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Anahita screamed. Kori turned fast enough and carelessly enough that he slammed his head into the frame of the hatch between the storage bay and general quarters where the kitchen and sitting area was located. He staggered back and slapped a hand over the left side of his forehead before ducking and rushing forward to the bridge.

“What’s going on?” Kori stopped his forward motion with a hand to the back of the pilot’s seat.

Anahita was sitting in the co-pilot seat, slowly uncurling from the ball she’d formed with her body. She laughed a short, embarrassed laugh and said, “Spooked myself? Well, sort of. Look.”

On one of the screens in the cockpit, she tapped through five different exterior cam views and then stopped. She pointed, but Kori had already seen it. A human body was floating amongst the hard debris they were hiding in.

“Hang on,” Kori said. He reached down and zoomed the cam, narrowing its field of view. “He’s not alone.”

He was the body that had floated past the view shield and caught Anahita off guard. Kori had noticed other bodies, on which he had focused the cam. He counted three of them.

“You think there was a battle here?”

Kori shook his head. “I don’t have enough information to make that sort of assessment. But those aren’t uniforms. They look like civilians, and I don’t see signs of burns or other wounds on them.”

“What kind of place is this?” Anahita asked.

It hadn’t been the first time she’d asked it. From the moment after they’d dropped out of jump and pulled in their first views of station Samael, she’d been asking the same question. They’d already determined that the station was from the First Expansion. It didn’t appear on the U.P. system of registries, so it had to be one of the lost stations. An artifact of the Radial War some three hundred years ago.

But the station, despite its age, was alive with activity. And, it had grown.

The traditional shape of a first expansion space station was a series of rings and discs, of differing diameters, all of them impaled on a rod-shaped core. The size of the discs and rings depended on their purpose. Command discs, of which there seemed to be two at the top of Samael, were often the smallest discs. They averaged sixty to seventy meters across.

Rings that provided berths for ship docking could be as small as the command disc but often were a hundred to a hundred and twenty meters across.

Beneath the two command discs, station Samael had a disc twice the height of a normal disc and nearly as large in diameter as the commercial berthing ring. From experience, Kori knew that it was a warehouse and trade disc. Eight columns housing elevators connected the warehouse disc to the commercial berthing ring below. These lifted containers and bales of supplies to be stored or traded. Samael, in the time of the first expansion must have been a commercial hub.

Beneath the commercial berthing ring were two more discs, smaller than command discs. These would have been medical and a military or security post. Traditionally, the core of the station would have extended another hundred meters or more, terminating at the communications hub. Instead, there was another commercial berthing ring.

The second berthing ring looked like it had been trucked in and cobbled together. Some sections were thicker and the adjustments to make them all fit together were clear to the naked eye. Also clear were three wandering arms that protruded from the ring, like frozen snakes. Small ships dotted the sides of the protrusions. More makeshift work. This time it seemed intended to provide additional berthing space.

An additional adjustment made on the lower berthing ring was a series of columns connecting it to the disc above. The only reason for that, to Kori’s thinking, was that the ring was not connected to the station core. 

Around the station and docked to it, were dozens of raider-style ships, transports, and cargo carriers. Several of the ships Kori recognized as retrofitted U.P. Marine drop ships. The Hospitallers had purchased used drop ships back in the early days, when the Orphan Corps was slowly evolving into a military unit. Now, of course, the Orphan Corps manufactured their own. Still, it was hard to mistake a drop ship for anything else, no matter how old or how many modifications were made to it.

There were enough ships that Kori was certain they would have gone unnoticed during most of their approach before being challenged. Rather than charge in, though, Kori had put the debris field between them and the station and slowly crept in until they were amongst the debris. It had seemed a reasonably safe place to hide. But that had been before bodies started floating past.

“Do we have enough information about what’s happening at Samael?”

“We have a lot,” Anahita said. She sounded calmer now as she switched off the view of the floating bodies and brought up several files to view on the monitor. “I’ve been tracking comms on the station. Very little is going out, and it’s coded? Not the code we have?”

“All right. What’s the traffic on the station tell us?”

“A bunch of stuff.” Anahita pointed at the words on the screen. “There are shops taking orders, restaurants serving food. There are comms about security? They said, ‘Merc security,’ a lot. So maybe? There’s some comm that’s coded but I used what Steve Kokoa had shown me on Raziel? It worked and so I learned that they have a slave auction on the station.”

Kori clenched his teeth. This was not the kind of news he wanted to hear. “What did you learn about the slave auction?”

“There was chatter about indentured servants being put up.” Anahita hesitated for a second before adding, “And then they talked about kids. Mostly they talked about kids.”

And that was likely where his children were. Children he’d taken charge of on Glooscap, got them aboard the cargo ship, Tyria Jacobae. Then the Tyria had been taken by pirates and Kori had protected the children there and on the station Raziel. But that was where he’d lost them.

He’d found them now, but they were on a busy, illegal station, and likely caught up in the slave auction. That was assuming they hadn’t already been sold off.

“We’ve got to get in there,” Kori said.

“I don’t want to doubt you, Anahita, really. But this seems like some pretty technical stuff.”

“Ha! You didn’t feel that way when I got into the Raziel systems and tricked them into thinking U.P. forces were coming to rescue us.”

Kori laughed. For thirteen, Anahita was bordering on brilliant when it came to computers. Something she said her parents had started teaching her before they died in a sickness on a station where she’d grown up. Her wits and tech abilities had kept her safe until the engineer on the Tyria Jacobae had caught her stealing food. He’d quickly recognized Anahita’s abilities and made her do all his work while he kicked back with a bottle of whiskey. The captain of the ship never knew she was there. And when he did, he learned what one Hospitaller was capable of doing.

“Like I said, ‘I don’t mean to,’ but ship ident and call signs? Those are supposed to be hardwired in.”

“Yeah,” Anahita said. “And I probably couldn’t have done it this quickly if someone else hadn’t already taken an ax program to the ship’s systems.”

“So it’s been hacked before?”

“Several times.” Anahita pointed at some data that made no sense to Kori. He could fly the raider, no problem, but the tech, at the level Anahita worked, it made him dizzy just trying to think it through.

“Okay, so we have a new name and call sign?”

“I randomized the call sign, ON-333. And I named the ship? Is that okay?”

“As long as you didn’t name it something ridiculous.”

“Orphan Nine.” The words came out quick and clipped and she hunched down as soon as she was done speaking. “It sort of matched the call sign?”

Nine was the number of children Kori had taken charge of and lost. Children from the orphanage on Glooscap. Nine orphans he had to rescue. He clapped Anahita on the shoulder. “I like it. Let’s see if it works.”

Anahita sat up, like she’d been shocked by something on her spine. “Of course it’ll work!”

“Teasing you.” Kori slipped into the pilot seat. “Now, let’s back out of this junk yard and come around before we call in.”

It took an hour and several cringes that followed reverberating thuds as the raider struck or was struck by the debris that had hidden them so well. The field was close to a hundred kilometers wider than it was deep. Horizontally, it was about the same.

Kori wondered as they slid past several sections of raider ships if they, too, housed illegal armaments. That had been the case at Raziel, something he’d eliminated just before departure. Here, the same task might not be as easy. This debris field was tens of times larger than Raziel’s, and station Samael was buzzing with activity. Raziel had been deserted. No one knew what he’d done until it was too late.

“Unknown vessel, this is stationmaster Saartje Muis, declare yourself or be fired upon.”

“They’d shoot us?” Anahita had turned to Kori, her mouth hanging open.

“They could. Depends on how we respond.” Kori started punching buttons on the board in front of him while reaching for the comm. “Let’s see how your work holds up.”

“Unknown vessel, you must respond.”

Kori tapped the button to open the comm. “Station Samael, this is Orphan Nine, requesting a berth.”

“Orphan Nine, what’s your affiliation?”

Kori looked at Anahita. What was an affiliation? Anahita shook her head, so it seemed she had no idea. Kori was thinking it might be a pirate organization or company. He needed something.

“Stationmaster,” Kori said. “We are Free World affiliation.”

The pause in response went long enough that Kori started to plot an escape vector and also brought the jump engine online. Just to be prepared.

“Orphan Nine,” the stationmaster said. Kori had flinched at the sudden sound which caused a chain reaction of Anahita releasing a short but high-pitched scream. “You are clear to dock on the Red arm, berth forty-two.”

“Copy, stationmaster, Red arm, berth forty-two.” Kori cut the comm and looked at Anahita. “Red arm?”

Anahita had scooted forward on the co-pilot seat as the monitor in front of her started blinking for someone’s attention. She clicked several keys and then nodded. “They’re sending us the coordinates. We have a map of sorts, now? It has the basics. Corridors, shops, offices, red zones, you know? It’s a start.”

“Slave market?” Kori wasn’t sure if that was the appropriate name for it. Maybe they had some sort of code name.

“There’s a warehousing ring, just below the command ring? It’s not part of the original station. But there’s a marker on the ring’s J section that says ‘Indentured services.’”

They didn’t have a code name. They were just being adroit about it.

“Well, pass me the coordinates for our berth,” Kori said. He flicked the switch that put the jump engine back to sleep. “We’ll get docked and see what there is to see.”

When Kori opened the hatchway between station and ship, he found several people waiting. Two were security personnel who looked like they were more prepared for a breaching operation than a general walk through. Next to them was a civilian who seemed disinterested in everything, including his job.

“Who’s captain of the vessel?” asked the civilian. He held a blunt tipped stylus over the pad he was cradling in his other arm. Likely it was to mark anything the audio interpreter flubbed up.

“I’m the captain. Kori Eldersun.”

“Ship owner?”

“No idea.” Did it really matter out here?

The civilian started tapping the pad with the stylus, muttering, “Owner, TBD. Okay, business on Samael.”

“Looking for friends.”

That caught the civilian’s attention. “What kind of friends? Friends who are glad to see you? Or friends that are going to wish they hadn’t seen you?”

Kori laughed and said, “Friends who will be glad to see me. And I them.”

“Anything to declare? Drugs are verboten on Samael, but you are allowed to turn them over and not be penalized.”

“No drugs.”

“We’ll be the judge of that.” One of the security personnel stepped up and glared across at Kori. They were of the same height, but only because the man was wearing deck boots. “You’ll need to stand aside so we can do a visual.”

Kori stepped aside. He wanted to point out that the sniffer the other security person carried was for more than just a visual inspection. But he also knew from years of experience on dozens of worlds that it didn’t do to upset the locals over small things. And they were mostly small things.

Next to him, Kori felt Anahita move closer and slip a hand into his. He gave her a reassuring squeeze while they waited.

“The bazaar is in the ring, soon as you step out of the Red arm.”

“Bazaar?”

The civilian used his stylus to point at Kori’s Hospitaller uniform. “You don’t want to be walking around here in that. You’ll make people uncomfortable. And suspicious.”

Before Kori responded, he felt a tug on his shirt sleeve. “A moment,” Kori said to the civilian who was already distracted by something on his tablet. To Anahita he asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t have any credits?” Anahita said. “The engineer, Meyer? He never gave me any.”

Kori did. But only if his cred-card was accepted here in non-unified space. “Excuse me,” he said, returning his attention to the civilian.

“Uh, huh?” The civilian continued to flip through his tablet with the stylus.

Kori fished his card out and held it for the civilian to see, even though the man hadn’t looked over. “Will I be able to use this on Samael?”

The civilian gave the card a quick glance before returning his focus to his tablet. “If it’s got a balance, it’ll be accepted here. Those cards got guaranteed rating.”

“Thank you.” Kori pocketed the card as the two security personnel came stomping across the hatchway.

“They’re clear,” the first security person said. He didn’t look at Kori or the civilian. He did eye Anahita, seeming to size her up in a way that sent her scurrying behind Kori. “We’re out.”

Kori watched them walk back toward the station ring. Did they know about the slave auction? Was that why the one was looking at Anahita? Did he think she was for sale?

“Four hour notice before departure and that’s assuming your berth fees are up to date.” With that, the civilian was in retreat five or six meters behind the security people and losing ground to their broad steps.

“What now?” Anahita asked. She was still using Kori for a shield as he turned to watch the others disappear down the winding corridor.

“First? We visit this bazaar for clothes, maybe see what else is for sale. Second? We find the children.”
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Free World berthing must have been the slums as far as Kori noticed. There were small traders parked here that loaded and unloaded small crates with the use of carts. Others were private vessels of questionable use, or they were small passenger ships, moving the less fortunate across the 2nd radial arm of the galaxy. A few of the airlocks were red tagged, meaning the ship had been impounded.

Kori had seen a lot as he fulfilled mission after mission across the radial arm. So, his eyes weren’t drawn to every new thing because it wasn’t new.

The same could not be said for Anahita. The Tyria Jacobae had been to dozens of stations and worlds while Anahita was aboard. The difference between her and Kori was that she had been secured inside the Tyria’s engine room, a virtual prisoner.

After the fourth stumble that Kori caught her up from, he said, “Maybe you’d be safer on the ship?”

“Maybe,” Anahita said. Her attention was already starting to wander. “But I don’t want to. I’ll be more careful.”

Kori smiled and shook his head. “No you won’t.”

Despite his prediction, Anahita made it to the beginning of the Red arm where it connected to the Red ring without further accidents. Though, she did stop moving when they stepped past the triple-wide hatchway and she got her first look at the station’s bazaar.

Kori had no problem admitting his own surprise and fascination. He’d been in many bazaars on a few planets. Not everything had been war and destruction. But those all had a consistency to them. Styles, people’s dress, the stuff on display, had a similarity through a single bazaar because the people were all of a single country or planet. The Red ring of Samael looked like someone had taken four or five bazaars from around the 2nd radial arm of the galaxy, put them in an ammo case and given them a good shaking before pouring them out on the deck.

“Wow.”

“Wow is right,” said Kori. He gave Anahita a nudge to draw her attention to him. “It’ll be easy to get lost, you understand?”

“Yes.” Her attention drifted and Kori nudged her again. “Yes. So stay close.”

“Which means you have to pay attention to me, so you know where I’m at.”

Anahita gave a little whimper. “It’s not going to be easy.”

“No, it’s not. Not even for me.” Kori put a hand on the back of Anahita’s neck and turned her to the left. “Let’s find some clothes and then you can wander and I’ll watch you. Deal?”

“What?” Her eyes focused on Kori. “I mean, yes, right. Follow you.”

“Maybe I should follow you? Find me a stall that has adult clothes. Preferably used.”

Anahita looked around. There was a lot to see. Several nearby stands were serving freshly sauteed vegetables in a protein wrap. Another had caramelized fruit on skewers. In between them, an older man was sitting at a bare table on which he had laid out some tech.

“A moment, Anahita. Let’s start there.” Kori pointed over Anahita’s shoulder to the old man.

“Okay. But that’s not clothes?” She started walking, stopping several times as someone bustled past.

“You’re right,” said Kori. “But he may know where to find clothes, and I want to see what’s on his table.”

They wove their way through a steady flow of people. Several times Kori pulled Anahita to a stop as security teams of two moved past. They seemed less interested in watching the crowds and stalls for problems than they were in making a show of their presence. The uniforms they wore were top of the line, though they didn’t match. Likely, they made independant purchases here in the bazaar.

Several more steps and they moved out of the flow of human traffic into the calm space of the stall and its unadorned table. Kori nodded to the elderly man behind the table and then scanned the items presumably for sale. There were a variety of binoculars and monoculars on one side of the table. But splayed across the center were smaller items. Items that Kori thought could be very useful.

“You think you could work on those?” he asked Anahita.

“Work on them, how?”

“Pair them. Secure them.”

“I could try. But maybe get more than two in case I mess one of them up?”

Their conversation seemed to awaken the interest of the man behind the table. “Seeing something you like, Hospitaller?”

Kori hesitated for a moment, then remembered he was still in his pilfered uniform. “The comm sets.”

The comm sets were small, almost as small as the ones the Hospitallers used. These would be visible without a helmet over them, but Kori had also noticed quite a few people wearing some sort of comm as they moved through the bazaar. So they weren’t unusual.

“Good quality. Found an abandoned crate of them down on the Blue arm.”

“‘Found’?”

The old man held up his hands. “What can I say? I got lucky.”

Stolen merchandise didn’t sit well with Kori. However, he hadn’t been afraid to improvise before when in a tight situation. And this was the tightest situation he’d been in.

“How much does ‘lucky’ cost?”

The old man stalled and examined his own merchandise, looking like he’d never thought to give the items a price. “Well, now, I guess, three creds each would do it.”

Three creds wasn’t much, which meant that the seller didn’t know the value of what he had, didn’t care about the value, or there was something else going on.

Kori pointed at one. “May I?”

The old man shrugged.

Kori picked up one of the comm pieces and examined it. The weight felt right. He gave it a little shake. Nothing rattled. So, he wasn’t being sold just the shell with scraps tossed in for weight. That was something. He thumbed the power button and held the earpiece close to his own ear. A crackling noise of an isolated comm unit whispered to him. So it worked.

After finishing his check of the first comm piece, Kori checked four more. Each crackled in response as he put them close to his ear.

“Ten for four of them?” Kori asked.

The old man shook his head. “Eleven.”

“You have a decent reader?”

The old man smiled and pulled a cred-card reader out of his pocket. It looked as up-to-date as anyone could expect in unaligned space. Kori thumbed his card and set the limit to eleven. He didn’t need someone skimming away his life savings.

After running the card through the reader, the old man gave Kori his card and nodded at the four comm units. Kori scooped them up and slipped them into his pocket.

“You out on the Red arm?” the old man asked.

“Yeah, we are,” said Kori.

“Might not want to stay long.” The old man looked left and right along the bazaar’s open space. “Costs have a way of getting out of hand. Lose your ship. Lose your freedom. Kind of how I got stuck here.”

“You’re stuck here?” Anahita had been watching and listening in silence until now. “How’d you get stuck here?”

“Came in on a small freighter. Captain heard there was some good side hustle to be made here. Got tricked. Lost his ship and he and the other officers got sold at the auction for indentured servitude. Some of us managed to slip away and we been surviving like this for a good ten standard years.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Kori said. He was already moving Anahita away. “Thank you for the warning.”

He quickly had Anahita into the flow of the crowd, moving away from the old man and his lucky find of tech. Fifteen meters further on and Anahita jerked to a stop.

“What?” Kori asked. He looked around, not sure what Anahita had seen.

“Clothes,” said Anahita. She pointed to a spot on the opposite side of the flow of humanity. It was a double-wide stall with several customers flipping through stacks of clothes while an older man and woman appeared to be chatting amiably to them.

“Looks good,” Kori said. He stepped through the moving crowd, creating a buffer for Anahita’s smaller form. Ten steps and they were faced with a riot of clothing of differing styles and colors.

“Hey,” said the old man. He looked excited as he gave the woman next to him a solid nudge. “It’s a Hospitaller.”

“Oh, Stijn, there isn’t no Hospitallers on Samael.” She had looked to the man she called Stijn before turning to look where he was looking. She took a step back. “Oh, my stars. They really are here.”

“How many of you are there?” the man called Stijn asked. “A company? A battalion?”

“Be realistic, dear,” the woman said. “A platoon of Hospitallers would have set this place straight by now.”

“There’s just me and I’m not on duty,” Kori said. He watched as the energy that had so animated them seconds ago faded like the last light of a brilliant sunset.

“Just the one?”

“Sorry, sir. I’m not even sure if HQ knows about this station.”

“You’ll tell them when you get there, though, won’t you?” The woman had a pleading tone to her voice.

Stijn laughed. “He ain’t never getting off this station. Same as the rest of us.” He turned to Kori. “Only way off this station is by auction block or airlock. And there ain’t no ship on the other side of that airlock. I guarantee you that.”

“I don’t understand,” Kori said. He casually flipped through a stack of trousers. They’d been stacked with the largest sizes on the bottom, getting smaller in size on the way to the top. His size was somewhere closer to the bottom. Though he was looking, most of his attention was elsewhere. “Are you not allowed to leave the station?”

The old man laughed. “Oh, no, we can leave. When we can afford the fees.”

“Which we can’t,” said the woman. She spoke like she’d just tasted something bitter. As she turned she saw Anahita struggling with a pile of shirts for teens. She moved to offer Anahita a hand. “Let me help you, dear.”

“Which likely we never will, either,” added the old man. His eyes had followed the woman and then snapped back to Kori. “Eventually we’ll get behind on our station fees. Then we’ll fall too far behind.”

“Then we go to auction,” the woman said from the other side of the stall. The bitterness on her face shifted to something close to fear.

“If you don’t mind my asking,” Kori said as he tugged a pair of trousers out of the pile. They looked like the kind miners and dock workers wore, sturdy and thick. “How’d you wind up here?”

“We didn’t come here by choice,” said the old man. He followed his words with a hard laugh, one that doesn’t believe in itself. Kori nodded as he held the trousers up to his waist. “We weren’t even supposed to be here. We were on our way to a terra-world, Gimhae. We had some modified cotton seeds in the ship with us, along with some of the machines. We were going to grow our own cotton, have our own textile mill.”

Kori set the trousers aside and picked up a second pair to hold to his waist. Anahita had tried on several shirts. It occurred to Kori that she’d been in the same clothes since they met back on the Tyria Jacobae.

“Were you on a colony ship?” Kori asked. He set the trousers with the first pair and moved to a pile of shirts. The old man followed.

“Couldn’t afford a colony ship. Not with all the investments we’d made in seeds and equipment. No, we came on a transport. Weren’t the only ones. There was six other families, too.” He paused and lifted two thirds of the pile of shirts off the rest and set them aside. “Those are about your size.”

“Thank you. So what happened?” While he waited for an answer, Kori matched up the sleeves to see if they were the right length for his arms. He’d found a clean shirt that had military stylings to it.

“There’s a casino up on the warehouse ring. Not advertised, you know? But word gets around. Captain had a bit of problem with gambling and made a pit stop here thinking to make some easy money. Turned out to be easy money for the station and the people who control this place. They took the ship as collateral and put the crew up on the auction block. The rest of us they left on the station to fend for ourselves. Most didn’t last six months. Only ones left are the DeVries and me and Fenna over there.”

The old man had pointed to where Anahita was trying on a jacket with the help of the woman, Fenna.

“Kori Eldersun,” Kori said. He held out his hand. “Sergeant, I guess.”

“Stijn, Kori.” Stijn shook hands. “Why you guess you’re a sergeant? Shouldn’t you know that?”

“I’m not sure what’s going to happen.” Kori quickly related his story and that of the children. Fenna and Anahita had moved to join them. Kori noticed during the retelling of his story that Anahita didn’t have any of the clothes with her that she’d tried on.

“Well, if your kids came here in the last couple of days,” Fenna said, “there’s a good chance they haven’t gone anywhere yet. Auction doesn’t go around the clock.”

“Fenna’s right,” Stijn said. “Only goes a couple hours in the morning. Couple hours in the afternoon. If you’re behind on what you owe the station, mornings are a good time to lay low. Especially if they don’t have a full docket of indentured to sell off. Though that’s rare.”

Kori was relieved to hear that the children could still be here. Maybe he could get them all back and on to their new home without much more delay. But he was still troubled by the situation that seemed to haunt the people stuck on the station.

“Does everyone on the station have the same problem?” He pulled the two trousers and two shirts into a pile and folded them together.

“Not if you work here,” Fenna said. “Not if you bring in enough money. But everyone pays and if you don’t, you owe.”

“And when you owe too much, you go to auction,” said Stijn. “I’m not scared of that, I can tell you. But there isn’t a guarantee that me and Fenna will be together. That troubles me most.”

“Maybe it won’t happen?” said Anahita. Her eyes were wide.

“Only a matter of time, dear,” Fenna said. She looked at Kori and added, “Unless something happens to change that.”

Kori could feel his cheeks flush. He had no answer for the woman. So, instead, he turned to Anahita. “Didn’t you try on some clothes?”

“It was just for fun?”

“Fenna, do you know what clothes she tried on?” When Fenna nodded yes, with a big smile on her face, Kori said, “Good, could you add them to mine. And maybe Stijn can give me a total?”

“I don’t need a bunch of clothes,” Anahita said. But Kori could see the confusion in Anahita’s face. She might not have needed a bunch of them, but she could use some and her eyes, as they darted between Kori and Fenna, confirmed to Kori that she really did want them.

“We could both use a fresh change,” Kori said. “And considering all the work you’ve done, you’ve earned something.”

Anahita didn’t answer, but there was a small smile on her face as she watched the folded stack of pants, shirts, and the jacket, added to Kori’s stack.

“How much?” Kori asked.

Stijn took his reader and entered in prices for all the clothes they were purchasing. He held the scanner out to Kori. Kori knew this was the time for negotiating the price, haggling for the best deal. But he wasn’t going to play. Not even if it offended Stijn and Fenna. 

“Looks good.” Kori took out his cred-card, thumbed it, and then stuck it in the reader. It chimed when the transfer was made. Kori pulled his card our and handed back the reader. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” Fenna said. She seemed as relieved as Anahita looked. Maybe the money would help keep them free a little longer. “And remember to tell someone what’s going on here, if you get away.”

“He’s got to find the kids first,” Stijn said. He shook hands with Kori and Anahita. “Good luck. If you need anything else, let us know.”

“Will do,” Kori said. “Thank you again.”

Kori lifted the bundle of clothes and walked away. He could feel the occasional bump against his elbow as Anahita stayed close. There was a stand along the way and the aromas of seasoned and sauteed vegetables taunted them. Kori stopped. The vendor had trays of kabobs. Protein curls were alternated with vegetables that looked like they’d been reconstituted. Kori had spent a lot of his adult life eating freeze-dried and reconstituted foods. He knew they could be improved by the right cook. This looked like the right cook.

He passed the bundle of clothes off to Anahita and bought twelve kebabs. It was substantially more than they could eat. But after his conversation with Fenna and Stijn, Kori felt an obligation to buy what he could and not haggle over the price.

“We really need all this food?” Anahita asked as they stepped through the hatchway onto the red docking arm. “It cost a lot of money.”

“It helps them,” Kori said.

Anahita was quiet the rest of the way down the corridor. Kori noticed that one more airlock had the yellow, plastic ribbon across it, indicating another ship had been impounded.

He was only one Hospitaller and he was admittedly out of his comfort zone. He had to get the children back. That was his priority. His only mission. He promised himself, though, as he opened the airlock to the Orphan Nine, that if along the way to recovering the children he could help the people trapped on the station, he would do his best to provide that help.
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Kori felt better after taking a military shower and scrubbing away days of sweat and dirt. He’d jokingly pulled rank on Anahita, making her go first. She’d been a little less cautious with the water, which would cost them, but Kori didn’t feel that Anahita needed to be reminded of that just yet.

After his shower, Kori had put his uniform and Anahita’s clothes in the ship refresher. The spray of microorganisms would devour all the organics that caused their clothes to smell and the sonic vibrations would shake loose anything the microbes didn’t eat. It wasn’t the best system. But it was a reliable system.

Clean and dressed, Kori left the wash closet and found Anahita, sitting cross-legged on one of the chairs in the central room of the ship. She had a tablet on the table, lines of data striped across it, and one of the comm pieces patched to it with a cable. A partially eaten kabob looked abandoned on a metal plate to Anahita’s left.

“How’s it going?” Kori asked. He went to the kitchenette and dialed up a cup of Insta. There hadn’t been any coffee on the raider when he’d fitted it together and he didn’t feel like he had the time to go searching through station Raziel before chasing after the pirates and the stolen children.

Anahita looked around, as if searching for something.

“I’m behind you,” Kori said.

Anahita yelped and her legs came uncrossed. She turned halfway in the seat and located Kori.

“Oh, hi. I didn’t hear you come in.” She crossed her legs once more, and returned to tapping the tablet screen, changing some of the lines of data.

“You didn’t?” Kori laughed.

“I was distracted?”

Kori went around the table and sat on the other side. “Focused would be the better word. How do the comms look?”

He was trying to act relaxed. Since he’d reached station Samael all he wanted to do was charge up to the auction ring and grab the kids and leave. It would have been messy and ultimately, he would have been defeated by whatever forces there were between him and the children.

Barging ahead wasn’t the solution. He had enough training to know that and to rein in his emotions. What he needed first was a reconnaissance. He needed to get out and get a feel for the station and how it was laid out. Where were the pinch points? What routes were the best? Where might he expect an ambush? Where might he plan an ambush? Was there coffee?

It was quite possible to do the recon without the comms. However, he’d already found Anahita to be a valuable resource. Once they could figure out a way to tap into the station systems, she could do a lot more. Maybe even find the children.

“Anahita? The comms?”

Anahita blinked and looked up, smiling sheepishly. “Sorry. Got distracted.” She unplugged the comm she’d been working on and passed it across the table. “It had a couple extra programs in it that I removed. Anyone who used it as-is would have been heard by a listening station. They would have also been tracked with a locator. And if that wasn’t enough, it would have dumped spyware into any system it was connected to.”

Kori snorted in amusement as he picked up the comm. “So it’s very likely that it hadn’t accidently been lost. More likely, it was placed for someone to find and then do just as was done. Sold in the bazaar. Interesting way to infiltrate other ships and groups on station.”

“It’s clean now.” Anahita plugged another comm unit. “I’ll keep working on the others. You can connect directly to the ship for now.”

“You going to be okay here? If I go for a little walk?” Kori fitted the comm over his ear. It was bulkier than he was used to, but it wouldn’t take too long to get used to the weight. He tapped the part nestled in his ear. Nothing happened. “You sure they work?”

“Double tap,” Anahita said. She mimed the action. “And yes, I’ll be fine. I’m still trying to get full access to the station systems.”

Kori drank down the last of the Insta and stood, carrying the cup over to the kitchenette. He pushed the cup into the
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