BEER IN MY QUARTERS. JOIN ME AND REGALE ME WITH MY BETTER TRAITS.”

      Eric walked beside the giant as he made his way through the ship. “Actually, I had a more practical idea. Well, not practical so much as popular. And by popular, I mean unpopular.”

      “IT AMAZES ME THAT THEY ENTRUSTED MY EDUCATION IN THE LANGUAGE TO ONE SO ADEPT.”

      Eric hadn’t needed to teach the haathee the concept of sarcasm; his people had honed that skill before arming their emissary to explore the galaxy. He’d merely provided the vocabulary the snarky elephant needed. “You don’t like the name Toofoe, do you?”

      “IT IS THE AGREED-UPON NAME. I DO NOT FUSS.”

      There could have been a whole sub-argument branching off that assertion. The haathee most certainly did fuss. But Eric was no novice debater to be led off his main argument so easily. “What if I could suggest something that I think you’d like better? Something with meaning?”

      “2-1-1-5-0-8. IT WAS ELOQUENT IN ITS MATHEMATICAL SIMPLICITY. IT MEANT: VESSEL THAT WAS CONSTRUCTED AFTER SHIP 2-1-1-5-0-7 AND BEFORE 2-1-1-5-0-9. I ASSUME YOU PROPOSE MORE WORDS.”

      “One word. And I think you’re going to like it.”

      “I LIKE WORDS. THEY MAKE EXCELLENT WORDS. WORDS ARE NOT NAMES.”

      “Arete.”

      “AIR-UH-TAY?” Grosstet sounded it out.

      “Greek root. A-R-E-T-E.”

      “THAT IS NEW. I HAVE LEARNED MANY WORDS. HOW GOOD CAN THIS ONE BE IF ITS USE IS SO UNCOMMON?”

      “It’s more a philosophical term.”

      Grosstet flicked his trunk and perked his ears. “I LIKE PHILOSOPHY… SPEAK ONWARD. WHAT IS THE MEANING?”

      “Arete is the general concept of excellence.”

      “WHAT KIND OF EXCELLENCE? MARTIAL PROWESS? FEATS OF INTELLECT?”

      “All kinds. Every kind. All at once.”

      A slow grin spread over the haathee’s face.
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        * * *

      

      The bridge was Jessie’s haven. A million things to do, a million more to learn, and it packed enough firepower to pulverize naval vessels. The bridge was where the button was that did that. Not in her bedroom, cavernous and echoic. Not in the gym, where random crew or siblings felt entitled to walk in and intrude. Not in the dining chamber, where everyone pretended to like the same soup every night. She could be alone here, because the bridge meant work, and it was the sort of work everyone pretended was lower priority than anything else they could come up with.

      At the comms station, Jessie reviewed media requests for interviews, Phabian Investigative Services bulletins advising her to return with the ship, random missives from tech-savvy pests offering well-wishes, death threats, financial opportunities, and a host of other flotsam. If anything of use existed in the comm log, it had a better chance of being skimmed over and lost than caught and highlighted.

      Over at tactical, Jessie confirmed that they were alone in the shallow astral. Grosstet had assured her that anything that didn’t show up on their own scanners wouldn’t be able to pick them up in return.

      Operations showed the Toofoe operating at 26 percent efficiency. Basically, limping through human-dominated space. Engines were at 79 percent, however, and even functioning at a scant 31 percent capacity, the life support systems were more than adequate to the sub-skeleton crew. Most of the ship had power. All the lifts were functioning. No special alerts were in effect.

      With all the stations updated, Jessie settled back into her command chair.

      Solitude.

      Silence.

      Ships all made noise, of course, but silence was merely the absence of anything beyond the normal background hums and thrums and pulses and whooshes. The Toofoe had taken a while to accustom her to its quirks, but she was tuning out all the typical noises the haathee tech generated.

      The dull ache of well-exercised muscles relaxed to a simmer. She sipped from her water bottle as she browsed the interminable list of tasks left to get the ship operating at the level she hoped for. Several entries sounded like things that had been done already, but until the reports were filed, she wasn’t going to excise them from the list. Only Chik-ta and Grosstet were updating her regularly, and the latter she suspected was mostly an effort to show off his skill with her language.

      As if thinking of him could conjure the haathee, the bridge doors opened.

      “AHA! AS PREDICTED. HARD AT WORK CAPTAINING MY SHIP FOR ME.”

      “Come by to man a station for a while?” she inquired, knowing damn well that unless there was something fascinating going on, he was happy to allow her to deal with the daily tedium.

      “We have a new ship name!” Eric announced. It was all too easy to lose track of him at the best of times, but following in the wake of the oxygen-vacuuming haathee explorer rendered him all but invisible until he spoke.

      “DO YOU KNOW THE WORD ARETE? ERIC TELLS ME IT IS RARE.”

      Jessie sighed. “No. I’ve never heard of Arete. Some kind of bubble tea?” It sounded vaguely heritage, and she tried to imagine it applied outside its intended usage. But she had to guess something, or Eric would never reveal the answer.

      “Excellence. Ancient Greek concept,” Eric explained. “It was applied to heroes like Achilles or Odysseus.”

      That got a snicker out of her. “So, the guy who died for being an arrogant asshole and the ‘master sailor’ who got lost for a decade making a one-week trip home from war?”

      Grosstet lowered his gaze to the tiny wizard at his side. “YOU DID NOT TELL ME THESE THINGS. IS ARETE A MYTH?”

      “No! Achilles and Odysseus are myths. Achilles died because he was given a choice to live a long dull life and be forgotten or to die gloriously and be remembered forever—and we’re, over four thousand years later, still talking about him. Odysseus was beset by gods who tried every trick to kill him, and despite their best efforts, he still made it home.”

      Mollified, Grosstet lifted his head. “THEN THE MATTER IS SETTLED. WE NAME THE 2-1-1-5-0-8 ARETE INSTEAD OF TOOFOE. IN TRUTH, IF HUMANS COULD NOT MAKE CLOSE ENOUGH SOUNDS TO MY PROPER NAME, I MIGHT HAVE CHOSEN ARETE AS MY APPELLATION.”

      Appellation? Geez. What was Eric teaching him? “Fine. Arete. I can live with that. At least instead of trying to explain to other captains what the hell the ship is named after, I can just tell them to get cultured and look it up on the omni.”

      “That’s the spirit!” Eric cheered. “Now… time to pay up.”

      “PAY?” Grosstet echoed, flicking his tongue in annoyance. “WHAT SERVICE HAS BEEN RENDERED IN SECRET?”

      “Eric wants me to hire more crew so we’re not all so overworked.”

      “MORE TINY PEOPLE ON MY SHIP?”

      “Unless you’ve got a haathee employment agency around here you’ve been keeping secret… yeah,” Jessie informed him. “Don’t worry. It’ll take time to vet people. But I’ll start looking.”

      “I MUST APPROVE.”

      “Your right as commodore, I suppose,” Jessie allowed. A flashing red light on her command chair diverted her attention to a comm readout. “But that’s all going to have to wait. We’re receiving a distress call.” She tapped a button, and the high-priority tag expanded; she devoured the intel as it scrolled before her eyes.

      “WHO IS DISTRESSED? WE SHALL RENDER AID ONCE MORE AND SEIZE THE MEANS OF OPPRESSION FROM THE MISCREANTS!”

      “Looks like… planetary kidnapping. Well, barely a planet.”

      “WE FIND PIRATES ON PLANETS NOW?”

      Jessie shook her head and kept reading. “No. That’s the point of the broadcast. Tourist got taken. Pirates left in a ship. Small. But the colony isn’t that heavily armed. They’re looking for assistance, and we’re in range.”

      Grosstet spun his trunk in a theatrical bow resulting in him pointing it at the comm panel of her command chair. “THE BUTTON IS YOURS, CAPTAIN RAMSEY.”

      Jessie pressed the button for the shipwide.

      “All hands, report to action stations!”
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        * * *

      

      The crew filtered in with varying degrees of haste. Trebla was the first to arrive, taking his station at navigation and quickly reviewing the course Jessie had put them on. Mindy arrived a minute or so later, settling in at tactical. Grosstet ambled over to comms, as it looked like maybe that was all the help they were getting today.

      Drascz arrived five minutes later, out of breath. “You didn’t warn us to be ready for this. I was in the middle of a time-sensitive operation.”

      “Just sit,” Jessie ordered, and Drascz slid into the comms station as soon as Grosstet got up. She’d keep rotating her crew through the basic stations to make sure she had functional backups in case anyone got hurt or was asleep or on another assignment when bridge stations needed full attention. Ideally, someone would show particular skill at one of these jobs and land themselves a semi-permanent assignment.

      Herself included.

      “What’s the deal?” Trebla asked. “I’ve got us inbound at a place called Septis Colony. That doesn’t sound like a place anyone wants to go.”

      “Well, it’s a place someone didn’t want to be taken from by force,” Jessie stated firmly. “We’ve got a pirate vessel outbound with a civilian prisoner—apparently a tourist—and we’re going to intercept.”

      “This place gets tourists?” Mindy echoed. “On account of what?” She must have been looking up the colony. Jessie’s own cursory omni search hadn’t enlightened her on the potential appeal, either.

      Trebla was reading straight off his screen. “Our quaint, picturesque moors and bogs evoke a Scottish nostalgia reminiscent of Macbeth, and the cliffs of our shorelines make for the perfect secluded vacation spot. Sounds like they’ve got fog and gloom and market to anyone who enjoys low-temperature humidity.”

      “Fun,” Jessie declared deadpan. Not her cup of tea. Actually, it might have been, since she didn’t like tea, either. “Updated ETA?”

      Trebla’s quick scowl reminded Jessie that she could easily check for herself. It’s not like the great gray astral was so damned interesting to stare at out the forward windows. But half the point of command—as Eric, of all people, was forcing her to remember—was that she was the head of a team effort. Trebla should have known that information instantly because he was monitoring it; he ought to have had a quicker answer than Jessie could have found for herself.

      And if he had to do it often enough, he’d learn to keep track.

      “Fourteen minutes and change.”

      “How much change?” Jessie demanded. Trebla was more than a friend; he was nearly a brother. But that meant she could allow even less laxity in his attention to duty if he was going to serve under her.

      “Eleven seconds, sheesh.”

      That was enough pushing for now. She let that final tidbit of insubordination slide. None of them were military people. Grosstet came closest, and he was ex-military, retired to genteel exploration for God only knew how long. Mindy had been a paramilitary, and her resistance cellmates probably didn’t comply with Earth Navy regs.

      “Contact the colony,” Jessie ordered.

      “Who?” Drascz inquired. “Like, specifically, who?”

      “See if you can find a civil defense agency or militia.”

      There was a moment’s pause while Drascz tapped at the controls of her station. Then the moment stretched into uncomfortable delay. Finally, Drascz snarled. “They don’t want to speak with us. We’re advised to withdraw from Septis Colony space and leave this matter to professionals.”

      Jessie swallowed back her pride. Captaining the most powerful warship in human-occupied space was no fit place for a renegade. Or a vigilante. That was the consensus on the parts of the omni she tried but couldn’t bring herself to avoid. But that view had infected colonial governors and rest-stop politicians alike.

      “Well, tough. They’re getting our help whether they want it or not.”

      Drascz issued her next warning unprompted. “We’re receiving a distress beacon from a Septis Orbital Patrol vessel. They’ve lost a battle with a pirate vessel and are requesting assistance.”

      “Change course?” Trebla asked.

      Jessie made a snap decision. “Plot an intercept for a vessel that would be leaving the scene of that conflict. Take the planet’s location, compare it to the origin of that distress beacon, and calculate based on⁠—”

      Trebla was already tapping at the controls. “I know how to extrapolate. New ETA is one minute fifty-two.”

      “At the fifteen second mark, drop us out of astral. Weapons hot.”

      Mindy grunted. “Settle for warm, maybe, sir?”

      “Good enough.” The weapons were up and down. Trebla had to take them offline every time he attempted to restore power in another section of the ship, and they never seemed to come back online with the same power output as the time before.

      The ship dropped out of astral, and the viewscreen showed a pirate vessel, sleek and menacing, zoomed in far larger than it should have appeared to the naked eye.

      “Itty bitty thing,” Mindy reported. “Custom. Ain’t showing in the standard classes. But it’s about the size of a Starjet 7.”

      “Threat assessment?”

      Mindy snickered. “Ain’t all that. Reckon we’ll need something proper wicked to make this boat blink.”

      “Hail them.”

      Drascz gave a nod when her comm channel was open. “Unidentified vessel, this is Jessie Ramsey, Captain of the Arete. Power down engines or we will fire on you.”

      “Bugger off! I’m Corbin Houston. The Or Not to Be and everything aboard it belongs to me. And me, I’m under protection of the Poet Fleet. Have an about-your-business and shove off.”

      With the channel still open, Jessie issued an order. “Maneuver to put us nose to nose.”

      It only took a pair of swipes across his controls for Trebla to slide the massive vessel into the path of the Or Not to Be. Plasma fire struck the Arete, but none of her crew even bothered reporting the lack of damage.

      Captain Houston wasn’t so brave this time around. “Look. This ain’t your business. They ain’t paying a reward. You got no reason to be involved.”

      Jessie drummed her fingers. “I’m taking your ship. That reason enough? Pirates like you don’t file complaints with Earth Interstellar. You’ve got five
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