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      CAITLIN SKIMMED PAST THE DERELICT Huang Gong as she piloted away from the planet Paahad. Enough dead ships made up the space graveyard that they could form their own asteroid belt. Silent reminders of the most recent war, left to decay and fall back into the atmosphere to burn up there, a constant supply of shooting stars for the survivors to wish on.

      What a waste.

      The people of Paahad and the winners of the war—the Allied Worlds—believed that where a body fell was sacred. It couldn’t be moved, but had to be interred as close to where the soul had died as possible.

      Never mind that over half the dead weren’t native. That they had their own families and planets and beliefs.

      That entire nations mourned the loss of their sons and daughters and could never bring their bodies home, never know peace.

      Caitlin steered her spaceship closer to Huang Gong. If the ship had been killed anywhere near one of the (formerly) independent planets, hundreds of scavengers would have been circling it, like flies massing around a dead body,  reclaiming the exotic materials and metals, digging out wires and electronics.

      In addition, the Family Brigade would have divers sorting through the crew cabins, searching for personal mementoes to bring back to their loved ones.

      It wouldn’t remain a squandered carcass, left to rot, fall apart, and burn up. To provide amusement for those on the planet below.

      But the great Xinxie ship remained silent. Sterile. The bright gold of the hull tarnished with blast marks and fire, its innards gracefully spilling out into space.

      The ship had been the pride of their nation. A battleship with its own fleet of fighters.

      Caitlin wasn’t about to get closer to the old ship, to try to dig out its remaining treasures by herself. She was alone on her ship, Carrion Crow, and she really wasn’t equipped for salvage. Her cargo holds were already full. Plus, Caitlin herself was no longer young, able to scramble easily between blasted bits of metal.

      She’d have to let her employers—the Xinxie government—know the exact position of the derelict. Maybe they could send scavengers, other smugglers like herself, to take the great ship apart.

      Though they probably already knew about it. As well as who had died, and who hadn’t returned.

      The Xinxie were well known for their great attention to detail. The people of the independent planets had thought that when the Xinxie had joined their cause, they’d be able to defeat the Allied Worlds, or at least not be forced to join, but maintain their independence.

      That dream had died as well during the battle of Paahad.

      Caitlin sighed and nosed Carrion Crow up around the huge derelict, then directed her toward the edge of the Aathgrah system. She was ready to leave here, ready to be out in deep space again, where it was just suns and planets and huge hunks of rock to sometimes navigate around.

      Not so many bones of the dead.

      It had been a smooth smuggling trip so far. The space station circling Paahad had somehow survived the battle that had occurred over a year ago. Not intact, no, but it hadn’t been reduced into rubble. Half of it had been destroyed, but it was easier to use what was there as a platform and rebuild than create a new station from scratch.

      Not being fully operational made it easier for Caitlin to sneak in, her fake codes and IDs barely glanced at by the officials.

      Then again, that might have been the wrinkles in her face, her age giving her the mask of propriety.

      The silent crew that had loaded up the back of Carrion Crow had never looked her in the eye. She doubted they’d be able to identify her later.

      Was it on purpose? A way of protecting themselves? Or was it shame? They were all natives, as far as she could tell. Paahad had been originally settled by people from the Indian subcontinent back on Earth. Like many of the planets colonized by a single group, they tended to not branch out from their original families, so had stayed short, dark haired, dark skinned, and speaking their own dialects.

      Caitlin hadn’t taken the time to inspect every coffin loaded into her cargo hold, but she assumed all eighty or so held the same: The remains of a Xinxie warrior, with his shield and his sword.

      The Xinxie government paid well for the return of their sons.

      Though if Caitlin was being cynical, the government officials cared as much about the shields as the bones. Each stood as tall as the man who carried it and projected its own self-defense and environmental system. The shields themselves were made from a rare metal rumored to be as tough as the skin of most ships.

      Caitlin tapped the controls once more, setting the ship on autopilot for the next few hours, as well as creating an alarm for herself. Carrion Crow wasn’t big enough to generate her own hyperdrive. Out on the edge of the Aathgrah system waited a jumpship ready to take her (and others who’d paid dearly for the privilege and anonymity) away.

      Carrion Crow was built in the shape of a squat capitol T. The bubble for the pilot’s cabin, where she currently sat, was at the base of the T. Cargo holds made up the cross-beam and took up the bulk of the ship. Her own sleeping quarters and tiny workshop made up tiny bumps along the main hallway.

      The jumpships—also called V ships—looked like two lines set at a perpendicular angle. Dozens of smaller ships like hers were roped into the inside of the angle, and then carried along when the bigger ship made the jump.

      Caitlin unbelted herself from her pilot’s chair and stood. She didn’t have to sit there while the ship made its way through the system to the jumpship. The autopilot was more than capable of flying the ship on its own, without her supervision.

      She grabbed onto two of the convenient handrails above her head as she floated up, then started undulating her back like a cat, stretching out all the vertebra.

      She may have been old—if you called fifty old—but she prided herself on staying limber and strong.

      Her pilot’s chair was perfectly contoured for her, providing wonderful support for her lower back. However, after sitting in it for a few hours, even in low gravity, she still found herself jammed up.

      She scratched at her shorn hair. Though she’d been continually in space for the last three years, and had shaved her long gray-streaked hair to half and inch from her scalp, she still couldn’t get used to it. She cricked her neck from one side to the other, then folded herself up, stuck her feet under the rails to hold herself in place, and pushed her hands in front of her, stretching her long fingers wide.

      She grimaced at the pale skin. At least she didn’t have to worry about getting a sunburn when she was always inside a spaceship. She did miss the sun sometimes. Not like her fair Irish skin would have ever tanned. But maybe working outside and getting something of a tan would have hidden some of the age spots creeping across her hands.

      As Caitlin stretched, she realized she’d tensed up leaving the space station. Every muscle was tight.

      Why had that been? She couldn’t put her finger on it. But something had seemed off. Maybe it had been the crew loading her hold, or the squat, frog-faced “official” who’d signed the false papers and given her leave to go. After he’d doubled the usual bribe, of course.

      Her grandmother would have called it her dara sealladh, or second sight. All of Caitlin’s family had it, though her mother had never believed it, calling it Old World Nonsense.

      However, Caitlin had always trusted her instincts. She pulled herself back to toward the ship’s console sprawled in a large half-circle around the pilot’s chair and upped the range on the sensors so no one could sneak up on her.

      There wasn’t much else she could do, for now. She was still a few hours out from the edge of the system. She found herself yawning, then smiled to herself.

      The way her face stretched told her it had been a while since she’d done that. She made herself grin, then opened her mouth widely, stretching those muscles as well.

      Robbing the dead was a serious business.

      Caitlin reached out and patted the crow painted across the control panels on the left side of the tiny ship cabin.

      She’d commissioned the mural—about a meter and a half in diameter—when she’d christened the ship and renamed it.

      The crow sat on the edge of a great battlefield. Many warriors lay fallen, dead with arrows protruding from their bodies, broken swords and shields beside them. The sun set at the far edge of the field, spreading blood red across the sky. Clouds boiled. Fog had already started gathering, obscuring some of the figures.

      But there was also a star shining brightly from the sky. A single bright point of light.

      Hope remained, despite the fact that Caitlin lived as a smuggler, somewhere outside the law.

      She hadn’t started out this way. She’d been legitimately employed most of her life. A wife. A mother.

      But the war…

      Caitlin still hoped that she’d find the bones of her own son Aodhan, someday. That she’d be able to take something back to her perpetually mourning family. That her husband (divorced and spending all his time living in dreams now) would survive long enough to bury his son. That her own heart might know solace.

      Caitlin patted the crow one last time. The dark figure gave her comfort, actually.

      Her family had called her ship morbid. But Caitlin had insisted on the new name, on the mural, on painting the outside of her ship as black as the crow.

      She was finally living her life honestly. Calling a spade a spade. No longer lying to herself about her work.

      It had taken her a long time to admit that all the computer programming she’d done, all the machines and equipment she’d invented, had merely prolonged the war, their original purpose twisted by both governments so they became weapons instead.

      Now, Caitlin lived off the bones of the dead, like a carrion crow. She’d killed many of those who’d died, not personally, but as a byproduct of her former employment.

      And as long as there was war, someplace in the galaxy, she’d have a rich life.

      [image: ]

      The alarm woke Caitlin out of a sound sleep. She’d only meant to nap for the few hours it would take to get from the planet Paahad to the edge of the system, but she’d been more tired than she’d realized.

      She wasn’t as young as she’d once been.

      She blinked groggily in the darkened room. It took her a few moments to parse together what the harsh man’s voice was saying: Tracker alert.

      Damn it!

      Caitlin unhooked the net-blanket that had kept her secured to her bed and then pushed herself up. She flowed up to the handrails above her head and pulled herself along, into the squat corridor and up toward the pilot’s chair.

      Before she sat down, Caitlin slapped the alarm button, shutting up the deep baritone.

      She’d used a simulation of her father’s voice for the most urgent alarms, replacing the calming woman’s alto that had been used originally.

      She supposed it said a lot about her that she was best served by the sound of her father yelling at her. That that voice brought all of her focus into place, and kicked up her survival instincts to the max.

      Caitlin strapped herself into the pilot’s chair and set her sensors to finding whoever was out there.

      How had they found her ship? She’d taken an oblique route from the planet, not following any of the standard lanes that ships normally followed.

      Maybe that had been her downfall. Maybe scouts tracked the off lanes.

      But that didn’t make any sense. There were too many paths out of the system for the Allied Worlds to track them all.

      Caitlin made herself take a deep breath. Maybe it wasn’t the Allied Worlds tracking her. Maybe it was another smuggler or some sort of mercenary.

      She snorted at herself. As if that would be any better.

      Caitlin’s fingers danced across the keyboards set at the perfect angle to both the right and left of the pilot’s chair. The mechanic she’d hired to create the platforms hadn’t believed her when she’d told him that they were of her own design, that she’d use them both simultaneously.

      Then she’d given him a demonstration.

      The admiration she’d seen in his eyes had almost been enough to get her to proposition him. Except that she was too old from him.

      She’d also seen that in his eyes. That the gray hair mattered.
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