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Chapter
One

Captain Nathaniel
Demming shook his head, the short, dark bristles atop it making the
water swirl about him. "I'm still not sure about this," he
admitted.

Beside him, Howell Kesselman squared his
already imposing jaw. "It needs to be done," the boatswain
insisted, looming over his captain. In one hand he held a
long-necked scraper, designed to dislodge barnacles from the hull.
In the other he had a hunk of coral from their stores.

Demming sighed. "I'm not arguing that, Mister
Kesselman." Though I could, he thought sadly. And I
did. It was a debate he had not won, however. At best it had
been a draw. He still felt this was nothing but an empty gesture,
but he knew how important that gesture was to Kesselman and some of
the others and so he was willing to allow it in order to placate
them.

As long as doing so did not put anyone at
risk.

"It's this I have a problem with," he
continued, waving a hand at his companion's outfit. Atop his
customary uniform the burly boatswain was wearing what Demming
could only think of as a man-shaped bathysphere. It was as much
vehicle as clothing, with its heavy metal shell around the torso
and thick, ribbed canvas around the arms and legs like the hull of
a small scout craft, durable yet flexible. Thick metal cuffs
encircled wrist and ankle, ending in heavy gloves at the former and
massive metal boots at the latter, and a clear glass dome sat atop
the entire ensemble, making Kesselman look like he'd been hunted
and captured and his stuffed head put on display. Controls adorned
both wrists, with a few additional toggles mounted across the
chest, and a large pack on the back contained a smaller version of
the Remora's own impeller drive, allowing Mister Kesselman
to move about freely.

At least, that was the theory.

The Royal Navy scientists had churned up
these "ethersuits" for use outside the ship herself. They were
based on standard heavy-water suits, only built even sturdier to
make sure there were no leaks in either direction, letting
life-giving water out or deadly ether in. According to the
scientists, there was every reason to believe these suits could
withstand the pressure changes and temperature drops of the ether,
allowing the Remora's crew to effect external repairs, clear
away obstacles, and otherwise perform any mission-necessary
maneuvers required.

Of course, those same scientists had been
proven wrong about a lot of things lately.

"I'll be fine, sir," Kesselman assured him.
"We checked them out in the lock and they worked perfectly." Of
course they had—the ship's engineer, Amelia Scutt, wasn't about to
let harm befall anyone due to carelessness on her part. Still,
standing in the lock and actually floating about in the ether were
two wildly different things. Demming supposed there wasn't much he
could about it, though. And at some point they might really need
these suits. Best to test them properly now, while they had the
luxury to do so slowly and carefully.

With that thought firmly in mind, Demming
nodded. "Go on then," he instructed. Kesselman nodded, threw a
quick salute—almost braining himself with the scraper—and glided
toward the inner lock. Two of his men quickly moved to join him,
each of them decked out in an ethersuit and carrying similar tools.
The door spiraled open and all three kick-drifted into the small,
rounded space beyond. Once they were through someone, either
Kesselman or one of the others, cycled the inner lock closed again.
Demming watched the console light shift from green to red,
indicating that the inner door was once again closed and sealed. A
second light, also green, flared to red a second later. The lock
chamber was now empty—no weight, no pressure, no air or water.

Just three of his men, about to float outside
with nothing but glorified diving suits to protect them.

There wasn't a window near the forward lock,
so Demming quickly swam back down the hall and to the foredeck. His
First Lieutenant, Benson Pyle, had command at the moment, and the
young officer popped up out of the captain's chair as soon as
Demming entered.

"Don't worry, I'm not stealing your watch,"
Demming assured his junior, waving Pyle back to his seat as he
passed. "I'm just here for the view."

"Aye aye, sir." As Pyle settled back down,
Demming reached the forward canopy. From here he could admire the
long, sleek nose of the Remora, where it tapered gracefully
down to its blunt point of a prow. The forward lock was directly
ahead of them, and from this vantage he was easily able to see
Kesselman and his crewmen. They had tethered themselves to anchor
points along the hull and were now floating toward the prow—judging
by their clumsy motions traveling through the ether was nothing
like swimming, but they seemed to be managing well enough.

After a few minutes they had reached the
farthest tip, and Demming saw Kesselman flip a switch on one cuff.
Immediately his legs snapped downward, his feet clanging against
the hull with a reverberation Demming could feel from here. The
crewmen did the same, and now all three of them were standing firm.
Demming nodded. The boots were equipped with powerful magnets so
that they could be anchored securely to the hull, providing
leverage for opening panels and performing other maintenance.
Everything appeared to be working smoothly.

His faint smile turned to a frown, however,
as the three men hefted their chunks of coral and began the task
that had drawn them out into the ether in the first place.

Every ship of the line bore a similar crest,
a mark of its membership in Her Majesty's Royal Navy—a circle,
surrounded by a stylized golden rope, with the royal crown mounted
just above the placard showing the ship's name. Within the circle
was a visual representation of that same name, which was a
challenge with some of the more elaborately or metaphorically named
vessels. The HMES Remora did not
have that problem. Her crest showed a blue field, broken by wavy
white lines with a touch of green at the bottom to denote the
waters of their home but also the air and even the ether above.
Floating serenely through that field was a golden remora, its wings
outspread to carry it aloft, its shark-like head angled forward as
if eager to explore the unknown. It was a striking image, and had
always sent a thrill through Demming every time he gazed at it.

But he would look upon it no more.

The first thing Kesselman did was attack the
base of the crown, the rough coral gouging away the enamel that
depicted gold and jewels. While he worked there, his two sailors
dragged their coral across the central image itself, creating a
deep furrow through the image from upper right to lower left. Once
the entire image had been bisected, its handsome imagery marred,
one of the two men lifted a large canister that had hung by a strap
against his hip. It was more of a tube, really, and his companion
helped him squeeze its contents out and into that new furrow, using
their gloves and the canister's broad cap to smooth it out. When
they were done there was a black band cutting across the
Remora's crest.

A bar sinister.

Such a mark was used to denote a fall from
grace. It showed that the ship in question was no longer a member
of the Royal Navy due to perfidy and villainy on its part and the
part of its crew. The most common reason for such disgrace was when
a crew turned to piracy.

As they had done.

While the two sailors had created the bar,
Kesselman had uncapped a tube of his own. With this one he scrawled
letters above the Remora's placard, thick red letters like
dried blood. Demming already knew what they spelled out:

"Dread."

They were no longer the HMES Remora,
Kesselman and several of the other officers had argued. They were
now the Dread Remora, a pirate ship, and they could not in
good conscience display the royal crest while flying such sinister
colors.

Never mind that their piracy was a ruse
designed to protect them from real pirates by creating a fearsome
reputation they could use like a cloak. Never mind that the only
ships they had attacked thus far were a smuggler, a marauder, and
the very pirate ship that had attacked them and killed their
captain when they'd first emerged from the safety of Mother Earth's
waters. Never mind that Demming fully intended them to remain true
to their principles, their duties, and their discipline. Never mind
that it made more sense not to advertise their supposed
defection from duty, whether it was real or feigned. Enough
officers—and enough crew too, he was sure—had shown qualms about
the crest that he had agreed to let Kesselman deface it.

For now.

When the work was done, the three men
gathered up their tools, checked their tethers, demagnetized their
boots, and floated back toward the lock. Demming swam back down to
be there when they re-entered.

Kesselman nodded upon seeing him, his
expression somber as a man attending a wake. "Thank you, Captain,"
the bo'sun said slowly, his face flush from exertion and perhaps
emotion as well. "I know you didn't really see the need, but it
means something to us." His two crewmen nodded behind him.

"Oh, it means a great deal to me as well,
Mister Kesselman," Demming assured him, trying to keep any
bitterness from his tone. "I just don't agree that it's necessary
to deface the old girl just yet. But that's fine. I want us all on
the same reef here."

"Yes, sir." They began to stow their gear,
and then Amelia and her second, Xander Twist, swam up to help with
the lengthy process of removing the ethersuits. As always, Demming
felt himself flush a little in the presence of the tall, pretty,
dark-haired chief engineer.

"They worked beautifully," he admitted to
her, and watched a pleased smile break out across her face. It was
like the sun piercing the waves and setting the shells and scales
aglow.

"Aye," Kesselman agreed. "And you don't feel
the weight at all, out there." He grimaced. "You turn about as well
as a clubbed seal, though. Easy to tumble, tough to aim."

"That's because there's no water pressure,"
Amelia explained, grey eyes alight with scientific interest.
"You're used to the water pushing back at you, keeping you from
drifting, but parting when you apply some muscle and build up
momentum. The ether's too thin for that, it doesn't offer any
resistance, so it's easy to move in any direction but hard to keep
from moving too far. Every motion is slow and exaggerated."

"Those boots're a wonder, though," one of the
crewmen offered. "Kept us to the hull like we'd been nailed
there."

Amelia nodded, collecting pieces of the suit
and returning them to their places within the equipment lockers
alongside the lock. "Those will be handy if we ever need to do more
work from outside," she mused.

Or if we're boarding another ship and need
to cut our way in, Demming thought, but didn't say it. Amelia
was the biggest pacifist on the ship, which was ironic given that
she was a naval officer, but while she recognized the occasional
need for violence she rarely approved and never liked it.
Mentioning a possible martial use for the boots would only sour her
mood, and Demming had no desire to do that. Instead he smiled at
her. "Now that's taken care of," he said as lightly as he could, "I
thought I'd grab a spot of lunch. Care to join me?"

A slow, shy smile spread across her face,
more self-conscious than her earlier expression but no less lovely,
and she parted her lips to reply—

—but was cut off by a squawk from alongside
the lock controls.

"Captain Demming!" It was Pyle, calling
through the speaking tubes.

With a sigh, Demming kicked past Amelia and
tugged the nearest tube free. "Yes, Mister Pyle?" he replied. He
hoped he didn't sound too irritated—of course duty came first.
Still, Pyle had impeccable timing!

The First Lieutenant's next statement drove
all such thoughts from his head, however. "We've spotted a ship,
sir," the younger officer reported. "Still some distance away, but
it'll cut right in front of us."

"On my way," Demming replied. He offered
Amelia an apologetic smile as he set the tube back in its holder.
"Another time?"

"Of course." She ducked away, dark braid
swinging over her shoulder, but he thought he caught a faint blush
to her pale skin. The thought that she might have been looking
forward to lunching together as much as he had cheered him
immensely, and Demming found himself whistling a little as he swam
quickly back to the foredeck. The minute the door irised open,
however, he was all business.

"Show me this ship," he demanded, kicking
over beside Pyle, and the younger man obediently put the image up
on the forward screen, then magnified it as best he could. They
were too far away to make out fine detail, but Demming could see
that the outline was big and bulky.

"It's maintaining a steady speed," Pyle told
him, "but it's no racer, that's for sure! And at this range it's
hard to be sure but Miss Cuny says she's not detecting much beyond
light weaponry."

"Hmm." Demming rubbed his chin. "Big, heavy,
slow but steady, and probably decently armored but not well armed.
Sounds like a merchant to me." He shook his head. "Back home, that
thing would have a half-dozen attack subs around it to keep trouble
at bay. Why doesn't she? Is she really that confident no one'll
touch her? Or does she know something we don't?"

"Orders, Captain?" Earl Craddick asked from
the wheel. The youngest officer onboard—though it was a matter of
months between him and Pyle—and the most junior, he and Pyle had
both been ensigns when they'd first launched but due to several
deaths he was now Second Lieutenant. Craddick was a capable enough
lad, if less inquisitive and with less initiative than Pyle and
with a tendency to lock up in a crisis, but Demming was hoping
those flaws would smooth out over time. He'd been giving Craddick
more time at the helm lately, to help boost the younger man's
confidence, though of course when an expert touch was required he'd
call for their pilot, Lizette Mills.

For now, however, Craddick would do fine.
"Plot me an intercept course, Mister Craddick," Demming instructed
after another moment's thought. "I want to know how fast we could
close the distance to that ship, and how long we could wait before
doing so. I'd rather let her get a little closer before we have to
reveal ourselves, and then give her as little time as possible to
react before we can be upon her."

"So we mean to attack, sir?" Pyle asked.
There was a faint tremor to his voice, though Demming couldn't tell
if that was from excitement or fear. Or both.

When he answered, he worked to keep his own
voice rock-steady. He was the captain, after all, and he had to
project confidence at all times. "We do, Mister Pyle," he answered.
"We are pirates now, at least to all outward appearances, and if
that is a merchant ship it's a target no self-respecting pirate
would pass up." Pyle nodded but he saw Craddick gulp. Mister
Dittmer, their quartermaster, was at his station as well, but as
always his heavy, sleepy-seeming features were difficult to
read.

Did any of them approve what they were about
to do? Demming shoved the thought aside. When he'd first hatched
this plan he'd told his officers and solicited opinions. None had
openly objected—all had agreed it might be the best way to keep the
Remora and her crew safe. And that was his primary
objective. If that meant pretending to be pirates, swimming safely
through a sea filled with predators by posing as a fellow predator,
so be it.

Why, then, was his stomach churning at the
mere thought? Demming muttered something about letting him know
once they had a course mapped out and turned away, cycling the door
open and swimming idly through it. He knew he should head to the
galley and eat as he'd originally planned, but discovered that his
appetite had completely vanished.

 



Chapter
Two

"Show me." Demming
settled into his chair as Pyle, off to his side, brought the image
up on the main screen. Their view of the ether was suddenly
overlaid by a small speck, which amplified and then amplified
again, zooming in until it was large enough to make out details. As
Demming had suspected, it had the look of a standard freighter, big
and bulky and boxy. The plating looked sturdy enough, and there
were a few guns visible, but nothing substantial. This was a cargo
hauler, not a warship. And not a passenger vessel either, given its
lack of windows and its dirty, pitted hull. Nothing fancy or
frivolous here, just good honest toil.

The thought of attacking them made Demming
sick.

Still, he couldn't very well play pirate if
he didn't actually commit acts of piracy. And a ship like that,
they had to expect it might happen. Hopefully that meant they
wouldn't do anything stupid.

"Bring us within hailing range, Miss Mills,"
he directed, and ahead of him Lizette nodded, one hand staying firm
on the wheel while the other grasped the throttle lever and brought
it down hard. The Remora's engines spun up with a sharp
whine, and the ship leaped forward, stars blurring past as they
began to eat up the distance. "Miss Cuny," Demming called into a
speaking tube, pausing only long enough to hear her grunt of
acknowledgement before continuing, "give them a warning shot across
the bow once we're in range. Warning only, please. Let's not hurt
them if we can avoid it." He knew the tiny gunner hated holding
back, and wasn't sure she'd make much distinction between an
innocent target and a deserving one when she was caught up in the
thrill of combat, but he trusted her to obey his order.

"Within hailing range, Captain," Lizette
reported, and Demming nodded. He flicked a switch on the arm of his
chair and raised the same tube he'd just been using. Only this time
it would send his voice considerably farther than the gunnery.
"Attention, the freighter," he announced, trying to keep his voice
as sharp and strong as possible. "This is the pirate ship Dread
Remora. We intend to board you and make off with your
valuables. Do not fight us and we will not harm you—we have no
desire for unnecessary violence, but we will defend ourselves if
necessary. You have been warned."

A second later the ship shuddered slightly,
and before he could blink Demming saw a tiny spot of light blossom
along the freighter's side, right where a gun had been. "Miss
Cuny!" he barked into the tube, remembering to switch channels
first so his ire was not broadcast to their quarry. "I said a
warning shot!"

"That was a warning," came the pert reply. "I
targeted their biggest gun, external only. Didn't even penetrate
the hull." Her words were crisp and clear, as they always were when
combat was involved. Nor could he argue with her decision. It
hadn't been what he'd meant, and she knew it, but at the same time
she had neutralized their target's strongest weapon and hadn't hurt
anyone. He couldn't really ask much more than that.

"They're running!" Lizette declared, a tremor
of excitement easily heard in her voice. "Changing course to
intercept."

Demming nodded, leaning forward as she tugged
the wheel and the Remora responded, wheeling about on an
angle to close the gap. Lizette was an amazing pilot—she altered
their flight so smoothly Demming barely felt it. The freighter had
visibly picked up speed, but it was no match for them even without
the extra engines from the former Siren Knife, the pirate
ship now affixed to their upper hull like a massive barnacle
itself. Good thing, too, since they'd had some trouble calibrating
the two sets of engines together and currently the Knife's
were offline again, awaiting yet another round of adjustments.

"Do you want another warning shot, Captain?"
Molly Cuny called up through a tube. It was unusual to hear such
playfulness from her, but then shooting things always brought her
out of her shell. Still, Demming shook his head.

"No, hold fire for now," he ordered. "Let's
see what they do once we cut them off."

Overhearing his comment, Lizette suited the
action to the word, laying the Remora directly in the
freighter's path. She even swiveled them around so they were
staring straight at the other ship, their guns all aimed at the
single broad canopy that marked its bridge. Demming was sure the
freighter saw what was in its path.

The next move was up to them.

As he'd hoped, the freighter began braking,
smaller engines firing from the front to slow its flight. The
larger ship came to a halt only kilometers from the Remora's
prow, and Lizette quickly edged them forward. She started to bring
the forward lock up against the freighter's own front access point,
a disk immediately beneath the protruding bridge portion, but
Demming stopped her.

"Not there," he corrected." I spotted another
port farther back, along the side. Use that one."

His pilot shot him a puzzled look over her
shoulder, one raised eyebrow barely visible through the cascade of
long, straight black hair. She nodded, however, and backed them out
again, turning and sliding the Remora farther down until she
reached the spot he'd mentioned. Demming couldn't help feeling like
they really were their ship's namesake, gliding past a massive
whale and looking for a place to affix themselves.

He heard rather than saw the shrug of his
first lieutenant's shoulders, and bit back a quick smile. "You had
a question, Mister Pyle?"

"Why here and not the forward lock, sir?"
Pyle asked. Once he'd realized Demming didn't mind his questions
the younger officer had proven a veritable fountain of them. They
were never stupid, however, and so Demming didn't mind answering.
Especially since his first inclination was still to act first and
think later. Pyle's questions—and knowing he'd have to answer
them—helped make him stop and think a little before acting. Most of
the time.

At least this time the question was an easy
one. "That first entry point would have put us right by their
bridge," Demming explained, "and we could have quickly accepted the
surrender of the crew." Pyle nodded, as did Lizette. "But we're not
here to take prisoners, or even to exchange news. We're here for
supplies and whatever other riches we can find." He could tell Pyle
had understood, and let him finish the answer himself.

"This lock will be near their main holds,"
Pyle stated. "We can unload more quickly, and more easily, and be
gone faster because of it."

"Exactly." Demming unfastened his safety
harness and rose from his chair, floating easily in the warm water.
"Now, since you got that so quickly, your reward is command of the
ship." He couldn't resist a small grin at the look on Pyle's
face.

"Where will you be, sir?" His first
lieutenant asked, but Demming suspected he already knew the answer
to that question as well.

Still, Demming offered it anyway, over his
shoulder as he glided toward the door. "Me? I'm going to go see
what type of whale we've netted." The door irised open and he swam
through. "I want to see what they have that they thought it worth
running but not worth fighting or dying." He waved a hand idly just
before the door closed behind him, chuckling a little. Pyle loved
away missions as much as he did, but couldn't leave now until he
was relieved of command by Demming, Craddick, or Dittmer. The young
man was well and truly sidelined.

Which reminds me, I need to bring up more
officers, Demming thought as he swam for the forward lock. When
the Remora had launched they'd had a full complement of
eight on the foredeck: captain, first lieutenant, second
lieutenant, quartermaster, pilot, midshipman, and two ensigns.
Jeremy Pasic, the ship's doctor, had been there as well, but the
medical officer was outside the normal chain of command—he could
order even the captain off active duty when necessary, but couldn't
take control of the ship. Amelia Scutt and Howell Kesselman were
the two other ship's officers, chief engineer and boatswain
respectively, but they both had command of their own areas and had
no place on the foredeck during the normal course of events. Molly
Cuny and Quentin Watkins were unusual cases, as gunner's mate and
cook—they weren't technically officers but had such specialized
jobs they tended to be treated as such, and were welcomed in the
officer's mess. After the various incidents they'd survived
following launch, the Remora was down to five for bridge
crew, and really could use at least one more for proper duty
rotations. He'd have to talk to Kesselman, see which crewmen he'd
recommend for an in-the-field promotion to ensign.

These ruminations had filled the time nicely,
and Demming now found himself at the outer door for the forward
lock. He cycled it open and swam through, to find Kesselman waiting
for him with five of the crew. All were armed with sonic
rifles.

"I had a feeling you'd want to dive across
yourself," the burly bo'sun said with a grin. "So we waited for
you." He had a pistol at his belt as well.

"You know me well, Mister Kesselman," Demming
replied, answering the big man's grin with one of his own. "Please,
after you."

The bo'sun grunted and hit the pumps'
activation button. A slow hum sounded, shivering through the water
as the level began to recede, the powerful pumps sucking it all
away. As always, Demming had to force himself not to gasp when his
head breached the water and his gills flapped uselessly, seeking
liquid that was no longer there. Instead he opened his mouth and
inhaled sharply, forcing his lungs to inflate and begin processing
air again. He hated being out of water—it always made him feel
slow, sluggish, and awkward—but Amelia's scans had shown that the
ship beyond had compatible air, not water, and so in order to board
they had to clear the lock first.

Once the water had all been drained away and
they had all adjusted to breathing air again, Demming nodded and
they all moved carefully to the heavy circular lock itself. The
lights above glowed red, showing that the outer seal had already
been made and that the passage between was clear and secure, but
everyone still tensed as the portal cycled open. There was nothing
beyond but the short space to the outer entrance, however, and
beyond that a dim, dark space like an open warehouse. Which in some
ways Demming supposed it was.

"Let's go," Kesselman barked, and two of his
men nodded and stepped forward. They'd only made it halfway when
several figures emerged from the darkness like silent shadows ready
to strike.

"Ah!" Demming couldn't keep from exclaiming
in surprise as he threw himself back out of the shadows' path. In
front of him Kesselman and the two crewmen stood their ground and
brought up their sonic rifles, ready to blast the newcomers. The
one behind Demming stumbled sideways to avoid a collision and
raised his weapon as well.

Before they could fire, however, the shadows
detached, transforming into a tall, slender trio—with hands well up
and well away from their bodies, fingers spread and palms
empty.

"We are unarmed," one of them called, the
words heavily accented but understandable nonetheless. He—or she,
Demming realized—was tall, easily two meters, probably closer to
two and a half, but thin as a lamprey and just as willowy. The way
he—or she—moved, it was like there were no bones there at all.
Long, flowing hair the color of jade and eyes pale and silvery
completed the image of a water snake in work-stained clothes.

"Identify yourself," Demming demanded,
mentally berating himself for acting like a frightened little
guppy. What was wrong with him, being spooked by a few shadows? He
saw now that the other two figures had a similar height and build
to the speaker, though their coloring was darker and more
robust.

"I am Sina Mah," the pale spokesperson
replied. "Captain of the Ethereal Queen. These are my first
officer, Cali Ohm, and my freightmaster, Trion Yurn. And who might
I be speaking with?"

"Nathaniel Demming, captain of the Dread
Remora," Demming replied, hoping to regain his dignity. He and
the others stepped forward, closing the gap between them and the
trio. "What sort of cargo are you hauling?"

"Construction materials, mostly," Sina Mah
answered. "We were bound for a new colony that needed fresh
supplies. We have some foodstuffs, some seeds and roots as well,
and some medicines, but mostly tools and raw materials for
buildings and heavy equipment."

Demming forced himself to frown, though
secretly he was relieved. That actually made this easier. "We don't
need heavy materials weighing us down," he told Kesselman, "and
we've nowhere to sell them. Scan the food and the medicine, take
note of any materials you deem exotic enough to be valuable, and
float it past Dittmer. Only take what we can use or easily
convert." The bo'sun nodded and strode past the tall trio, his men
close behind him.

"Trion Yurn can assist in your search," Sina
Mah offered, and Demming nodded. The third figure detached
himself—herself?—from the others and moved to follow Kesselman,
taking long, silent strides. Its quiet, sinuous grace just
reinforced the lamprey image.

"You seem to be taking this very well,"
Demming commented after the others had gone, leaving himself and
one crewman with Sina Mah and the thus-far silent first officer
Cali Ohm. "I take it you've been robbed before?" He was finally
recovering from the earlier fright, his heart slowing back down to
a more normal rate.

"It happens from time to time," the freighter
captain agreed easily, waving long-fingered hands in the air. "One
learns to live with it. Provided the ship is not damaged, and the
crew is uninjured, it is only an inconvenience."

"I'm glad you see it that way." However,
Demming had to ask: "Why did you try to flee from us? You must have
known we had the faster ship."

"I did," Sina Mah agreed. "But appearances
must be maintained. This way, no one can claim I did not attempt to
protect my cargo."

Demming nodded. If business here was anything
like it was back home, Sina Mah might be the captain and even the
ship's owner but the cargo belonged to someone else, a merchant or
a trading house. He would not be expected to die for their
property, but he would be expected to at least put up a fight. Or
to try to evade capture. He'd done the best he could, and that was
all anyone could fairly expect.

"I am surprised," Sina Mah offered after a
momentary pause. "Not that we were assaulted, but that you would do
so here."

"What do you mean?"

The other captain studied him curiously with
those silvery eyes, then laughed, a clear, musical sound like tiny
bells. "You do not know?"

Demming shook his head, a jolt of fire
causing his pulse to race once more. He didn't like where this was
going.

"You are in Nowet space," Sina Mah explained.
"For another two parsecs at least." Apparently deciphering
Demming's blank look, the willowy captain elaborated. "The Noweti
are very . . . thorough when it comes to policing their territory.
They have regular patrols, usually three ships together, all
heavily armed and armored. They pride themselves in keeping their
space clear of hazards, both natural and artificial—they clear away
debris fields, cordon off asteroid belts and supernovas, and
aggressively target smugglers . . . and pirates. If they discover
you are here, you and your ship will be in grave danger."

As if on cue, a crewman came rushing through
the lock. "Sir!" she called out. "Miss Scutt reports there are
several ships on fast approach!"

"I would suggest you hurry," Sina Mah
offered. "You do not wish to be here when the Noweti arrive."

Demming didn't hesitate. "Mister Kesselman!"
he shouted into the freighter. "Gather what you can and get back to
the Remora at once!" He nodded to Sina Mah, forcing a calm
tone. "Thank you for the advice."

"Not at all." His fellow captain executed a
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