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Planetary Acquisitions decommissioned the
program three decades after its initial trial. However, they kept
all slave ships operational just in case they produced viable
finds. Years flutter by like a tree shedding its spring petals, and
so we desperately cling to this chunk of dirt-and-machine we call
home.

Are we just fools?

 


The alarm buzzed and flickered the lights.
Ateri roused stone-faced and eye half-shut, and sat straight up,
ignoring the crick he'd developed in his tail. His wide ears
swiveled toward the noise. Jakari, who laid at his side, woke less
alert. Ateri leaned over her and touched the screen facing her half
of the bed.

"What's the emergency?" He asked. His normal
voice rasped lower and more even-toned than usual.

"Sir, the running lights are out," Gurt the
communications officer said.

Pirates are hailing us. Ateri's face
turned down. Of all the deviations suffered, pirates were the
worst. Only second in seriousness was their commissioner being AWOL
this entire last week, and Ateri had stressed enough over
that.

"We're on our way," Ateri said. The screen
turned to a plain blue field with the Planetary Acquisitions logo,
a krakun's clawed hand clutching an entire planet.

"Why, what's wrong?" Jakari asked,
yawning.

Ateri climbed off her and the bed, his long
foot catching on a sharp-edged device that hid underneath a pile of
clothing. He winced, pulling his foot onto his knee and checking
underneath the large middle toe, but found no injury. Small objects
cluttered the room, which wasn't "theirs" so much as it was
Jakari's. Photographic frames, clay and holographic sculptures, and
layers of clothes overdue for recycling covered the corners.

They surrounded themselves with decadence on
scarce resources, because things and ceremonies were all they had.
These glass walls locked them in, and only the sheer size of the
ship warded off cabin fever. He longed to report to none but
himself—oh, but that was a dream. He was captain. Not the captain
of his cruel masters, but captain of the White Flower II and the
ten thousand geroo who needed him.

Ateri grabbed his eye patch from the
nightstand and affixed it over the left socket with the transparent
placeholder. He blinked his good eye, adjusting to the light,
before checking himself. His brown and tan fur appeared frayed
where he laid on it, but it was short enough that it would settle
back with only a little coaxing.

His thick tail, however, contained a sizable
crick, possibly from engaging in raucous behavior the night before.
He pressed the top of his tail base against the bed and yanked
until he heard an audible pop.

"Hon?" Jakari asked again. She sat up. "The
running lights aren't that import—"

Ateri shot her a look. Her countenance
sobered. She climbed out of bed with the same serious, worried look
as him. Feeling as though the sternness had somehow done her wrong,
he approached and kissed her.

"It doesn't matter," Ateri said. "We can
make this work."

She smiled, laid a hand on his side and
returned the kiss. He let himself flow into the moment and began to
wrap his hands around her waist, pulling in closer.

They did not have the time. She knew,
too—far from being disappointed as he pulled away, she gave him the
most sincere and knowing of smiles. He smiled too, opening up his
demeanor and revealing a proud and defiant look underneath.

They dressed, taking their uniforms from the
motorized closet. The clothes were a clean uniform blue, devoid of
accoutrements besides the company logo over the left breast.

Ateri waited for her by the entrance. Jakari
pulled out a folded green sash from a dress she had worn two nights
ago, unstained by anything from that party. (These celebrations,
though a welcome distraction, increased in frequency the closer
they got to their destination.) She unfurled and tied the sash
around her midsection, with a gentle knot wrapping around her
tail.

"That's not regulation, Commander," Ateri
said, his grin twisted in amusement.

"Since when have we concerned ourselves with
regulations?" Jakari said, smiling. She kissed him again. The door
slid open four ways, and they stepped out hands entwined.

A wedge of light shone between the dark sun
panels. C18-3 and its two moons drifted behind the skylight's glass
stripe, ten thousand miles up. They orbited a dead planet, a dull
brown rock with fragments of white ice around its poles. Darkened
plains suggested potential oceans; cracks ran along the surface
that may have been ancient rivers. The light diffused across the
entire plain of the habitation, and gold glow danced over the
command center's black walls.

 


****


​


"Captain," the ringel addressed from the
viewscreen. The words lagged behind the image as the translator,
unhooked from the central computer, struggled to interpret his
language without help of the predictor module. The computer did a
fine job of matching his voice, however, with its gruff, insulting
tone. The ringel had kicked his boots onto the desk in front of
him, and he held in each arm a ringel female.

Ringel were unlike the geroo; gray and white
fur covered their slim bodies. They had round black noses instead
of broad flat ones, and dark patches of fur most notable around
their eyes. Were he not wearing boots, the ringel would be
displaying his five-toed feet. Their tails compensated for their
verminesque slenderness by growing thick bushy fur with dark
rings—hence their moniker.

Given the sharp and accented manner in which
he was dressed, in a fur-lined sleeveless vest and gloves, Ateri
assumed it was for either confidence or intimidation. But this
source of dread came from his eyes, hidden in a dark mask of fur,
which glowed half as bright as an arc welder despite no obvious
light source. He had dimmed the lights in his cabin to enhance this
effect, and the same of the females surrounding him.

The females were underdressed compared to
him, in thin outfits that hugged close to their forms. Neither of
them acknowledged the conference. Ateri was not up to speed on the
social habits of ringel pirates, but he hoped that they wouldn't
try any more intimidating—not because they alarmed him, but
degraded themselves.

"I hope this is important," Ateri said, and
added a fully superfluous, "Sir." He sat alone in the chamber which
Lieutenant Gurt modified, not much more than a glorified electrical
access closet. The room was not perfectly soundproof, but they had
no equipment onboard to detect faint tremors traveling through the
metal. (The krakun had a private communication chamber of their own
and despised eavesdropping.)

"Call me Sinon," he said. "Let's not bother
with formalities."

"Certainly," Ateri said flatly, "why should
we start now?"

"I assume your flippant tone means our
connection is secure," Sinon said. "Good. Because what I'm
proposing is treason."

"Anything you propose would be treasonous,"
Ateri said, "it's against the charter and high law to negotiate
with pirates."

"Extra-treasonous, then," Sinon said, with a
smile.

He already knew what Sinon was after; Ateri,
however, was not so eager to sell his loyalty—if only because he
relied on the last remaining vestiges of company loyalty to carry
out his predecessor's intentions.

Ateri said, "Why should I agree to endanger
my crew?"

"Are you your peoples' representative or
not?" Sinon demanded. "Do you enjoy watching your people languish
under a reptile's heel?"

"Our lives are not terrible," Ateri lied,
"but I will hear you out."

Sinon drew out a copper nut that shone as
bright as his eyes and tossed it to himself as he laid out the
proposal. "This planet. You're preparing to terraform it,
na?" he stated, rather than asked.

"Such information would be classified, were
it not transparent," Ateri said. It was their ship's sole task.
"But in case your proposal hinges on its success, our current
results do not appear promising."

"Viable or not," Sinon said, "Let's say you
overlook a little . . . hacking," he said, as though
attempting to avoid the distasteful word but lacking the
vocabulary. "Then, you discover the planet is fit for terraforming.
Your overlords are pleased, and they gate in the terraformer. We
nuke the bastards and get away with ten trillion credits' worth of
technology, you and us together."

"Outright theft is hardly a novel approach,"
Ateri said. "Planetary Acquisitions is not an enterprise, it's a
paramilitary organization. Remote region of space or not, their
every move is observed and they're aware of it. Not to mention the
occasional trailing pirates—when did you start following us,
anyway?"

Sinon tapped his lip. "Hmm. Three years ago
and change, from the gate at Missun-3."

Even before the pirates showed themselves,
Ateri had ordered that gate erased from their report. Gates allowed
for instantaneous travel, and anything else took ages. The White
Flower II, however, had a gate to Krakuntec built-in. The krakun
could keep their expensive, secret technology on their home world
and not cart it over a thousand light-years in hopes of finding a
planet to convert. In practice, their (AWOL) Commissioner Sarsuk
used it to take day-trips back home, to catch up on affairs. In all
the word's shades of meaning.

This setup, with the traveling gate ship, was
impractical for anyone except the krakun. Instantaneous travel by
gate was useful, but nobody could toss a gate in front of an enemy
homeworld unnoticed. They radiated enough emissions that even a
cursory scan could pick them up at several AU out. So
interplanetary governments sent out exploratory gates instead,
sometimes left in certain areas as a matter of strategy.

The known galaxy was one hundred and twenty
thousand light-years in diameter. Though the krakun proliferated,
they could not hope to destroy every gate left by their enemies
(everyone). But even if their enemies decided to amass, the closest
gate would still be four or five years away from the Krakun primary
worlds, cold travel time.

"Of course," Ateri said. "How do you plan to
overcome the defense force? Surely you don't expect them to buckle
simply because you lob a few torpedoes at them."

"Secrets, Captain," Sinon said, leaning back
and squeezing the rump of his leftside female. "But in this I can
assure you; we have thoroughly researched our attack schema. As you
must expect, it will be a surprise attack."

"Naturally," Ateri said. "Though deception
bears the greatest fruit if your enemy cannot conceive of your
movement."

"Don't quote the Book of War at me," Sinon
said. "I know what it says. Once we cripple the krakun force, we'll
have approximately fifteen years before a retrieval fleet could
even hope to
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