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The Candle was packed with people that night—just like every night of late.

Creatures of many origins and semblances sat, crouched, or slouched around low metal tables in the moody sunset-orange lighting of the room. Those alone wrapped themselves into silence, buried in their food and drinks, and those in company were generally being a nuisance, loudly debating news or future destinations with friends and colleagues, celebrating fortunate deals, or grieving losses of man or power. The planet Duplex, and this muddy town, Blackbones, had become a popular destination for all species newly freed from the tyrannical rule of the Union, but human or alien, there was never a lack of interesting faces in the Candle.

Noll Morgan glanced over the room, blinking slowly. The remains of her dinner—some kind of dish made of spicy fish—stared back at her from the plate. It was decent food but too oily for her taste. Jayce would have shoveled the scraps into his mouth in half a second, except her twin brother had gone out to do stars know what in the pouring rain an hour or so ago. He was probably getting thoroughly soaked and into some grade-A trouble right about now.

Good for him. But watching dark water splash against the plexiglass of the restaurant windows in waves with the intense gusts of wind, heavy gray rainclouds looming in the sky above, Noll decided she was satisfied with her choice. Keeping warm, out of the rain, and eating reasonably well—that was ideal. A flickering lightning strike peered into the building, immediately followed by the groan and gradually sharpening crackle of thunder. The storm was right above them. Or more precisely, above the Window.

Her glance shifted back to the room. Jayce could have stayed in if he wanted trouble—that, too, came with all the “interesting faces” on a relatively independent planet. Especially with the rules of the galaxy changing recently, following the whole ordeal with the Talalan lane manipulator apparently almost imploding space-time, the end of the decades-long Miyozan war, and the Union Leadership’s sudden change of heart regarding the subjugation of all sentient beings. Noll had heard it all. Got fed up with it pretty quickly, too.

But that whole chaos had been why the lanehunter clans sent their scientists over here a few months ago to finally try and harness the opportunities provided by the Window—the strange gateway Duplex was known for. No one had bothered with this place for a long time—it was too troublesome—but Noll supposed the need to replace the hideouts her people had lost in their last clashes with the Union was motivation enough. Perhaps they thought they could do something tricky with it like on the Ranch, the lanehunter homeworld. Who knew? It was all the same to her, except upon hearing about the hubbub, Jayce wanted to make the trip from Metallia to see what was up. Noll was less enthused, but in the end, they’d come here on their trusty old ship, the Taro, a week ago.

As it turned out, lots of fucking rain—that’s what was up. Or rather down, and around, and in between, and all over everything.

And even though no one knew what exactly everyone else was up to, the town swarmed with all kinds of people trying to find their path after the latest big upheaval. Lanehunters, Net spies, aliens, and even Union deserters flocked together, and although the bizarre congregation was a recipe for catastrophe in theory, for now, it was just dull. Perhaps a bit tense—par for the course for a bunch of underdogs chasing their luck and various mad rumors on top of each other in a small town.

Noll sighed and scanned the room again. She was restless, and she didn’t like it. That was usually Jayce’s thing. The fruit and flower still lives, seaside landscapes, and flickering holo-images of gigantic spaceships gawked at her from the walls judgingly. Even the quiet jazz that filtered out from hidden loudspeakers, competing with the noise of the storm outside, bothered her.

She ruffled up the short black locks that smoothed, uncomfortably sticky, onto the top of her head. Either something interesting happened soon or she was out of here, fast. They had enough to do back on Metallia. The machine shop didn’t stock itself up, and their clients weren’t waiting around for them to finish up with their whimsical escapades.

“Hey, you.” Noll flinched at the voice, but it was just Saori Hamilton, the innkeeper, stopping beside her table and peering at her face from behind elegant glasses. “All done for today?”

Noll pushed her plate away. “Yeah. Thanks for the grub. Nice crowd tonight, huh?”

Saori patted the sides of her overall, wiping something off her hands. “Sure is.”

“Still got that gun behind the bar?”

“And a couple of knives under the apron.”

Noll grinned politely. The two of them had never been friends, but Jayce and Noll happened on Duplex often enough throughout the years that they’d gotten to know Saori a little. Not to mention the twins had enlisted the help of her uncle Wallace many times. With his communicating through lanes, weird tracking machines, and connections all over inhabited space, Wal’s was a valuable friendship to cultivate.

But because Saori had also been part of those galaxy-changing events recently, Noll felt wary of engaging with her now. Not that the innkeeper was ever the bragging type—on the contrary. And maybe that was worse.

“It’s not that bad,” Saori went on. “Most of these travelers are more curious than dangerous. We’d become something of a meeting point here.”

Noll followed the woman’s glance towards the back of the room. Beside the travel-weary but always raucous lanehunters and quieter locals, even a blue-gray skinned, lean Nefirn turned up tonight, the air-converter embedded in their throat clearly identifying them if the faint scales on their arms didn’t. In the other corner, three female helauns sat hunched under hefty chitinsacks talking to two Talalans whose solemn faces were crisscrossed by gray webbing similar to the veins of leaves.

Well. If you looked at it in a certain light, there was something nice about all these different people sitting together, getting to know each other, and exchanging information. Presumably plotting criminal activities. Noll smirked. The thought did nothing to subdue her jitters, though.

“What about her?” She subtly nodded towards a young woman of smaller stature sitting at a table close to the back wall. Taciturn and focused, Noll had seen the stranger in The Candle every day since they’d arrived. Never talking to anyone but not leaving either. Waiting. Watching like a hawk from under her straight-cut bangs, her neat braid glued to her shoulder like she was a doll, every movement calculated and careful.

Noll pulled her red jacket tighter around her. She was pretty sure the woman was a Union ex-agent.

“Oh, yeah. She’s an ex-agent,” Saori said casually. 

Noll’s eyes widened, her mouth suddenly parched. Great. Awesome. “And it doesn’t bother you?”

“Not until she does something untoward. But she converses coherently and hasn’t stirred any shit, so she isn’t one of the more badly brainwashed.” Saori frowned at Noll. “Why, want me to tie her up, get those knives out?”

“I was just—”

“You’re this jumpy about that guy, too?”

The woman inclined her head towards the lone Nefirn at the table in front of the window, staring out into the storm. Noll had seen them before, too. The fellow had arrived with a whole ship packed with their kin a few days ago. Nefirns had probably suffered the worst of the Union’s flogging—it made sense that they were now trickling out to look around in the galaxy for the first time in long decades. This one was always alone but still better at mingling than the rest of their compatriots who hadn’t even stuck their noses out of their gigantic vessel yet, as far as Noll noticed.

“And what about that one?”

A tall, serious figure sat in the other corner: short, dark hair, jawline to cut your breakfast bread with, and stern brown eyes under fuzzy eyebrows. Noll heard his name thrown around by the locals. Temak. Not much more than that, though.

“What is he?” she asked.

“Net.”

Ooh, a handsome rebel. “Safe enough, I guess.”

Saori clicked her tongue. “You’d think that.”

Noll rolled her eyes. So condescending. But to be fair, Temak didn’t exactly look like the happy, accomplished spy Noll expected someone whose organization had recently managed to destroy the Union’s hegemony over the galaxy to be. 

Perhaps he’d lost someone. Lots had.

She reached up to sweep the hair out of her eyes. “Are you trying to convince me this posse is dangerous or that they’re not?”

Saori leaned down for the plate and cutlery on Noll’s table. “Neither. Only that you shouldn’t judge too fast. That’s kinda what did us in the last time.”

Noll huffed. “I said it was a nice crowd. And I’m not the one with those knives on my belt.”

“No, you’re the one with the blaster on your belt.”

Ugh. Whatever.

Saori began to walk away with the dirty dishes but spun back after a second. She sighed, pulling her mouth to an apologetic smile. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to school you. Clearly, I’m tense. Not sure why, it’s an evening like any other.”

Noll swallowed. She was familiar with that feeling, even though she wouldn’t have admitted it. Particularly not to Saori. “As I always say. Can’t hurt to be careful,” she replied only.

Saori smiled again. “See you around, Noll.”

Noll leaned back in her chair with a small snort as the woman walked away. Saori was worried, no matter how much she tried hiding it. Her vindication was overshadowed by the nervous jitter in the middle of her chest she knew so well. It had been there her whole life.

The distant thunder and persistent bellow of the wind outside echoed the uncomfortable sensation inside her. The world had always been a mess. It had been space pirates versus looming, oppressive galactic empire (sprinkled with mostly outsider alien worlds and a few independent human planets) for so long that people had gotten used to it. And sure, the universe was better off without the Union clenching an iron fist around its subjugated solar systems, but with it falling apart, the usual power balance was gone. The scattered fractions of humanity, be it scavenging, smuggling lanehunters, scheming resistances like the Net, or independent worlds like Miyoza, separated by distance, time, and differences in survival methods, now desperately hustled for any little morsel that could give them an advantage. And perhaps help them fill that Union-shaped vacuum, too.

All of us, survivors of a universe-sized catastrophe, scrambling to stay alive. And amidst this turmoil, the lanes, more resembling cracks on the walls of The Candle rather than capricious spacetime tunnels, continued to shine their foggy blue light on the creations of sentients, filling their hearts with awe and fear. In their shadows, the charred ruins of hundreds and thousands of abandoned, dead worlds looked upon it all with void eyes. A reminder of the fragility of reality and the most grotesque joke played on intelligent species: that the same phenomenon—the formation of lanes—causing the destruction of those civilizations ended up opening the universe for the survivors of the cataclysm. Sources of riches and danger, highways for transport, back doors for the renegade, checkpoints for the despot—the lanes were a constant. Unavoidable. And people kept living with them, doing the best and worst they could.

Noll shivered. Yeah, she kept living. Skies knew she tried.

The storm raged on outside, piling gray clouds on the darkening sky. Noll imagined the rain sweeping over the puddle-ridden main streets of Blackbones, the lightning strikes streaking along the surface of the gigantic vertical expanse of the Window on the outskirts of town. She knew that in contrast with the heavy rainclouds here, many times the skies of Duplex-2 looked clear through the gateway, making the sight even more eerie.

Maybe when it got quieter out there, she’d wander out. Maybe.

There was another bolt of lightning, and this time, distant shouting mixed with the thunder. Or was she hearing it wrong? No, others in the room were also twisting their heads around, looking through the windows, searching for the source. Behind the bar, Saori’s frown deepened.

They didn’t have to wait long for answers. The entrance of The Candle flew open, and a man leaned in, his work uniform soaked through and dripping a sizeable puddle onto the tiled floor.

“Gravsurf performance at the Window, now!” he yelled out with a wide grin. “World record attempt! Come on, everyone!”

And he was off, throwing himself into the storm again. The shouting continued outside, and Noll glimpsed several running figures in the pouring rain, trailing the first guy towards the east. Towards the Window.

The dining crowd didn’t have to be told twice. People jumped up, bumping into each other and pushing others out of the way to escape into the deluge. Even short-term visitors knew the Krotke twins and their infamous “gravsurf world record attempts”.

Noll rose, stretching her limbs hastily, awake and ready at once. Gravsurf might be something worthy to sink her time in until Jayce got back from wherever he’d fucked off to. Hells, maybe she’d find him there. Getting drenched in a horrible gale sucked, but getting drenched in a horrible gale while watching Ruis and Rolte attempt to off themselves again?

Now, that was kinda cool.
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Noll clambered towards the entrance of The Candle, moving with the crowd like with the tide, but before she could surface in the outside air, she halted, inducing a wave of indignant grunts from those around her. Disregarding the mass of people doing their best to jostle past, she planted herself on the spot and fished out an excitedly vibrating tablet from her jacket pocket.

A message from Jayce flashed up. “Get your butt over here, stupid. It’s party time!” 

As expected, he was already there, probably knee-deep in the mud of No Man’s Land, the stretch of barren terrain leading to the Window. The attached photo showed his grinning face lit by distant lights, with something that looked like an elevated platform behind him in the distance.

A group chat notification popped up next. Jayce was inviting her, a couple of locals, and several Window-guards to a betting game, and speculations were already rolling in. Rolte would break his middle finger again; Ruis would end up on the other side, and county patrol would need to get him from the afars’ custody like last time; both of them would crash and burn after five minutes with all their equipment totaled. No, after ten minutes. Or, according to the brave guess of another challenger, the twins would actually finish their performance, and even their fancy outfits might survive the trials.

Noll suppressed a chuckle and typed in her own bet: seven and a half minutes, only light bruising. No matter how much she loved to taunt the Krotkes—this town was not big enough for two pairs of twins, after all—she respected them. Their persistence alone was admirable.

She wasn’t betting too many doubloons on them, though. She didn’t trust anyone that much; no one but Jayce. Plus, she wasn’t swimming in money.

Lunging forward again, she almost managed to slip out under the darkening sky when someone stopped in front of her this time. She collided with the figure with vigorous momentum, both of them losing their balance, and Noll would have certainly landed on the ground if she didn’t catch the stranger’s arm the last second. She also stepped on their foot while doing that, like, twice.

The person, a Nefirn, hissed in pain. People around them kept pushing through, so Noll circled the poor soul, pulling them with her out of the direct cross-section of the door, only vaguely registering that their gaze was cloudy like they weren’t entirely present.

“Fuck, sorry, man,” she muttered and stopped. What if she’d hurt the Nefirn more than she thought? “You alright?”

The alien looked like they wanted to answer but couldn’t, and also like they wanted to burst into tears the next second. They had no time for either, because Saori popped into existence beside the two of them and placed a firm hand on the Nefirn’s shoulder. “Are you okay, Liepok?”

The Nefirn succeeded at a
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