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Chapter 1

 

 

“My very possessive husband would love to hear how his son took advantage of me.” Yerness catted outside Craze’s door, caging him inside his home when he had business to attend to, twirling her ebony hair, her tongue tracing her pillowy lips, wearing a dress that matched her dusky complexion and left little to the imagination. The neckline plunged to her navel, the slit rode high on her hip, and the clingy fabric showed her every breath.

Before she married his father, she had been Craze’s gal, so he didn’t need to imagine anything and didn’t want to. Since hooking up with his pa, she had become more vile than the normal ex, devolving into revolting, grody, forbidden territory. No way would he let her inside and give her the chance to drug him again like she had last week. If some other woman offered to have her way with him, it wouldn’t be an issue, but this one—the galaxy was too small for the two of them. “I recall it bein’ the other way around, toots. Cause no way would I willingly choose to touch your scuzzy ass or any other disgustin’ part of you. You is with Bast now, you best run off ‘n show him your wiles. Besides, how could a low-life like me get one over on you? Little old leecher me isn’t cunnin’ enough.”

Dumb enough was more like it. Either way, he could match her game. With one hitch — she appeared ready to bail on her marriage, whereas Craze didn’t want her hanging around if that happened. He crossed his burly arms and drummed his thick fingers on his elbows, caressing the silken fabric as pale as his cheeks felt whenever he remembered the sordid recent night with her, hoping inspiration would strike as to how to get rid of her for good before she did him in completely. He had no doubt she would find a way to ruin the dreams and the future he had so carefully laid out. More than anything else, he wished she would let him forget waking up naked in her arms. The narcotic she had given him left most of those loathsome hours blank except for a few fuzzy bits. Those few fuzzy recollections made his skin crawl.

Stomping a foot, the flimsy strap on her form-fitting dress fell, revealing more of her curvaceous body. She cozied up to the camera to give him a bigger eyeful. “Quit calling me toots. You know my name. You used to whisper it with sweet darlin’ against my throat.”

“That was a lifetime ago.” To him, it seemed so, a time untainted by his father’s betrayal and hers, a time before the Verkinn council branded him a scuzzbag leecher, a time before he came to know Pardeep Station as home. A moon orbiting the planet Azta, Pardeep boasted dust and little else. Despite the moon’s deep-set cold and arid climate, Craze had fostered Pardeep and his floundering business into a respectable tourist destination, and he would nurture it into something grander—envisioning industries, cities, and a forest of cacao trees. Chocolate remained the most prized luxury on the Backworlds. With a plantation of cacao trees, he could build paradise several times over.

None of his dreams or successes did he intend to share with Yerness, not even if she begged for a thousand years. “You left me for a fatter bank account ‘n higher status. Remember?”

“So?”

She must have cracked her head and lost all memory since hooking up with Bast. “So, what kind of shit is you pullin’? Do you think I’m goin’ to take you back? Do you think you can sidle in now that I finally have more than dust in my accounts?”

From the same race of people, Verkinns, Craze and Yerness had similar features—statures as substantial as boulders, wide cheeks and noses, ear holes, skin so irresistibly soft most folks couldn’t stop touching it, and living hair. She let hers flutter as if wind constantly blew in her face. Craze had his braid itself into five tight plaits that spilled down to his waist.

Yerness’s blushing lips brushed against the lens, lips that used to set him on fire. “Leave me out here a little longer ‘n I’ll be screaming.” She held up her tab—a paper-thin data and communications device the size of a card. Her thumb hovered over Bast’s icon. “Let me in if you don’t want to be sent packin’ off another planet..”

He guffawed. He wouldn’t be the one going anywhere, but Yerness’s words poked at a yesterday as vivid as the beer in his hand and the floor under his feet—a night five years ago on his former home of Siegna, a more civilized world than this one, sitting in the family tavern with his pa. Time for you to go son, echoed through Craze’s gut. He would bet she hinted at that day to manipulate him. Well, he wouldn’t let her.

“You is a piece of work ‘n with a major oogie factor since you is now my stepmom,” he said. “Stay out there beggin’ all day. It changes nothin’. You is the one bein’ sent off. As soon as the ship is ready.”

In mere days, several of his close pals would go farther out on the Edge — the part of the Backworlds Pardeep belonged to — to where known space ended, in search of a missing friend. Craze feared what his friends would discover about Lepsi and what he would find on Pardeep Station when he returned if he went with them. He didn’t trust his senior hire-on, who would certainly take command of managing his tavern if Craze went sailing off. Besides, Craze preferred hearing bad news second-hand. For those reasons and the fact he didn’t want to spend one more minute with his soul-sucking relatives, he had decided to stay behind. The freighter starting his friends off on their journey would take Craze’s kin to a world where he hoped they would forget about him. He counted the seconds until his kin left.

“The elders won’t go. The captain is the offspring of a leecher.”

To a Verkinn, leecher was the worst thing a person could be. If every man, woman, and child didn’t spend every minute of their time angling for position and scheming on how to take every soul out there for every possible chip, then they didn’t deserve to be Verkinn. Craze had been dubbed a leecher to get him off Siegna, leaving his father free to keep every chip they had earned together and to marry Yerness without guilt.

Until recently, Craze would have sold his left leg to be restored to the council’s good graces, to return to the rainforest, to have his gal squirming and giggling in his arms again. Now he didn’t want any of his old life and especially not her, not his father’s sloppy seconds. No way.

He shuddered and sipped at his ale, moseying over to the large orange sofa taking up the center of his living space like a warm hug. Plopping down, he stared up at the chandelier singing with soft chimes, wishing the pleasant chime would drown out her sleazy pleading. Calming gray drapes, tables, and cabinets, ivory plush throw rugs, and some sparkle from crystal and silver soothed a lot of crud the Backworlds tossed Craze’s way, but not enough for Yerness. Needing more relief, he resorted to what never failed him—mentally rearranging bottles of booze. He visualized the shelves behind his bar upstairs, moving spirits around into the perfect order. Vodkas from cheap to expensive, pure to flavored, liqueurs from sour to sweet.

His pulse finally slowed, and he answered, “The Edge has far worse things than leechers. Besides, Captain Kaesare has a business ‘n owns her freighter. She’s hardly a leecher.” He slid half the mug’s contents down his throat. It took a lot to defend Kaesare, a woman he hated, but getting rid of his ex and his family required talking Kaesare up.

“I’m not the one you have to convince.” Some rustles sounded over the speakers from the hallway. “I’m naked, lover man.” Her cooing little cackle grated, threatening to engrave scratches in his freshly epoxied floor.

He rose and sauntered over to the area of the room designated the kitchen. Gray counters sat on gray cabinets with gray upholstered bar stools around the island. Taps embedded into the island gleamed in chrome. Grabbing a fresh plasticine tankard from the refrigeration unit, he filled the glass with more of his handcrafted ale. He drank long from the frosty mug as if praying, steeping his lips and tongue, hoping she’d just go away.

She clucked out there with the exasperation of an alcoholic going too long without any hooch. “Did you hear me? I said I’m—”

Setting the beer down, Craze wiped remnants of ale from his upper lip, his fingers whisking back and forth over his mouth. “How many times do I have to say we is done? Do I have to brand it on my forehead?”

“Oh, don’t go getting—”

“Yerness! Boy!” The words bellowed down the hallway like gunshot. The rough-hewed voice unmistakably belonged to Craze’s pa. If Bast broke off with Yerness and left her here, well, that couldn’t happen. Not her.

Craze flew over by the door, slapping it and the wall. “Get dressed, ‘n get the frick away from my place.”

She bent to paw at her discarded garment and held up a packet of powder. Ripping it open, she held it poised over her mouth—probably the same crap she had laced his malt with the other night. “He’s going to think I just left you.” Her smile shone as cold as a frozen asteroid field. “Stoned as a junkie ‘n without any clothes.” She raked her nails down her arm, gouging red welts into her flesh. “Used well ‘n hard too.”

Bast’s determined strides reverberated down the corridor. “Wife Two! You git home, or I’ll cast you off!”

If she was cast off, Yerness would find a way to crush Craze again. He had no doubts about that. His father wouldn’t be kind either, scheming for vengeance, calculating how to sink Craze and his rising fortunes into the dirt.

“Get out of here.” Craze hit the door with more force.

Her tongue dabbed at the narcotic. “I’m not returning to them bogs.”

Shit. Why couldn’t she understand what they had ended the moment she started up with Bast? Craze slapped the control on the doorframe, sliding the entry open, grabbing onto her wrist and her mislaid dress, yanking them both inside. Quietly, he resealed the door and placed his hand over her mouth. “If you make one sound or move, I’ll have the planetlord throw you off the landin’ deck.” The docks took up the uppermost floor of the tower, the only ode to civilization on Pardeep Station.

Bast reached the entry, threatening to beat down Craze’s door. “Open up, leecher boy! I know you in there! Where’s my wife?”

Yerness stomped on Craze’s foot and shoved his hand away. “I’ll stay quiet ‘n go hide,” she whispered, “if you promise I won’t be living in the bogs ever again.”

“Craze! If she’s in there, you ‘n I is dueling. Do you hear?” Bast’s threats jarred the whole residential floor.

Craze felt as trapped as if outside without an oxygen tank. Frowning at his former love, his gut screamed not to trust her, but if making a bargain with her would get her and Bast out of his life for good… “Deal.”


Chapter 2

 

 

Craze waited until Yerness scurried into one of the two guest bedrooms before instructing the entry to open. He stared into the face of an older twin, one with the same commanding build, the same dark eyes and hair, the same prickly manners. Bast had dared to cut his tresses, a task so painful every Verkinn avoided it until recently. Perhaps Craze’s homeless relatives had cut their hair as a form of atonement for offending the ganya trees. If that was the case, their attempts to make amends hadn’t had any effect so far.

Bast’s loose-fitting tunic and trousers matched the color of muck in the bogs—the Verkinns’ new home on Siegna since ousted by the forest. Craze’s ivory shirt flickered blue—the periodic bursts of color coming from light tumbling in from outside the windows. The constant flashing of the Lepper—the starway ships used to travel quickly between star systems—graced the anemic sky with a rhythm. The cobalt flares winked with the promise of ever-increasing accounts. His coveralls ruined his show of prosperity, overwriting his hard-won sheen with Pardeep Station’s never-ending dust. The stains seeping out from the seams soiled all but a few patches near his ankles. Necessary to keep him breathing properly on this needy moon, he couldn’t ditch the worn garment, a daily reminder that most things in life were fleeting.

On his way to his kitchen island, Craze drained the rest of his mug, then gestured at his pa with the empty tankard. “Want an ale? What’s the hollerin’ about, old man?”

Bast snapped a strap of Craze’s red suspenders, the ones Craze had stolen from Bast, the ones Craze used to hold up his tan coveralls. “I know she’s here.”

Crossing his arms, Craze’s jaw stiffened. “Who?”

“My wife. The other one, not your mother. Your ex. She’s been all moony about you since we decided to come for a visit.”

Craze poured another ale for himself. Between his backstabbing pa and his conniving ex, he’d need the whole keg. “The feelin’ is hardly mutual.”

Bast didn’t listen. Forehead furrowed and eyelids narrowed, Bast inspected Craze’s living space. He searched beneath the couch, in cabinets, under the rugs, and behind the drapes, harrumphing every time he came up empty.

The room grew hot, the air too still, and Craze’s stomach tightened, gripping onto optimism and dread. He hoped Yerness had a talent for hiding more than she did for honesty. “Go ‘n check all the rooms if you suspect I’m lyin’, but you should be careful. Those seekin’ often find somethin’ they wish they hadn’t. I think you used to tell me that.”

“A pile of bwatshit.” Bast’s wide nose twitched. “I smell her.”

Her perfume did linger. Craze shifted his weight and had his hair redo itself into a ponytail, resisting the urge to sniff his shirt. He clutched onto the counter and pressed his knee into the cupboard, stalling until an explanation dropped onto his tongue. “If you smell her, the scent is you traipsin’ in her cooties. In case you forgot, I want nothin’ to do with you ‘n your little tart.”

“A grudge sits poorly with you.” The comment meant nothing, because his father didn’t stay to debate the point. Bast disappeared into one room then another, opening closets, banging doors, grunting as he peered into and under things.

“Careful. Shadows bite around here.” Craze didn’t dare exhale until Bast came out alone.

“I would’ve sworn she’d come here,” Pa grumbled, slumping down on one of the barstools at Craze’s kitchen island.

Hoping some hospitality would get rid of the old man faster, Craze poured Bast a mug. “If she did, I’d not let her in. Trouble in your marital bliss?” Obviously. He did his best not to snicker.

His pa and Yerness deserved the ganya trees casting them out from the forest, so did the entire council. Why the trees suddenly shunned the Verkinns puzzled Craze, but so did the trees’ immediate love for his people. The forest had welcomed the Verkinns on Siegna when they trawled about the Backworlds for a new home after the war. The sturdy hardwoods and Verkinns had lived in harmony—the trees creating a city at the whim of Craze’s ancestors. Now his kin struggled in the bogs, homeless and losing chips fast. Craze thought the turn in fortune fitting except for the part where the entire Verkinn population came running to him for help.

In one gulp, Bast drained the tankard. “We been married almost five years now, ‘n it’s not just her. Your ma has made noises of abandoning me for dryer coffers too.”

Not bothering to offer hi pa comfort, Craze leaned with his elbows on the counter, swishing air from cheek to cheek, wondering if he would have to shove his father out the door. His mother’s threats alongside Yerness’s didn’t surprise Craze. Verkinns always had their sights set on more status and chips. But dryer? He had to ask, “Dryer?”

“As in not residing in the middle of a bog. It’s hard to make money. No one wants to hang out in muck with sting beasts ‘n skeeters. The only positive is the constant supply of fresh ricklits. So nobody’s starving.”

The universe had passed sentence on his father for what he had done to his son. Finally. Craze bit on the inside of his cheek to hold in his amusement. “You don’t have to go back to the swamp. I’ve told you about the Jixes vacatin’ their planet. You can go there ‘n start again.” Three months ago, Captain Talos had used a mind-control weapon to maroon the mercenary Jixes on an off-limits world populated with enslaving vines. With the Jixes out of the way, the outright theft of Pardeep’s resources had ended, and a peace had settled on the Edge, giving the remote Backworlds a real chance at making it.

“With the Jixes away ‘n not forcing folks to come pay them off, their homeworld isn’t exactly bustling with space traffic any more. How is we to make a go of it? No customers means no chips.”

“The Jix planet has more resources than Pardeep. If you can’t make a go of Jix, one of the lushest worlds the Edge has to offer, none of you is fit to be called Backworlders. You’ll have to struggle for it like I did, Pa. Either way, it’s time you all quit leechin’ off me.” He knew he could get the Verkinns off Pardeep by sundown if he persisted in labeling them as chip-sucking, beggar-assed, charity cases.

“Leeching? Nobody’s leeching.”

“You ‘n the council certainly isn’t earnin’ your keep. You quit payin’ the rents. All of you hover about the docks tryin’ to scam my customers.”

“Yours?”

“Frickin’ yes! Mine ‘n all the hard workin’ folks who helped build this place. You hang about ‘n won’t go home. Leechers.”

Bast slapped his palm on the counter with such force, the echoes jumped. “Stop saying that. Have you no compassion?”

“Where was yours when you booted me from home, unjustly labeled me a leecher, ‘n married my gal? I’ve let you stay ‘n found you a place to go. That’s way more than you ever did for me.” Sliding his tab out from his pocket, Craze pinged his friend Rainly to check on how much longer he had to put up with his pa’s shit. A strange sort of Backworlder combining cybernetic parts with her humanity, she was Pardeep’s dock facilitator, among other things.

Before the first ping finished ringing, she picked up, her pink eyes heavily lined with black charcoal, making her glowing eyes stand out more against her chrome face on his tiny tab screen. She wiped ship grease off her chrome cheeks. “Do you want to meet for tea? I could really, really, really use a break. I’m stuck on this bucket with Kaesare because she can’t ready her own damned freighter. She yaps on ‘n on ‘n on, getting on my last nerves. ‘N my man does nothin’ about it. She shot him, ‘n he lets her do whatever she likes. It’s nuts. Just nuts.”

Most of her words flitted past Craze’s ear holes like gnats. “Tea in an hour? I could stand the company of a friend. How long until the ship is ready to fly?”

Sooner would be best. Captain Kaesare and Rainly together sizzled as volatile as he and Bast. Five months ago, Kaesare had sauntered in bringing fixtures for Craze’s new tavern, making herself as unpopular as a thieving Jix by shooting Rainly’s man, Dactyl, and putting him in stasis until Doc arrived, and by ripping Craze off with the wrong goods. Her devious contract required he pay exorbitant shipping charges whether the fancy tables for his new and improved tavern arrived as ordered or not. Despite her crimes, most of Craze’s friends had forgiven Kaesare in exchange for her help in locating Lepsi—everyone except Craze and Rainly.

“Kaesare is all bothered like a hull missing bolts because I removed her traps ‘n snares, bellyaching to the moons how she’s defenseless ‘n any decent freighter needs its security. Well, you know, it’s not my problem. She almost killed Dactyl, ‘n she has to understand she has to pay for what she did.”

Part of the sentence for Kaesare’s crime had given Rainly possession of the freighter and its cargo. The corridor leading to the holds had required disarming—littered with too many ways to die. Now Kaesare’s spacecraft sat as vulnerable as a pleasure cruiser, and he understood her complaints.

He sided with Rainly’s, though. The poor gal had fretted the whole time her man remained in stasis, wishing for his full recovery, weeping, wasting away. The always chittering and jolly Rainly had quit talking and smiling, growing morose and bitter. Tears had chapped her cheeks and darkened her soul. The Edge had that effect on lots of folks, but Craze hoped she would shrug it off.

“Make her buy the death traps back. Make some chips ‘n better your life ‘n business. Problem solved, right? Now help me out. How long until her spacecraft is ready?”

Rainly’s chrome lips pressed into a thin line. “So she’ll get her security returned on my terms? Great thinking, Craze. Next time I’ve a dilemma, I’ll come ask you instead o’ stewing myself into crossed wires. What’d you ask now? Oh yeah, about the freighter’s readiness to fly. It’ll be prepped by the end of the week. Our buddy, CaptainTalos, is setting launch in four days. He won’t consider delaying any longer to follow this hot lead on Lepsi. I understand that. Lepsi needs to be found. Why do so many friends have to go, though? Why does Dactyl have to?”

Craze’s meaty palm ran over his wide face, distorting his vision. “We’ll talk about it over tea. Okay? We’ll talk until you is happy. But can you do me another favor?”

The white strands of her plastic-like hair swished when she shifted her weight. “What?”

“Do you have the passenger list from Siegna?”

She swept her pale tresses behind her chrome ears. “Yes.”

“Read them over the announcement system with leecher before each name. Can you do that?”

Bast grabbed onto Craze’s wrist, crushing bone and muscle, growling. “Stop this. Why you be doin’ this?”

Craze snarled. “I just told you why. Either you Verkinns go where I send you, or you go off to somewhere else of your choosin’. Either way, you is not stayin’ on Pardeep Station. You’ve got four days.” His mouth twitched upward, and he focused on his tab. “Rains?”

A smirk slid over her lips, and she winked at Craze. “I’ll get it done.”

Friends made annoying situations tolerable. A lesson not taught by Bast’s pathetic tongue. Nope. That was something Craze had learned on his own since leaving Siegna. “Great. See you at the bakery? I’ll buy you a cake.”

Her face lit up, and she nodded vigorously. “Can’t wait.”

His thumb hovering over another icon, Craze met Bast’s glower. “Now I’m goin’ to ping Pauder to gather up a posse of hire-ons, arm them, ‘n clear the docks. Any Verkinns found beggin’ ‘n scoundralin’ will be taken to the prison cells on charges of leechin’. Then Pauder is goin’ after folks behind on their rents. You ‘n the council can spend the next four days in lockup considerin’ your options unless you can pay.”

Yerness stumbled from the bedroom, eyes glazed, naked. “You can’t do that.”


Chapter 3

 

 

While on the tab with Craze, Rainly never wavered from staring at Kaesare. The drill in Rainly’s hand tightened a few loose rivets, screeching over the words she whispered. “One crack on the neck with this wrench ‘n that bitch will finally pay.” The skin between her eyes pinched, and rage built up in her gut until her heart hiccupped. The sight of Captain Kaesare grated on her worse than a ship full of Fo’wo’s.

“Sweet one, you got the soldering iron?” Dactyl stood on a cargo trolley in front of an access panel, which relayed power and data from the bridge to the propulsion system.

Designed for functionality, this section of Captain Kaesare’s freighter, in a listless hue of gun metal, could put zeal to sleep. Deceptive. Because before Rainly had dismantled the booby traps, the corridor leading to the cargo holds had concealed twenty-seven ways to die, proving Kaesare as more unhinged than most freighter captains who believed a dozen or fewer ways to kill thieves was adequate. The private areas of Kaesare’s ship contrasted with her paranoia, painted in blues and yellows, mimicking an idyllic world, the type of world most Backworlders had never seen.

Resembling Craze with living hair, an imposing stature, and splayed cheeks, Kaesare toiled at another conduit down the corridor. Periodically, she scowled at Rainly and cursed. Whether the hostility was earned for disarming the freighter or beating Kaesare to a pulp after she had shot Dactyl, Rainly didn’t care. They’d never be friends.

The blistering glare she shot back at Kaesare lodged in Rainly’s attitude, spiraling, corkscrewing, heating her blood. Shaking her head, she tried to cease the dark thoughts creeping over her instincts, seeping in from the corners, taking over her joy, but her anger wouldn’t budge, making her wonder if someday she would lose all control for good, making her cherish her freewill. Maybe it wouldn’t last.

Gulping, Rainly caressed Dactyl’s hair, running her fingers through his long, silky waves. “Is you almost done? I’m meeting Craze in a bit. If I don’t get off this ship soon, I’ll go bwatshit. Yeah, I see a tantrum coming.” She handed her man the drill and leaned against the wall. “I can’t stand her,” she whispered as harsh as the coarsest sanding belt.

Broad and strong, Dactyl set down the drill to caress her wrist with his powerful hands, sidling closer. Despite his strength, his touch fluttered like a gentle breeze, one she couldn’t get enough of. He stood two feet shorter than her but as wide as three slim men. If he so chose, he could crush her cybernetic wrist with two fingers. She couldn’t imagine him ever choosing to, though, and the crease between her brows eased.

“How can you forgive her, babe?” All those years spent serving others had created a rebellion where Rainly had ceased to censor herself. Her masters had suppressed her every thought and sentiment, dictating her proclivities and tempers, commanding her actions. At first, she didn’t know herself well enough to assert her ego, but within a year of activation, her personality bubbled to the surface. Now personality poured out in rivers, and she did nothing to halt its flow. She knew her expression of freewill irked many folks, but she didn’t care what anyone else thought, and Dactyl never seemed to mind. Neither did most of her friends on Pardeep Station. “She shot you ‘n left you to bleed out on the floor. Not once did she worry over you. No, she ran to save her own wide ass. If Pauder ‘n Craze hadn’t caught her, she’d probably have put a bullet in all o’ us to get back in her ship ‘n go, abandoning us all in lakes o’ blood.”

The trolley raised Dactyl a foot off the ground, the top of his head reaching her shoulder, and he leaned on the wall beside her. “That never would’ve happened. Kaesare has more sense than that… most like. How else could she have become a successful cargo captain? I was the one being an idiot. The gal merely defended herself, ‘n I’m OK. Forgiveness will give yous peace. Yous should try it.”

She ran her fingers over the shorn beard edging his jaw line, peering deep into his brown eyes. Brown described Dactyl more than any other word. His clothes, hair, eyes, skin, and shoes were brown, everything but the tattoo on his left bicep and the bracelets on his wrists she had made for him out of ship parts too worn to be repaired. “Now you is going off with her ‘n leaving me behind. What if she shoots you again? What if she does worse? What if she shoots you ‘n Talos ‘n Pauder ‘n Dialhi? I’ll lose most o’ my friends all at once. It makes no sense that she gets to go with you.”

His brown hand picked up her see-through one. “She’s not going anywhere with us. She’s only dropping us off on Nitera to retrieve Dialhi’s ship. Then Captain Kaesare goes her own way.”

The wires in her fingers sparked pink when she clutched onto him tighter. “Don’t lie to me. Talos is depending on her to help him get all o’ Lepsi’s messages out o’ Dialhi’s vessel, the Olvis Deluxe. Kaesare travels with you all the way to wherever that is. How far, Dactyl? How long?”

He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. She’ll be piloting her ship, ‘n we’ll all be on Dialhi’s Olvis. Besides, what does it matter? I said I forgave her, not that I’m courting her.”

Rainly scratched at an imaginary itch on her nose. “I still don’t see why you have to go. I mean, I know you liked Lepsi ‘n all, but Pauder’s going ‘n he has all the guns. Talos won’t be wanting any more help than that. Craze ought to go before you. He ‘n the aviarmen go back before we bumped into them. You know that?”

“I do. I met them shortly after Craze, ‘n I left Elstwhere with them, spent all that time with their schemings in that ugly green ship. This I know, Talos will go after Lepsi no matter what. There’s things about it all… things about who I was before meeting yous. If I let our friends go without me, they’ll surely die. With me, they have a chance.”

“You arrested Craze when you first met them, right? ‘N commandeered Talos ‘n Lepsi’s ship?” The idea of her scheming friends trying to bamboozle her man when they first met him amused her. She could imagine it as clearly as if she had stood beside them. A giggle blossomed in her throat and burst from her lips. “Their schemings had something to do with chocolate ‘n those dastardly Fo’wo weapons, frizzers, ‘n mealworms. Craze ‘n Talos still grumble about that sometimes.”

“Yeah, the three of them was trying to steal chocolates. The chocolates covered up a shipment of frizzers they didn’t know about, ‘n the chocolate bars turned out to be mealworm cakes. It’s amazing they’ve made it this far… well, Lepsi maybe didn’t. But what if his only chance is me, sweet one? I know things… tonight, I’m inviting every one of our friends to dinner, ‘n I’ll say what needs saying.” He dropped her hand and returned to working on the guts of Kaesare’s ship.

Her palm suddenly cold and empty, Rainly rubbed where he had touched her, hoping to hold onto his warmth longer, hoping Dactyl’s need to prove whatever needed proving wouldn’t make the rest of her feel as cold and empty as her hand. In his presence, she became whole and important. She mattered. She had grown so used to it, she couldn’t imagine how she would survive without his high opinion of her. “What happened to you when you was in stasis, babe? You is not the same man.”

“I could say the same about yous. Yous sweetness is tarnished. Cheer up. Life is good… business is boomin’, ‘n we have a nice new home. We’ve great friends ‘n many of them is remaining on Pardeep. Craze ‘n Meelo is staying ‘n Eina ‘n Prezsha. Yous won’t be wanting for company, nor have a chance to get lonely.”

Prezsha had been found beneath Pardeep’s oceans of dust ten months ago and was a type of Backworlder called a Cytran like Rainly. It bothered Rainly how identical they behaved and looked. Did more like them exist? Were they clones or worse? One thing Rainly did know, she would rather not recall her life before self-awareness liberated her. She hoped to give her twin better formative memories. “But she doesn’t warm me at night ‘n kiss my nightmares away.”

Dactyl regarded her as if she had dipped herself in chocolate—the most prized commodity in the Backworlds. “Yous do the same for me, sweet one. I won’t last long far from yous arms. That’s how yous know I’ll be home as fast as I can.”

Closing the inches between them, Rainly clutched at the sides of his beautiful face and pressed her lips to his, absorbing his essence, drowning in his warmth, inhaling him into her hollow soul. She could never fill the emptiness. “I’ll return in two hours, babe. Craze needs me, and he’s buying me tea.”

Dactyl frowned slightly. However, quicker than the sour mood quivered in his eyes he swallowed it, forcing a smile in its place. “Later, yous all mine.”


Chapter 4

 

 

Faster than a chip left unattended could disappear, Bast’s fingers wrapped around Craze’s throat. “I thought she wasn’t here.” Some notes hissed, threatening to ignite and burn.

Craze gasped, grabbing at his pa’s suffocating grip. “Don’t… know… where… she came… from.” He kicked at the older man’s knees, aiming to take him down.

In a drug-induced oblivion, Yerness hugged Bast and clung to his back, cooing. “Where you been, big man?”

Jeez! Craze shut his ear holes. Using a maneuver his war veteran friend, Pauder, taught him, he plunged, snapped, then twisted out of the older man’s chokehold. He swung another kick at Bast’s gut for good measure and put the kitchen island between them. “You ‘n her get the frick out of here.”

“We is dueling, son. You isn’t wheedling out of this one. You ‘n me in three hours out in the dust with rods.”

Of all the stupid things… A duel? Rubbing at his neck, Craze glared at his father. “There’s no trees on Pardeep.”

“Fine, clubs then.”

“Castin’ me off wasn’t enough, now you want to bludgeon me to death?” From the moment Bast crossed Craze, this ultimate contest had been preordained. Bloody, brutal. Craze bared his teeth.

So did Bast, pointing at Craze’s snarl. “That’s why. You’ve wanted to take me out from the minute you was born. Now we end it. The universe ain’t big enough for both of us. You bring the weapons. Don’t be late, or I’ll add coward to your leecher status.”

“You is a paranoid son of a bitch. I was never out to get you, not until you gave me the boot ‘n sent me off with nothin’. ‘N in other news, I don’t give two crapolas about what you call me. In case you forgot, the council revoked my leecher status.” Let his father think up a threat that mattered.

“Your leecher status can change, boy.”

Craze laughed. “I have more to bargain with than you.” He had more chips than Bast, he had a growing business, and he had a home. He could offer his kin a new world or yank it away. Despite the whining about the leecher captain providing transportation and the difficulties of starting over, the elders had to accept Craze’s very generous offer. None better would come their way, and they knew it. They weren’t the types to choose muck over potential. “What you got to inspire them to change their minds with? Nothin’, that’s what.”

The docking facility’s building-wide communications screeched. “Leecher Bast. Leecher Ocal. Leecher Yerness. Leecher Trancy…” Rainly’s chipper and melodious tones serenaded all the guests and residents on Pardeep.

His pa’s face grew so red, Craze feared it would outshine a newborn star. Winding Bast up so tight caused Craze’s dimples to deepen, and his hair unwound, tumbling in breezy dark curls to his waist. “What do you think about payback? Do you like being branded a leecher for no good reason? Well… there’s more of a reason to call you one than me. I don’t live in the mud.”

Sputtering in a fit, Bast threw his empty mug at Craze’s head. Craze ducked. The mug hit the counter behind Craze, exploding into shards, nicking his cheek. He swiped at the sting, finding crimson smeared on his fingers. Obviously, Bast had no qualms about drawing blood.

“You deserve that twelve hundred times over,” Pa said, pounding his fist on the counter. “She’s my woman. Git that through your dense head! The reason I booted you is because you held me back, dragged me down.”

Wow, he had a deluded sense of the facts. “You is the one livnin’ in mud. Get out!”

“After the duel, I don’t ever want to see you again.” Reeling about, Bast strode toward the door.

His quick actions jerked Yerness. She fell, clutching onto his knees, giggling. “I need you, big man.” In an attempt at sexy, she sprawled on Craze’s floor. She came off as pathetic and gross.

Craze squeezed his eyes shut, grimacing. “Now I’ve got to disinfect that rug.”

Bast yanked Yerness by the elbow and dragged her, shaking his fist at Craze. “We not through. Three hours. Clubs. I know you’ve never killed anybody with your bare hands, ‘n I doubt you’ve the guts to do it.”

With anyone but Bast that would be true. “I’ve no qualms about rippin’ your head off.”

His pa’s jaw squared. “Good.” He took out his tab and tapped an icon. “I’m pinging the council ‘n your planetlord.” His laugh echoed as irritating as a badly mixed drink, and he yelled out his plans to pulverize his son. The notes of glee in his words had no place in an honorable universe.

Craze tried to slam the door on his father’s ass, but the entry refused. The sensors wouldn’t budge until the doorframe cleared. “Could this day get worse?” Straightening his shirt and putting on his platinum wrist bands, Craze prepared to meet Rainly, fussing, primping. The chirping ping from his tab stopped him. The planetlord, Pauder, showed on the tiny screen.

Pauder’s dark thin face, dominated by a strong nose and chin, loomed on the hand-sized device. His dark eyes danced like live embers. “Yar pa pinged me. What the frick ya doing? A duel? I’m pretty sure I’ve outlawed dueling.”

Craze’s hair knotted itself into a ponytail. “Wasn’t my idea. But it seems the obvious end to Bast ‘n I spendin’ so much time in the same place.”

Pauder’s gnarled bony hand with its sharp fingers ran over his hairless head. He exhaled long and slow. “If ya insist on going through with it, I can make a special allowance, but not until we is aboard Kaesare’s freighter ‘n out of Pardeep’s orbit. We don’t want our world known for duels. Ya want that kind of business?”

Setting the tab on the counter, Craze poured himself another ale and shook his head. “Since you is the arms dealer, duels only benefit you. I’m not wild about a duel, but I’ve got to stand up to him this time.”

“I understand. Even so, ya not ready, son.”

Craze downed the whole mug and refilled it. “I know.”

“Quit drinking. That won’t help, ‘n ya better get over here for some quick training.”

Needing all the help he could get, Craze dumped the ale down the sink. His head  swam, distorting the hard lines in the room into waves and swirls. “I promised Rainly I’d meet up with her. I need to keep my friends.”

“Ya can’t keep friends if ya dead. Better cancel.”

Shit.


Chapter 5

 

 

Craze could tell by the noise and folks flitting past Rainly’s miniature face on his tab she waited at the bakery. The erratic spasms of her blinks displayed an edginess that hadn’t existed before Dactyl had been shot. She hadn’t twitched so much before then, but Craze knew better than to cross her when she did.

Her transparent fingers twirled her white hair. “You is late.”

“Sorry. My pa ‘n his wife wouldn’t leave.”

Her mouth quirked into a smile. “So you’ll join me in some misery?”

Craze chuckled. “Wouldn’t have it any other way. Just pingin’ to say I’m on my way.” How could he say different? Rainly would be rooting for him through the whole bloody contest and afterward. She had been on his side since they met on Wism—her bruised and in pieces on the floor. He had become just as battered rescuing her.

Out of a closet, he pulled his long gray duster, an air sac, and a pair of gloves. He kept an oxygen tank in there, too and pressed the sac to the valve to fill it. His coveralls, which fed him enriched oxygen, weren’t enough by themselves to stop him from hibernating if he stayed outside the docking facility for more than twenty minutes. Verkinns went dormant automatically in poor atmospheres and cold weather. Pardeep Station had both.

He scooped up the sac by its straps, dangling it from his forearm, and draped his coat on top. The entry locked at his command, and he traipsed down the corridor. Hire-ons had painted the walls a soft, glowing bronze. The fresh color shone richly under the tubes of light lining the upper walls like molding. The composite floors had been covered in gel carpet that cushioned his tread and generated a gentle heat when he walked on it. In a bright blue, the floor mimicked the sky, while the walls recalled the unending dust outside.

His condo sat opposite the elevators on this level—one reserved for the rich and powerful. On most worlds, he didn’t qualify as lint and thanked fate for landing him on Pardeep Station—a marked turnaround from the early days when he cursed the dusty moon. Making it to top of the dust heap had improved his attitude. He instilled some pride into his steps, taking on more of a swagger.

He passed many empty residences. Rainly and Dactyl had finally contracted rooms on this floor, taking a condo two doors away from the lifts. Striding by, Craze patted their entry, wondering when he would get more neighbors and who they would be. The days of having a moon to himself with only five close friends had ended. Most times he was glad of the change, some days he missed the quiet.

The elevator opened to laughing kids and the new teacher staring at nothing in particular, probably taking a respite from the chaos she shepherded. A fatigued smile budged her dimples, wrinkling her freckles. “Good day, sir.”

The honorific made Craze chuckle, a laugh he kept to himself, the rumble heaving his shoulders up and down. He reached to command the car to ride up to the landing deck, stopping when he observed the level was already lit. “Is you takin’ your students to the docks, Sateega? To watch the ships?”

Grabbing onto her unruly mass of brown curls, she pulled the strands back winding them into a bun that unraveled as soon as she let go. “We is interviewing every race of Backworlder we can find on Paradeep to learn about the many types of humans that exist.”

Certain the number went beyond anything he could count, Craze rubbed at his chin. “How many is there?”

The teacher shrugged. “Less than before the war. There’s no complete census. I thought it’d make a good project.”

“Damned Fo’wo’s!” A young gal with orange-toned skin shook her fist, obviously imitating a crotchety older relative.

Sateega caught the girl’s arm and gently pulled it down. “None of that now. We’ll never find peace by stoking old anger.”

Her words trailed Craze off the elevator, and their truth sunk in. Yet he didn’t know if either side was capable of giving up their ingrained hate to broker a meaningful truce. Didn’t seem likely from the Backworlders he knew or the Fo’wo’s he had met. A Foreworlder ship visited Pardeep last year, and its crew clung to their loathing as fiercely as Backworlders hung onto theirs.

The reasons for the war hadn’t disappeared, either. The Fo’wo’s acted as threatened as always by the people they had engineered to live on planets they couldn’t. Whatever the reason for their insecurities, their solution was wrong. Craze knew he wasn’t a plague or a mistake to be erased.

“We have our rights,” he grumbled, striding down the bustling promenade brimming with shops, guests, residents, and sparkle. The sounds of commerce sang to his heart and raised his chin. His vision had done this, had turned the empty hallways into a busy, noisy destination. That included his tavern. He popped in to check on business. The interior spread the size of a warehouse in a cool ice blue except for a pop of red rimming the round tables. The mirrored shelves of booze behind the bar sat in perfect order. He studied the many people enjoying drinks. He preened at the clink of glasses, the cacophony of chatter, the choruses of laughter, the beeps of his hire-ons accepting payments from customers’ tabs.

Dialhi managed the place diligently and with skill. Craze would miss her when she went off on Talos’s hair-brained adventure in a few days, but he understood why Talos insisted she go. The ship parked on Nitera embedded with messages from Lepsi belonged to her, and she knew the vessel in a way no one else did. Still, Craze wished she would give into her fears of the ship being possessed and stay on Pardeep Station. He needed someone he could trust beside him. That six-armed dastard, his ambitious hire-on Nahv, had delusions of becoming planetlord, and Craze feared everything he had accomplished might one day be thrown out into the dust. Before he found himself in the dust again, he would find a better opportunity for Nahv. He would fit in among the Verkinns. However, there was also danger in getting rid of Nahv too soon. “The Lepper help me.”

Continuing on through the promenade—Talos’s Trading and Exports, Explore the Edge, Pauder’s Realty, Molded While U Wait, The Best in Ship Upgrades, Rooms for Let—reading the signs of bright promise, Craze stood straighter as he strolled through the prosperity he had nurtured. Another few steps filled his nose with sweetness, and he arrived at the bakery.

Rainly waved, half-standing from her chair, shouting. “Hello.”

Craze gave her a friendly hug and a peck on the cheek. “Do you want to walk out to Pauder’s with me? I know it’ll take longer than hangin’ out here, but—”

She sprang up, knocking the dainty café table sideways. The table bumped the one next to it, spilling the drinks set on it, causing cries of alarm from the folks sitting there.

“Sorry. I’ll get you new cakes ‘n beverages.” Rainly’s lower lip quivered, tears gathering in her eyes. “Oh, I’m such a klutz lately. No good. I’m useless. I’ve just all these worries ‘n they come out like a windstorm, sending everything spinning. I’m so sorry.”

Sliding an arm about her, Craze squeezed her shoulder, smiling at the tourists freely spending their chips. Small and wiry, they reminded him of twigs. He wondered if Sateega and the kids had interviewed this pair. “What is you havin’? I’ll get fresh.”

The guy grinned, sopping up the mess with his ample sleeve. He and his woman drowned in their clothes, which covered all but their faces. “These things happen, ‘n only a little tea slopped on the table. Don’t worry about it. How about you direct us to the most fun thing on Pardeep instead?”

“Deal.” Rainly bubbled with laughter. “If you want the true Edge experience, I’d recommend an excursion out to the ash seas. You camp out ‘n have ricklit roasts. Everyone says they love it. I’ve been up there, but not on an excursion. It wasn’t very fun at all except for finding my sister—”

“The ash seas is a great tour,” Craze said, pulling Rainly tighter against his side. These people didn’t need to hear of the previous difficulties with the Fo’wo’s or the other dangerous Backworlders who had come to Pardeep ten months ago bent on trouble and conquest. Recounting recent history would make the guests nervous and would ruin business. “The souvenir-making classes at the art gallery is really popular, ‘n the school kids is roamin’ around the promenade interviewin’ to learn about all the places our visitors is from if you is inclined for that sort of thing. If you is goin’ to be here a week or more, get involved in one of the dramas. We record them ‘n send a copy home with those who participate.”

The inconvenienced tourists nodded, smiling. “Thank you.”

Craze noted the stain disappearing from the man’s sleeve, growing curious about the material and how to get in as an investor. It would be a boon to sway that business to Pardeep Station. “Go see Dialhi at Craze’s Tavern, ‘n she’ll set you up for the day.” Craze pinged her, sending the guests’ images, messaging his desire to know more about what they wore. Dialhi would know what to do. When he finished his communiqués, he guided Rainly to the counter. “So will you come with me out to Pauder’s, or is you too busy?”

She hugged him. “Thanks for smoothing things over with those people. I hated ruining their day like that, ‘n I’m sure I did. ‘N I don’t want to ruin our tourist business. You worked so hard… It’s true what I said. I’m a big mess today. Maybe you won’t want to hang out with me all the way to Pauder’s ‘n back.”

“I invited you, didn’t I?”

She nodded. “I’d like to very much. Maybe the hike out there will take my mind off my worries about Dactyl leaving with that Kaesare bitch.”

Craze requested to see the owner, then placed his order. Since he had helped her set up the bakery, she had no issue with packing up a special tea to-go for him. Rainly plucked the boxed vittles from his arms and headed to the elevator.

“You is already slow with your need for oxygen outside. Carrying stuff will make you slower than reverse time,” she said.

The elevator was as full on the way down as it had been earlier, so Craze and Rainly didn’t pick up their conversation until outside in the dust.

Craze slid on his duster and gloves, then strapped on his air sac. He left the hose hanging over his shoulder, inhaling deep from it every tenth step. “I heard Talos tell Dactyl he should stay ‘n look after things here. Talos spent more years than the rest of us traipsin’ about the Edge. He can take care of himself ‘n find Lepsi, especially with Pauder ‘n his arsenal goin’ along,” Craze trudged through the loose soil, kicking up a wake of dust. Rainly did the same. A recent storm had rearranged the rills stretching to the horizon and had erased previous footprints. With no one else moving about in the area, it felt like old times, times when they were the only people on Pardeep Station. “But your man seems to be on one of his crusades.”

“He says he wants to tell us tonight.” The silver stilettos strapped to Rainly’s ankles didn’t slow down her stride, even when the dust caused her to sink to her knees. The thin air on Pardeep didn’t affect her either. The tools and specialized limbs hooked to her utility belt clicked with the rhythm of her pace. Her chrome skin reflected the pale blue sky, making her clothes appear to float across the dust. “Being in stasis changed him. Or maybe it was the bullet or almost dying. He’s afraid no one will make it back if he doesn’t go hunting for Lepsi. Granted he’s tough, but I’m not sure he adds anything to the expedition. He might as well stay. That’s what I keep telling him. So why is we going to Pauder’s?”

“My pa challenged me to a duel. Pauder is goin’ to give me some trainin’ so I don’t get my brains bashed into the next dimension.” At least, Craze hoped that was his old friend’s intention.


Chapter 6

28 Months Earlier, Pardeep Station

 

 

Digging in the dust, Lepsi figured on another fruitless day of prospecting. The only occupation more futile he could have chosen on Pardeep Station was boat builder.

The extra light reflecting from Azta—the planet Pardeep orbited—made his eyes water worse than the dust alone. The cold air pricked at any perspiration bullied into existence by his shoveling. He could hear what his best friend Talos would say when they met up at the docking facility in two days.

“Come into trade with me, mate. The Edge’ll be ours.” His smile would quirk to the right, and his blue eyes would twinkle, relishing the reunion as if years had passed instead of days. Talos behaved more like a brother than Lepsi’s real brother, acted more like family than Lepsi’s actual family. Lepsi needed Talos as his brother. He also needed the days with nothing but himself and a shovel, no one else around, no noise to confuse his head. When the emptiness became too vast, he’d ping his friends and drive straight for Craze’s Tavern. His chums, old and new, would clap him on the back, laugh, set drinks in his hand.

After Talos attempted to talk Lepsi into joining him in trade for the three millionth time, Lepsi would suck down a malt. His lips would smack over the comforting kick of the beverage, and he’d reply, “What is we going to trade? I’ve not heard of any place short on dust.”

Craze would guffaw, slapping the counter, then he’d neurotically wipe away smudges that weren’t there. Lepsi understood. He had things in his past he wanted to erase too.

“Who doesn’t want to bury yesterday?” Lepsi sighed, sinking farther into the dirt, kicking up sooty plumes, searching for the heart of Pardeep Station. “Nothing but dust.” Puckering his lips, he whistled to wile away the tedium, progressing into song, “Ohh, my dustyyy hearrt is still more pure than yooours, you crud in a tar pit, bwatshit Federoy.” Yeah, he preferred eating grit to standing beside his brother.

Part of him wished to tell Talos yes about partnering up, but the fact of nothing to trade couldn’t be pushed aside, and a prosperous trade route was Talos’s dream. Lepsi had no idea what his idea of success was besides knowing he had to become his own man apart from his best friend. Too many folks couldn’t tell them apart. “We is not the same,” Lepsi sang, swinging his shovel harder, “No, we is not the same. Our troubles might be ‘n our travels, uh-huh, but we is not the same.”

Lepsi’s red hair proved no genuine kinship existed in his and Talos’s ancestry, because red evidenced an ancient pure line that few aviarmen had. Lepsi also stood two inches shorter and had more heft to his frame. With lighter eyes and a blunter nose, he endured as a poorer reflection of his friend. The gals confirmed it, usually pawing after Talos first.

A clang rang out and stuttered up the handle of the shovel and his arms into his shoulders. His shovel hit something hard. Lepsi fell on his knees, clawing with his hands at the loose soil, uncovering something other than dust. He wondered why his scans hadn’t shown anything, sliding his hands over a warm and smooth object. Tentatively, he knocked on it, thrilling at the solid thud, marveling at the rich minerals wafting up from the freshly dug hole. He swatted away more dirt, faster, seeking markings.

Warmth heated his skin, jumping on him like electric sparks. He blinked and found himself above Pardeep Station, staring down at where he had been. Engines thrummed through the floor, so he understood he had come aboard a ship. He couldn’t figure out how and didn’t understand why. A mist surrounded him, setting ice in his veins, holding in his screams. He kneeled there for a long time unable to move, maybe hours, maybe days.

Then, as if nails drove into his joints, the numbness wore off. His fingers wiggled, and he could raise his head. Outside the ship, no sign of the Lepper—the starway between the worlds—showed. Something else waited in the heavens, looming, pulsing. Made up of several spheres constantly moving, the object resembled a cloud, the kind seen on a planet like Elstwhere, not the kind that existed in space.

Never feeling more alone, Lepsi groped in his pocket, pulling out his tab. His communications device wouldn’t connect. He recorded a hurried message and hid it in the nearest access panel then patted the bulges in his tan overcoat again, discovering a leftover from the days of roaming about horror worlds searching for a new home. Losing hope, on the verge of having to return home, he had told Talos he’d rather dump his memories into some passenger liner and give up his body. Lepsi couldn’t go back to Doka, couldn’t step foot in his father’s house again. Talos had agreed. In desperation, they had traded for this technology. While they prepped to merge with a transport, fate twisted. Someone pinged funds into Talos’s account by mistake. Talos insisted they couldn’t ignore such a message from the universe and yanked Lepsi onto a vessel headed for Elstwhere and Siegna. Not long after, they met Craze and acquired the Sequi. Life kept improving until Lepsi’s friends outvoted him about settling on Pardeep Station. He had wanted to keep going as far as their spacecraft would take them just to see what was out there.

Now, what would happen to his friends? What would happen to him?

Unraveling a wire with prongs from the device he had taken from his pocket, he jabbed it into his temple and attached the other end to the access panel. “Work. Please work. Help me universe. True as the Lepper, work.”

The universe ignored him. His blood chilled and his muscles stiffened. He could barely twitch. He whispered his last prayer, “Find me, Talos.”

His nerves and brain tingled, and when the sensation stopped, he knew he had been loaded onto the cloud-like thing. The cloud-like object didn’t hum, but a sense of movement came through the flooring, a kind of ship Lepsi had never experienced. Archways led to alcoves, but nothing distinguished them from one another or the corridor. Maybe it wasn’t a corridor. A dark gray material he couldn’t name or describe covered the walls, floor, and ceiling. Some walls reflected shadow versions of himself, some didn’t. He could sometimes see a pair of hands guiding him, but no one else, and he couldn’t tell if his escort was human. The fingers and bone placement suggested human—a human with very pale skin.

Had the Fo’wo’s come back? Lepsi’s breath ran out and wouldn’t return. The hyperventilating made him more lightheaded than his paralyzed state alone, and his strange new world swooned. The hands shoved him through three more arches. Other Backworlders lay curled on the floor, frozen.

The hands rolled Lepsi into place beside the others. Music filled him and murmurs. He couldn’t make out the words, so he picked at them. With nothing else to occupy him, the secrets of the veiled syllables consumed him. Finally, a voice became discernable. The voice sounded as if his shoulder spoke to him. How could that be?

Worries are gone for you. I’ll take care of you.

As if someone had cradled around him, Lepsi grew warmer. He realized how alone he had been until now. Yes, he answered, mentally smiling at his shoulder.

You’ll let me?

Yes.

Dimly, Talos flitted through his thoughts. The voice in his shoulder devoured the name and those of everyone else Lepsi had ever known, standing guard, protecting him from everything in the universe. Lepsi forgot his best friend, Pardeep Station, every yesterday, and his name. The voice became everything.


Chapter 7

 

 

“He just came out o’ stasis, pulled from Death’s throat. I don’t see why he has to leave again.” Bitterness cloyed on Rainly’s tongue. She spewed it without filter, trudging through the dusty hills with Craze. Only if someone’s life hung in the balance would she consider filtering her thoughts and words.

Despite the coveralls she had made to help him breathe on worlds with thinner atmospheres and the oxygen hose in his mouth, Craze wheezed. His replies came out clipped and often inaudible. “From what Talos said to me, Dactyl seems quite determined. Has he told you why? I don’t know what his tattoo means, but you should be more careful. Don’t forget his tattoo somehow connects him to thugs ‘n the underworld.”

Craze filled up enough space to make anyone feel safe in his company. However, Pardeep reduced his brawn to mere show. The thin oxygen left him as weak as the dust. His grumbling tried to compensate for his shortcomings, but his bluff didn’t fool Rainly. His size intimidated folks who didn’t know him, which was a shame with the gals. He could use a good one. If he smiled more, he could make anyone with a heartbeat swoon. Maybe she would too, if she didn’t have Dactyl. What was Dactyl’s cryptic past?

Running her mouth didn’t mean she didn’t have savvy. She knew her man had secrets, deep dark secrets by the freighter full. His nightmares sometimes woke her, and she had noticed his brooding brows—the expression he usually wore when he wasn’t staring at her. Sometimes she believed he saw someone else when gazing at her. Or maybe he zeroed in on her darkness—a dark seed she suspected might be sitting inside her, waiting. Yeah, maybe she scared him worse than she terrified herself, and he needed to escape.

Kicking at the dirt, she swallowed past the lump growing in her throat. Craze didn’t need to hear any of her incoherent worries, worries she couldn’t exactly name or describe. Not now. Maybe in a few days, but at this moment, she had to get Kaesare out of her man’s life. Using all her willpower, she took hold of her free-falling fears, stuffing them back into deep storage where they belonged.

“He rambled on about wanting to keep everyone safe,” she replied. “Like that’s anything new. Jeez! Anyway, he’s going to ask you all to come by for dinner tonight. Claims he has something to tell. He fears everyone will die horribly without him. So, I imagine his speech will have something to do with his concerns for Talos ‘n the others.” And his secrets, but she knew she didn’t have to say that part. Obviously, Craze’s suspicions went further than hers.

To ease his panting, Craze stopped, sucking down oxygen. “Dinner? I’ll be there. It’s nice you two moved down to the residences. I like havin’ you as neighbors.”

The pale blue orb of Azta filled the sky behind him in the same hue, blending with Pardeep as if the moon lived inside the planet. Bronze silt spanned the horizon. The dust never gleamed. When the winds kicked up, the gritty dust sliced at eyes and skin, and seeped into clothing, chafing.

Rainly swiped the build-up of dust off her arms. “It’s more like you don’t want noisy strangers surrounding you. You’d be happier if Talos was your neighbor. Seems nothing will budge him off the Sequi, though. That ship has to be about the ugliest ever made, ‘n he gazes at it with such reverence. He’s lost a lot of his spirit since Lepsi disappeared.”

“Aviarmen always seem to be hangin’ on by a two-dimensional string.” He drew heavily from his air hose. “But that’s true of most folks out here on the Edge.”

“Not just the Edge. The whole o’ the Backworlds since the war. I’ve seen archivals o’ how the Backworlds was before. Even the Edge was like a dream, a beautiful fanciful dream. Every day that marvel presses on me, ‘n I wonder if it’ll ever come back. Maybe if Backworlders find peace ‘n forget all the horror the Foreworlds inflicted. ‘N I don’t get why the Fo’wo’s hate us. Do you? I mean they made us… so it’s said. In a section of one of them archivals it claims the Fo’wo’s created Backworlders to ensure humanity would carry on. The Fo’wo’s gave us what we needed to thrive out here. How can we survive if they kill us? It makes no sense, Craze.”

He scratched at one of his ear holes. “I don’t think life is supposed to make sense. If it is, no one told it.” His voice rumbled with a soft, deep laugh.

Palms growing clammy, what felt like scrap metal kicking in her gut, Rainly knew she had to ask Craze for an important favor. She didn’t think she’d make it through the day if he refused. For once she wanted something from him, and the role reversal gave her a case of the giggles. Tittering and hiccupping, she clutched onto Dactyl’s old lawman’s badge, which she had pinned to her chest. “Craze? I have to ask you something. It’s really big. Really, really big, ‘n I don’t want you to just say no. You’ve got to think about it.” Rainly didn’t feel the moon’s cold—the nanites in her biological systems kept her internal temperature steady. Her machine parts couldn’t offset chills from inside, though. Iciness from things peppering her mind, pimpled her skin, and she tugged an old jacket someone had left in Craze’s Tavern years ago off her utility belt and slipped it on.

Craze’s hair bounced, shaking off the accumulating dust
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