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Chapter 1
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Frontier Space 

Somewhere between Screed and Vittoro

the Demon Lair

Access Denied! Access Denied! 

Chief Engineer Brown refused her entrance like an old encrypted holo whose owner had lost the password even as he pushed her past anything she had experienced before. He propelled her into a dark place deep on the edge of the known universe and shattered her against Brierton’s Wall. 

Bunde wanted to sink her teeth into his flesh, draw blood, and lick it from his skin while he did the same to her. An engine out of control, too far past the line where function gave way to destruction, she shook herself apart on him. 

Right there with her, Brown poured all he had into her, and then they both disintegrated, two steaming pieces of space junk. Still, his walls stood against the battering of her need for more, for them to take the next step, to allow each other in.

Access Denied! 

As he always said, “ain’t happening”, not this time. Maybe never. 

Silently, Bunde caught her breath and hopped off the gel bed, leaving him panting. It was her turn to leave. Next time—if she allowed a next time—he would need to reach for his clothing placed strategically on a chair within easy reach in the dark. 

The door shut behind her. Bunde hurried to her quarters and tumbled inside. Implants securely off, she removed her clothing again, tossing everything on the floor. In the cleaning unit, she thumped the wall with her fists and screamed her misery to the fixtures. 

She cursed the officer’s wife who’d made such a mess of the male. Cursed Keem for taking Brown’s leg and herself for her inability to stay away from the Human. She kept trying to gain access like some dumb creature battering itself to bits against a ship’s hull. 

He’d taught her to enjoy being with a male. Expertly tuned her to him, all while making sure she got no further than the threshold. Everything else remained contained behind the façade he presented to the world, to the life forms that made up the crew of the Demon Lair. No one got inside to the essence of Chief Engineer Brown. 

Bunde had realized she had two choices—back off or continue battering herself to slivers against his will. Leaving her family, the Demon Lair, would never happen. Resisting Brown, something she’d tried several times, went beyond her capacity to pull off. When he approached her with that need burning from his eyes, she fell apart. 

Thanks to her Gossican parent, her mother, Bunde could shove it all into a compartment and shut the lid... until Brown came calling again. 

Time to get some sleep. She would be on duty in a few hours. Bunde had been thinking about getting a place in the port. Somewhere she could get away from him when they didn’t have a job. Everyone would wonder what was wrong with her. 

Still, she had to get some relief. Knowing the Human now slept one door down did her aching spirit no good. With a sigh, she climbed on the gel bed and flipped a light covering over herself. No tears allowed. Bunde turned everything off and set her inner alarm for four SUN hours later. That would be enough for now. She would catch up on the sleep she missed next cycle. With one last punch to the bed, she let go with a sigh. Maybe one day...

[image: ]

How fucking long would he last this time before he went looking for Bunde again? However long he managed, it wouldn’t be long enough. Eyes closed, he’d listened to her pull on her clothing and leave when all he really wanted to do was ask her to stay. 

One thing kept his mouth shut—his mistrust of himself. If she fucked him over... No, he turned on his side and thought about leaving the ship for who knew, the millionth time maybe, but he couldn’t do that either. 

No more than Bunde would leave. 

They were caught in a trap of their... no, to be honest, his making. He opened the door and pulled Bunde into his crappy world. He needed her like Estevan needed water. He was a fucking idiot who couldn’t keep his damn fastening shut when he should. 

He turned on his side and pulled the cloth over the mechanical leg. If he rested the real one on it for too long without the covering, the skin of his good leg got irritated. It shouldn’t; Itty had tried everything she could think of to ease the problem, and nothing but the cloth worked. 

She could have told him it was all in his head, but never did. 

He could get a new leg, something better. He had the funds put away in an account on Estevan in the new bank. His objection stemmed from the questions he would be forced to answer if he went to a reputable clinic, one sanctioned by the Life Foundation. 

He never wanted to acknowledge who he really was to anyone ever again. Braylyn Salmat died before Brown opened his repair shop on Calius in the small town of Teztor. Then along came that bastard, Keem. The miserable piece of snakeshit caused him to lose his leg, then used his enforcers to keep him from escaping—until Bunde. Until the Demon Lair freed him and let him get back into space as the ship’s chief engineer. 

No one on board this ship cared what his dismissal paperwork from the SUN fleet said. All Camat cared about was his ability to keep the Demon Lair running up to spec and fixing things properly when the need arose.  

He wasn’t going anywhere any more than Bunde planned to. The entire situation was fucked by all the seven hells that existed. Neither of them had anywhere else to go.

How long could he hold out this time? It wasn’t Bunde who came crawling to him. It was his half-assed self who went after her. She had that Gossican capacity to put their situation in a box somewhere inside and ignore him and his needs. All he could do was bury himself and his imitation leg in engineering and stay there during his watch. 

Speaking of which, he should get some rest because his was coming up. This far out on the frontier, they kept scrupulously to the watch schedule. He needed to shut his stupid brain off along with all the emotions that surrounded his screwed-up relationship with the Gossican female. 

He gave a grim chuckle. Relationship, my ass. More like joint hostages. 

Thinking about how much business they were doing out on the fringes these days gave him a reason to put Bunde out of his mind. 

The situation on Unity, along with rumors of discontent in the Murrough quarter, had everyone in the known universe on edge. That, coupled with the Murrough’s major religious holiday, The Grand Ascent, had everyone worried. It felt like the rest of the worlds in the universe sat on a fat, red-lined crystal ready to blow if one more little thing got piled on. Just one. 

Demon Lair needed to be ready to scoot for home if all seven hells broke out. Estevan had little to interest raiders other than CNY Universal and a population that couldn’t hold off a determined slaver. Keeping the ship up and running at peak performance should be his chief concern. His stupid shit had to take last place. 
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Chapter 2
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Frontier Space 

Between a large asteroid and Brierton’s Wall

the Paltoren

Cold, dark, lifeless. His light was the only thing inside the shell that had been a functional ship. He’d tracked the faint signal far, far from his home world and the galaxy that contained it. Caught in a pocket, the wreckage of the ship, bound on three sides by a dense wall of dust, rock, debris, and special anomalies, would be nearly impossible for anyone else to find. 

The entrance to the small pocket was close to being cut off from the clear space that butted up to the abnormality. Something he had never encountered before in all the distance he had traveled to reach this point. 

Standing in the control center, he stared down at the male he knew he would find in that spot, the other half of the couple who had produced both him and the littermates he had left behind. 

The hole in the ship's skin had come as a complete surprise. How it had been ripped open left his startled mind in freefall as he tried to make sense of it all. The chair closest to the hole had been damaged, as had the male still in the other chair. 

The place where she should have been sat empty. Talten turned slowly to glance around him. She would have been here; nothing would have kept her away except for termination. So...

A flutter of something in his mind caught the young male’s attention. A stirring. 

Talten? It is you. I expected someone. All my energy has been reserved for this meeting. I knew one would come. 

The ship would have only responded to offspring of the first litter produced by his parents. If all the ship’s energy had gone to that purpose, it would be very weak indeed without the captain or her first officer to keep the connection viable. He must hurry. 

Was this done to you by an enemy? Where is she? He asked the ship the question at the forefront of his mind.

No enemy. You have no cause for anger. A system failure caused by all this debris. He put her in a capsule as she suffered damage. I tracked it, and somehow it found a fissure or crack in the surrounding detritus, and she went through to the other side. 

When he would have called to his ship to remove him, a splinter of thought in his mind halted that command. Others have been here. I can feel them. What happened?

I cannot tell you. They came and investigated; then they were gone. I sense they were of our kind. I have no other information. Be very careful as I fear they may track any who boards me. Conceal yourself and your ship. Are the others with you? 

He felt a yearning. No, only me. 

That is for the best. They would not wish to have all their litter in danger. One is sufficient. 

Then I should go, Talten said. Will you power down now?

I have no choice... unless...

How much do you need? I can share.

No. No, not that. But you can take my essence into your ship, and I can provide any wisdom I have garnered if you are willing.

I am. 

Talten felt sorry for the ship that had served so well. Then I will have Taltenon remove the mechanism that contains you and integrate it into the system. You will not usurp Taltenon’s authority. I am doing you a meontin, in honor of my oadandh. We are agreed?

Most certainly, Talten. The favor you grant me in honor of Paltor, the fierce one, protector and provider for the Illnon, is gratefully acknowledged. I yield acceptance to you. I grow weaker and must recharge. When that is done, I have much to tell you of. I will shut down to conserve energy until Taltenon settles me as you see best.

Then rest. Taltenon, did you understand our exchange here? 

I did, my Cantal, Talten’s ship responded. My thanks for the honor you do me by allowing me to remain first in your service. 

Talten allowed himself a small sound denoting humor. You are my vessel, and we have come this far together. I would not have you lesser now. 

The ship seemed to curl around him, pleased at his answer. Talten felt its happiness at his reaffirmation of their bond. This has been a draining experience. I hoped to find them both alive. I need to rest and commit all to the archive.

That would be best. I will deal with Paltoren, settle it in to recharge. I will need to use some of your energy in the process. If you are resting, that will facilitate matters.

Talten made an understood sound deep in his throat as he made for his quarters. As she always said, “Proper procedure prolongs function.” 

And our Oadanda is seldom wrong. 

True enough. Shield and conceal us as best you can while I detach. When you have analyzed Paltoren’s data, advise me.

As you command, Cantal. 

He settled into a position of gratitude and thanked the Master of the Universe for the knowledge of what had happened to his Oadandh. Then he asked that he might find Illian and find her alive. Always the protector, the provider, Paltor had tried to get her to safety. Talten hoped it had worked. 
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Joloa Public Landing Zone

the Bond

Dear one, Dave now has everything to proceed?

He does. Lute has the yard under control and has a new contract with a small shipyard on the fringe of the Swanson Sector. All the business that accumulated while we hid on Kahna, has been dealt with.

Which brings us to the officer candidate training waiting for you. Have you decided? Cat asked.

Are you still of the opinion that I should?

I am. To not take the position on the Raven would be a repudiation of the esteem that Adar holds you in. As difficult as it is to commit ourselves to owing a favor to Madu Seastorm, I fear you must go to the officer candidate training. It is only for two SUN months. I can stay here, if necessary.

“No,” CoDee switched to speech. “I don’t want you alone at any point. I suggest we go to the Life Foundation and ask for you to be reassigned to the Raven during that time.”

If that harms no other life form, I will happily go with you. Being separated, with only this as our connection, is difficult for me. Should I contact Ruket Remse?

“Yes. I think he can tell you how to approach things, maybe even work it out for you. This isn’t like you to be so shy about things. Is something bothering you?”

Perhaps. I feel... unsettled somehow. I don’t believe I can properly describe it. 

“Come and sit on my lap. We can go to the garden in your mind and get away from all the things pressing on us at the moment. It has been a long time since we have taken the time to connect there.” CoDee felt a need to become the great black cat and play games in her mind garden. 

You have changed in many ways. Less the youth I first met and more the Human male now.

This displeases you? CoDee switched back to telepathy. A sliver of anxiety crept through him. 

Not displeases me so much as it has changed the nature of our relationship... somehow. I fear I am not explaining myself well and don’t wish to injure your feelings.

Now you have me worried about us. There has been a strain on our bond lately. I understand this. We knew things would change with my joining the Mercenary’s Union and you becoming part of the Foundation. 

CoDee rubbed his chin over her head, noting how her ears were lowered. That disturbed him further. Dave had expressed concern about their bond in the beginning. He didn’t understand how they could be so closely tied without physical interaction, but CoDee felt as fulfilled as any others he had seen. The bond between them being spiritually and mentally strong, he felt no need of a physical coupling. Something Cat said was not possible. We could go to Haakonlan and visit the temple again. 

Cat rubbed her cheek against the skin of his neck. He understood she was marking him again. Closing his eyes, he let her do as she wished. 

It is not necessary to travel all the way to Haakonlan. I believe we can do the same here on the holodeck. I feel the urge to dance with you again. That will surely strengthen our bond. 

He stroked her soft fur. She was so cat, so felineoid. He loved the feel of her. Cat’s tail slid down and wrapped around his leg. He sighed. 

You hate this, our being forced to seek public spaces. We have no place to be private other than this ship. Thank the Master of the Universe for the Bond. 

I hate this; I do. If I ever get my hands on the asinine tiset who caused all this upset to our existence...

Her paws began kneading him, the claws making tiny, sharp stings where they penetrated his clothing. Then the purring began. 

CoDee? The holodeck?

Yes! Standing, he picked her up and cradled her in his arms. 

The program he pulled up ran, and a gust of wind from the valley floor far away on Haakonlan was recreated on the holodeck. It caused the wind chimes that lined the eaves of the temple to dance. The gray walls of the small stone temple glowed in the nearly horizontal rays of light. Higher yet, another building, the one housing the monks and nuns, caught the lowering rays of Haakonlan’s star. 

Spar with me? Her question didn’t take him by surprise this time. Not like it had before.

“If you wish.” CoDee backed up, folded his arms and bowed deeply in her direction. They kept some things the same, almost reliving the first time, but not quite. 

Yea, I do, dear one. You understand how. Connect with me, and we shall dance as bonded warriors. Her hand, claws extended, flashed past his ear. CoDee dodged to the side. Her claws lightly pricked his skin as Cat’s fingers curved around the back of his neck. 

He saw the tiny sparks, the impulses that caused the nerves to respond to the commands of her mind. CoDee took out the small knife that acted as his claws in this dance that could so easily turn deadly. 

With his eyes closed and the scent of the warm breeze swirling around them, the tinkle of the chimes seemed louder. The sparks of light became smooth trails he could follow in his mind. 

Sharp claws, which could have taken skin and meat from his cheek, seemed no more than a caress against his skin, much like the cloth of the robes his friends had worn that day in the not-so distant past. But his fingers had moved in response at nearly the same time. 

Their bodies brushed together as each turned into the other, and hands clutched at shoulders. It was a dance. At nearly the same instant, they squatted. If CoDee possessed a tail, he would have used it to help balance. 

Opposite arms entwined and released. The tinkle of the bells grew louder as a gust flew up out of the dark depths of the long canyons, which led up the mountain to the terrace where the old temple stood. 

Their bodies came together, cheeks met, slid across each other and separated. 

Breath hissed out and lips almost touched as their jaws collided and dipped away again. And CoDee no longer needed to close his eyes. He could see Cat, all of her. The signals that allowed him to do exactly what Cat did at the same instant stood clear and bright in his mind. 

This was only for those fully bonded. It was an exercise in complete and total trust. If he made the wrong move, those claws would sink in, and he would bleed all over the image of the stones in the courtyard. It would be the same for Cat if he touched her with the sharp blade. At the least, with him being bigger and weighing more, she would suffer heavy bruising. 

He wanted claws, a black furry hide, and a thick tail. From his urgent need to be as she was, CoDee felt the change take place mentally. The black cat came out to play. 

The dying light, nearly parallel with the temple, lit Cat, and she glowed. Their dance would end shortly, as before. Together they squatted. Chest to chest, both rose to full height, and they embraced. Cat’s jaws lightly enclosed his throat as his hand, knife held so it barely touched fur,  encircled hers. 

His eyes closed again, and neither moved. The music of the chimes died away. 

We are one—always! 

The words they spoke came simultaneously. The program died, and CoDee lifted her into his arms. “It’s time for a good long cuddle. I want to feel your fur against my body. We will contact everyone later.”

Cat purred her agreement. 
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Deep Frontier Space 

two jumps from Soltana

the Demon Lair

Zet’s tail twitched as he paced from one side of the engine room to the other, his eyes never leaving the gauges. “I don’t care what they say.” His voice grated on Brown, like the squeal of metal on metal. “Something isn’t right.”

Brown’s gaze followed the engineering tech, his second in command, as the lizard-like ‘form swung one arm out and a sharp talon tapped a monitor.

“I don’t disagree with you. But with no real evidence to take to Camat, what do you suggest?”

“That we tell him something isn’t right and we need a few days on Soltana to give the ship an exhaustive maintenance check. I don’t feel like being powered down, stranded somewhere out here with no one to come to our aid. This isn’t like the route from Greenhouse 2 to Estevan or the run out to the Audubon sector. There we could send a distress call and not fear who might answer.”

Demon Lair, is there a problem with you? What can you tell us? 

I am discontent. 

Brown snorted. On a closed channel, one the ship couldn’t monitor, Brown contacted Camat. Captain, we need you in the engine room. Zet says there is something wrong with the ship; he just can’t pinpoint what. The AI says it “feels discontent.” When is that paranoid thing ever content?

Aw, shit. Alright, I’ll be there in a bit. I just got out of the cleaning station and was about to nap. As far as who I trust, it’s Zet before the damn AI. Let me get dressed.

Aye, Captain. We’ll be here. 

He turned to Zet. “I sure as the seven hells hope you’re wrong.

Zet stopped pacing and his thick tail thumped the floor. “As do I. But...”

Brown turned back to the monitors. “That aft crystal might be pulsing just a hair.”

“Perhaps Camat should have Bunde contact the shipyards on Soltana and see what their fees are. Or maybe Screed? It’s only one jump away.”

“Let’s wait to talk it through with Camat. You know he will take a vote since this isn’t an emergency—yet.”

Soon, the captain burst through the entrance. “What’s going on?”

Though Camat was younger than Brown, the youngest captain on Estevan, the chief engineer with years of SUN fleet behind him couldn’t bring himself to call him anything other than “Captain.”

“We’re not sure. Zet brought his concerns to my attention when I came to relieve him.”

“Zet?” Camat turned to the other occupant of the room. 

“Not sure. There isn’t anything I can show you... except... The aft crystal might be pulsing but not all the time. I’m concerned about our getting stuck out here and having to put out a distress beacon. If declared salvage and...”

“Yeah, we could lose the ship and everything else.” Running a hand through his green-tinged hair, Camat paced the same path Zet had. “Brown, if the aft crystal goes to fucking hells, can we still make those two jumps to Soltana?”

“Aye, Captain. We’ll be slow as it gets, but we could limp as long as it isn’t more than two jumps. Then we could be in danger of getting stranded.”

“Screed is one jump away, but our cargo is due on Soltana. Okay, let’s get everyone in on this.”

Brown had read Camat correctly. He intended to get input from the crew. 

AI, get everyone into a group chat. 

When the ship had alerted its crew, including those off watch, Camat addressed them. Here’s the situation, demons. Zet feels that there is something not quite right with the ship. We don’t want to get stranded out here on the damn frontier. So let’s say we were a little slower making Soltana. That’s better than being way behind schedule because we had to make repairs on Screed. I say we have Bunde contact the shipyards on Soltana and see which one can give us the best price on a major recon on all systems. The aft crystal may be a bit off. We have a spare but replacing it while trying to hold off someone trying to make like we’re salvage sounds too much like trouble to me. Brown, we have a spare? Is that correct?

It is, Captain. But there are some aggressive salvage operations out here, and as you said, trying to fight them off while fitting a new crystal does not sound easy. Taking care of it in a shipyard on a planet where we don’t have any contacts other than the client is several levels easier, though not ideal. 

Brown heard Bunde enter the conversation. What if we do a quick replace on the crystal and then jump for Greenhouse 2 where they know us and the ship? Is that possible?

The sound of her voice, slightly lower than most Human females, had his insides twisting into knots. If we don’t see anything else when we change out the crystal, there should be no problem making Greenhouse 2 from Soltana. But we need a berth where we can do the work. To be blunt, I don’t trust anyone but this crew to make repairs out here. Someone could sabotage the ship to give a salvage ship a chance at towing us. And if we use our spare, we need to get another. Truth is, I don’t trust anything anyone has for sale out here either. There are a bunch of forms on the frontier that would do anything to make a crown. Anything.

The crew remained silent for a moment. Trund, Camat’s second in command, spoke. All in favor of having Bunde find us a berth on Soltana say something.

There wasn’t a member of the crew who didn’t agree. 

Camat gave Brown a nod. We are all in agreement. It’s on to Soltana slowly and cautiously. Let’s get that crystal changed out, and we’ll pick up a spare, but only after Zet and Brown have fully inspected the thing. Then we are out of here and back to Greenhouse 2. There we’ll let the forms we know loose on the old girl and make sure she’s ready for more trips out here as we have a couple of contracts coming up that will take us this way. That’s the plan of action. Yes?

They all agreed, and Camat had the AI cut the group chat. Before she silenced the implant connection, Bunde said she would contact the shipyards immediately. 

A slight hiss escaped Zet. Brown knew it for what it was—the lizard’s version of a sigh. 

“You two have this?” Camat asked. 

“Aye, sir.” 

Camat shook his head at him. “One of these days, that shard of ice up your ass is going to melt. This isn’t SUN Fleet, Brown. Anyway, I’m going back to bed. You two carry on. Trund has the ship, and I’m done for the next four hours.” 

Brown turned to Zet. “You get your green tail out of here and get some rest too. Stop worrying. We have a plan, and I don’t think anything is going to go to the bottom of the damn snake pit in four hours. See you back here then.”

With a nod, Zet followed Camat through the doors, leaving Brown there. He made himself comfortable in the chair before the monitors. Just as he sat in the command chair, the readout for the aft crystal gave the tiniest of pulses. Had he not had his eyes on the screen, he would have missed it. Zet had been right to be worried. They had a bug in the system somewhere. 
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Soltana – Frontier Space

Industrial District

Adar Genn eyed the shop from a slight distance away. Close enough to watch who entered and exited and far enough away not to be seen. He had a request for certain items the life form who owned the shop had put out a standing order for. 

He could always use the funds if selling the items didn’t leave him open to trouble. Knowing who you were dealing with was important. In some ways, more important than the crowns he could expect from the sale. 

Slouching in the shadow of a large crate, he straightened as a Human with the bearing of a fleet form, and accompanied by the strangest alien he’d ever seen, appeared to be doing the same as he was—watching the building diagonally across from them which stood in the middle of a series of structures that appeared to have been thrown together a long time ago. 

From the corner of his eye, he catalogued the features of the form with the thick tail. Somewhat lizard-like, but not quite, it looked to be a combination of several species. Interesting. Mutt, you getting what I’m transmitting?

Yes.

Got anything in the database resembling whatever that is? 

No. Species unknown.

Well, fuck me to the seven hells. It looks male, whatever it is. 

So it does. 

Seems they are on the same mission, recon on that store. I wonder what... I’m gonna find out. 

Careful. I’m ready to respond if necessary.

I’m always careful, and you stay ready if I need you. Show Peta what I transmitted. Maybe she’s seen one before. 

Done.

Adar made sure his personal shields were up before sliding from the shadow and taking several steps toward the two forms. He spoke to the Human first. “So, you have questions about the same place I do. Maybe we can compare notes. I’m Genn.”

The Human took a step back and eyed him closely. 

But the alien took a half step closer. “I am called Zet,” he said with a slight his on the beginning of his name. “We are in need of a backup part for our ship before continuing on our way and thought to purchase one on world. It is best to know the reputation of the seller when buying used.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” He grinned at the alien. “What species are you? I’ve never met any forms like you before.”

“I’m Brown. Chief engineer aboard the Demon Lair. You know what we’re doing.” He waved a hand at the store. “Why are you watching it?”

The engineer had stepped in to protect the alien. Adar liked that. “Demon Lair? I’ve heard the name before. I’m watching because the owner of that place wants some specific equipment that I happen to have. Still, it’s a good practice to know who is buying your stuff and who they might pass it on to. From that point on, I don’t give a fuck. Getting involved in shit is not a good business strategy.”

“You’ve heard of us? From who?” Brown asked. 

Adar’s grin grew wider. “Not dropping any names of my contacts. Let’s just say what I heard was okay. Nothing bad.”

Brown nodded, and the lizard-form gave a slight hiss. 

“We need a backup crystal because we had to swap out one. Greenhouse 2 is our usual yard, and we want to make sure we get there with no problems,” Zet said. 

“Can’t help you with a crystal. But I can tell you I’ve been watching for most of the day, and I haven’t seen any real assholes. I was just about ready to go in and see if we could make a deal. All my intel says the owner is reliable. Wanna come along?”

Zet stared at Brown for a moment, who eyed him up one more time before nodding agreement. “We’ll have a look around while you take care of your business—if that’s all right with you?”

“Just don’t listen in. I like to keep my business private.”

The brief salute, given automatically, reinforced Adar’s guess that Brown was ex-SUN fleet. He didn’t appear old enough to have retired out, so somehow the engineer had run afoul of something that got him tossed out on his ass. 

Mutt? Adar used his implants to contact the ship as he turned toward the shop he’d been watching. 

Yes.

Did you find anything on the Human? 

Not yet. 

Find him. He’s ex SUN and I want to know what got him booted out. 

On it.

When he opened the door, the inside got dark, and an announcement alerted the owner that three life forms had entered—two  Humans and one species unknown. “One Human has two weapons on their person, sir. The unknown species may be potentially dangerous.”

Shields created a box around the three of them. “The one with the weapons must put them inside the box that will open on the left to gain admittance. If you are unwilling to comply, please leave the building,” a voice issued the ultimatum. 

Deciding it was a reasonable request, given this was the frontier and Soltana saw its share of thieves, Adar nodded. “I will get those back? After all, you contacted me about doing business with you.”

“Did I?” the voice asked.

“Yes. There is an older generator I have for sale that you wanted.”

“Ah. Adar Genn. Sorry, but I have had problems with others before and find this necessary for the safety of all inside. By the way, who accompanied you?”

Adar gestured to the right behind him. “The Human is the engineer of the Demon Lair; the form on my left is Zet, his second.” 

“Demon Lair? Yes. They recently delivered a shipment to a friend. You’re all known to me in one way or another. Good. Your weapons will be returned to you once our business is completed. Sorry, but I can make no exceptions. Word would get around, and then everyone would whine. Rules are rules.”

“Okay. That’s reasonable.” Adar placed his weapons into the box that appeared. “I get it. Great idea. I might do the same thing at my place.”

The box moved to the corner on his left and hovered near the ceiling. The shields went down, and the lights came on. Rows and rows of small parts sat in various boxes. The rows were labeled with the maker of the ship that had used that part. 

One label caught his eye and caused Adar to chuckle. CNY Universal had a row all to itself. Cat, CoDee, and Yerks had truly arrived. He made a note to check and see if CoDee had decided to go for the officer training opening on the Raven. 

Brown and Zet turned to the Tuff-Built section, leaving him to walk to the far back of the vast warehouse that didn’t look as large as it was from the front. At the very back, he found a ‘form with some Human ancestry, but the pointy ears and stocky stature hinted at some Gossican in the males’ background. The way Gossicans felt about Humans, that came as no surprise to Adar. 

The form smiled at him and motioned toward several chairs scattered around a low table. A decanter surrounded by several small glasses that appeared to be quite old got a laugh from him. “I’m not getting drunk and giving my shit away.”

He took a seat directly across from the male whose laugh boomed around the area that now shielded them from others who might be in the store. 

“Don’t worry. I’m not in the habit of drinking enough of this that you can take advantage of me. But a little good Irish never hurts negotiations. I’ll let you pour for yourself.”

Adar half-filled the small glass and waited for the male he knew must be McGonogal. When the male lifted his glass, Adar said, “To a successful negotiation, McGonogal. And more business in the future.”

“Agreed. By the way, what do your companions want?”

“They’ll take care of their own business, but I understand they want a spare crystal for a Tuff-Built.”

After a brief nod, the other man finished his liquor and put the glass down gently. “I may be able to help them.”

“Good. I see you’re carrying CNY aftermarket stuff. Get much call for it?”

“A significant amount, actually. The parts are dependable and reasonably priced, giving the buyer a reason to buy new instead of good used if they have the slight extra needed. Quite astute on the part of CNY.”

Adar? The Mutt contacted him through his implants.

Yes. Something wrong?

No. Nothing on the Human yet. 

Okay. Leave that for later. As soon as this transaction is finished, we’re scooting for home. Make ready. 

On it.

Adar returned to his conversation with the buyer. “Yeah, makes sense.” Adar silently toasted Cat and CoDee. His young friends were making a killing. It was no surprise that the competition wanted to take them out. “Now, about that generator.”
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Behind Brierton’s Wall

Kahna Cluster

the Taltenon

My Cantal, the other one, the rescued one, says he feels the Oadanda passed through this sector not too long ago. Can it truly detect Lady Illian’s passage when it is half dead? Talten’s ship asked.

That is an interesting question. I fail to find anything in my memories regarding the connection between a ship and its cantal continuing over time and vast distances. 

I found nothing.

However, Lady Illian and Paltor were strong in ways of the bacrandat, near the highest levels of practice. 

So, through its many years of bonding with Paltor who was bonded to Illian, it can sense Illian’s pattern? 

Taltenon, ‘it’ is called Paltoren and I honor Paltoren as the only connection I have left to Paltor, the other half of my direct kin, he gently chided the ship. Kindness is a virtue no less than honor or courage. 

For a short time, the ship silently considered his words. I did not mean to be unkind. True, Paltoren has suffered much. 

We are both young and do not have the experience or the level of facility in the bacrandat of either of my progenitors. How are we to judge what a much older bonded ship is capable of? The sound Talten made deep in his chest filled the small control room as he waited for the ship to reply.

You are angry with me. The ship’s communication with him held the tenor of
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