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CHAPTER 1: BAX
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Hunkered down at the station bar, Bax slouched on a barstool—her barstool, damnit, she’d spent enough time here to claim it—getting quietly, persistently drunk. Or at least making a damn good run at it. Watered-down hooch wasn’t the most effective way of going about it, but it was all she had at her disposal, here on the ass-end of nowhere.

A station of decidedly ill-repute, it sported little but a bar and the absence of lawmen, who’d abandoned it long ago as a lost cause. It was the rattiest bar she’d bellied up to in quite some time, but it wasn’t the worst she’d frequented in her life, not by a long shot. At least it was quiet. Night rotation had softened the harsh lighting of the bar to a dim glow, and the few ship’rs seated at the tables scattered around the room talked in hushed voices, a welcome change from the giggling racket she’d put up with the last few weeks. She was happy for Daniel, and the companionship he’d found with Marsh, but the two of them together, in a rig that had no walls and less privacy, was a continual strain on her patience.

Daisy Chain, Marsh’s rig and her temporary crash pad, had been docked at a station well off the beaten path for what seemed like forever, waiting for BushRanger and her brother, Benjamin, both of which were taking their own sweet time heading out. It had been her idea to kill both of those birds with one stone; she owed BushRanger a meet and greet with Ben, and since Ben was integral to their plan to scrape that warrant off of her, that had planned itself into a tidy little bundle. It would be interesting to see him outside of his typical stomping grounds; it had been years since they met on anything close to what could be considered neutral territory. She usually ended up storming his castle of bureaucracy any time she wanted to yell at him for one reason or another. 

But it was taking a slow eternity to get to that point. When she’d agreed join Marsh and Daniel, she’d expected to jump right into action, doing what needed done. What she’d ended up doing was twiddling her gods-damned thumbs.

Which led to her current state of bar-barnacle. On the upside, it gave her plenty of time to drink through their watery offerings. But it also gave her too much time to think. Technically, she wasn’t even doing that. Stewing would be a better word for it, because there wasn’t much to figure out. For the time being, she was screwed nine ways to Sunday, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about any of it.

Catching the eye of the barkeeper, she nodded at the glass in front of her. He levered himself away from where he’d been holding up the wall and slouched over, face slack and distant, filling her glass with shaking hands. A goodly amount spilled onto the filthy surface of the bar, and she grimaced, half disgusted at both the waste and the distant, wandering eyes and unsteady hands that marked him as a Lotus-eater. Not wanting him in swinging range, not with how ugly her head was at the moment, she reached into a pocket and drew out a credit slip, sliding it across the gritty surface towards him, gesturing at the bottle he was holding. He nodded woozily and left the bottle within easy reach.

Yes, this was a bad idea. No, that wasn’t going to stop her. Never had in the past.

She sat hunched, staring at the dirty, pitted metal of the bar, forearms crossed against the edge, too many things scrabbling around in her head for peace. Floaters that latched onto your heartstrings, aliens that you couldn’t put a finger on but touched you where it counted, a strike she was an unwilling participant in because her own rig was damn near scrap, lost cargo owed to the Pasha, and a bounty-paying warrant on her head thanks to the most rabid and dangerous cult to ever spawn from the fetid depths of hell—it all added up to a great cauldron of misery. She knew herself well enough to realize she was spiraling into a dark place, but try as she might, she couldn’t muster up the energy to care. In days past, she would’ve take a run that had her out deep for long enough to pull herself out of that abyss, but that wasn’t an option right now. Not with her rig stuck at the repair station for as long as it took to patch it together from the mess it had become. She’d just have to suck it up and stick it out, and hope she didn’t cause too much collateral damage in the meanwhile. 

Shifting on the barstool, she sifted through what she could affect, and what she’d have to let slide, coming up with little enough it pushed her farther into the embrace of the darkness in her head.

The warrant hung heavy over her, heavier than ones in the past had, thanks to too many unresolved issues and connections she’d have problems unwinding if they nailed her for it. It was one thing to screw up. It was quite another to be accused of doing and intending something involving another person’s freedom. That got sticky quickly. They’d slapped that warrant on her for the audacity of holding onto Daniel when they’d wanted him back, which they’d have to do over her stiff, cold corpse. It was getting real old, dodging those jerks. Maybe she should just let them bag her and let the chips fall where they may. At least then she’d have one less thing to worry about. It was a reckless, incautious, and navel-gazing thought that she dismissed as soon as it sprang forward. Stupid brain. They wouldn’t get their claws into Dan, unlike those ‘fairies’, which had gotten a single claw into her. Fixed her, yes, but damnit. That had almost been too much.

And that brought to the forefront the one thing that crouched in the back of her mind, scratching and gibbering to be let out, no matter how hard she tried to ignore it.

Fairies.

Like it or not, humanity was definitively, irrefutably, no longer alone. That loomed large, a surreal twist to existence she’d never seen coming. It set her sideways in ways she was having problems detangling from. She’d always rolled with the punches, both literal and figurative, but this was a blow that had caught her on the chin and stunned her, in a very personal way. They’d fixed what the ‘squirmers’ had broken, but they’d left their own nasty imprint on her that was becoming increasingly hard to suppress.

The dreams weren’t helping. Nightmares of being held helpless while a parade of monstrosities did unspeakable things to her head weren’t making sleep the escape it should be. 

And then there was the guilt. She sighed, thinking of Charlie’s face as she’d left him, the hurt and unhappiness she knew she’d put there by her leaving. Again. She’d run to him, then ran out on him without too much in the way of explanation. It was a shitty thing to do under ideal circumstances, but these sure as hell weren’t ideal times. Too much had happened, too quickly, and it showed no signs of slowing anytime soon, even though it was currently quiet on the weirdness front. But she eventually owed him an answer to a question she wished he’d never asked, and an apology for being a natural jerk. 

Taking another sip of the weak hooch, she rolled her neck from side to side, cracking the tension out of it, or at least trying to. All her old tricks had been falling short lately, the little things she did to keep her muscles from becoming one big knot of angry flesh, and her mental gymnastics weren’t working any better to quiet the rambling in her head. Maybe she ought to get a talk-doc up in there like Marsh had suggested. She grimaced again, taking another long swig, knocking the idea to the back of the queue on her mental to-do list. If it happened, it would have to wait. Risking her ship’r card on a mental evaluation was one of the last things she wanted, or needed, to be doing right now. Too many loose ends were dangling in the wind for that.

Swirling the dregs of hooch in her glass, she finished them with a swig and poured another, careful to get most of it in the glass, unlike the doped-up barkeeper. Her hand was steady. Mostly. Still too sober, though.

One eye on the doorway for signs of any lawman stupid enough to wander onto the station, she watched a ship’r, dusty blue coveralls straining tight against his enormous gut, storm into the bar and head straight towards a table against the far wall with three other ship’rs clustered around it. Without saying a word, he grabbed one of the three by collar and threw them onto the deck, swinging booted kicks at them as they fell. The other two sprang out of their chairs and descended on the kicker, punches flying, which distracted the assaulting ship’r long enough for his victim to gain their feet and start swinging as well. Tables crashed over, glasses shattering as they fell, prompting a pair of unrelated ship’rs to pick up their own glasses and retreat to a quieter corner. The barkeeper didn’t even look up as a chair flew across the room and shattered against the bar.

A short, thickset woman with cropped black hair, dressed in rumpled blue coveralls, strolled in, hands shoved into pockets, and glanced curiously at the brawl underway. She stepped neatly to the side as a body stumbled towards her and bounced off the edge of the doorway. Grabbing the outlier by the arm, she steadied him on his feet, then pushed him back towards the fray with a grunt. Spotting Bax at the bar, she nodded in greeting and headed her way, ducking behind the bar to grab a bottle of bright crimson hooch before settling on a stool an arm’s length away, ignoring the faint protest from the barkeeper. Cutting the wax seal with a sharp thumbnail, she took a swig from the bottle and turned to watch the entertainment, leaning back with elbows propped on the bar.

“Nowak,” Bax greeted the newcomer gruffly.

“Bax,” the woman said in return. She took a longer pull from the bottle, still watching the fight, which by now had drawn in some of the other ship’rs. More chairs had gone airborne by now. “Boys are gettin’ rowdy, ain’t they,” Nowak said casually. “This strike ain’t doin’ nuthin’ for anyone’s patience or pockets, is it?”

Bax grunted in the affirmative. She took another sip of her own hooch, rolling it around on her tongue, savoring the sharp bite. “Can’t say I’m feelin’ any more patient myself, lately.”

Nowak took another long pull from the bottle. “Time’s were, I’d have seen you wade in t’ somethin’ like that when things got under your skin, jus’ for the exercise.” She nodded towards the flailing jumble of fists and feet. “Somethin’ ‘bout ‘exercising your demons’.”

“‘Exorcising’,” she corrected sullenly. “An’ I’m thinkin’ right now, Nowak. Not in the mood for head-crackin’. Got a lot to sort out.”

Nowak gave her a sidelong glance and took another pull at the bottle. “Looks more like mopin’ to me.”

She didn’t respond, taking another long swallow of clear fire instead, irritated but trying not to take the bait. If Nowak was trying to light off her powder-keg mood, she was close to succeeding with those matches she was playing with. She wasn’t moping, she was thinking. There was a difference, damnit. Just because that’s exactly what it felt like didn’t give her the right to call her out like that. She was trying to solve problems, not pound them into submission, no matter how good that might feel. Short-term solutions, and all. Damn ship’r, got a lot of nerve, calling her out like that. Got no right. No right. Right? The hooch swam warmly in her head, finally working its magic, softening the hard bite of guilt and darkness that had been gnawing at her all evening. 

The brawl had now expanded to encompass the entire room and everyone in it except the two of them and the barkeeper, the din rising to a loud ruckus that had her narrowing her eyes and looking over her shoulder at it in irritation. A combatant stumbled out of the fray and slammed into her back, spilling the drink out of her hand and onto the bar. He ricocheted off her and onto Nowak, who shoved him away with a curse and a half-hearted kick.

“Stay outta this, bitch,” he slurred, swiping at her with a long arm.

Without thinking, Bax was off the stool and had her fist buried in his stomach before she could stop herself. He doubled over, gasping painfully, as Nowak whooped in her ear. 

Well, since I’m here, she thought blurrily, gazing down at the hunched-over ship’r, who was cursing hoarsely as he started to uncurl. Her other fist crashed into the side of his jaw almost on its own, and he went down like a dropped rock. Knuckles stinging from the impact, she flexed her hands, shaking them briefly as she looked around.

“There she is!” Nowak crowed, saluting her with her bottle of red hooch and taking a hefty swig. “The Bax I know an’ love! Oh shit—watch it, we got incoming!” 

Another ship’r had broken away from the general fracas and was heading their way, their wild glare encompassing the three of them; two of them standing, one down for the count. One look at the thunderous anger on his face was all it took to read the story about to be told; she’d just flattened a buddy, and now there was hell to pay. That was coin she had, and was more than willing to spend. Hands balling into fists tight enough to crack knuckles, the frustration, pain, and fear of the last few months roiled to the surface in a red-hot wash of joyous anger, and she stepped over the prostrate ship’r to meet the onrushing figure halfway. 

“We goin’?” asked Nowak, trotting backwards in front of her.

She nodded, eyes glued to the approaching ship’r.

“Sweet.” Nowak spun around and launched herself into the fray, dragging a ship’r out of the group by the hair and cackling madly. 

Bax eyed her opponent, sizing him up, looking for weaknesses as he raised his fists and circled her. Spinning slowly, knees bent for balance, she saw the way he dropped his left shoulder as he threw the first punch, which she sidestepped easily. Teeth bared in a parody of a grin, she connected a side jab that was backed up with the full power of a hip twist, and she hammered her point home mercilessly. He grabbed her in a bear hug to stop the assault, which she turned on him with a hand slid up his chest and clamped against his throat. A yank on his close arm unbalanced him, sending him crashing to the ground with a yelp. 

Standing over him, she saw another ship’r break away from the main fracas, a raw-boned woman with vicious hatred in her eyes, the arm of her coverall ripped and flopping limply. She screamed wordlessly, sprinting towards her, face red and fists balled. Bax lowered her brow, a feral grin splitting her face, head cleared of everything and anything that wasn’t about the right here and now, swept free of doubts, decisions, and dilemmas. This, she understood. Simple and straightforward, it was parsecs away from what her life had become lately. There was only one objective. 

Survive.

––––––––
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STAGGERING DOWN THE station corridor, arm in arm, leaning and weaving against each other and the bulkheads, half from the several bottles they’d finished off, and half because neither of them could see that well through swelling eyes, she and Nowak wove their unsteady way towards a battered hatch set in the station bulkhead, voices raised in a clashing duet about a poxed ship’r and his refueling techniques.

“’S where I got’s ta go,” she slurred, giving the hatch a loving pat that was more of a hammer blow than a caress. “Got m’boys waitin’.”

“Ooh, care to share wit’ li’l ol’ me?” Nowak sniggered, elbowing her roughly, knocking them both against the hatch with dual grunts. “Promis’ I’ll behav’, ship’r swear!” She held out an unsteady, bruised, and raw-knuckled hand to shake.

Bax considered the hand with a wandering gaze, then shook her head slowly, face scrunched up around the various swelling and bruises in a parody of a frown. “Can’t share,” she said morosely. “Not toys. Bus’ness. All bus’ness,” she repeated with a heavy sigh.

Nowak patted her on the shoulder in sympathy, or tried to, missing by a good deal and landing a heavy thwack on the back of Bax’s head instead. “No play, work an’ all, makes Bax a sad g’rl,” she slurred kindly. “Sad g’rl. Yo’ too sad. Makes a’ good fist’cuffs partn’r, f’ sure, but bauh.” She made a rude noise. “Can’t bust heads al’ th’ freakin’ time. Ain’t nat’ral. Get yours’lf nat’ral, girl.”

Bax considered that, rolling it around her battered and hooch-soaked head, before woozily deciding it was wisdom incarnate. “Gon’ git nat’ral,” she said with determination, pushing herself upright against the hatch, which she’d inexplicably found herself having slid down. “T’morrow, gon’ git nat’ral.”

“Hell yea’,” Nowak cheered loudly as the hatch hissed open behind Bax. 

Bax spun around, catching herself against the edge of the hatch, intercepting the glower of a large man standing in the open hatchway. He was dressed in non-descript civilian attire, pressed and starched within an inch of its life. It wasn’t a uniform, but the way he wore it gave the impression of being a close cousin to it. 

She smiled, or tried to, the cut on her swelling lip reminding her that was a bad idea, so she tried a friendly wave instead. The man just rolled his eyes.

“No’ak, guess wha’,” she said in a loud whisper.

“Wha’,” Nowak said, peering around her at the hatchway. She made a surprised sound, and covered her gaping mouth with her battered hand. “Oh no. Oh hell no. You’re in tr’uble now, g’rl. I got’s to go. Tha’s not bus’ness, tha’s tro’ble.” She pushed off the bulkhead and wove down the corridor, bawling off-tune at the top of her lungs about where a wise ship’r keeps his coin, waving a farewell once she was well out of range.

Bax looked up at the man, or at least tried to, knowing there should only be one, and targeting the most likely of the three. “Hey, Ben,” she said as casually and soberly as she could to the one in the middle. “You’re e’rly.”

“And you’re smashed,” he said with a barely suppressed grin. “You leave more lying than standing?”

“Sure did, li’l bro,” she said with a reassuring pat on his chest that staggered him back half a step. “Sure did.” A thought occurred to her suddenly, and she looked around, perplexed. “Did ya see No’ak? Where’d she go?” 

“She took off as soon as she got a good look at who answered the door,” Benjamin said, raising at least three eyebrows, which did strange things to her head. Or maybe it was her head that was doing strange things to his eyebrows. “I’d have hurt feelings if I didn’t know you ship’rs like I do.”

“You scar’d her,” she said with as much seriousness as she could muster up around the giggling that kept threatening to break loose. “Bein’ all intim’datin’ an’ loomin’ o’er ev’rythin’. Big.” She jabbed him in the chest with a finger. “Bad.” Jab. “Coal’tion.” Jab. “Wolf.” Jab.

Seizing her hand and holding it away from his assaulted torso, he pulled her stumbling into the rig and closed the hatch behind her, guiding her to the galley table. She perched on the edge, watching with wavering consciousness as he pulled a cold pack out of the chiller and handed it to her, which she took and promptly forgot about.

“You ‘lone?” she asked, looking around. Something was missing. Something that tugged on the soft edges of her memory.

He nodded, handing her a mug of water and perching on the table next to her, taking the cold pack from her unresisting hand and pressing it against her left eye. She flinched as it touched the bruised swelling, but let it stay.

“The boys went for a walk,” he said, taking her hand and placing it against the cold pack instead of his own. “Said they’d be back later.”

Panic thundered through her hazy brain. “The Life-r’s!” she shouted, scrambling unsteadily to her feet and dropping the cold pack and the mug of water with a clatter. He caught her arm before she could go very far.

“They’re fine,” he said, giving her arm a yank and setting her back down on the table with a thump. “I checked on the Good Life people’s movements before I got here, and they’re well away from here. Even the slippery trio that’s been tailing you for weeks now. Settle down, sis.” He picked up the cold pack and pressed it against her face again. “Never seen you so attached to a floater; you getting soft on me?”

“Shu’ th’ fu’ up,” she said sullenly. “I got’s feelin’s, ya know.”

“More than usual, it seems,” he said, ducking to peer at her face. She ignored him, at least the one in the middle of the three she was seeing. “What’s going on, sis? I promise I won’t tell anyone you’re human.”

Eyes drooping from the hooch and the exercise, or ‘exorcizing’ as someone, sometime, had put it—who’d said that? That was fuckin’ clever—she yawned, stretching her arms over her head, eyeing the mattress in the corner of the workout area that was her temporary excuse for a bedroom while she was on Marsh’s rig. It called to her gently, persistently, looking softer and more inviting the longer she eyed it.

“Y’ bett’r not. Ruin my rep,” she said, leaning against him with a sigh. He put his arm around her shoulders. “Glad yer here, broth’r o’ mine. Losin’ m’mind. Shit’s broke, Ben.”

“What’s broken?” he asked gently.

She made an attempt at a grand gesture, but all that ended up happening was her hand flopping vaguely around in the air. “All o’ it. Cal’pso’s broke, los’ that cargo for th’ Pasha ‘n he’s on th’ warpath fo’ me, Char’lie’s sad, Mar’sh’s all kinds-a strange, Dan—oh man, poor Dan—f’ckin’ cult’sts e’erywhere, th’ kid’s f’ckin’ hunt’d. Or’s that haunt’d? Anyway. Good kid. Oh, and got anoth’r warr’nt, got f’ckin’ squirm’rs in my head, then ther’s fairies allo’er th’ f’ckin’ place, we ain’t ‘lone in the un’verse no more...I’m f’ckin’ done, Ben. Done...” 

She trailed off, taking a minute to just rest her eyes. Leaning here against her brother, the only family she had in the entirety of the universe, was a comfort she hadn’t expected. It was nice.

“Bax.” 

Her brother had either suddenly gotten a lot taller, or somehow she’d forgotten about curling up on the top of the galley table. Yeah, it was probably that last one. He loomed over her, a bemused smile on his two blurry faces. Huh. Two was an improvement. Must be sobering up. Nah. 

“Bedtime, yeah?”

She nodded, lurching upright and swinging her legs off the table. The room gave a quick twirl around her, and she wobbled, grabbing at the edge of the table and missing by a fair margin. He caught her as she tried to slide to the floor.

“Y’ know I love ya,” she said, the words muffled in his shirt.

“I know,” he said.

“Wou’dn’t yell at‘cha if I didn’t,” she said, pushing upright and wobbling towards her nest in the workout area with him hanging gently onto an arm.

“I know,” he said patiently.

She wobbled to a stop, turned, and thwacked him on the side of the head. The slap slid ineffectually off his cheek without the slightest effect. “Y’ ne’er say it,” she said petulantly. 

He tilted his head at her, giving her a bemused smile.

“You know I do. Go to bed, Bax.”

––––––––
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“UP.”

A boot nudged her thigh, and the command was uttered again in blaring, strident tones, at least as interpreted by her agony-filled head.

“Bax. Up. Caffo’s ready.”

Oh gods above, below, sideways, and behind. Everything hurt. Even the insides of her elbows rang out a clamorous protest, adding their opinion to the numerous complaints that were ringing throughout her entire body, voicing their thoughts about last night. She groaned quietly, pulling herself stiffly, slowly, into a sitting position, glaring blearily up at the silhouetted form looming over her.

“Fuck off,” she said groggily, fighting the urge to either take a swing at her tormentor, or curl up into a tight ball for a few hours. Or days.

“And a good morning to you as well,” Benjamin said blandly. He crouched down, putting him at eye-level, and handed her a mug of water. “Drink.” He pulled out a crinkle-wrapped disk from his breast pocket and handed it to her as well.

“Time,” she croaked, downing the water in one gulp and setting the mug aside to unwrap the disk, pressing it against the roof of her mouth with a grimace. Hangover cures had improved over the years, but they never tasted great. It was at least an improvement to the rusty old barn her mouth tasted of, though. 

“Late enough,” he replied. 

He held out a hand to help her up, which she took before she thought better of it. Giving a tug that tried to yank her shoulder out of its socket, he propelled her to her feet with gusto and a large helping of brotherly orneriness. He never could resist tormenting her when she couldn’t, or wouldn’t, fight back. Brat. 

Swallowing a hiss of pain, she yanked her hand out of his grip and straightened fully on her own, careful of her balance, which still felt a little shifty. She took an experimental deep breath, and immediately regretted it. A band of fire around her midsection flared as battered ribs and strained muscles creaked and groaned in protest. That would be either the railing she’d bounced off of, or the chair leg one enterprising ship’r had been using out of the debris of the bar as a cudgel. She probed the area cautiously, wincing, but found nothing but surface soreness. That had been a close one. Broken ribs would’ve sidelined her for longer than she’d happily sit still for.

Benjamin was still watching her, hand out to catch her if she wavered. She slapped his hand away with a scowl. “I’m fine. Just sore. Don’t nursemaid me.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he said sharply, turning away, heading to the galley with heavy, irritated steps. He busied himself with mugs and the caffo dispenser, clattering things around noisily, angrily, in the silent rig.

It might have been the hangover, or the fact that seeing out of her right eye was problematic due to it being mostly swelled shut, but in the moment before he turned away, she swore a look of deep unhappiness had flitted across his face. Brief flashes of the night before ran across her mind’s eye, of him sitting with her on the table, listening carefully to her drunken rambling without interrupting, then tucking her into her makeshift bed. And the morning rousing, while not the gentlest she’d ever been on the receiving end of, wasn’t the worst, not by a long shot. That was a side of him she hadn’t seen in years, a thoughtful and kindhearted Ben that she’d thought had been frozen out of him by his years working his way up through the Coalition. Yes, he could be a brat, as all younger brothers were obligated to be, but at the core, he’d been a good friend to have by your side. At least right up to when she’d left him behind so abruptly. At the time, it had been the right thing to do, and she’d do it again in a heartbeat. Things had gone so much better for him with her out of the way. But that had been the beginning of the end of their familial bond, and of any warm feelings between them. Or at least she’d thought. He’d sure acted that way at the time, and ever since. But whatever the past between them, good deeds shouldn’t go unremarked. 

“Ben,” she called, bracing for the punishment that a raised voice would bring her, but the meds must have kicked in, because all she got was a slight twinge. Progress, good. At least something was going in the right direction.

“What.” The answer was flat, the lack of inflection speaking more than any raised voice would. 

Almost taking a bracing, deep breath, she stopped herself before she could make that mistake again, settling instead on a shallow puff of resignation. “Thank you.” It came out easier than she’d expected. 

He half turned, looking at her out of the corner of his eye. “For what.”

He wasn’t going to make this easy, which she knew she deserved. “For not being—I don’t know.” She made a helpless gesture, the warmth between them evaporating as if it had never been. “A jerk. Last night. This morning.”

He didn’t say anything, just kept giving her that half-stare, until he turned away, saying quietly, “You’re welcome.”

It was something, at least. She’d take it for what it was worth. 

She made her careful way over to the galley, trying not to trip over her own feet in the process, taking inventory as she went. Bruises she had in spades, but she didn’t find anything that would slow her down much, even when the disk dissolved completely and left her on her own to face the reckoning from the night before. She grinned, a lopsided pull of lips stiff with dried blood from the busting they’d taken. It had been a hell of a good fight. Give and get calculated, she figured she’d come out just right; some old scores settled, and the new ones drawing even, for the most part. It had worked out some kinks that had gotten rusty from sitting around far too long, and knocked some things loose in her head that had been starting to fester. Hangover and annoying brother aside, she felt much lighter, at least in her head. She’d have to track down Nowak and stand her a round to pay her back for baiting her just enough to jump in, and for standing with her during the festivities. 

“So.” Benjamin took his caffo to the table and sat as she fixed her own and leaned back against the counter, cradling the mug in her sore and battered hands, savoring the steam wafting up. “What’s this thing you needed to show me so badly? I about sent my assistant into vapor lock when I told him I’d suddenly, inexplicably, be out of the office for a week, without notice. It better be worth it.”

The shift from family to Coalition man was sudden, complete, and put her off a step. She recovered with her typical grace.

“I wouldn’t drag you off the holy ground of headquarters unless it was,” she snapped, irritated that he would start questioning her now. “You trusted me this far, so give me a hot gods-damned minute to get my shit together and find the love birds. Marsh’s the one with the details. Speaking of which, where the hell have they gotten off to now?”

The hatch hissed open, and the two in question walked in, laden down with various containers and bags, chattering loudly. They both stuttered to a halt, staring, as they caught sight of her leaning against the counter, mug raised in greeting.

“Good gods, Bax,” Marsh laughed, eyebrows raised. “Feel better?”

She nodded, then winced. “For the most part,” she said with a painful grin. “Where’ve you two reprobates been?”

“Shopping, and a little tourism,” Marsh said, shifting his collection of bags to the table and dropping down next to Ben. “Figured Dan hasn’t seen a station without crowds or cultists lurking in the shadows before, so I gave him the five-cent tour.” He smiled up at Daniel, who set his collection of bags and a small rectangular white box on the table and slid in next to him with an answering smile. 

Watching the two of them was interesting, and more than a little strange. Daniel was changing, emerging from a tight, dark cocoon of fear and repression, developing into someone that was warm, animated, and caring, an evolution that was joy itself to watch. But Marsh; that was another story. She’d known him for more than a double handful of years, and the answering warmth and caring Daniel evoked in him was unsettling, like seeing a ornery old leg-humping hound turn into an affectionate lap dog. She wasn’t sure if it sat well with her at all. It might be an improvement for the short term, but she wasn’t sure how long it would last, and whether it would hurt Daniel in the end. That was a pairing she’d be keeping a close eye on.

“I had no idea stations had so much stuff!” Daniel said enthusiastically. “I knew there had to be more than just a bar, but I thought the rest of it was all about cargo stuff. Did you know there were hotels?”

His enthusiasm was adorable. “I don’t know if I would grant them that level of grandeur,” she said dryly. “But yeah, there’s enough on most stations to keep a ship’r fed, clothed, bathed, and light in the pockets for weeks. You just have to keep the codes on you to get through the right doors.” She narrowed a look at Marsh. “Speaking of hotels, where were you two last night?”

The look Marsh flicked over at Benjamin set her back up for some reason. 

“We traded,” Daniel blurted out before Marsh could answer. “Also, did you know there were bunks set aside for Coalition people?”

“Berths,” she corrected gently, her eyes on her brother and Marsh. “And yes, every station keeps docking spaces and rooms set aside for Coalition personnel, just in case they need to hang around for a bit. They’re behind some serious security though, so not every ship’r knows about them. Traded, you say?”

The looks passing between Benjamin and Marsh weren’t the friendliest she’d seen, but that wasn’t too surprising. Cargo jockeys and Coalition lackeys were never on the warmest of terms at the best of times, and throw in a system-wide strike and negotiations that last she’d heard weren’t going well for the Coalition, and you got some seriously tense relationships. This was on another level, however. While not quite open hostility, it was on a near foot to it, and she had a feeling it had something to do with her for some reason.

“Yep,” Daniel said enthusiastically. “We spent the night in one of those bun—berths, I mean, and wow, are they nice!”

“And who’s idea was that?” she asked mildly, trying not to dampen his excitement, suspecting the answer but confused by it.

“Ah, I’m not sure,” he said, looking over at Marsh, who shifted on the bench, clearly uncomfortable.

“Mine.” Benjamin rose from the table and leaned against the counter next to her, tucking a hand under his armpit, the other wrapped around his mug, his large hand almost swallowing it whole. “Thought we could use the time.”

Guilt slithered forward, the olive branch that he’d held out wrapped tight in its hungry coils. He’d shown up last night with intention, not by accident.

“Hey, if I’d known—” she started, but he cut her off.

“Hey, whatever. You had to be...” He made a motion towards her with his mug of caffo. “You.”

The guilt was washed away in a surge of anger. “Gods,” she spat. “You’re so predictable. Blame it on me, when you were the one who showed up without letting me know you were inbound, prancing along on your own freaking timeframe, expecting everyone to fall in line with your whims. Sorry, Benjamin, it doesn’t work like that out here in the real world.” She slammed the mug on the counter and stalked to the hatch, palming it open with an angry slap.

“Wait,” Marsh called. “Bax—what about the intel? You have to be here when we show him the manifests.”

“No, I don’t. This is your circus. Tell him yourself,” she snarled. 

She stormed out the hatch and down the corridor, the anger propelling her, but in no particular direction. Everything fucking hurt, despite the meds, and her anger flared hotter once she admitted to herself that the pain wasn’t just physical. The hostility and distain that emanated off of Benjamin every time they were in the same room were razor-sharp daggers that found their mark with uncanny precision every time, wounding her anew. She should know better by now.

Damn him for the asshole he’d become, and damn her own self for expecting him to be anything but who he was.
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CHAPTER 2: DANIEL
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Daniel sat at the galley table, idly running his fingers along the smooth top of the white box, only half listening to the conversation between Marsh and Benjamin as they dived deeper into the data that implicated the Life-r’s as the origin of the worst drug to hit the system in centuries. He’d only played a very small part in the Life-r’s system, so as the conversation grew rapidly beyond his comprehension, he’d given up trying to make sense of what they were talking about hours ago. 

He wondered, not for the first time, where Bax had gone, but not why. Her brother had been exceptionally cold and downright rude to her, and she was clearly in no place to tolerate that level of disrespect. He couldn’t understand why Benjamin had been so nasty this morning; he’d gotten the impression yesterday when he’d shown up that he was looking forward to seeing his sister again. What little he’d seen between the two of them this morning spoke of an entirely different sentiment altogether. He wasn’t really that surprised, having witnessed the last time they’d spoken to each other in person. That had been a hot mess of emotion that had filled the room with so much bitter anger and old hurt that it had been painful to draw a breath. But they were family, and family was supposed to put aside differences when working for a common goal. At least that’s what he remembered from his own truncated experience. It broke his heart to see a family, no matter how small, unable to see the love each carried for the other, and to work around whatever problems that kept them at arm’s length.

Family. His eyes wandered over to where Marsh was standing with Benjamin in front of the wall display, pointing out a highlighted section of data, expression close to disgust. He’d recently told Daniel a bit about his early days, a fascinating, and not a little odd, account of his life in the bordello crèche with dozens of other accidentally-on-purpose products of a lady’s favorite clients. While not only flattering to the clients in an age of foolproof contraception, having a child by a favored client guaranteed an income for the children, and made a life that would have been poverty and strife in another time and place a comfortable, spoiled childhood. But it also guaranteed a stigma that was a holdover from those long-past times, so they kept to themselves, an insular family unit that wasn’t so different from the family promised and never delivered by the Good Life group. When threatened by an outside enemy, whether real or imagined, Marsh’s motley family banded together in familial solidarity until the danger was over, temporarily forgiving feuds and hurts in the name of the common good. He’d promised to take him home to meet this boisterous family of his at some point, eager to show him life outside of cargo and cultists, and Daniel was cautiously looking forward to seeing what exactly a bordello-centric planet was like from an insider’s view. He was fairly sure at this point that it wasn’t the gateway to damnation he’d been told it was by the Life-r’s. Marsh had laughed himself breathless at that depiction of his home planet, then had smothered him in a fierce, wordless embrace that almost concealed the tears that had sprung to his eyes at the sudden, unexpected grief that had crept over him.

His own family, he couldn’t share, having lost them all in one stupid, cruel twist of fate. That mining cutter wasn’t supposed to be that close to settled land, much less operational, and the company that ran it still hadn’t given a satisfactory answer as to why the simpleminded AI had decided to spring to life at what should’ve been an off-limits, hard-stop area. That was all he had left of them, his memories, and although he’d told Marsh of the accident, he’d stopped short of sharing more. It hurt too much, and the recollections of his parents and siblings were buried too far down to dig them up without falling into the hole with them.

Marsh’s raised voice had him turning his attention back to the pair of them, ears pricking at the mention of Bax.

“She’s a big girl,” Benjamin was saying evenly. “She can handle it.”

Marsh shook his head angrily, saying heatedly “Not this, not right now. You saw with your own two damn eyes how well she’s handling it; she may not be on the ropes and swinging wild yet, but she’s close. The last few months have been hell for everyone, yeah, but especially her. Not to mention what’s been messing around in her head. That alone would fuck me up. It did, actually, and I’m used to crazy. Took me a while to come back from that, and that wasn’t without some missteps.” Benjamin only looked at Marsh with a blank, almost bored expression, not arguing, but not agreeing, giving him nothing. Marsh growled in frustration and gestured, a wide flinging of hands, clearly exasperated at Benjamin’s lack of reaction. “You know why she goes out deep, Ben. It’s not just the wicked coin she earns doing it. She needs her space, room to breathe, and lately she’d had everything but that. And that’s gonna be bad for everyone, sooner rather than later. She’s keeping her shit together, but she’s wearing damn thin. You should know better than anyone what happens when she’s backed into a corner. So cut her some slack, and give her some room to breathe by taking that warrant off her. I’m sure she’ll be grateful.”

A fleeting look of anguish flashed across Benjamin’s face. It was gone in a blink as he scowled and crossed his arms tightly, a defensive gesture if Daniel had ever seen one. “Grateful isn’t in her wheelhouse,” he said curtly.

“Yeah, but it should be in yours,” Marsh said hotly. He jabbed a finger at the wall display. “That right there should be enough to crack open the Life-r’s, something a lot of people have been trying to do for years now. Who knows what else will come oozing out? How many missing persons reports will be closed? Huh? What other hideous monstrosities will you uncover, thanks to her giving your sorry ass this intel, instead of any other Coalition pencil-pusher?”

Scowling, Benjamin looked everywhere but at the short, wiry figure vibrating with anger and frustration in front of him. “I appreciate the effort you went to bring me all this,” he said slowly. “But I’ve nothing to offer in return. You know that. She’d have done better bringing this to Vice Admiral Ellis over in law enforcement. You’re both barking up the wrong departmental tree here. Inspecting cargo has nothing to do with law enforcement; the closest I ever get to those damned lawmen is when they bring us confiscated goods, and that’s more of a dump-and-run. They don’t make a habit of interdepartmental cooperation; not with us, not with anyone. You’re not the only one that has beef with those arrogant thugs.” As he spoke, his face had taken on a uncompromising, granite-like harshness, an expression so similar to he’d seen on Bax’s face when she was beyond furious that there was no mistaking their kinship.

Daniel’s heart sank as he listened. Their plan of getting Benjamin to remove the warrant had just crashed and burned, taking with it the hopes of helping Bax out of at least some of the twisted mess the last few months had created out of her life. Created with his help, if for no other reason than her having the bad luck to be the one to offer him a ride when she did. 

Still avoiding looking down at Marsh, Ben’s wandering gaze had landed on Daniel by default. He held perfectly still, not wanting to aggravate the situation by saying, doing, or seeming like yet another problem. 

Marsh looked around to see what had deepened the already thunderous frown, and sprouted one of his own. “Don’t even think of letting loose on him,” Marsh said, low and mean. “He’s not part of this.”

“Yes, he is,” Benjamin said, staring at him with a blank coldness that chilled Daniel to his core. “He’s the reason for all of this.”

Marsh twitched, hands balling into fists, face darkening. 

Daniel stood hurriedly, heart leaping to his throat, holding his hands out apologetically. “It’s true,” he said breathlessly, more to keep Marsh from taking a swing at the man towering over him than to admit what deep down he knew to be true. 

It worked, in a way, Marsh turning towards him with denials forming on his lips, but his fists were still white-knuckle ready. Benjamin cocked an eyebrow at him, his scowl turning into an impassive, blank stare that was somehow more frightening than outright hostility. 

“At least partly,” he continued, spreading his hands, then dropping them to his sides in defeat with a sigh. “If Bax hadn’t picked me up, things would be less, uh, complicated,” he finished lamely.

“So the station rat can speak,” Benjamin said blandly. “Will wonders never cease. And he can speak the truth, even more surprising, considering the company he’s been keeping.” 

Ignoring the growl of protest from Marsh, Benjamin continued to stare at him, a coldly analytical look edging into his eyes that made shivers run up his back. What did he want from him? 

Benjamin blinked, breaking off his survey of him, and glanced back at the rows of green text on the wall display. “You really know these ghouls?” he asked with carefully vague curiosity.

“Better than I want to,” he said sincerely. Taking his courage in both hands, and a small handful at that, he blurted without thinking, “Why are you so mean to Bax? She is your family, you know. Family shouldn’t be so awful to each other.”

The considering look flashed to surprise, then narrowed down to dismissal as he turned away. “Not your business, station rat,” he said flatly.

Marsh edged over to him, sliding a hand into his and squeezing gently. “Careful, darlin’,” he whispered under his breath, a worried look replacing the heat in his eyes. “Might not be the best time for this.”

He gave a tiny shake of his head. He really wanted the answer, now that it was out in the open. “Yes, it is my business,” he insisted. “She’s my friend. I care about her, and I know you do too, no matter how you two fight.”

Benjamin laughed harshly, the heat in his voice the first bit of real emotion he’d let slip yet. “Don’t get attached, rat.” The look he turned on him was momentarily filled with pain so raw, so deep, with the weight of too many years trailing behind it, that it took his breath away, his heart full to breaking. It was gone as quickly as it appeared, smoothed over to a shuttered bleakness as he continued speaking, quietly now. “It’s a zero-sum game, kid.” He turned away, his broad shoulders stiff, the unspoken words he’d left unsaid filling the room with a heavy silence.

No matter how much he felt he should protest, or push his question, he just couldn’t, not in the face of that much pain. Marsh’s AI broke the silence first.

“Sugar buns,” it murmured. “You are about to have company, dearest. Want me to stall them?”

He looked at Marsh, and they exchanged worried, puzzled looks. This was not a good time for company.

“Who’s about to storm the castle, luv?” Marsh asked, making his way quickly to the hatch where he hovered, hand over the locking bar.

“That delightful, passionate, effervescent ship’r you have been entertaining recently, and another interesting specimen that seems to have a small entourage following her,” Daisy Chain said in its warm, honeyed voice. 

He almost laughed at its description of Bax. Effervescent wasn’t a word that popped to mind when he thought of the tough, down-to-earth ship’r. Unless of course you considered a narrow-eyed glare anywhere akin to bubbly. 

The thought of who it was that was tagging along with her stopped the mirth right in its tracks. The ‘interesting specimen’ was most likely BushRanger, and an introduction to a whole new set of complications. Bax owed her a favor, and that favor just happened to be standing across the rig, arms crossed, chilling the air with his very presence. He’d hoped that he’d be otherwise occupied when the introductions were made, not wanting to be involved or within reach of any of the parties involved, but it looked like he was square in the middle of it again. Still. As Bax would put it; freaking beautiful. 

“Oh thank the gods,” Marsh said with a sigh, slumping against the bulkhead next to the hatch. “Let them in, Daisy, with all due haste.”

“Are you sure, sweetie?” the AI asked. “You seem stressed. Maybe a nap first?”

“No time, darlin’,” Marsh said, pushing himself upright and straightening his coveralls with a yank. 

The hatch hissed open, and Bax strode in, clearly annoyed but trying to hide it behind a hard blankness that he recognized, not only from seeing it on her face too often lately, but also recently on Benjamin’s as well. It was one of a handful of things the two shared, besides their dark eyes, towering height and heavily muscled frames. Nature, or nurture, he couldn’t tell, but they shared it nonetheless. 

Behind her strolled a woman dressed in ship’r-blue coveralls, but they weren’t cut from the standard heavy, indestructible cloth most of the coveralls the ship’rs wore were. These were of a finer, more luxurious fabric with a faint sheen of richness to it, cleverly tailored to show every curve to its best advantage. Her short, glossy black hair, sculpted in finger waves close to her scalp, was as practical as it was beautiful. Glowing, flawless skin, ornamented with gold chains, rings, and piercings at wrist, neck, ears, and fingers, shone richly, while dark, almond shaped eyes blinked slowly, sensually, as she took in the three of them all in one languid look. There was a lushness to her that didn’t mesh with what he knew of ship’rs, a rough and ready crowd even in their Sunday best. No, this was an entirely different kind of ship’r, one that both enchanted and repulsed him. There was an enormity
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