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    Down the rabbit hole 
 
    When Novi follows a stranger aboard a mysterious starship, she's swept up into the adventure of a lifetime … 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A stranger on Idriko 
 
      
 
      
 
    Novi stood transfixed before the oversized display screen. A stray observer might conclude that the eye-catching clips of travel destinations held her attention. The reel played in a never-ending loop to entice the well-heeled tourist looking for his next vacation. But Novi was neither well-heeled nor a tourist. Rather, her raptness was a smokescreen — the deserted Vestibule left her limited options for subterfuge. Having followed her quarry to the Shuttle Vestibule, she waited for him to make the next move. So far, the man seemed content to pass the time with the Guild Corps. The guards, attired in the Corps colors of red and yellow, were happy to answer the stranger’s questions.  
 
    The sleek masks on the guards’ faces distorted their voices but Novi didn’t fault them for being careful. Though spacious and well-kept, the Shuttle Vestibule smelled of the mine. On Idriko, it was hard to escape this. The air in the Vestibule irritated her eyes and deposited a fine layer of black dust on everything, including the sealed display screen. The suspended pollutants in Idriko’s air were known to play havoc with tech. While a masked cleaner diligently made the rounds of the Vestibule to wipe away the blackish smudges, he could not keep up with the grimy deposits.  
 
    Even Novi, Idriko bred, had trouble breathing the unfiltered air. The Shuttle Vestibule was located outside the Dome that protected the settlement on the planet. The enormous opaque Dome purified the air for its denizens. And had done so since the mine began operations almost a century before. A decade ago, as the skies over Idriko turned brackish with pollution from the mine, the Dome had commenced projecting artificially clear skies to lull its denizens into a sense of normalcy. 
 
    Idriko was a mining outpost. Or, a prison colony, depending on who you asked. Novi preferred to identify her world as a mining planet. Not because she objected to the moniker of prison colony. To her, like all the Dome denizens, the prison barely registered in their daily lives, while the miners provided an ever-present reminder of the mainstay of their outpost. The economy of the Dome ran on the mine. An artificial settlement built to cater to the miners’ wants, the Dome would empty in no time if the mine ever closed down. Rumors hinted that a few decades ago, the mine had been in danger due to a shortage of laborers willing to work in the hazardous conditions. Soon, Kuzhampa had been built — a high-security prison located on Idriko. Suddenly, the mine was no longer short of workers. Like a majority of the Inner Worlds, Idriko fell under the jurisdiction of the Guild Coalition. Both Kuzhampa Prison and the Idriko Mine were owned and operated by the Guild, while the planet’s Shuttle Vestibule and the Star Portico up in space were administered and guarded by the Coalition’s military — the Guild Corps. 
 
    The Guild Coalition was the pre-eminent conglomerate on the Inner Worlds with a broad portfolio of business interests, jurisdiction over a majority of planets and a large army to enforce its writ. Once, it had also been the richest corporation. But that position had been usurped by Ventini Corporation, or Venn Corp as it was popularly known. Unlike the Guild, Venn Corp focused on one lucrative enterprise. Its innovative and cutting-edge Star Portal Labyrinth had effectively rewritten space travel within the Inner Worlds.  
 
    Novi cast another surreptitious glance at her quarry. The stranger continued to chat with the two guards. She’d been packing the last of her gear for her off-world camping trip when her employer had informed her, in his unhurried way, about the stranger asking questions. Mandolyn Wyrento was more than her employer. He was the closest thing Novi had to a paternal presence in her life. Wy had given her mother shelter and a job when she’d come seeking sanctuary nearly two decades ago. After her mother’s passing, Novi had taken over her duties at the tavern, as well as the accommodation at the back of The Watering Hole, Wy’s popular taproom and saloon in the Dome. 
 
    The double doors behind the guards slid open and passengers poured into the Vestibule. A shuttle had just landed. No one came to Idriko for pleasure. Thus, most of the disembarking passengers seemed to know their way around, though a few paused to ask the guards for directions. The Corps soldiers pointed everyone to an archway marked ‘Dome’. Inside, a self-driving capsule provided underground passage to a terminal in downtown Dome. This way, no one breathed the poisonous air on Idriko a moment longer than they must. 
 
    As the last of the disembarking passengers made their way through the gate, the sign over it flashed ‘Shuttle Ready’. The stranger pulled out his tablet to show the guards his ticket. Novi unhitched her own tablet and hurried to get into line behind him. In the cramped shuttle, she stowed her case of camping gear to claim a seat at the front, intending to be first to disembark at the Star Portico before the stranger disappeared into the crowds.   
 
    The Portico bustled with activity. Thanks to the thriving mine, Idriko boasted one of the busiest Star Porticos in the neighborhood. The space station was laid out as a gigantic circle with gates leading out from it like the spokes of a wheel. Travelers milled about, crowding the food court, shops and leisure services. Novi hefted her gear to follow her quarry discreetly. He seemed to know his way around the Portico, heading straight for a gate to disappear through it. Novi glanced at the display above the gate. It flashed a gate number but nothing else, not even a name. That meant the docked vessel was private, not intended to carry passengers or cargo. For a brief moment, Novi speculated that it might be a prison ship ferrying prisoners to Kuzhampa. No, she realized immediately, Guild regulations forbade crafts carrying prisoners from docking at Star Porticos.  
 
    Novi pondered walking up to the craft and asking its personnel the name of the vessel. She could follow up if she had a name. Yet, she hesitated. What was the worst that might happen, a wavering Novi reminded herself. They might refuse to give her any information. Then, she’d be no worse off than before. Sometimes, being bold and taking chances paid off. It was a lesson Novi had learned from the rough and tumble pioneers who called Idriko home.  
 
    Hitching her tablet onto her belt, Novi strode confidently through the gate. The port at the end of the narrow corridor was connected to a craft. But to Novi’s surprise, no personnel guarded it. Perhaps, the craft had automatic sensors. If so, it was a sign. Or at least, Novi took it as a sign. Reaching for the antique locket around her neck, she pressed until a soft click assured her that it was disabled. She was now a shadow, able to glide through tech sensors without detection. Girding herself, Novi stepped onto the docked vessel. Just for a moment, she tensed, readying to flee back to the anonymity of the circular Portico hall.  
 
    But there were no alarms. Nor did any personnel step forward to interrogate her. Taking a deep breath, Novi glanced around the vessel’s cramped airlock. The illustration of a delicate, brightly-colored dragonfly shimmered in the air over the open archway that led into the starship. Novi almost gasped with relief.  
 
    Of all the different starcraft plying their trade in the Inner Worlds. 
 
    Here was another sign from YanTeo, Novi told herself. A few summers ago, at Wy’s suggestion, she’d crewed on a DragonFly-design cargo-hauler for three months. The stars always seemed to beckon, making Novi restless if she spent too long on Idriko.  
 
    DragonFly starships were designed with a maintenance duct that crisscrossed the perimeter of the vessel, with access to every chamber and bay on it. She could use the duct to walk the length of the craft with no one the wiser. Novi stepped cautiously into the ship — a small entryway led into the vessel from the airlock that connected it to the Portico’s docking port. The first thing to strike her was the sheer size of the starship. The cargo-hauler she’d crewed on was smaller than this vessel. Three corridors faced her, leading into the ship. Above one was the universal symbol for Space Bay. She made for it. But something, instinct perhaps, had Novi turn back to glance at the Portico gate. High above the archway that connected the airlock to the ship’s entryway was an embossed emblem — a massive gray snarling beast with glowing eyes and exposed fangs. Under it was lettering in an unfamiliar alphabet. But Novi didn’t need to decipher the script to appreciate the peril she stood in. Heart beating much too fast for comfort, she fled into the corridor towards the Space Bay. 
 
    Shyte. Shyte. Shyte. 
 
    Pirates. Outlaws. Rebels. Corsairs. Mutineers. Heretics. Apostates. The list went on. And those were only the names the Guild called them. They called themselves the Renegades. On the Rim Worlds, they were heroes — patriots and freedom fighters who’d taken on a financial and military behemoth to defend their way of life.  
 
    Believed to reign deep in the dense rainforests on the Rim Worlds, the rarely-sighted but fearsome Yedigrul beast had been the symbol of resistance for the Renegades — an apt mascot for a small and fierce outfit that had fought the larger and better-funded Guild Corps to a standstill. Five years ago, the ambitious Guild Coalition had attempted to expand into the Rim Worlds, a set of sparsely-populated systems on the outer edges of the Asteroid Ring that defined the boundaries of the Inner Worlds. But the independent-minded RimWorlders had wanted no part of the Guild. A determined Coalition had sent in the Guild Corps to conquer the worlds militarily, expecting to enforce their writ with minimal resistance. But from the tropical forests had emerged the Renegades — a ragtag collection of bounty hunters, space pirates, outlaws, spacers and local law enforcement, united together to defend the Rim Worlds. Rumor had it that even prison ships, crewed by released prisoners, had joined the fight to expel the Guild Corps from the Rim Worlds.  
 
    Novi, like many Guild citizens, was canny enough to look past the Coalition’s slick publicity campaign to discern that the war had not gone well for the Corps. Six months ago, an uneasy truce had been declared and the Guild had retreated back to the Inner Worlds to further its ambitions. Some of Novi’s cynicism about the Guild came from Wy. An outspoken critic of many Guild policies, Wy had instilled in her a healthy skepticism of corporations — they tended to put profit above the welfare of their citizens. But some of Novi’s appreciation and awe for the exploits of the legendary Renegades was a result of her Idriko upbringing. Like other provincial citizens, Idrikons could appreciate the courage, guts and sacrifice required from a motley crew of RimWorlders to take on the might and power of a professional, well-armed and massive military force, sent in to conquer them by a determined corporation. On many Inner Worlds outposts, tales still abounded of Ryfkin Soren and his Renegades — the RimWorlders who’d checked the ambitions of the powerful Guild and delivered a humiliating defeat to the Corps. The first of its kind the Guild Corps had faced in its long and illustrious history. From what she’d heard about them, Novi suspected that the ferocious Renegades would not take kindly to a Guild citizen sneaking onto their vessel.  
 
    The vast Space Bay lay deserted, with the neatly stacked and secured crates of supplies and cargo casting mysterious shadows. Renegade or not, they certainly ran a tight ship, Novi reflected approvingly. Though not new, the craft was uncluttered and sparkling clean. This was no ordinary starship. She’d never set foot on a Star Cruiser before, but the size of the Space Bay confirmed it for her. Facing the massive space door, which gave the Bay its name, was a large console built into the wall, up on a small platform accessed by a set of stairs. She made for the space door. Adjacent to it would be an access to the maintenance duct. Thanks to its DragonFly design, Novi knew her way around the ship.  
 
    Retrieving her flashlight from her camping gear, she strapped it on her wristband, to locate the hatch cover that sealed the access. Unclipping the cover expertly in the dimly lit Bay, Novi swung her light into the access hatch. The passage lay empty and silent. Novi paused for a final second to reconsider the enormous risk of her venture. YanTeo had sent her a couple of signs but this was a Renegade vessel. Yet, the questions kept piling up for Novi. The stranger asking questions had a picture with him. Why would anyone look for Hirona after this long, she wondered? What did it have to do with a Star Cruiser that sailed with a Renegade mascot displayed proudly above the entryway? What was a craft with a Yedigrul doing on a planet under Guild jurisdiction? The man she’d followed aboard was an InnerWorlder — what was his connection to a Renegade Cruiser and Hirona? No, Novi determined, she must attempt to discover what was afoot. And whether it posed a threat to her. 
 
    Decision made, Novi swung her case in first before scrambling in. Of medium height, her petite frame fit into the passage easily. Though a taller person might have trouble squeezing through. As the hatch cover clicked shut behind her, faint light beckoned her up ahead. Pushing her case before her on all fours, Novi made for the light. 
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    The mysterious ship 
 
      
 
      
 
    The passage ended at a walkway where inset lights provided adequate illumination. This was the maintenance duct with room to stand and move about easily. Novi unfurled from her crouch to glance around her. A jumble of wires lay coiled beside a toolbox, while tech and vent systems lined the walkway. Stashing her case by the toolbox, Novi switched off her flashlight to go hunting for the Cruiser’s control room. This would be the nerve center of the starship — the bridge, in a traditional ship used to travel over water. 
 
    It proved surprisingly easy to locate. The widest access passage from the walkway led Novi to Cruiser Control. A hatch on the roof of the rectangular-shaped room allowed access to the maintenance duct. Novi lay flat to peer down into the chamber, careful to make no sound. With the Cruiser docked, any noise would carry easily to the room below. Light flooded into the passage from the well-lit Cruiser Control through the translucent panel cover. It was enough for Novi to see the small patch of controls on the cover. Grateful to YanTeo for watching over her, she set to work on the controls. Within moments, the cover turned transparent, enabling Novi to spy on the room below. Directly under her was the distinctly-shaped Command Seat, fully equipped as befitted a Star Cruiser. It sat empty. She strained to peer around the Seat, her line of sight somewhat restricted, and could see two people in the chamber. Seated as they were, she could only eye the tops of their heads. They worked silently, without exchanging a word.  
 
    Moving away, Novi strode down the walkway again, until the murmur of voices drew her. This time, the access hatch ended at an air vent. The gap between the vents allowed the voices to carry easily to her. Novi adjusted the vents carefully until she could peer into the chamber. Located high up on a wall, the vent provided a good vantage point. Though she could view only some of the chamber, luck seemed to favor her. Facing Novi was the stranger she’d trailed onto the Cruiser.  
 
    Jackpot.  
 
    Praise YanTeo. 
 
    “There’s no hide nor hair of her, Boss. I checked the mine employment records, the Dome accommodations and asked around the local businesses. Nary a flicker of recognition. Even did a round of the taverns.” 
 
    He seemed to be speaking to someone seated directly under the vent. Novi’s position made it difficult to see the seated person.  
 
    The stranger grinned. “For an outpost this size, it sure has a lot of taprooms” he remarked.  
 
    The smile seemed to light up his dour face. Novi had taken him to be in his mid-thirties, but now she realized that he was much younger. Probably just a few years older than her. 
 
    “This outpost owes its livelihood to the mine, Jerik. If it’s anything like other Guild operations, the miners need plentiful and frequent alcohol.”  
 
    Novi tried to peer down the vent. The stranger’s employer spoke in a low, deep, masculine voice with a lilting exotic accent. She’d heard her fair share of different intonations on Idriko, on her travels in the Inner Worlds and during her months on the cargo-hauler. But nothing remotely like the seated man’s unusual cadences. 
 
    As Novi’s eyes wandered the chamber, the mystery seemed to deepen. Though she could only view a portion of it, the room was large and luxuriously furnished. Across her was an oversized console, inset into the wall. Facing it was a dining table with two chairs. Fruit, ripe and perfectly formed, lay piled atop a basket on the table. Fresh fruit was a luxury few Guild citizens could dream of. She could also see one corner of a huge bed, with a rich silk coverlet draped over it. And directly below the vent were a pair of expensive-looking leather chairs, eschewed by the stranger who stood talking to the hidden man with the deep voice and exotic accent. The stranger, with the picture of Hirona, had referred to the seated man as his employer. Novi concluded that the unusually large quarters belonged to the owner of the vessel. That might explain the signs of prosperity in the chamber.  
 
    “The mine was uncooperative until I showed them the special authorization” the stranger explained. “Then, they stumbled over themselves to open their files to me, Boss.” 
 
    Who were these men, Novi wondered? The stranger talked of special privileges on a Guild facility. The Cruiser seemed more prosperous than the bare-bones crafts the Renegades had been rumored to fight in. And Novi knew no Renegade ship could possess the authority to demand that a Guild business open up its records. Perhaps, the vessel had changed hands to a prosperous owner who’d kept the Yedigrul embossed into the Cruiser’s entryway. Novi frowned at the thought. No one, vessel or person, could survive on the Inner Worlds without dealing with the Coalition. The Guild controlled the Inner Worlds. And Novi couldn’t envisage a Guild official doing business with a craft that proudly displayed the Renegade emblem. The Renegades had humiliated the Coalition and the Guild would never forget it. 
 
    “A dead end?” inquired the stranger’s employer in his lilting accent.  
 
    “Aye, Boss. There’s nothing here” the man said confidently. 
 
    Praise YanTeo. 
 
    Relief flooded Novi. She was in the clear. Her gamble to spy on the stranger had paid off. Whoever these men were, they seemed ready to strike Idriko off their list. Though why anyone had come looking for Hirona decades later was a mystery. One she must shelve for now, Novi decided. 
 
    A buzzer echoed in the chamber, as a voice with the same lilting accent as the seated man filled it. 
 
    “Venn Corp for you, Cap’n.” 
 
    Novi’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. He was the Captain, not the owner. The designation seemed to suggest that this was not a private craft. It must be a trade vessel of some kind, because it definitely did not look military. But a Star Cruiser was overkill for a trade vessel. Also, no military craft in the Inner Worlds would dare display the Renegade mascot so prominently.  
 
    Then, the rest of the disembodied message struck Novi forcibly.  
 
    Venn Corp. What the Zeuf! 
 
    Since when does a Venn Corp ship sail with a Yedigrul? 
 
    Venn Corp had been founded twenty years ago by popular archaeologist and explorer, Zufon Ventini. Before establishing the corporation, Ventini had shot to fame on the Inner Worlds when a StarVision camera crew had followed the Guild-funded adventurer on an expedition. The live broadcast of Ventini’s adventures had whetted the InnerWorlders’ collective imaginations, making the hard-charging, ambitious and dashing Zufon Ventini a household name before he founded Ventini Corporation. 
 
    “Patch it to my console” directed the Captain in his lilting deep voice. 
 
    Novi had seen Venn Corp personnel in their snazzy orange and gold uniforms with the embossed lightning bolt to represent the alphabet Z for the founder, Zufon Ventini. The man in the chamber was attired in plain clothes, not Venn Corp livery. Novi pursed her lips. Why on Idriko would Venn Corp employees have special privileges on a Guild-owned mine? The Guild Coalition and Venn Corp were competitors. For now, since they focused on different ventures, the rivalry had not led to any clashes. But Wy believed that sooner than later, the Guild would fight a war with Venn Corp. The Guild Coalition had never been a shrinking violet. And it would not give up its economic, military and political domination over the Inner Worlds without a fight.   
 
    The stranger facing her moved to exit the room as his seated employer stood up. The back of his head moved into view first. As he strode to the console on the wall, Novi’s eyes widened. Huge and well-built, with dark hair worn longer than an InnerWorlder, he was dressed in a simple gray shirt over dark trousers tucked into boots. The rolled-up shirt sleeves served to accentuate the powerful forearms and the swarthy skin covered with a fine dusting of hair. 
 
    RimWorlder.   
 
    Before Novi could react, the console blinked on and a vaguely familiar face filled it. In his mid-thirties, the man was attired in a sharp suit with a neatly-pressed handkerchief in his left pocket that displayed the lightning-bolt shaped insignia of Venn Corp. 
 
    “Captain” the sharply-dressed man on the console addressed the RimWorlder respectfully. 
 
    “Mr. Ventini” the Captain greeted him. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    This was not Zufon Ventini, Novi knew. For one, he was too young. Plus, pictures of the great man were plastered on advertisements for the Labyrinth all over the Inner Worlds. Even outposts like Idriko had not escaped the barrage of publicity. This must be the son, Zedak Ventini, she concluded. 
 
    “Father says you’re on a mission for him, Captain?” 
 
    “We’ve concluded the task, Mr. Ventini. It was a dead end. No one’s seen the woman on Idriko or any of the neighboring outposts.” 
 
    Shyte. It’s Venn Corp that’s asking questions about Hirona. 
 
    The Captain’s answer did not seem to surprise Zedak Ventini. Novi took that as a good sign. They hadn’t expected to discover Hirona on Idriko.  
 
    “In that case, I’ve a couple of jobs if you’re interested, Captain?”  
 
    So, the Cruiser worked for Venn Corp, was captained by a RimWorlder and flew the Renegade emblem. Hmm, Novi mused, perhaps the RimWorlder had fought as a Renegade or believed in their cause. That might explain the mascot on the entryway. 
 
    “What jobs?” the Captain inquired. 
 
    No, Novi corrected herself. The Cruiser worked with Venn Corp, not for them. The deference in Zedak Ventini’s manner towards the RimWorlder Captain made it evident that this vessel did not take orders from Venn Corp.  
 
    “Escort duty for some rare artifacts from father’s latest expedition” Ventini explained. “Nothing time sensitive. Just the usual safe transport to Headquarters.” 
 
    While Venn Corp made money hand over fist with its Star Portal Labyrinth, it was common knowledge that Zufon Ventini continued his expeditions on the side. But Venn Corp, like other corporations, employed its own private military — Ventini Guards. So, why would Venn Corp hire others to escort their precious cargo, Novi wondered. Plus, Zedak Ventini’s remarks made it clear that Venn Corp had used the Captain to transport their artifacts before.  
 
    “The second enterprise is delicate and requires someone with your touch, Captain” Zedak Ventini continued.  
 
    The Captain said nothing.  
 
    But whatever the Ventini heir glimpsed on the RimWorlder’s face must have satisfied him for Zedak looked pleased. “Retrieving an escaped prisoner.”  
 
    “A bounty contract?” the RimWorlder asked.  
 
    Though the man’s voice did not betray much, Novi had the feeling that the Captain was surprised. 
 
    “With a difference” Ventini answered. “We won’t pay if he’s dead. But if you bring him in alive, Venn Corp will pay bounty. Also, if you provide intel that helps us catch him, we’ll pay handsomely. Seven figures, Captain.” 
 
    Behind the vent, Novi went bug-eyed at the sum.  
 
    Seven figures for retrieving an escaped prisoner. Must be a hugely important one. 
 
    “What’s he done?” asked the Captain, echoing Novi’s thoughts. 
 
    “It’s not what he’s done, but what he is. A Synth working to raise an army.” Zedak Ventini shrugged. “Dead, he becomes a martyr to the cause. But alive, he’ll provide us intel on other Synths.”  
 
    Synthetics had been cropping up on the Inner Worlds in the last decade. Novi wasn’t sure what made them dangerous, but she’d never encountered one. Or perhaps, she had without knowing it. With the prevailing rampant prejudice against Synths, she doubted anyone would voluntarily advertise it.  
 
    Again, the Captain said nothing. His silence pushed the man on the console into further speech. 
 
    “This is nothing like the Rim Worlds, Captain” Ventini assured him persuasively. “They’re not fighting to save their homes from invaders. They’re demanding special privileges for Synths on the Inner Worlds.” 
 
    This time, the Captain was blunt. 
 
    “Why does Venn Corp care about Guild citizens demanding privileges, Mr. Ventini?” the RimWorlder asked evenly. 
 
    Zedak Ventini pursed his lips, looking grave. “This is highly classified, Captain. I would appreciate it if you kept it to yourself. Venn Corp has credible intel that the Synths plan to blow up Star Portals and disrupt Guild Corps movement. That puts Venn Corp property at risk and we’d like to get ahead of the threat.” 
 
    The Star Portals were Venn Corps’ prized assets. The technology had made them the richest corporation on the Inner Worlds in a dizzyingly short time. Connected in a mesh called the Star Portal Labyrinth, the portals used wormhole technology to tunnel ships through space at incredible speeds. What had taken the fastest vessel a matter of weeks, and sometimes months, could now be travelled in the blink of an eye. Venn Corp had four of these Star Portals in operation on the Inner Worlds. They were expensive but the Guild had the money to pay for portal travel. Novi understood that bringing down a Star Portal would disrupt the Coalition by delaying the Corps from responding to trouble in the farthest reaches of their territory.  
 
    “I’ll think about it, Mr. Ventini.” The Captain was noncommittal. 
 
    “Good.” The man on the console seemed content. “We’ll pay the usual fee for transporting the artifacts, Captain. Venn Corp will transfer half the payment now and the rest after delivery. Shall I tell father to expect you?” 
 
    “Yes” the Captain confirmed. 
 
    “You have unlimited privileges on SPL, Captain. Use the portals as you see fit.” 
 
    The RimWorlder was tight with Venn Corp, Novi realized to her bemusement. Venn Corp wasn’t even charging his Cruiser for traveling the Labyrinth. Corporations were rarely that generous, even to their closest allies. 
 
    “This Synth” the Captain interjected abruptly. “What prison did he break out of?” 
 
    “Serak Vedino broke out of Kuzhampa five days ago. Since then, he’s been sighted in the Badlands near the Azunti system.” 
 
    So, the Synth had escaped the prison on Idriko to hide out in the Asteroid Ring. Novi knew the Ring was referred to as the Badlands, due to the dangerous conditions and the enormous difficulty of navigating through the hurtling asteroids.  
 
    “I hope you agree to take on the bounty, Captain. You’re the best man for the job. And Venn Corp likes doing business with you.” 
 
    The console went dark as Zedak Ventini signed off. For a moment, the Captain stood motionless, seemingly lost in thought, before he activated his Hailer. It routed through the speakers in his quarters, rather than his earpiece.  
 
    “Jeryn” a woman’s voice with the same lilting cadences as the Captain answered the communicator.  
 
    Another RimWorlder, like the Captain. 
 
    “Need a word, Zin” the Captain said briefly, with an easy familiarity. 
 
    “Be right over” she signed off. 
 
    As the last of her words echoed through the chamber, the Captain turned to face the vent. Novi’s jaw slackened in shock, as she took in the strong hard-planed face with silver eyes that seemed to glow like a beacon amidst the jet-black hair and tan skin. 
 
    He’s not any Renegade. He’s the Renegade — Ryfkin Soren himself. 
 
    The man who brought the Guild to its knees. 
 
    Ryfkin Soren was rumored to have unusual light eyes, an anomaly for the large-framed, dark-haired, dark-skinned and dark-eyed RimWorlders — a physical contrast to the shorter, light-skinned, bright-haired and light-eyed InnerWorlders. 
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    Adrift 
 
      
 
      
 
    A woman entered the room to greet the Captain. Tall and slim, she was attired similarly to the Renegade — in a plain shirt over trousers tucked into scuffed boots. Her abundant dark hair lay coiled neatly at her nape. The RimWorlders were built on generous lines, Novi reflected. Tall as the RimWorlder male was, the woman came nearly to his chin. 
 
    “Mihado?” he offered. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do” she answered. 
 
    The Captain disappeared from Novi’s view. Mihado came from the Rim Worlds, liquor from a palm fruit found in their rainforests. Novi had never tasted it but was aware that it was strong stuff. Mihado was rumored to be very much an acquired taste.  
 
    The Captain reappeared with two rustic goblets made of palm husk, to hold one out to his guest. She turned slightly to face him. Both in profile to Novi now, they raised their goblets in unison. 
 
    “RenWelders unite” she said. 
 
    There was a note in her voice that puzzled the watching girl. Nevertheless, the words sent a chill down Novi’s spine. This had once been the rallying cry for the Renegades fighting to expel the Guild from the Rim Worlds. It was akin to history unfolding before her eyes.  
 
    The woman had been a Renegade too, Novi realized. A Renegade close to the legendary leader. There was an easy familiarity between them and their body language around each other spoke of ease. The Captain had not been as informal with the InnerWorlder he’d dispatched to Idriko to ask questions. 
 
    He gestured to the chairs by the vent and the woman’s face came into view. Novi’s eyes widened. The RimWorlder was the most beautiful woman Novi had ever seen. Large dark eyes set in a smooth oval face with perfectly symmetric features, the woman was almost impossibly gorgeous. The hair, pulled back into a severe chignon at her nape, threw the lovely bones of her face into prominence.  
 
    The Captain retook his previous seat directly below the vent and his guest seated herself across from him. Novi scrutinized the woman’s face carefully. Something, a strong emotion, seemed to hold the woman in its grip — her face appeared like a beautiful frozen mask. The dark eyes were blank with smooth skin stretched tight over the cheekbones, as if she were under tremendous stress. At first glance, the woman’s spectacular beauty had cloaked it, but now Novi could discern the subtle signs of a strong emotion held in check, almost by an act of sheer will. 
 
    “Zedak Ventini offered us a bounty contract” the Captain said in his deep voice with the lilting cadences. 
 
    The woman’s eyebrow arched slightly. Novi couldn’t tell whether it was surprise or pleasure or something else altogether. 
 
    “A bounty with a difference” he explained. “Venn Corp only pays if we bring him in alive or provide intel that leads to his capture.” 
 
    “What bounty are they offering?” she asked. 
 
    “Seven figures for intel. More for bringing him in.” 
 
    “Feckin’ Hadis” she muttered under her breath, clearly taken aback.  
 
    Novi smiled. The RimWorlder had a mouth on her. One that belied the icy immaculate beauty of her face. 
 
    “The terms are unusual, Ryf” she acknowledged. “But you and I have gone after stranger bounty before.” 
 
    Her eyes scanned his face as he remained silent.  
 
    “What is it that has you leery?” she asked shrewdly. 
 
    “It’s fishy as Hadis, Zin.” 
 
    Her face softened, as the frozen mask relaxed just a tad. These two were fond of each other, Novi surmised. Perhaps, even lovers. 
 
    “Then, it probably is gnarly, Ryf. I’d trust your instincts any day.”  
 
    Her eyes showed emotion. “Many times, it’s what separated us from death and defeat.”  
 
    She’s talking about the war. 
 
    “When you put it like that, Zin” the Captain drawled. “I admit the Soren instincts are feckin’ screaming.” 
 
    “Tell me.” She leaned back to settle into the chair. 
 
    “The bounty is for an escaped prisoner from Kuzhampa.” 
 
    She looked puzzled. “The prison on Idriko?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But that’s a high security Guild prison.”  
 
    He agreed with her. “Ventini says the man is a Synth they want alive for the details on an army he’s raising.” 
 
    The woman did not hesitate. “I know you, Ryf. You asked Zedak Ventini to his face why he cares about a Guild prisoner raising an army against the Coalition.” 
 
    “You know me too well, Zin. It gets stranger. Ventini claims they have intel about Synth plans to blow up their Star Portals.” 
 
    “How might that benefit the Synt …” She paused as it struck her. “It would hamper the Guild Corps chasing Synth ships. Level the playing field a bit.”  
 
    Novi grasped what she meant. No Synth vessel could afford portal travel. This gave the Guild a clear edge. The Labyrinth was expensive. 
 
    “I won’t cavil with that. It’s the intel that’s gnarly, Zin.” 
 
    The woman gave an elegant snort that indicated her derision. “Venn Corp has no intel. The Guards prance around like peacocks in their fancy livery but cannot protect a shipment of Zufon Ventini’s artifacts. Where would they get any intel on Synths!” 
 
    Behind the vent, Novi arched an eyebrow. The woman made no bones of her skepticism and poor opinion of Venn Corp’s private forces. These RimWorlders were canny, she mused. Not easily seduced by Venn Corp dangling a pile of money before them. Perhaps, the brutal five year war to fight off a corporate invasion of their homelands had left its mark on the RimWorlders. Novi had heard that no corporations held sway on the Rim Worlds. With a few exceptions, the worlds on the outer edges of the Asteroid Ring were ruled by a local tribal system.  
 
    The Captain did not disagree with his guest. Instead, he surprised Novi with his words.  
 
    “I’ve had suspicions for a while that Venn Corp and the Guild are getting into bed together. Jerik said the authorization Ventini gave us had the Idriko Mine jumping to co-operate.” 
 
    “What do you suspect, Ryf?” she asked, her eyes searching his face. 
 
    “That the Guild fed this information about the Synth to Venn Corp, knowing fully well that any threat to the Star Portals would have Ventini put their best assets on it.”  
 
    The woman frowned. “We’re Venn Corp’s best assets.”  
 
    “We are, Zin” the Captain affirmed, without hesitation. “And I’d wager the Guild knows it. For some reason, the Coalition wants this Synth caught alive. They know we can bring him in. They’re using Venn Corp to hire us to do their dirty work.” 
 
    “You’re right, Ryf” she said promptly. “The bounty is gnarly. I want no truck with the Gorath.” 
 
    Yes, Novi mused, to the RimWorlders, the Guild was the personification of he who was believed to occupy Hadis. Probably worse, in fact. The devil, at least, needed an invitation to meddle. The Guild had required none to invade the Rim Worlds. Hadis was the Rim Worlds’ equivalent of Hell — what the InnerWorlders called Zeuf.  
 
    “The thing is” the Captain paused. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Aren’t you curious why the Guild wants this Synth so badly, Zin?”  
 
    “The Guild was just handed its first defeat in a century, Ryf. By the RenWelders. They’re leery of disaffected InvunWelders threatening their dominance here.” 
 
    “Perhaps” the Captain said, his tone hinting at his skepticism. 
 
    Even Novi knew that the Synths, persecuted, on the run, and with little resources to call upon, were no threat to the financial or military might of the Guild. Not unless the Synths’ circumstances changed drastically. 
 
    “The Coalition risks much by manipulating them” he reminded her. “If Ventini gets suspicious, the Guild’s courtship of Venn Corp comes crashing down.”  
 
    “It’s not much of a gamble” she countered. “The Guild remains the most powerful entity, by far, on either side of the Asteroid Ring.” 
 
    The RimWorlders might have defeated the Guild, but they didn’t underestimate the might and influence of the Coalition. Good, Novi mused approvingly, it would keep them vigilant and on their toes. 
 
    “Yes” the Captain admitted. “But don’t underestimate what losing access to the SPL means for the Coalition. The Guild needs the Labyrinth to oversee its empire, Zin. They’ve planted their flag on far-flung reaches of the Invun Welds they could never covet were it not for the portals.” 
 
    The woman looked arrested by his argument. “Hmm, if they’re willing to risk portal travel, they must be desperate” she murmured. 
 
    “Without the ability to jump, the Guild risks a rebellion in the distant corners of their territory” he reiterated pensively.  
 
    The woman straightened. “What are you thinking, Ryf?”  
 
    “That if there’s a rebellion to be started, I want to light the spark.” 
 
    Her lips twisted. “You’ll get no arguments from me. I’m all in to fan any flames against the Gorath.” 
 
    “But how do we untangle this thread?” she asked him. 
 
    “Go to the Badlands and ask this Synth why the Guild wants him” the Captain said promptly. 
 
    “He’s in the Badlands?” 
 
    “By the Azunti system, per Ventini’s information.” 
 
    “There have been rumors of Synth ships in the Badlands” the RimWorlder woman acceded. 
 
    “Well, if Ventini’s information about Azunti came from the Guild too, then they’ve just shown us a way to contact the Synth.” 
 
    For a few minutes, there was silence. Novi couldn’t tell what was going on, except that the woman studied her male companion. 
 
    “You think it’s time, Ryf?” she asked softly. 
 
    “About time to start prodding for vulnerabilities, Zin.” His voice hardened. “The Guild wants this Synth because he knows something — there’s no bounty for his death.” 
 
    “It’s been six months” she said, the blank dark eyes glowing in her face. 
 
    “The Edhoran Accord says nothing about exposing the Guild’s dirty secrets” he remarked. 
 
    She nodded mutely, her eyes on him. 
 
    He raised his goblet. “Justice.” 
 
    She raised her goblet without a word and the grief on her face had Novi swallowing her gasp. 
 
    For a moment, they sipped their mihado in silence. 
 
    “Now what, Ryf?” she asked. 
 
    “I tell Ventini that we’ll case the Badlands for the Synth, but no guarantees. He’s eager enough to buy it.”  
 
    It was clear to Novi that the Captain had put a lot of thought into his decision. 
 
    “We’ll cruise the Ring by Azunti, see if anyone’s willing to carry a message to the Synth” he continued. 
 
    “What message?” 
 
    “That Ryfkin Soren is interested in a meeting” he said. 
 
    “The name alone might pique his interest.” 
 
    “I hope so, Zin. The Labyrinth will cut our journey to Azunti by weeks and we have privileges on it. If Ventini checks the portal logs, he’ll assume I went hunting for the Synth.” 
 
    “They’re giving us free access again?” she asked. 
 
    “Like you said, we’re their best assets, Zin. Venn Corp needs us.” 
 
    “I’m grateful to them, Ryf. If they hadn’t come looking for us, we wouldn’t be here” the woman said. 
 
    Novi wondered at the RimWorlder woman’s cryptic statement. Zin sounded eager to venture into Guild territory. After the long and hard-fought battle to keep the Coalition off their planets, she’d assumed that the RimWorlders would want to enjoy their Guild-free existence. 
 
    “After, we sail to Zufon Ventini’s dig” the Captain said. “To ferry artifacts.” 
 
    “It’s the easiest money we make, Ryf. I’m not complaining. Feels good to sleep on something soft, with a ready meal when I want it and plenty of hot water for washing.” 
 
    She sighed. “And no bad news to dread.”  
 
    Novi could sense the woman’s palpable emotions. The ceasefire had come into effect only six months ago. These RimWorlders were still mourning their losses from the brutal war, she realized. 
 
    The Captain changed the subject. “You miss bounty hunting, Zin?” 
 
    “It’s what we grew up with” she confessed. “And are feckin’ good at.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking” Soren mused aloud. “Not every corporation in the Invun Welds is like the Guild. Many are smaller, with ill-equipped private forces. They could benefit from our services. Perhaps, it’s time we offered to work for others, not just Venn Corp.” 
 
    “I’m game, Ryf” the woman agreed, almost eagerly. 
 
    “I’ll put the word out that we’re open to other offers.” 
 
    “Just not the Guild” she said emotionlessly 
 
    “Never the Guild.” The Captain’s lilting voice hardened again. 
 
    For a few breaths, the woman sipped her mihado silently. 
 
    “Still trouble sleeping?” he asked quietly. 
 
    The woman shot him a look before glancing away. “It’s better, Ryf. Don’t worry about me so.” 
 
    “Who will I worry about, Zin, if not you?” the Captain countered lightly. 
 
    Her expression softened again, the tightly-stretched skin of her face relaxing in a subtle indication of her affection and ease with the RimWorlder Captain. 
 
    “I’m eager to go hunting again, like the old times. But it won’t be the same without him.” The Captain’s voice was poignant. 
 
    Her dark eyes showed emotion. “No, it won’t.”  
 
    There was a quiet despair in her voice that struck Novi, though the woman continued to look blank and emotionless. 
 
    “Give it time, Zin.”  
 
    The familiar sound of a buzzer echoed through the chamber. 
 
    “Cap’n” greeted a lilting male RimWorlder voice. 
 
    “All aboard, Kali?” Soren asked. 
 
    “Aye, Cap’n.” 
 
    “To the Star Portal.” 
 
    “Right away, Cap’n.” 
 
    Shyte. Shyte. They’re leaving Idriko. 
 
    Novi scrambled, scurrying down the passage to the walkway. Then, almost sprinting down the walkway to the hatch into Space Bay. Stopping only to collect her case from beside the toolbox, Novi hurried through the passage she’d originally climbed through. As she reached the access panel in the Bay, the Cruiser seemed to lurch slightly. In the confined space, its effect on Novi was exaggerated.  
 
    No, no, no. Please YanTeo. Buy me just a few seconds to get off this ship. 
 
    Novi abandoned her camping gear in the hatch to leap down into the Bay. But something, a subtle vibration under her feet, told her that it was already too late. She’d been on enough crafts to recognize the vibrations of a slow-moving vessel. Novi hurried across the Bay to the console platform. There were sensors embedded in the hangar’s space door.   
 
    Novi’s heart, already thumping hard, sank as the feed from the Bay door flashed on the console. The Cruiser had undocked from the Star Portico and was moving away. The receding lights of the Portico docks twinkled faintly through the swirling blackness of space. Dread unfurled at the pit of her stomach.  
 
    There goes Idriko. Watch over me, YanTeo.  
 
    Should have left when I got what I came for. Always too curious for my own good! 
 
    Now, she was a stowaway on a Renegade Cruiser heading for the Badlands, in search of a Synth with a Guild bounty on his head. Novi reflected gloomily that on a good day, even a single prospect of the litany that confronted her would be enough to doom her. Of course, combined together, it put her in a colossally catastrophic position. Yet, she had no recourse except to bide her time and wait for an opportunity to present itself. Hopefully, the Cruiser would dock again at a Portico where she might make her escape.  
 
    As Novi crossed the Bay to scramble back through the access hatch, she felt a pang. It would be nice to tell Wy that she’d seen the legendary Ryfkin Soren in person. Well, more or less in person, she amended silently. But Wy would not worry about her. She was slated to be off Idriko for ten days. He wouldn’t expect to hear from her. Only after, would Wy make inquiries about a missing employee. 
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    Episode 2 : Through the Looking Glass 
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    Cast adrift  
 
    A trapped Novi looks for an escape, though the Star Cruiser and its crew continue to fascinate and mystify her … 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Badlands  
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryfkin Soren strode into view as Novi peered down into Cruiser Control from the access hatch above it. By her estimate, it had been an hour since the Star Cruiser’s departure from the Portico by Idriko. After hauling her case back to the walkway to tuck it behind some tech systems, Novi had made her way to the hatch above Cruiser Control.  
 
    “Cap’n?” 
 
    A young InnerWorlder strolled into view. Her shoulder-length fair hair framed her face, the edges hued brilliant shades of a licking flame. Novi could only view the top of her head from her vantage point. But the girl appeared young, probably Novi’s age. And moved with the assurance of someone much older.  
 
    The Captain turned to her, the lovely RimWorlder cadences in his speech pronounced. “Need a favor, Kidani.”  
 
    The girl did not hesitate. “Whatever you need, Cap’n.” 
 
    “Spread the word that Ilar’s Justice is open for business on the Invun Welds.”  
 
    Hmm, the Cruiser is named Ilar’s Justice. 
 
    The young girl had connections on the Inner Worlds. This might explain why the Cruiser sailed with a mixed crew, Novi speculated. The RimWorlders came from the other side of the Asteroid Ring. And a Renegade vessel, especially one captained by the legendary leader of the resistance, would find many doors shut in its face in a slice of space dominated by the Guild Coalition. Perhaps, this is why the Cruiser was discreet and did not advertise its presence on Guild worlds, she surmised. The vessel details had been deliberately left blank at the Star Portico gate.  
 
    Soren’s announcement seemed to catch his crew by surprise for the pilot’s head flashed to the Captain. 
 
    “Bounty contracts, Cap’n?” the flame-haired girl inquired.  
 
    Novi couldn’t tell for sure but she thought the girl too was taken aback by the Captain’s directive, like the pilot. The only other crew in Novi’s line of sight was the gorgeous RimWorlder woman from Ryfkin Soren’s private quarters. She ignored the announcement, her head bent over her station. Novi remembered that the Captain had given her a heads-up about his intentions. And she’d been all for it.  
 
    “Security and bounty contracts, Kidani” the Captain said. 
 
    “Corporations or private?” 
 
    “We’ll work with anyone, except the Guild.” 
 
     “I’ll put the word out, Cap’n” she said agreeably.  
 
    “Appreciate it, Kidani.” 
 
    “You’ll have your pick of jobs once word gets out” she offered. “This Cruiser and its Captain have a reputation on the Inner Worlds.” 
 
    Soren shot the girl a glance. Novi wished she could see his face. 
 
    “Let’s hope the reputation keeps the opportune away, Kidani. Ilar’s Justice will have no truck with anything unscrupulous or unjust.” 
 
    The girl gave him a sharp nod of her head to walk away.  
 
    The RimWorlder woman, who the Captain had called Zin, looked up from her station to meet his eyes. She searched his face silently, before turning her attention back to her task.  
 
    The Captain addressed the pilot. “How far, Kali?” 
 
    “Ten minutes to the Star Portal, Cap’n” said the pilot. 
 
    Like the others in the chamber below, Novi could view only the top of the pilot’s head from her perch up in the access hatch. But from his accent, it was clear that he was a RimWorlder. She could now recognize the exotic cadences in their speech. 
 
    Soren took the Command Seat directly under Novi to sprawl elegantly, his long legs stretched out before him. For a big man, he moved with a decided elegance, his movements characterized by a loose-limbed grace. Yet, he was a restful man. Where the woman seemed tightly wound, holding her emotions in with grim determination, he was harder to read.  
 
    Another lilting male RimWorlder voice rang out, from somewhere outside Novi’s view. “Ilar’s Justice to SPL Authority. Transmitting credentials for portal jump.” 
 
    They were about to travel the Labyrinth, Novi surmised with rising excitement. As she angled her head to peer into Cruiser Control, searching for the RimWorlder voice, pat came the response from SPL Authority. 
 
    “You have priority on SPL, Ilar’s Justice. What is your destination?” 
 
    “Azunti system.” 
 
    There was a short silence. Up in the access passage, Novi waited with bated breath, almost giddy with excitement. 
 
    “Cleared for transport, Ilar’s Justice. Proceed to portal. You will jump next.” 
 
    Novi felt a sharp pain pierce her head. Caught unawares, it took her a few seconds to comprehend that this was more than light-headedness at the prospect of traveling the Labyrinth. Confused, she flipped onto her back to squeeze her eyes shut. But the piercing ache only worsened. The stabs of pain came in waves and made her see stars. Conscious that she was right above Cruiser Control, the fear of discovery had Novi fight to mute her pain-filled gasps. Abruptly, the agony in her head exploded with a blinding flash of light. Novi slipped into unconsciousness as her world went dark. 
 
    When she came to, it took Novi a few moments to orient herself. A fine sheen of sweat covered her forehead, but the stabbing pain was gone. Thank YanTeo, she muttered silently, to flip onto her stomach and peer carefully into the chamber below. Nothing seemed amiss in Cruiser Control. The Captain still sprawled in the Command Seat, his gaze on the Vista Screen ahead, with the others, she’d noted before, all in their original positions. She frowned, to shoot a glance at her wristband. To the best of her knowledge, she’d been out for a half hour.  
 
    Novi shook her head, equal parts confused and astonished by the interlude. To add to her consternation, it was clear that whatever ailed her had not affected the crew. 
 
    “How long to Azunti, Kali?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “An hour, Cap’n. Another two to the Badlands.” 
 
    They’d jumped while she was out, Novi realized. She felt a pang at the thought. She had never traveled the Star Portal Labyrinth. And given how expensive it was, Novi doubted she’d get to transit it any time soon. It would be fantastic to experience a portal jump, even hidden as a stowaway on the Cruiser, as she was.  
 
    Novi inched carefully away from the access hatch towards the walkway. Given that she had three hours to the Badlands, she must get the lay of the land before trouble came looking for her. Unpacking her water bottle from her case, Novi crawled through access passages until she found a chamber that appeared unoccupied. Unlike the others, there were no private mementos scattered around the room, but the bed was made with a neat pile of blankets folded on it. Slipping into the chamber through the air vent access, Novi stripped the bed of linens, to pack them, the pillow and a blanket into a neat bundle that she shoved into the access passage. Her camping gear included a sleeping bag, but since she’d intended to sleep under the stars on a warm planet in the middle of summer, she had packed light. The maintenance duct was kept warm by the heat radiating from the tech systems that lined it, but the access passages leading off from the walkway were chilly. Like most vessels plying the stars, ship-wide heating was enabled only when docked at a station with facilities. When in space, only common areas and occupied quarters were kept warm. Fuel was precious. And star stations and fuel depots were scarce when one ventured to the less travelled perimeters of space.  
 
    Novi filled her water bottle from the sink before climbing back into the access passage to drag her bundle of bedclothes to where she’d hidden her camping gear. A half hour of investigation helped her discover a few nooks to tuck herself in, should someone come into the maintenance duct to service any of the systems. And a further ten minutes had her locate the Cruiser’s large Recreation Chamber — part dining hall, part kitchen, part common room, and part recreation space, this was where the crew socialized on a ship. The access hatch in the Recreation Chamber was located high on the wall. It allowed Novi a great vantage point to observe the goings on. The flame-haired InnerWorlder moved around the kitchen like a whirlwind, much to Novi’s admiration. Wy, handy in the kitchen, had made multiple attempts to teach her a few tricks, but Novi would admit that she was no cook. She watched as the girl chopped, mixed and stirred multiple pots without missing a beat, all the while humming to herself in a slightly off-key but pleasant voice. 
 
    The Rec Chamber buzzed and a voice that Novi recognized as the RimWorlder pilot filled it. 
 
    “Approaching the Badlands, Kidani. Come for the fantastic views. And admire amazing feats of gliding through asteroid space.” 
 
    The girl laughed into her Hailer. “I’ll be there, Kali, you no-good braggart.” 
 
    The pilot’s amused chuckle filled the chamber and the girl seemed to whirl around even faster. 
 
    Novi hurried to the walkway to make her way back to Cruiser Control. She’d never been to the Badlands. The day was turning out to be one of many firsts for her — Renegade vessel, Ryfkin Soren, portal jump and now, the Asteroid Ring. Though the SPL had been experienced while blacked out, she reminded herself disappointedly. 
 
    In Cruiser Control, the Captain had not moved from the Command Seat. But now, he sprawled no longer. He sat tall, his posture more alert. 
 
    “Coming to a stop, Cap’n” the pilot called out in his lilting voice. 
 
    In the chamber below, everyone turned as one to stare at the Vista Screen — the display to the front of the Cruiser that doubled as console and viewer.  
 
    The InnerWorlder, Novi had followed onto the Cruiser, strode into view, his eyes on the screen. 
 
    “Beautiful” he breathed. 
 
    The awe in his voice had Novi wishing she could see the Ring too.  
 
    “But treacherous as the Gorath” the RimWorlder woman warned. “One false step and you’re done for.” 
 
    The Captain chuckled. “Don’t scare our InvunWelder friends, Zin.”  
 
    He reassured the InnerWorlder. “You’re in safe hands with Kali, Jerik. RenWelder pilots train in the Ring.” 
 
    “We go into the Badlands, Cap’n?”  
 
    Novi could hear the astonishment in Jerik’s voice. She surmised that the Cruiser had not sailed the Ring before. Or at least, not while the InnerWorlder had been a member of its crew. During the war, one of the Renegades’ favorite tactics had been to swoop down on Guild ships to inflict heavy damage before fleeing into the Badlands, safe from pursuit. Accustomed to patrolling the Inner Worlds where their heavily-armed fleet and the Coalition’s far-reaching influence made them the unchallenged top dogs, the Guild Corps had been no match for the Renegades’ guerilla-style tactics. The Corps had also been reluctant to play hide and seek in the treacherous Asteroid Ring where tech was known to malfunction and give false readings. The skilled RimWorlder pilots had helped the Renegades compensate for the Guild’s higher numbers and better-armed vessels by strategically using the Badlands in their campaign.  
 
    “The only way to make contact, Jerik” the Captain reminded him, his tone casual.  
 
    The RimWorlders and their Captain appeared unconcerned by the prospect of dodging asteroids in the Ring. Novi couldn’t tell whether their confidence was a result of their exploits in the Five Year War, or their familiarity with the Ring before the Guild invasion. 
 
    “How’s it look, Kali?” the Captain asked the pilot. 
 
    The RimWorlder responded promptly. “There’s an oasis, Cap’n, with a few obstacles in the way.” 
 
    “What’s an oasis?” the flame-haired girl’s voice asked. 
 
    Kali, who’d invited her to watch him sail the asteroids, answered the girl. “A swath of space clear of larger asteroids, Kidani. In the Ring, ships navigate from oasis to oasis. It gives the crew a respite since we sail mostly blind.” 
 
    “Sensors are malfunctioning this close to the Ring, Ryf” the RimWorlder woman interjected. “But if we believe the readings, there are vessels in the Badlands.” 
 
    “Many, Zin?” inquired the Captain. 
 
    “Can’t be sure. But more than two, at least.” 
 
    “How far to the oasis, Kali?” he asked. 
 
    “Forty-five minutes on the slow approach, give or take, Cap’n.” 
 
    “Alright” Soren said decisively. “We follow RenWelder Ring protocol. Kali navigates the front, Zin takes the aft and Yukon the port. I’ll watch our back. Vizir on weapons.” 
 
    “Burok.” He glanced at someone to the side. “Throw all available power to the weapons. And Vizir, make them sing like only you can.” 
 
    “You got it, Cap’n.” 
 
    There was a flurry of activity and Jerik took the seat beside the pilot. The Captain undid a console tucked into the Command Seat to set it an angle that allowed him access to it as well as unrestricted view of the Vista Screen to the front of the chamber. Novi guessed the screen currently displayed a visual of the front of the craft, as was usually the case. 
 
    “I have visual of port” announced a RimWorlder male voice. 
 
    “I have aft” confirmed the RimWorlder woman. 
 
    “I have visual of the back” said the Captain. “Vizir?” 
 
    “Weapons hot, Cap’n.” 
 
    “Stay sharp. Remember, the Ring is both enemy and friend” the Captain directed. “Take us in, Kali. And beron, let’s show the InvunWelders how it’s done, hmm.” 
 
    Kali answered, a smile in his voice. “Aye, Cap’n. Kidani’s expecting a show.” 
 
    “Promises, promises” the flame-haired InnerWorlder shot at him. 
 
    Novi smiled. The more she saw of the girl with the flame-colored hair, the more she liked her.  
 
    The InnerWorlder co-pilot intoned solemnly. “May YanTeo watch over us.”  
 
    Though he’d spoken with an attempt at lightness, Novi could discern the strain in his voice.  
 
    “Shower the Ren Welds with your bounty, TziGaros” echoed the RimWorlder pilot. 
 
    The RimWorlders believed in TziGaros, a deity that embodied nature and the rainforests on their planets. The health of the forests was crucial to the RimWorlders since its plentiful bounty nourished and sustained all life on the Rim Worlds. The RimWorlders worshiped her as the divine entity who’d given them life and continued to nurture them with her gifts and largess.  
 
    The fifty minutes that followed were heightened and intense, as the crew dodged asteroids in the Ring, sailing on nerves of pure steel. With their sensors blinded, all they had were their eyes, reflexes, and wits. The pilot navigated the Cruiser expertly through the asteroids, swerving to avoid the larger chunks. Novi, sensitive to ship vibrations, could appreciate how smoothly he maneuvered the big Star Cruiser. But every now and then, a voice would cut through the silence in Cruiser Control to warn of an asteroid too close for comfort. When that happened, the RimWorlder on the weapon system would blast and occasionally nudge the asteroid away from the Cruiser with a few skillful shots across its bow. The RimWorlder crew worked seamlessly together, needing no cues to perform their respective tasks; efficient, confident and experienced at this difficult endeavor. Perhaps, Novi mused as she watched them, the war had taught them how to steer through treacherous waters. She had a strong feeling that the RimWorlders on the crew had fought the Guild together, under Ryfkin Soren. 
 
    Once through to the oasis, the crew visibly relaxed. The Captain tucked his console back, to address the co-pilot.  
 
    “Broadcast a message, Jerik” he directed. “And keep it on a loop. Like sensors, Hailers too go on the fritz in the Badlands.” 
 
    “Sure, Boss.” 
 
    “Say that Ilar’s Justice solicits all vessels in the Ring to locate a missing friend.” 
 
    Kali relaxed in his seat, his attention on his console, while the InnerWorlder in the Co-Pilot Seat tapped out the Captain’s message. 
 
    “What next, Cap’n?” inquired the flame-haired girl. 
 
    “We wait, Kidani” he said. “For someone to answer our hail.” 
 
    It took almost an hour for anyone to respond. Meanwhile, most of the crew retired to the Rec Chamber to partake of the evening meal that the flame-haired InnerWorlder had prepared with such gusto. Only a skeletal crew remained in Cruiser Control.  
 
    Novi, her own stomach rumbling, made do with some bedraggled snacks leftover from a previous camping trip, discovered after a frantic search of her case. The plan had been to buy supplies at her destination before heading out to camp in the wilderness. 
 
    “A vessel’s pinging us, Boss” piped up Jerik from the Pilot Seat.  
 
    Kali, the pilot, had disappeared. Novi guessed that he’d decamped to the Rec Chamber for his meal, now that the rest of the crew was back to keep watch. 
 
    The RimWorlder woman flashed a look at Soren. 
 
    “Audio only, Jerik?” the Captain inquired. 
 
    “No, Boss. Video.” 
 
    Soren stood up to face the Vista Screen. “Put it up, Jerik.” 
 
    “Captain Ryfkin Soren” boomed an InnerWorlder voice. “I thought I recognized the name of your ship. It is an honor.” 
 
    The Captain inclined his head. “Thank you. Mister?” 
 
    “Heronis Kintano, Captain.” 
 
    “Thank you for answering our hail, Mr. Kintano.” 
 
    “What can I do for you, Captain?” 
 
    “I’m looking to get a message to someone in the Badlands.” 
 
    “His name, Captain Soren?” 
 
    “Serak Vedino.” 
 
    There was an instant of silence. 
 
    “I have heard the name” the InnerWorlder acknowledged cautiously. “May I ask what message you wish to send?” 
 
    “I’m interested in a meeting with him, Mr. Kintano. His choice of time and venue.” 
 
    There was another silence. Everyone within her view in Cruiser Control had their rapt attention on the Vista Screen. Novi wished she could catch a glimpse of the InnerWorlder who’d answered the Cruiser’s broadcast message. 
 
    “If I may inquire, Captain Soren” the man on the screen said. “Why are you interested in meeting him?” 
 
    “We share a mutual acquaintance that wishes us ill.” The Captain chose his words with care. 
 
    But the InnerWorlder seemed to understand Soren just fine. 
 
    “I’ll make sure the message reaches Vedino, Captain. But I cannot guarantee that he will agree to a meeting.” 
 
    “I understand, Mr. Kintano. Thank you for your assistance.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Captain. Ryfkin Soren is a name that inspires many in the Inner Worlds, and especially in the Badlands.” 
 
    The Captain inclined his head again, to acknowledge the compliment. 
 
    Jerik turned his head towards the Captain and Novi concluded that the InnerWorlder had signed off. 
 
    “That went well, Boss” he remarked. 
 
    “Better than I expected” the Captain admitted, exchanging a silent glance with the RimWorlder woman. “Stop the broadcast, Jerik. We have what we came for.” 
 
    “Done, Boss.” 
 
    A half hour later, as the crew engaged in the careful endeavor to navigate the Cruiser out of the Badlands, Novi slipped into the Rec Chamber to sneak a fruit and some snacks back to the walkway. Exhausted, weary and cold, she wrapped herself in her sleeping bag and the borrowed blanket in the access passage that led to the unoccupied chamber whose facilities she made use of. In the unlikely event anyone ventured into the maintenance duct while she slept, Novi hoped to remain undetected by steering clear of the main walkway and the larger, better lit, access passages. 
 
    Warmed by a thick blanket and lulled by the vibrations of the sailing Cruiser, Novi slept. 
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    Exotic cargo 
 
      
 
      
 
    Novi came to during the night, alerted by a subtle change in the vibration of the Cruiser’s otherwise even keel. Something squeezed at her head and blinding pain seized her. Stars seemed to dance before her eyes, a madcap reel with flashes of piercing white light. Half asleep, and in unbearable agony, she screamed — her cry echoing in the passage. Fortunately, before she could cry out again, blessed darkness enveloped her once more.  
 
    When Novi awoke next, everything lay silent. A glance at her wristband indicated that she’d slept for ten hours straight. If this Cruiser adhered to the standard Inner Worlds time, like most starcraft traveling the space encircled by the Asteroid Ring, then it was day again. As Novi sat up, flashes of waking in the darkness with a piercing agony that made her cry out without restraint stabbed at her. Had it been a dream, she wondered? She’d experienced a similar puzzling interlude once before on this Cruiser. Was something on this ship responsible for inflicting the agony on her? It would be strange and ironic if that were so. Wy called her a star child and that’s what Novi was — always looking to the stars and hankering to travel them. Novi was never happier than in space, among the stars. On Idriko, they had a name for the ones like her — star struck. She had always been so. But, in all her travels, she’d never before experienced such unexplained and acute agony, stabbing pains strong enough to cause her to black out. As a sober Novi puzzled about the extraordinary episode, she reminded herself that she had never before ventured as far as the Asteroid Ring. A reaction to something on the outer edges of the Inner Worlds perhaps? It was very odd. 
 
    As Novi disentangled from the bedclothes, the absence of ship vibrations struck her. She’d always been sensitive to starcraft. Even more so than the spacers Novi had met on her sojourns.  
 
    The Cruiser is docked.  
 
    The realization had Novi scrambling for the walkway and racing to the passage that allowed access to Cruiser Control. For once, the large chamber sat empty. How to confirm whether the craft was docked, Novi wondered urgently. There had been a console in the Captain’s quarters, she remembered. Access to Cruiser systems would require authorization but Novi hoped that the feed from the Vista Screen would not be deemed sensitive data. Racing back to the access vent by Soren’s chamber, Novi listened in to make sure the coast was clear. If she didn’t take any risks, she would never get off this Cruiser. And the longer she remained here, the greater the chances of being discovered in the maintenance duct. In the Captain’s quarters, it took Novi only a few seconds to pull up the feed from the Cruiser’s Vista Screen on the console.  
 
    Her eyes widened as the image of a barren landscape winked into view. They were certainly docked but not on a Star Portico, by the looks of it. Like most Star Cruisers, this craft must be equipped to sail through a planet’s atmosphere, Novi realized. They were on land, probably at the Shuttle Vestibule of a world. Albeit a rustic one. She’d transited through her fair share of Vestibules but none like this one. There were no structures, facilities or personnel on the panoramic view from Cruiser Control. Only arid, rugged and sparse landscape, dotted with clumps of yellowed grass. They were parked in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    But to Novi, this was an opportunity. To escape the Cruiser and make her way back to Idriko. Any world with a Vestibule would offer shuttles to the neighboring Star Porticos. Abandoning her sleeping bag entangled with the blankets, Novi hurried to her case to unpack her tablet. Her sixth sense urged her to disembark the Cruiser quickly, before the opportunity was lost. Her tablet, with her Guild accreditation and credit data, was all she required for star travel. Everything else in her case could be abandoned behind. There was nothing in it to identify her. Eventually, the crew would discover the signs that pointed to a stowaway, but Novi hoped to be long gone by then. 
 
    She hurried to the passage that accessed the Space Bay. Light flooded in through the translucent cover panel of the hatch. But not artificial light. This was natural, with a warmth that seeped through the hatch panel. Novi surmised that the gigantic space door of the Bay was open. Carefully, she pushed out the panel cover, her heart pounding. She could see no one, though a murmur of voices from the other end of the vast Bay had Novi scrambling out of the hatch. Closing the panel cover behind her, she crept towards the corridor that led into the Cruiser, making sure to stay behind the neatly stacked crates of cargo.  
 
    As the voices neared her, Novi peeped out from behind the crates. Across the width of the Bay, a man and a woman stood in conversation by the stairs to the console platform. It was the beautiful RimWorlder woman and Jerik, the InnerWorlder asking questions on Idriko. Sunlight flooded into the hangar, lighting up the vast area. Through the open space door, she caught a glimpse of an arid and barren world. Similar to the view from the Vista Screen. Novi glanced around her, to gauge her options. Before her lay a stretch of Bay with no crates to provide cover. She’d have to cross it to gain access to the corridor that led to the Cruiser’s entryway and the airlock. Therein lay the path to a Vestibule gate. There was nothing to do but wait out the duo, she realized. Cursing her misfortune, Novi waited.  
 
    She watched the two with seething impatience. Finally, it seemed that her patience was to be rewarded. As if responding to a silent signal, Jerik strode up the stairs to the narrow platform with the embedded console in the wall. A whirring sound echoed in the vast hangar and the woman turned to face the wide open space door. Novi sighed. She’d have to be patient some more. The woman would easily see her if she made a move into the Cruiser. But curiosity drove Novi to creep behind the line of crates until she found a vantage point that allowed her to observe the woman. The RimWorlder’s eyes were directed at the Bay door opening where a runway was sliding out from the floor.  
 
    A curious Novi followed the woman’s gaze. The rumble of a vehicle announced its presence before a sturdy, open-topped four-wheeler drove into the Bay to come to a stop by the woman. Four men rode the all-terrain vehicle. Ryfkin Soren in the driver’s seat, with two RimWorlders behind him. Beside the Captain, sat an older InnerWorlder male.  
 
    “Commander Jeryn, what a pleasure” the InnerWorlder passenger said as the woman moved to greet him. 
 
    She was a Commander in the Five Year War — not an ordinary Renegade. 
 
    Novi’s jaw slackened as the man jumped down from the vehicle. It was a familiar profile, one on numerous advertisements on Idriko and all over the Inner Worlds.  
 
    “Mr. Ventini” greeted the Commander. 
 
    Zufon Ventini was of medium height, with a shock of gray hair and an air of vitality that gave him the appearance of a much younger man. The flashing eyes and charisma that had made him a StarVision celebrity all over the Inner Worlds was still in evidence years later. 
 
    As the Captain strode into view, Novi took note of the flasher strapped to his thigh. She frowned. He’d not been armed in his chamber or in Cruiser Control. The two RimWorlders with him unloaded cargo from the four-wheeler. One carried a beautifully carved box to place it by Zufon Ventini. Something about the way the large RimWorlder moved had Novi suspect that this was Kali, the skilled pilot who’d navigated the Cruiser expertly in the Badlands. He too had a flasher strapped to his thigh.  
 
    The faint whine of a cargo crane permeated the air as it deposited a pair of enormous crates into the hangar through the open space door. Kali and his fellow RimWorlder strode to the cargo to hook them to the Bay’s robotic arms.  
 
    “Jerik” Kali called to the InnerWorlder on the console platform. “Go, beron.” 
 
    The robotic arms hefted the crates up to stack them neatly in a corner of the Bay by the access to the maintenance duct. For the next half hour, more crates were deposited into the hangar by a crane from outside the Cruiser. These were neatly stacked with the others, the operation coordinated by the two RimWorlders, with Jerik manning the robotic arms from the console platform. Novi counted twenty supersized crates. 
 
    All the while, Zufon Ventini exchanged polite pleasantries with the Captain and Commander Jeryn. He seemed to know the two Renegades well. 
 
    “I hope the Captain and you will join me for the evening meal, Commander Jeryn. We celebrate the success of the expedition.” 
 
    The woman glanced at the Captain. “Ryf?” 
 
    “Nowhere to be, Zin.”  
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Ventini” she accepted graciously. “A pleasure to celebrate with you.” 
 
    “Shall I send transport, Captain?” Zufon Ventini inquired. 
 
    Soren shook his head. “We’ll make our own way, Mr. Ventini. I know the way to camp.” 
 
    Ventini gestured at the box by his feet. “I hand this into your care, Captain. Zedak will take possession at Headquarters.” 
 
    “All done here, Cap’n” Kali announced as a third RimWorlder strode into the Bay to join the other two. 
 
    Two men in Ventini livery followed him in. “Ready when you are, Mr. Ventini” said one of the men.  
 
    Novi noted that the bright livery was dusty and marred with streaks of dirt and grease. The Cruiser’s crew, in their serviceable clothing, were more suitably attired for this dusty planet than the Ventini personnel. Though, Zufon Ventini, as snazzily dressed as his son, looked pristine. 
 
    “Until tonight, Commander.” Ventini took leave of the woman, before addressing Soren.  “Please extend the invitation to your crew. They are all welcome.” 
 
    The Captain waited for Zufon Ventini to exit with his liveried personnel, before he gestured to the carved box at his feet.  
 
    “The usual nook, Kali.” 
 
    To Novi’s consternation, the pilot hefted the box to stride towards the access hatch. She scooted back behind the crates hastily. It seemed the box was to be stored in the maintenance duct. Getting clear of the duct had been a good call, she realized, frantically trying to remember if she’d left behind any incriminating signs of her stay. In her hurry to abandon ship, she had not taken care to hide the evidence, assuming herself to be long gone before anyone ventured into the maintenance duct. 
 
    The flame-haired InnerWorlder strode into the Bay to hail the Captain. “You have two messages, Cap’n. One marked for your ears only. The other’s a job offer.” 
 
    Soren arched his eyebrow. “Someone bit. Already?” 
 
    “It’s your illustrious name, Cap’n” she said cheerfully. 
 
    “Is it a bounty contract?” Zin asked the flame-haired girl. 
 
    “No, Commander.” She shook her head. “By the sound of it, it’s security work.”  
 
    The Captain turned to the others. “Ventini has extended an invitation to the crew for a feast. Zin and I leave at seven.” 
 
    “You keen to feast, Kidani?” Kali, the RimWorlder pilot, strode into view. 
 
    Novi breathed a silent sigh of relief. She was safe for now. The pilot had not detected any signs of a stowaway in the maintenance duct.  
 
    “Naah.” Kidani shrugged. “I can cook my own feast.” 
 
    “Are we invited?” he inquired with a grin.  
 
    “Only if you’re on your best behavior, Kali” she retorted cheekily. 
 
    “In that case, how about a game of benkitok? I might even let you win.” 
 
    The flame-haired girl scoffed. “As if. I’ll kick your butt under my own steam, Kali.” 
 
    The pilot grinned. “You can try, Fire Hair.” 
 
    “I’ll join you, Boss.” Jerik sauntered into view. “I’m keen to see how the other half lives.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” the Captain asked. 
 
    Novi couldn’t see the others, but by their silence, she guessed that no one else was interested. After a day aboard the Cruiser, she knew the crew complement was eight, including the Captain — six RimWorlders and two InnerWorlders. Only Jerik addressed Ryfkin Soren as boss. The others all called him Captain, with the uniquely syllable-shortened version of the moniker. Except for the beautiful Commander Jeryn who addressed him more familiarly. Novi strongly suspected that the RimWorlders were all leftover from Ryfkin Soren’s Renegade days. 
 
    “We take off at first light in the morning” Soren announced. “Till then, feel free to stretch your legs, feel the sun on your face and explore this world.” 
 
    “What’s it like, Boss?” asked Jerik curiously. 
 
    The Captain smiled, silver eyes flashing. “Never ask a RenWelder about an Invun Weld, Jerik. To us, all the worlds here seem barren and parched, unlike our lush rainforests.” 
 
    “There’s decent game, Jerik” Kali chimed in. “If you’re a mind to hunt. I spied deer and rabbits and plump gamebirds.” 
 
    Jerik looked mighty interested by the prospect. 
 
    “A walk, Zin?” invited one of the RimWorlders from beyond Novi’s sight. “It’s not a Ren Weld, but the sun is warm on the skin.” 
 
    Novi’s eyebrow arched silently. The man was certainly more familiar with the Commander than the other crew on the Cruiser. 
 
    Commander Jeryn shrugged noncommittally. 
 
    “Go on, Zin” the Captain urged. “You’ve been cooped in here long enough. Kidani will help me sort the job offer.” 
 
    “Zin” the RimWorlder male, Novi couldn’t see, appealed persuasively. “Do us both good to get off the ship for a few hours.” 
 
    This time, the Commander acquiesced silently. As she turned to go, the Captain stopped her. Unstrapping the flasher from his thigh, he threw it to her. Without missing a beat, she plucked it deftly from the air to strap it to her thigh. 
 
    “If you bring back game, Commander, you’ll have fresh stew” the flame-haired girl pledged. 
 
    “Kidani’s stew is to die for, Commander” Kali added. “Catch us something please. If you leave it to Yukon, I see no stew in my future.” 
 
    “Hey” protested a young RimWorlder voice. “You steer the Cruiser, Kali. And leave the hunting to me.” 
 
    “I would, beron. If you hit something for a change.” 
 
    The RimWorlder countered with something rude that had the pilot chuckling.  
 
    The Commander flashed a singularly attractive smile that lit up her face before striding away. 
 
    The Captain and Kidani strode into the Cruiser, while the others busied themselves in the Bay. Novi waited patiently. After about ten minutes, the massive space door slid shut, plunging the hangar into darkness. When the floor lights winked on, Jerik exited the Space Bay. Now, the hangar lay silent and dark, Novi’s eyes having a hard time adjusting to it after the abundance of sunlight. Of the other crew, there was no sign. Novi concluded that the others had seized the chance to stretch their legs. One thing was for sure. There didn’t seem to be any settlement on this world. And hence, the prospect of escape via a Shuttle Vestibule unlikely. This was merely a planet one of Zufon Ventini’s expeditions had set up temporary camp on.  
 
    Climbing hastily back into the access hatch, she made her way cautiously into the duct. Though the carved box had been hidden under the walkway in a specially designed nook, Novi could tell exactly where it lay. Some kind of energy emanated from the box. It seemed to draw Novi irresistibly. The pull was strong and unmistakable. Since she’d sensed nothing similar from any of the expedition’s oversized crates in the Bay, Novi concluded that the box had been stashed in the duct precisely because of its unusual contents. From deep in the maintenance duct, the crew would not feel the box’s extraordinary effect. But Novi had to fight against every instinct to steer clear of the box. If it had not been padlocked, she might have thrown caution to the winds. But she was reluctant to draw attention to her presence by breaking open the old-fashioned lock on the carved box. Especially, since she was to be a stowaway on the Cruiser for longer. If anyone checked on the stashed strongbox, a broken lock would be a dead giveaway. Then, she’d be in a world of trouble. 
 
    Tearing herself away from it, Novi made her way to Cruiser Control. The Captain and the flame-haired girl stood directly under the access hatch, in conversation with someone on the Vista Screen. By the sound of him, it was a man, an InnerWorlder. 
 
    “The last two times, our cargo has come under attack from brigands, Captain” the man’s voice explained. “Our guards are not trained to handle heavily-armed pirates.” 
 
    “What kind of cargo will we be guarding?” the Captain asked. 
 
    There was a short silence before Soren spoke again, his voice soft. 
 
    “You came to us for a reason, Mr. Benito” he reminded the InnerWorlder. 
 
    “You have a certain reputation, Captain Soren” the stranger admitted. “We’re confident you can keep our cargo safe.” 
 
    “If you’re aware of my reputation, you know my word is gold” the Captain countered. “I cannot do my job unless I know what I’m to protect.” 
 
    “It’s cash” Benito confessed, somewhat reluctantly. “Transported from the bank to our ship to be taken off world.” 
 
    “A lot of cash, Mr. Benito?” 
 
    “Payroll for Deziti employees, Captain. We do the run once a month.” 
 
    “The same day every month?” 
 
    “Like clockwork. But after the last attack, we decided to change it up. This month, our withdrawal will be a day early.” 
 
    “Where’s the withdrawal to take place — what world?” 
 
    “Zubiko Ethera, in the Panthera sector.” 
 
    The flame-haired girl made for the Co-Pilot Seat to enable the console.  
 
    “It’s close, Cap’n. A couple of hours away” she confirmed. 
 
    “That is very good news, Captain.” The man on the screen sounded pleased. “We plan to transfer the payroll tomorrow.” 
 
    The girl shot the Captain a glance.  
 
    “I’m afraid we cannot make it tomorrow” the Captain said. “The earliest is the day after.” 
 
    A frown puckered Novi’s brow as she listened in intently. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Benito seemed as confused by the Captain’s recalcitrance as Novi. 
 
    “We have a prior commitment, Mr. Benito” the Captain explained.  
 
    Novi wondered what had changed since the Bay. He’d assured the Commander that they had nowhere to be. 
 
    “You may name your price, Captain Soren” the man insisted. “We are desperate.” 
 
    “And I’m happy to take the job, Mr. Benito. Just not tomorrow.” 
 
    In the silence, Novi peered down, angling her head to catch a glimpse of the stranger on the panoramic Vista Screen. 
 
    “I keep my word, Mr. Benito. A commitment is a commitment. As a potential employer, you must appreciate that” the Captain reiterated quietly.  
 
    There was something about the man, Novi mused. A presence, almost a magnetism that drew others. She’d felt it, even at a distance as she watched him from behind the vent in his chamber. After observing him for over a day, Novi had an inkling of why the RimWorlders had followed him into what must have seemed a hopeless battle against the Guild Coalition.  
 
    “I do, Captain.” The man sighed. “When we heard that you were available for security contracts, we couldn’t believe our fortune. It was too good to be true.” 
 
    The flame-haired girl spoke up, addressing the man on the screen for the first time. “Can you not push it back by a day, Sir?” 
 
    “We could, Miss. But that would put it on the same day we usually do the transfer. The brigands will anticipate it.”  
 
    The Captain said nothing for an infinitesimal second, before he assured the man on the screen. “If you push it back by a day, Mr. Benito, we’ll get your cash past the brigands.”  
 
    An insignificant delay but Novi caught it. She’d been observing him for a while now. The flame-haired girl seemed to come to the same conclusion for she cast a sidelong glance at the Captain. 
 
    There was another short silence.  
 
    “Alright, Captain” Benito agreed. “We transfer the payroll the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    “We will be on Zubiko Ethera at sun up the day after tomorrow. Please transmit the details, Mr. Benito.” 
 
    “I will, Captain Soren. We’ll see you at sun up.”  
 
    The flame-haired girl turned away from the screen to face the Captain. Novi guessed that Benito had signed off. 
 
    “He offered a lot of money, Cap’n” Kidani remarked. 
 
    Soren shrugged. “He’s taking a huge risk by agreeing to meet us. There’s no money in the world to tempt me to give up the chance. We might not get another one.” 
 
    Novi’s eyes widened. Something had changed since the Bay, she realized. It must be the message marked for his ears only.  
 
    The girl said nothing. 
 
    “Unfinished business, Kidani” the Captain admitted to her, his voice soft.  
 
    She nodded, changing the subject. “Can we make it to Zubiko Ethera by sun up, Cap’n?” 
 
    “Without access to the Labyrinth, it’d be impossible. But if we sail through the night, we’ll make it.” He was confident. 
 
    “Sounds like a new job lined up, Cap’n?” Kali inquired, striding up to join the two, with another RimWorlder in tow.  
 
    “And a meeting in the Badlands at noon tomorrow” Soren said. 
 
    The Badlands? 
 
    Kali whistled. “Be cutting it fine, Cap’n” he noted, his tone casual.  
 
    The pilot was laid-back with an outgoing personality. The rest of the RimWorlder crew were more reserved, from what Novi had observed. The most extroverted on the Cruiser were Jerik and Kali, who seemed to reserve his wittiest comebacks for Kidani. The RimWorlder pilot and the flame-haired girl had an interesting relationship. Kidani was less reticent than the RimWorlders, but not as extroverted as Jerik.  
 
    “It’s Vedino” the Captain explained. “He’ll be in the Badlands tomorrow, right where Kintano answered our hail.” 
 
    To her astonishment, Novi realized that the Synth with the bounty on his head had agreed to meet the Captain. This is why the Captain had pushed Benito for an extra day. 
 
    We’re headed to the Badlands again.  
 
    “He agreed to meet, Cap’n?” Kali seemed intrigued by the possibility. 
 
    “He’ll wait for a half hour, Kali. Can we make it?” the Captain asked, his confidence in the pilot clear.  
 
    “I can do a stint in the Pilot Seat” he offered, surprising Novi who hadn’t known that Ryfkin Soren could pilot a Star Cruiser.  
 
    “You’ll make the meet, Cap’n” Kali assured him confidently. “Jerik and I will cover it.”  
 
    “Change of plans. We sail after the feast” Soren announced. “I’ll make it an early night.”  
 
    “Have we received the information for Zubiko Ethera?” he asked the girl. 
 
    “Aye, Cap’n.” 
 
    The Captain turned to the second RimWorlder, silent so far. “Go over the details with the others, Vizir. Flag anything that requires my attention. Tonight, we make a plan.” 
 
    Novi wished she could catch a glimpse of the crew just once before she disembarked this ship. After her time aboard the Cruiser, she was starting to feel like she knew them. She’d seen Kali in profile in the Space Bay. He was a big man and moved with the same loose-limbed grace that marked Ryfkin Soren. But the other RimWorlders were amorphous faces to her. Except the beautiful Commander who she’d observed in Soren’s quarters. 
 
    “What kind of job is it, Cap’n?” Vizir inquired. 
 
    “Security detail for a payroll transfer from the bank to their craft. Goes through some rough country, from what I hear.” 
 
    “Hostiles?” 
 
    “Land brigands, well-armed.” 
 
    “I’ll go over the information with a fine comb” the RimWorlder assured the Captain. 
 
    “What do we know about Deziti, Kidani?” Soren directed at the flame-haired girl. 
 
    It was clear that the girl was the one with contacts on the Inner Worlds. Novi surmised that Kidani was also the one with the most knowledge of the corporations that controlled the Inner Worlds.  
 
    “Not much, Cap’n. It’s not a major player. According to StarWeb, it controls a few rustic, mostly agrarian, planets. Zubiko Ethera is one of them.” 
 
    “They control the planet.” The Captain seemed nonplussed. “Then, why the trouble with pirates in their own backyard?” 
 
    “Perhaps, their private forces are not trained to handle brigands, Cap’n” Kali interjected. “Not all militaries are the Guild Corps.” 
 
    “Perhaps” Soren murmured.  
 
    “Or perhaps, they want to hire us for something bigger” Vizir chimed in unexpectedly. “And this job is merely a test to see how we do.”  
 
    The Captain and Kali directed their attention to Vizir. Novi couldn’t tell whether they were surprised by the RimWorlder’s reading of the situation. She could see how a minor corporation might be willing to hire Ryfkin Soren’s crew to clear their worlds of heavily-armed outlaws. Financially, it would be a fantastic deal for the corporation, far easier than finding the right forces or training them. 
 
    “He nearly backed out when you said you couldn’t make the transfer tomorrow, Cap’n” Kidani chimed in. 
 
    “Something changed his mind” Soren murmured. “I wonder what.” 
 
    He turned to the pilot. “Kali, work with Kidani and scour StarWeb for Deziti Corporation. If anything seems gnarly, let me know.” 
 
    Kali gave the Captain a sharp nod. “You got it.”  
 
    “Shall I reach out to my sources, Cap’n?” the girl offered. 
 
    He nodded affirmatively. 
 
    “It’s short notice but if they’ve heard anything, I’ll know” she assured him. 
 
    “I want to build a business in the Invun Welds not solely dependent on Venn Corp” the Captain remarked. “And on paper, Deziti is our ideal customer. Deep pockets and untrained private forces should make for recurring business for us.” 
 
    He paused. “But short notice or not, we do due diligence. Ilar’s Justice must always honor its name.” 
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    The Synth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Novi bit ravenously into the loaf. It was slathered with a thick pâté of vegetables and lentils. Her eyes closed blissfully as she savored the taste of the fresh bread and the thick stew. The flame-haired girl was an amazing cook, Novi sighed. Her sigh held an equal measure of relief and satisfaction. It had taken her eight hours to successfully sneak any food today. Eight long hours that Novi had spent waiting for her chance. With the Captain away, the five remaining crew had been off duty. They’d crawled all over the Cruiser, making it near impossible for the stowaway to risk venturing into the Rec Chamber. With no nourishment all day, except sips of water from the unoccupied chamber she’d adopted as her own, her stomach had growled demandingly. 
 
    Novi had waited impatiently for the coast to clear. First, Kidani and Kali had taken over the Rec Chamber. The flame-haired girl had busied herself in the cramped kitchen, while the big RimWorlder lounged and exchange quips with her. Once Kidani was done, they had pored over their tablets. From what Novi could tell, it was research, per the Captain’s orders — public information about Deziti Corp available on StarWeb. Finally, much to Novi’s relief, the two had retired to the Space Bay to play some of kind of game that involved an oblong-shaped ball ricocheting around the vast hangar. However, before Novi could slip into the Rec Chamber, the rest of the crew had tromped in for their evening meal. Novi had hissed with impatience as they lingered over their meal, discussing the upcoming gig and studying the details transmitted to the Captain by Deziti Corp. As if to add insult to injury, Kidani and Kali had returned to the chamber to share a boisterous meal with the others, all while Novi’s stomach grumbled so loudly that she had to make herself scarce from the access hatch by the Rec Chamber, lest she be overheard by the crew. In the end, the chamber had emptied only after the Captain’s return from the feast. He’d given the order to sail and the crew had scattered to their duties. But Novi still had to wait for Kidani to clean up and retire to her quarters. 
 
    Her hunger finally satisfied, Novi made her way to Cruiser Control for a last look, before settling down for the night herself. Despite her singularly frustrating day cooped up in the maintenance duct, she felt optimistic. Her shot at freedom loomed close. The Captain had given his word to be on Zubiko Ethera by sun up in one day. That would be her chance to slip away. Though Novi had never heard of the world, it didn’t alarm her — there was no reason to be familiar with Zubiko Ethera. Panthera sector did not adjoin Idriko.  
 
    But she would miss this ship, Novi admitted to herself. And, in a strange way, the crew. The Cruiser and its crew led an interesting life. They travelled the stars to take on interesting jobs all over the Inner Worlds. In the two days she’d spent aboard as a stowaway, they had jumped the Star Portal Labyrinth, dodged asteroids in the Badlands, rendezvoused with Zufon Ventini at his latest dig, accepted an interesting convoy job and were readying to dash through the night to meet with a Synth. The life seemed to embody all of Novi’s dreams. And the camaraderie between the motley crew stoked her admiration and envy. Above all, they were led by Ryfkin Soren, the hero of the Five Year War — the man who’d bloodied the Guild’s nose, to strike a blow for oppressed InnerWorlders and RimWorlders alike. It had been fun to sail with them, even hidden away as a stowaway, she mused with a pang.  
 
    In Cruiser Control, Jerik sat in the Pilot Seat. The Captain was absent. In his place, Commander Jeryn occupied the Command Seat, engrossed in the console attached to it. Angled up as the console was, Novi could make out some kind of map on it. Every now and then, the Commander would respond to a comment from a discombobulated voice with the exotic RimWorlder cadences. The night crew was doing their homework on Zubiko Ethera, Novi guessed. 
 
    It was time to rest while the Cruiser slumbered. Novi made her way back to the jumble of bedclothes and sleeping bag she’d left in the passage by the unoccupied chamber. She wished fervently that the crew had stashed Zufon Ventini’s carved box somewhere other than the maintenance duct. Whatever strong energy emanated from the box was starting to give Novi a powerful headache. Between fighting her instincts to break into the strongbox and the persistent migraine the proximity seemed to cause her, Novi was exhausted. Drained, she slipped into weary slumber.  
 
    She was awakened once during the night with the piercing pain that seemed to squeeze at her head. Like before, the agony was fleeting. Novi fancied that she saw stars, swirling around her head with dizzying speed, before she lost consciousness. When she woke up next, her watch told her that it was late morning. Slipping into the unused chamber, Novi washed up and completed her ablutions, before climbing back into the duct to crawl to Cruiser Control.  
 
    Cruiser Control was busy this morning with an almost full complement of crew in attendance, from what Novi could tell. Kali was back in the Pilot Seat, with a RimWorlder in the Co-Pilot Seat beside him. They were on approach to the Badlands. Soon, if the last time was an indication, they’d commence what the Captain referred to as RimWorlder Ring protocol, with hot weapons, a skilled crew and eyes peeled in all directions to watch for hurtling asteroids, while Kali maneuvered the big Star Cruiser through the treacherous Ring. When that difficult endeavor commenced, Novi was determined to sneak into the Rec Chamber in search of nourishment. Like most ships, the Rec Chamber was one of the busiest rooms on Ilar’s Justice. And she was determined to not be forced to fight off hunger pangs all day again, like yesterday. Novi already had a migraine to deal with. She fancied that it’d abated a little after a night’s rest. Yet, it still persisted, a nagging throb in her head that made her vaguely nauseous and singularly irritable. While the thought of leaving the Cruiser caused her a pang or two, Novi would be glad to see the last of the maintenance duct. Between the constant and extraordinary pull of the strongbox, her nagging headache, the persistent lack of warmth in the access passages and the nightly agony and oblivion, she’d be glad to see the back of it. 
 
    An hour later, as the Cruiser began its treacherous sail through the Asteroid Ring, Novi made for the Rec Chamber, hoping the flame-haired girl’s fascination with the Badlands and her interest in watching her pilot friend navigate the ship would draw Kidani away. Novi was confident that everyone else would be in Cruiser Control. Every RimWorlder on the crew had a part to play during the Cruiser’s perilous journey into the Badlands. As for Jerik, Novi guessed that he was dead to the world, asleep in his quarters after piloting the Cruiser through the night.  
 
    To Novi’s relief, Kidani was absent from the Rec Chamber. She was able to slip into the room to sneak a bit from the freshly cooked afternoon meal and a few snacks to last her the day. As always, she was careful to take only small quantities of food, to avoid arousing the suspicions of the girl in charge of the kitchen and the crew’s meals.  
 
    After a hearty and satisfying meal, Novi dragged her blanket over to Cruiser Control. Swathing herself in the blanket, she lay on her stomach to peer down into the chamber below. Novi knew the Cruiser was stationary. The unique vibrations of the ship when it sailed were noticeably absent. She guessed they were idling in an oasis in the Badlands, like before, waiting for the Synth to make contact. 
 
    Down below, the Captain, his attention on the console mounted on the Command Seat, was speaking. Everyone in Novi’s sight in Cruiser Control — Kali, the RimWorlder co-pilot and Commander Jeryn — was intent on their respective stations. 
 
    Soren stabbed his finger onto his console. “Here’s the bank.” He traced a path on the map with the tip of his finger. “And here’s where we drop the payroll.” 
 
    “Not the Shuttle Vestibule, Ryf?” The Commander sounded startled. “The map shows a Vestibule on Zubiko Ethera.” 
 
    “Deziti maintains a stable of private docks for their ships, Zin. The payroll goes to the docks.” 
 
    “What about us, Cap’n?” asked one of the crew. 
 
    “Benito has reserved a slot for Ilar’s Justice at the Vestibule” the Captain confirmed. 
 
    “The white dashes on the map trace the route the payroll convoy takes” he explained. “The cash travels in an official Deziti Corp vehicle with six liveried and armed escorts.” 
 
    “The route skirts all settlements on the planet” the RimWorlder in the Co-Pilot Seat remarked. “The bank is the only settlement the convoy hits. Once they load up the cash, the route goes through farmland and some steep mountainous country until the docks.”  
 
    “The two red crosses on the map represent the brigand attacks on the convoy” the Captain interjected. 
 
    “Both by the remote mountain, away from farmland” Kali murmured. 
 
    “Aye” Soren confirmed. 
 
    “What if we skirt the mountain?” suggested a RimWorlder voice. 
 
    The Captain shook his head. “It would take too long to avoid the mountain.” 
 
    Commander Jeryn threw him a glance. “Avoid the brigands or confront them, Ryf?”  
 
    “If Vizir is correct that this is an audition, then let’s show Deziti what we can do” the Captain’s response came pat, without any hesitation. 
 
    “Confront” the Commander murmured, clearly pleased by the prospect.    
 
    Her voice held a note of eagerness. Zinera Jeryn was excited about the job, Novi surmised. 
 
    “Can’t wait, Boss.” 
 
    To Novi’s astonishment, it was Jerik’s voice that rang out. He’d joined his crewmates in Cruiser Control. Clearly, the enthusiasm about taking on the brigands was not limited to just the Commander. 
 
    “So, Ryf” the Commander inquired, with a smile in her voice. “What’s the plan? I know you have one.” 
 
    “We make a minor change to the route” he said promptly. “And use a decoy.” 
 
    “A decoy?” Kali asked the question.  
 
    “Deziti’s official vehicle follows the route we mark for them” the Captain explained. “With two of our guys in their six-person convoy.”  
 
    “But they don’t carry the payroll” the RimWorlder in the Co-Pilot Seat commented perceptively. 
 
    “Correct, Vizir. We follow a half hour behind the official convoy. With the cash.” 
 
    “Use the decoy to flush out the brigands” murmured the RimWorlder the Captain had referred to as Vizir.  
 
    Novi recalled that the Captain had put him in charge of weapons during their first treacherous sail into the Badlands.  
 
    “If they show, the decoy engages them” Kali murmured. 
 
    “And the convoy, following behind with the payroll, provides backup” Commander Jeryn interjected confidently.  
 
    “That’s the plan in a nut shell” the Captain agreed.  
 
    He glanced at the man in the Co-Pilot Seat. “You had the most time to look over the details, Vizir. What do you think?” 
 
    “You talked of changes to the convoy’s route, Cap’n?” Vizir inquired. 
 
    “A precaution. Reroute through a few settlements, nothing major. If the brigands hear of Deziti hiring outsiders to protect the payroll, they’ll believe that we made some changes.” 
 
    “Replacing two guards in the decoy and altering the route will allay any suspicions” Vizir agreed. 
 
    “I want them to go for the decoy” Soren reiterated. “If they’re suspicious, they might not.” 
 
    “It’s a good plan, Cap’n” Vizir confirmed. “Simple and effective.” 
 
    “Kali?” The Captain turned to the pilot. 
 
    “It’ll work.” 
 
    Novi watched avidly as the Captain solicited his crew’s comments to refine the plan. 
 
    “A couple of sharp-shooters should even the numbers against any marauding outlaws” the Captain declared. “Zin and Vizir are our best sharp-shooters. So, we split them up. Jerik will join Vizir in the official convoy, while Zin, Yukon, Burok and I follow with the payroll. Let’s keep our Hailers hot, not just depend on Deziti’s communicators.”  
 
    “You’re leaving me behind?” Kali exclaimed.  
 
    From the reactions in the chamber below, Novi surmised that something about this was unusual.   
 
    The Captain met the RimWorlder’s eyes. “To watch over Ilar’s Justice, beron.” 
 
    The pilot seemed to still at what he saw on Soren’s face. 
 
    “I’m a paranoid pitzuke at the best of times, Kali” Soren admitted softly to the pilot. 
 
    “Any particular reason, Cap’n?” Kali asked. 
 
    The Captain shrugged. “Just being careful with an unfamiliar client.” 
 
    Kali gave the Captain a nod. “I’ll watch her.” 
 
    The Captain’s voice lost its intensity. “With Kidani and you, I know she’s in good hands. And, the job doesn’t require a full contingent. You’ll both ride along on the next one.” 
 
    “I’m content to watch the Cruiser, Cap’n” Kidani piped up. “Hot and dusty worlds, with armed brigands around the corner, are not my thing.” 
 
    Soren chuckled, along with some of the crew, as Kali flashed her a smile. “You don’t know what you’re missing, Fire Hair.” 
 
    “What about the bank employees, Ryf?” the Commander interjected, attempting to tie up the loose ends. “They’ll know the official convoy is a decoy.” 
 
    “The bank is owned by Deziti, Commander” Kidani responded. “Most of the planet is.” 
 
    “I’d trust them, if they’re Deziti employees” the Captain remarked. “Anything gnarly crop up about Deziti Corp?” 
 
    Kali shook his head. “It’s small fry, even in the sector. We found nothing suspicious on StarWeb. However, there were no reports of brigand attacks on the planet. In fact, there’ve been no reports of any kind of lawlessness on Zubiko Ethera for the past few months. Kidani and I checked.” 
 
    Zin frowned. “Perhaps, Deziti hushed up the reports?” she suggested. 
 
    Kali shrugged. “It’s not exactly a lawless world, Commander. It’s agrarian. And farmers are not a boisterous lot.” 
 
    “Hmm” the Captain murmured. “Anything from your sources, Kidani?” 
 
    “No one’s heard anything bad, Cap’n” she said. “Frankly, most of my sources have never heard of Deziti Corp.” 
 
    Soren straightened in his seat. “Then, how in feckin’ Hadis did Deziti hear about us? Only your contacts know about us soliciting jobs.” 
 
    “Should I dig deeper?” inquired Kidani. 
 
    For a moment, the Captain said nothing. 
 
    “Ryf?” the Commander glanced at him. “Is it the Soren instinct? Should we pass?” The simple query denoted her utter confidence in him. 
 
    He shook his head. “We shouldn’t pass. But something’s off.” 
 
    Novi, watching the exchange, realized that she hadn’t misread him before. He was suspicious about the gig on Zubiko Ethera.  
 
    “It’s a convoy.” Soren shrugged, as the Commander continued to hold his gaze. “Not a feckin’ fire fight.” 
 
    A discreet beep had Kali and the co-pilot turning back to their consoles. 
 
    “Someone’s hailing us, Cap’n” Vizir announced. 
 
    “Video enabled” Kali added laconically. 
 
    “Put it through to my console” the Captain directed. 
 
    Novi could sense the palpable anticipation in Cruiser Control. It didn’t surprise her — she was eager for this meeting too. No wonder the crew was so pumped up. Only the Captain seemed unaffected. He wasn’t a man to wear his heart on his sleeve, Novi had noticed. Even less than the other RimWorlders who were all fairly poker-faced. Compared to the more emotional InnerWorlders, the RimWorlders lack of expression stood out starkly. Novi could always tell what Jerik thought of a particular situation, but rarely guess at the Captain’s, or the other RimWorlders’ take on it. 
 
    Down below, the map on the Captain’s console was being replaced by the face and shoulders of a fair-haired man. Novi peered down, attempting to see him clearly. But the angle of the console defeated her. However, his voice came through loud and clear over the speakers. 
 
    “You’ve been looking for me, Captain Soren?” An InnerWorlder male voice filled Cruiser Control. “I’m Serak Vedino.” 
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to meet me.”  
 
    Serak Vedino got straight to the point. “You have information about the Guild, Captain?” 
 
    The Captain was equally direct. “The Guild has a bounty on you, Mr. Vedino.” 
 
    For a moment, the man on the console was silent. “I wasn’t aware of a bounty” the Synth acknowledged. “But I’m not surprised the Coalition wants my head.” 
 
    “Not exactly” the Captain interjected. “The Guild wants you captured alive. It’s been made clear that no bounty will be paid if you’re dead.” 
 
    This time, Novi sensed that the Synth was surprised. There was absolute silence in Cruiser Control, with everyone’s rapt attention on the Captain. While no one could see Vedino, they could all hear the conversation.  
 
    “That is news to me” the Synth admitted. Then, something about the Captain’s words seemed to strike him. 
 
    “Are you saying the Guild Coalition offered you the contract, Captain?” Vedino was incredulous.  
 
    Right, like the Guild would ever have anything to do with Ryfkin Soren. 
 
    The Captain shook his head. “No, not the Guild. Someone else, an independent entity. But the details provided suggest to us that it is the Coalition that’s interested in you.”  
 
    “What details?” the man on the console asked baldly. 
 
    “It was alleged that you’re a Synth raising an army and that you escaped from Kuzhampa Prison.” Soren was confident that Vedino would understand why the details had aroused his suspicions about Guild interference. It was common knowledge that the persecution of Synths was an effort led by the powerful Guild Coalition. And the prison was operated by the Coalition. 
 
    “That does seem to infer Guild interest, Captain” Vedino remarked thoughtfully. “But your information is not all correct.” 
 
    “You’re not Synth?” Soren suggested. 
 
    Vedino paused. “I cavil at the term Synthetic because nothing about me is artificial, Captain Soren. I’m as much an InnerWorlder as those pompous greedy bastards that run Guild Coalition. But per their definition, I am a Synth. No, Captain, that’s not it. But I have never been to Kuzhampa.” 
 
    At the Captain went silent, Novi guessed that it was his turn to be surprised.  
 
    “I’ve never been captured by the Guild” the Synth reiterated. “Few escape Guild custody. Not alive anyway.” 
 
    Zin shot a look at the Captain, before striding over to the Command Seat to stand beside him. Soren angled the console to allow the Synth to see her. The new angle also allowed Novi to see the man on the console better.  
 
    “This is Commander Zinera Jeryn, my deputy, Mr. Vedino” the Captain introduced her. 
 
    “Why lie to us about the prison, Mr. Vedino?” the RimWorlder woman asked, without any attempt at small talk. 
 
    The Synth’s eyes flickered as he took in the magnificent beauty of Zinera Jeryn. His voice gentled subtly. “Perhaps, they hoped it might tempt you to go after the bounty, Commander.”  
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “The contradictions only made Ryf more suspicious.” 
 
    “It’s time to lay our cards on the table, Captain Soren” the Synth suggested. 
 
    “I’m willing, Mr. Vedino” the Captain agreed readily. 
 
    “Why did you want to meet me, Captain?” 
 
    “To warn you of the threat. The Guild makes a powerful enemy.” 
 
    The Synth inclined his head. “I thank you for your concern.” 
 
    “I’m also curious to know why the Guild wants you alive, Mr. Vedino” the Captain continued. “They’re offering seven figures for information leading to your capture. That tells me they believe you know something that threatens them.” 
 
    The Synth’s eyes widened at the sum. “I don’t have the answer to your question, Captain. Synths are persecuted on Guild worlds and many of us have been driven into the dangerous Badlands to hide from the Corps. But we’re hardly a threat to the Coalition. We’re barely surviving, as it is.” 
 
    The Captain cocked his head. “Why did you agree to meet us, Mr. Vedino?” 
 
    “I hoped you might help us” the Synth answered promptly. 
 
    “How can I help you?” 
 
    “The Ring is treacherous, even for experienced pilots. And most of ours have little experience. Many have died. And many continue to lose their lives merely trying to survive amidst the asteroids. The Renegade pilots were known to dodge the Corps in the Ring. Could some be willing to train Synth pilots, Captain Soren?” 
 
    As Vedino’s words died away, Zin Jeryn glanced at the Captain. Novi surmised that the others in Cruiser Control were as taken aback by the unusual request as the RimWorlder woman.  
 
    “I believe they would, Mr. Vedino” the Captain agreed.  
 
    On the console, the Synth looked mighty relieved by Soren’s response. 
 
    “I’ll send word to my Renegade comrades” the Captain assured the other man. “But it will take time to reach them in the Ren Welds.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Soren. Any assistance is greatly appreciated. The Renegades are much admired by Synths. Your success in expelling the Guild from your worlds gives us hope.” 
 
    “It was not without considerable sacrifice, Mr. Vedino” the Captain’s voice held a gentle warning. 
 
    “We’re prepared to sacrifice, Captain” the Synth said simply. “But currently, we lack the skills to make even our sacrifices count.” 
 
    The Captain inclined his head. For a few seconds, there was silence. Neither man broke it. 
 
    The Synth shot another glance at the silent Commander, before addressing Soren again. “You seek a weakness to use against the Guild?” 
 
    “Yes” the Captain confirmed bluntly, without any prevarication. 
 
    Vedino looked thoughtful. “Only one Synth has ever escaped Guild custody. He was being transported, presumably to a Coalition prison, when the ship crashed on an uninhabited world. Through sheer damn luck, he was able to escape. But the other Synth prisoners from the ship were too weak to make the attempt. These Synth talked of facilities where the Guild ran experiments on us.” 
 
    “Experiments” Zinera Jeryn exclaimed, astonished by the claim. 
 
    “They talked of their minds being forcibly invaded” the Synth said soberly. “Of unbearable agony and of hearing others cry out around them. Until I heard his account, I believed that the Coalition hunted us to use as unpaid labor in their mines. But now, I wonder if the Guild is interested in studying us.” 
 
    He turned to the Captain. “This might even explain why they want me alive, Captain Soren. Dead, they cannot experiment on me.”  
 
    The Captain said nothing, seemingly gobsmacked by the Synth’s words.  
 
    Novi, astonished herself, heard a muted gasp from someone in the chamber. She suspected it was Kidani who’d swallowed an unwary exclamation.  
 
    “It is beyond our ken to take advantage of this information” the Synth admitted. “But you might be able to.” 
 
    The Captain stirred. “You want us to track the ship’s destination — the location of the Guild prison where they experiment on Synths?” 
 
    The man on the console shook his head. “We know the ship’s destination, Captain. The planet it crashed on. But we cannot follow up. It is a world Synths are not allowed on.” 
 
    The Captain frowned. “I don’t understand, Mr. Vedino?” 
 
    “Kintano says you sail with InnerWorlders, Captain Soren. Ask them. They know which worlds are off-limits to Synths.” 
 
    “Sufito Nekthero” breathed the flame-haired girl’s voice from outside Novi’s vision. 
 
    Sacred Realm. 
 
    It was Novi’s turn to swallow her gasp, shocked as she was. Was the man implying that the Guild tortured Synths on a planet designated as a Sacred Realm, she wondered. Anything associated with the Benevolent Ones was sacred to the denizens of the Inner Worlds. And worlds where evidence of the Benevolent Ones had been unearthed were set aside as sites for pilgrimages. If word got out that the Guild was running a prison on a Sacred Realm, even die-hard loyalists would not forgive the Coalition. Even if the prison was meant for Synths. The Guild had been talking up the threat of Synths to the Inner Worlds for a while now. And while many had bought into it, they would not look the other way if the Guild involved a Realm in their campaign against the Synths. The irony of it did not escape Novi.  
 
    Serak Vedino was correct, she knew. This information, if true, was radioactive for the Guild. In the hands of someone canny enough to exploit it, it could light the spark of the revolution against the Coalition that Ryfkin Soren desired. 
 
    “She’s correct, Captain Soren” Vedino acknowledged, having heard Kidani over the console. “The world the ship crashed on is designated as Realm 3.” 
 
    On the console, a muted voice interrupted the Synth. 
 
    “I must leave now” Vedino said urgently. “I’ve been here too long, Captain Soren. If you desire to contact me, come to this section of the Badlands and hail any of the Synth vessels that hide here. They can all get a message to me.” 
 
    “May TziGaros shower you with her bounty, Mr. Vedino.” Soren gave him the traditional RimWorlder blessing. 
 
    “And YanTeo watch over you, Captain Soren” the Synth signed off with the InnerWorlder solicitation. 
 
    It made Novi muse again on the irony of the situation. The Guild’s accusations against Synths seemed especially incongruous after Vedino’s familiar solicitation — a belief shared by all InnerWorlders. 
 
    For a moment, no one in Cruiser Control said anything. Too astonished by the Synth’s revelation, Novi guessed. She knew she was.  
 
    The Captain was the first to break the silence. He glanced to his side. “Why are Synths not allowed on your Sacred Realms, Kidani?” 
 
    “The Guild does not deem them InnerWorlders, Cap’n” she said woodenly. “Since the Realms are considered sacred to the Inner Worlds, Synths have been barred from planets blessed by the Benevolent Ones.” 
 
    “Not InvunWelders?” Soren shook his head, clearly confused. 
 
    “The Guild says Synths have alien heritage, Boss.” This time it was Jerik’s voice that answered the Captain. “And not just any alien. They possess the blood of those that once tried to harm the Benevolent Ones. The Ones are akin to Gods on the Inner Worlds.” 
 
    The Captain reflected on Jerik’s words. 
 
    “This Realm Vedino talked of. Which world is that?” he inquired, his eyes on his console. 
 
    The Commander moved back to her station to check her own console.  
 
    As the others turned their attentions to their respective stations, Jerik’s voice rang out again. “It’s the world previously known as Fumiko Terra, Boss. It should show up on your map with the old name.” 
 
    Once a world was designated as a Sacred Realm, it became a shrine for InnerWorlders. The Realm was then referenced only by a number. Many InnerWorlders dreamt of a pilgrimage in their lifetime to traverse the Sacred Realms and pay homage to the Benevolent Ones who’d once saved their race from extinction.  
 
    Curious to see the world the Synth claimed was the site of a Guild prison, Novi peered down, trying to catch a glimpse of the Captain’s console. The folds of the blanket around her slid along the smooth surface. In her eagerness, Novi almost pitched nose first into the panel cover. As she attempted to right herself, her palm smacked into the control patch to the side of the panel. She must have hit the wrong button, for the panel cover swung open abruptly. Momentum pushed Novi forward, even as she scrabbled frantically to hold on to something.  
 
    With a wild yell, Novi pitched forward, tumbling head first into the chamber below. 
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    Episode 3 : Baptism by Fire 
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    Prisoner 
 
    Imprisoned in the Cruiser’s hold, Novi awaits the Captain’s decision when fate throws an unexpected wrench in the works … 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The hold  
 
      
 
      
 
    As Novi slid through the panel, an edge snagged the blanket around her, to halt her headlong fall. Scrabbling wildly for purchase, she grasped desperately at the handle of the open panel cover. For a moment, she hung precariously, suspended in air and upside down, held in check only by a piece of snagged cloth and her frantic fingers. In Cruiser Control, the stunned crew turned as one to gape at her. Her cry had drawn their attention. And now, they watched in slack-jawed consternation as she dangled above them, half in and half out of the access hatch. Novi, her precipitous descent temporarily halted, chanced a quick glance into the chamber. Below her, in the Command Seat, the Captain’s face appeared close as he stared up at her, the silver eyes bright. 
 
    There was silence in Cruiser Control. No one said anything — they simply stared in stunned amazement at the swathed figure dangling precariously from the ceiling. With a ripping sound, the blanket tore loose of its mooring. Gravity pitched Novi forward again. But this time, her convulsive clasp of the panel cover stopped her descent, allowing her to dangle feet first in the air for a few precious seconds. She gasped audibly, struggling to hold on. To Novi, the floor seemed awfully far.  
 
    Her stupefied audience watched mutely as she dangled in the air, desperately holding on by the tips of her fingers. Her frantic struggle had Ryfkin Soren springing to his feet. Moving into position under her, he readied to break her fall. The silver eyes swung upwards, and he opened his mouth to ask her to let go. But before he could, Novi lost her grip with a scream. As she came hurtling down, he raised his arms instinctively to catch her. She slammed into him like a rocket, the sheer force of her descent shoving him back into the Command Seat. 
 
    Her eyes closed, a frightened Novi landed on something hard with a jarring thud. The pounding of her heart and the rush of adrenaline in her drowned out everything and it took Novi a few seconds to comprehend that she was not smashed up and spread-eagled on the floor of Cruiser Control. Novi opened her eyes to find herself sprawled inelegantly over a masculine body and held snugly by a pair of powerful arms. Greatly relieved at not breaking her neck in the misadventure, Novi glanced up cautiously into silver eyes that stared at her in bemusement.  
 
    Ryfkin Soren. Zeuf and damnation!  
 
    This close to him, she could discern the darker pupils amidst the silver flecks. His unusual eyes were clear, she noted absently, like the waters of a beautiful volcanic lake she’d once been lucky to visit during her time on the cargo-hauler. Novi could still remember it — she’d had an epiphany as she gazed into the crystal-clear depths of a lake given birth by the violent spewing of ash and lava from the neighboring volcano. Now, as her gaze tangled with the uncanny silver eyes of the RimWorlder, Novi’s heart sank. She’d landed from the frying pan into the fire. The Captain’s reaction to her presence aboard his Cruiser was likely to resemble that of the volcano rather than the tranquil lake.  
 
    Shyte. Shyte. How do I explain this, YanTeo? 
 
    You’ve really stepped into it, Novi! 
 
    Despite her trepidation, a shaken Novi found it impossible to tear her gaze away from the one that held her. The unusual light-colored eyes matched his striking face. A broad forehead and a sharp blade of a nose with a firm chin and swarthy skin stretched tight over prominent cheekbones gave him an air akin to the corsair that the Guild called him. But it was the incongruously sensuous lips and the laugh lines around his mouth that worked to soften the effect of the harshly hewn features. This was a man passionate about his causes and his friends, Novi sensed. With the confidence to face down the devil himself for what he believed in. It explained why he’d thrown himself into an unwinnable campaign to drive the Guild Corps from the Rim Worlds.  
 
    Watch yourself! If Ryfkin Soren comes after you, unlike the Guild, you have anywhere to run. 
 
    The silver eyes held her hypnotized, exerting a kind of magnetic pull that made everything else recede into the background. Novi mused dazedly that the effect was eerily similar to that of the carved box in the maintenance duct. She took a deep breath, as her mind screamed about the looming threat she’d unwittingly invited. It was her indrawn breath that served to galvanize Soren. Dawning realization seeped into the bright silver eyes, transforming them from the stillness of a placid lake into the storminess of an angry dust storm on Idriko. And a watchful Novi strove frantically to conjure up a story she could spin. 
 
    Zinera Jeryn was the first to break the silence in Cruiser Control. 
 
    “Ryf” she said clearly — shock, astonishment and warning mingled together in that one word. 
 
    But the Captain was over his initial surprise. Letting go off her, he grasped the arms of the Command Seat to spring to his feet. A hapless Novi, her lower body still entangled with the trailing blanket, slid off him abruptly to land at his feet in an ungainly heap. 
 
    “Oof” she gasped, in shock at finding herself up close and personal with the hard floor.  
 
    Fortunately for Novi, the thick blanket had helped to soften her fall. But the hard landing was like a douse of cold water, clearing her mind of all distractions except the predicament she found herself in.  
 
    While eight pairs of astounded eyes turned to the girl on the floor, Novi glanced a long way up at the big man looming over her. The narrowed silver eyes watched her with an expression that boded ill for her. 
 
    Shyte. Shyte. Shyte. 
 
    “Water” she murmured feebly, allowing her eyes to close dramatically, even as her hand reached for the locket around her neck. 
 
    Squarely in the fire now, there was no escaping the licking flames. So, Novi did the only thing she could — she played for time before explanations were demanded of her. But first, she made sure that she was a shadow no more, now that her presence aboard was no longer a secret. Questions would be raised if the Cruiser’s tech did not flag her presence aboard it. 
 
    Ryfkin Soren stared down at the petite bundle of femininity at his feet — a shapeless parcel swaddled in a blanket that looked vaguely familiar. Her hurtling crash into Cruiser Control from the access hatch above had stupefied him, shocking him speechless in one of the rare instances of his life. But now, questions jostled in him. Sprawled on her stomach on the rough floor, with her head to one side and an arm flung upwards, she lay seemingly exhausted. Bright curls cascaded to just below her shoulder, hiding her eyes. But he knew their color — an unusual rich mix of green, blue and brown. Once, a long time ago, he’d come across a baby burumha deep in the rainforests of his home world. The slumbering feline had blinked up at him with the same eyes, as he stared at it in stunned astonishment, until its mother had charged him with a roar. Beautiful creatures like the one at his feet always came with prickly and deadly thorns, even if not obvious at first glance. If life had taught him any lesson, it was this. 
 
    “Feckin’ Hadis.” He gave vent to his extraordinary astonishment. “Who are you?” 
 
    Novi, her heart thumping wildly, opened her eyes to shoot him another glance. “Water, please” she gasped weakly, pretending to lay limply on the floor. 
 
    Beneath her slumped body, Novi’s fingers felt for the locket around her neck to press the tiny control, only letting go when she felt the click against her skin. If she had glanced up, she’d note Ryfkin Soren’s astonishment give way to something far more complicated.  
 
    The RimWorlder turned to Kidani, watching the tableau in stunned silence, like the rest of her crewmates. 
 
    “A tumbler of water for our guest” he directed. 
 
    The undertone in the lilting voice as he called her a guest had Novi cursing silently. She had not failed to discern the subtle threat in the even tones.  
 
    YanTeo, watch over me please. 
 
    Kidani roused herself at the Captain’s request. “Right away, Cap’n.” 
 
    As she hurried out of the chamber, a ship-wide alarm flickered on — a loud clanging that echoed off the walls of Cruiser Control. 
 
    The shrill clamor served to unfreeze the stupefied crew and they turned to their respective consoles. Except Ryfkin Soren, who did not take his watchful gaze off Novi. 
 
    “Intruder alarm, Cap’n” announced a lilting male RimWorlder voice. 
 
    Thank YanTeo.  
 
    A relieved Novi let out her breath to slump on the floor. The locket had come through again. Without it, she could never travel the stars without raising uncomfortable questions Novi had no answers for. 
 
    “How many?” the Captain inquired. 
 
    “Just the one.” 
 
    “Do a full sweep of the Cruiser, Yukon. If she has any friends, I want to know” Soren directed, just as Kidani hurried in with a tumbler and a bottle of water. 
 
    “Thank you” he said, taking the tumbler from her, to lean down towards the girl at his feet. 
 
    Somewhat theatrically, Novi raised herself to extend her hand for the tumbler. With a practiced flick of his wrist, he upended the contents squarely on her. 
 
    Water splashed into her face, to leave her gasping. But it was the soft chuckle from someone in the room that had Novi confront the Captain furiously. 
 
    “Zeuf curse you” sputtered an outraged Novi. Water dripped down her hair and face, to clump her lashes and sting her eyes. 
 
    He clicked his tongue in response. “Language” he admonished dispassionately, earning another watery glare from her. 
 
    “More water?” Soren inquired solicitously, as an indignant Novi swiped at her face ineffectually. 
 
    Beside him, Kidani turned away to hide her smile. 
 
    That does it. 
 
    Novi pushed off the floor and attempted to untangle herself from the blanket that bound her. 
 
    “Not so fast” said the lilting RimWorlder voice from high above her. “Who the feck are you?” 
 
    “Language.” Novi imitated him with a semblance of calmness, seething inside at the gall of the man. 
 
    Unexpected humor danced in the silver eyes, but busy trying to extricate herself, Novi failed to note it. 
 
    “My Cruiser, my rules” he countered. “If you object to them, don’t accept an invitation I didn’t extend.” 
 
    Novi shot him a mutinous look, to renew her struggles with the stubborn blanket. 
 
    “Let’s try this again” he drawled. “This time, we keep it simple. I ask questions and you provide answers.” 
 
    “But keep in mind.” There was an undertone of warning in the detached tones she could not fail to catch. “If your answers don’t satisfy me, you’ll get the RenWelder stowaway treatment.” 
 
    Novi’s struggles ceased abruptly. 
 
    What’s the RenWelder stowaway treatment? 
 
    Novi let go of the blanket to sit up with some difficulty. This sounded ominous. She glanced up into the silver eyes. They were calm and assessing, all trace of astonishment banished. Her sense of indignation gave way to trepidation again and Novi reminded herself to tread warily. 
 
    “What the feck are you doing on my ship?” he demanded. 
 
    “I …umm … boarded it by mistake” she admitted. 
 
    “A mistake!” He frowned. “Why didn’t you leave when you realized you were on the wrong craft?” 
 
    Novi took a silent breath. “The Cruiser took off before I could.” 
 
    He cocked his head, not bothering to hide his skepticism. “Quite a coincidence! You board my Cruiser in error at the exact moment it takes off. You need a better story, little burumha.”  
 
    Unsure what a burumha was, Novi suspected that it was an insult. 
 
    “Novi.” She lifted her chin to face him head on, a difficult feat considering their respective positions. “My name is Novi.” 
 
    A dark eyebrow arched lazily. The sardonic expression made him appear even more like the marauding buccaneer the Guild accused him to be. Faltering at the sight, Novi nevertheless tried to mask her reaction from the RimWorlder. 
 
    “Novi” he drawled out the name, the lilting cadences of his home world pronounced. “I might be a mere RenWelder, but that’s not a name I’ve ever heard in the Invun Welds.” 
 
    He asked the InnerWorlder beside him. “Have you, Kidani?” 
 
    “No, Cap’n.” She shook her head solemnly, to second him. 
 
    Novi grit her teeth. How had she missed this character flaw while observing the leader of the Five Year War for two days aboard his Cruiser, she wondered. And worshiping him from afar, reminded the treacherous voice in her head. 
 
    “It’s Novia Dozanti, if you must know” she responded with as much bravado as she could muster. 
 
    “I must, little burumha” he reiterated amicably. “This might seem foreign to you, but I’m a man who insists on knowing all his guests, even the unwanted ones.” 
 
    Novi fought to keep both her seething emotions and her growing alarm from the silver eyes that wandered lazily over her face. 
 
    “So …” He stretched out an arm insouciantly, drawing Novi’s eyes to the broad shoulders that strained against the plain shirt he wore. “Where did you make the mistake of boarding my Cruiser, Novia Dozanti?” 
 
    Safe enough question. 
 
    “Idriko.” 
 
    This time, he looked startled. “The mining outpost” he muttered, shooting a glance at Jerik.  
 
    Novi’s answer seemed to jostle the InnerWorlder’s memory.  Jerik, staring at her with a puzzled air, exclaimed. “I remember you! You were on the shuttle to the Star Portico.” 
 
    Novi ignored him to keep her wary eyes on the Captain. The most dangerous of all the crew was the Renegade facing her. This was the man she must convince, she knew. “I was to get on a shuttle to Merinyiko from the Portico. Instead, I boarded this one” Novi said.  
 
    “There were no personnel at the entryway to stop me” she amended defensively.  
 
    “Ryf” Commander Jeryn interjected, cutting Novi short. “The system confirms only one intruder.” 
 
    “Did you scan the maintenance duct, Zin?” he asked his deputy. 
 
    “Every accessible inch” she assured him. 
 
    “I’m telling the truth” Novi insisted. “And I can prove it. My tablet has the ticket to Merinyiko from Idriko, dated two days ago.”  
 
    Her remark drew Soren’s attention back to her. “If it was a simple mistake, why hide?”  
 
    Novi took a deep breath. This is where things got tricky. Sticking as close to the truth as she could, she attempted to offer an explanation he might accept. 
 
    “At first, I didn’t realize I was on the wrong ship” she said slowly. “It didn’t look like any shuttle I’d been on but there was no one around to ask. Then, I saw the Yedigrul.” 
 
    She shot him a look. The silver eyes watched her unblinkingly. 
 
    “I panicked and hid” Novi confessed sheepishly. “When I finally gathered up my courage, it was too late.” 
 
    The silver eyes narrowed. “You recognize the Yedigrul?” His voice was soft. 
 
    “I know what it signifies” Novi acknowledged quietly. 
 
    For a moment, he stared down at her. Novi suspected that her explanation had nonplussed him in some way. In a weird way, it relieved her. But before she could relax, his eyes swung to the gaping access hatch over his head.  
 
    “Have you been hiding in the duct all this while?” he demanded.  
 
    Novi nodded, mutely this time. 
 
    Suspicion flashed across his face and Novi rushed to explain. “This is a DragonFly-design Star Cruiser. I crewed on a smaller Fly cargo-hauler a few years ago. When I panicked, I ran to the Space Bay — I knew the Bay had an access hatch to the maintenance duct.”  
 
    Soren turned to a silent Kidani watching the enfolding scene. “Have your sources verify she’s who she claims to be.” 
 
    Kidani met his eyes. “I’ll get on it, Cap’n” she promised him. Kidani understood what had the Captain concerned. 
 
    Fighting to stave off full-blown panic, Novi volunteered a little more. “I planned to disembark at the next Portico or Vestibule” she explained in a small voice. 
 
    The RimWorlder Captain’s eyes flashed to her. “You were spying on us, Novia Dozanti” he stated. Though his voice remained unchanged, there was a subtle hardening of the silver eyes that had Novi swallowing. 
 
    “I was terrified” she confessed, her eyes meeting his for a split second before looking away. “To find myself on a Cruiser with Renegades. I thought if I listened in, I’d know where you planned to dock next, so I could leave.” 
 
    For a moment, Soren said nothing.  
 
    “You heard me with Vedino?” he asked. 
 
    Reluctant to admit this but also loath to prevaricate and be caught out in a lie, Novi had little choice but to confirm it. She’d been right above the Command Seat, as her precipitous entrance into the chamber had demonstrated. He must know that his console had been in her direct line of sight. 
 
    “Cap’n” Kali chimed in unexpectedly. “If we’re to make Zubiko Ethera by sun up, we must get moving.” 
 
    The Captain nodded.  
 
    “Put her in the hold, Jerik” he directed. “Kidani, make sure her needs are met. I’ll deal with her after Zubiko Ethera.” 
 
    “You’ll have the background info by then, Cap’n” the flame-haired girl assured him.  
 
    Soren shot another assessing glance at the girl on the floor, before turning to face the Vista Screen. “Let’s get a move on. RenWelder Ring protocol, as before” he directed. 
 
    It was Kidani who helped Novi untangle herself from the blanket. When Novi stumbled to her feet, Jerik came forward to escort her. As the two turned to exit the room, the Captain sniffed the air delicately. 
 
    “For TziGaros’ sake, get her acquainted with a shower.” 
 
    His words served to revive a somewhat cowed and subdued Novi.  
 
    “You try hiding in the duct for two days” she shot at him, her eyes spitting fire. 
 
    Silver eyes flashed in amusement and the sensuous lips quivered to hide a smile. He exchanged a look with the Commander, who arched an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Burumha” he murmured after the receding figure, as the InnerWorlders exited Cruiser Control.  
 
    To Novi’s immense relief, the hold was a makeshift cell, converted from a personal chamber. Bars and an electronically sealed gate isolated most of the room, including the bathroom, into a cell. Inside, Novi was glad to discover that the facilities were adequate. The usually garrulous Jerik proved an unusually taciturn jailor. Having ushered an unprotesting Novi into the cell, he showed Kidani how to work the electronic gate, before making himself scarce. It was Kidani who handed her fresh toiletries, clean towels, sheets and a blanket through the bars, as well as the bottle of water in her hand.  
 
    “I’ll bring you the evening meal in a couple of hours” the flame-haired InnerWorlder assured the prisoner.  
 
    Once left to herself, Novi glanced around her cell. Her heart still pounded with blind terror. It could be much worse, she reminded herself. Jerik had enabled heating for the chamber before he disappeared. The cell was clean, with a functioning bathroom. She’d have a bed to sleep on tonight and a hot meal, by the sound of it. As well as a shower to feel clean again. As a stowaway in the duct, she’d been reluctant to run the risk of a bath in the unoccupied chamber she’d used for her needs.  
 
    After a hot shower that felt like sheer bliss, Novi slipped under the blanket. She could tell the exact moment they were clear of the Badlands, by the change in vibrations as the Cruiser picked up speed to race to Zubiko Ethera. They would sail through the night. While a part of Novi missed observing the Cruiser crew, disquiet about her situation shoved all other thoughts aside. Curling up on the bed, she waited patiently, wondering at the quirk of fate that had brought her to this ship.  
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    A few hours later, Kidani brought her the evening meal and a famished Novi fell ravenously on the food. She hadn’t eaten a hot meal in days, and the flame-haired InnerWorlder was a fantastic cook. The few hours of introspection had allowed Novi to calm the worst of her fears. She reminded herself that she had a day until the Captain decided her fate. Her anxiety a little alleviated, a clean, well-fed and exhausted Novi succumbed to the lure of a warm bed to sleep like a baby.  
 
    It was a good thing that Novi no longer had access to private conversations aboard the Cruiser. For if she’d overheard the Captain and his deputy, she might not have slumbered as peacefully as she did. 
 
    “Zin” the Captain said over the Hailer. “Need a word with you.” 
 
    The Commander glanced around Cruiser Control. They were sailing on a skeletal crew, with Jerik in the Pilot Seat. They’d rotate shifts during the night, to arrive at Zubiko Ethera ready for the convoy job. 
 
    “On my way, Ryf” she responded.  
 
    They were making good time, well on their way to the nearest Star Portal. The crew were experienced and she knew Cruiser Control was in good hands. 
 
    She made her way to the Captain’s quarters and he did not beat around the bush. 
 
    “Any idea how she got on Ilar’s Justice without raising an alarm?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve been looking over the Cruiser’s logs at the Star Portico by Idriko.” 
 
    He knew she had. Security aboard the Cruiser fell under Zin’s purview. And she took such matters very seriously. If the stowaway’s presence amidst them had exposed any flaws, it was their security procedures. That an unarmed slip of a girl had boarded the Cruiser to spy on them for two days, without anyone the wiser, was a wake-up call for them. 
 
    “And?” he arched an eyebrow, gesturing her to a chair. 
 
    “There’s no log of her, Ryf” the Commander explained. “The last log at the Portico is Jerik boarding the Cruiser.” 
 
    He frowned. “How’s that possible?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it” she said slowly. “And the only way I can explain it is if she happened to board during the small window when the Cruiser was undocking from the Portico.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “When we dock at a Portico, or the more sophisticated Vestibules that simulate docking ports, the Cruiser’s operating system switches modes.” 
 
    This, he knew. “The Cruiser starts drawing power from the station, not our reserves” he remarked. “Hence, the system switches modes to accommodate that.” 
 
    “Yes” she confirmed. “Since most stations limit how much power a docked craft may draw, the Cruiser System switches from operation mode to dock mode. In this mode, the ship provides scaled down operations and minimal functions.” 
 
    “Because, when docked, a ship doesn’t need most systems to be up and running” he chimed in. Though no engineer, Soren had spent most of his life on starcraft and knew his ship tech. 
 
    “Correct. Now normally, when a craft docks at a Portico, it lets the station deal with all the formalities of boarding and disembarkation of passengers and cargo. The service is included in the fee charged by Porticos and makes it easier for the vessel which otherwise must hire additional personnel to check credentials and do security” the Commander continued. “But in our case, we always ask the station to disable security checks for our gate, so we can handle all cargo and crew internally.” 
 
    This had been something they’d agreed to in the early days, to make it harder for the Coalition to track them. Given that the Guild ran a major chunk of Star Porticos on the Inner Worlds, it was imperative that the Coalition’s opportunities to spy on them be limited where possible.  
 
    “I remember, Zin” he affirmed. “As part of our docking procedures, we enable the Cruiser’s Automated Portico System to deal with such security checks.”  
 
    “It’s configured to allow only authorized IDs to board the Cruiser” Zin explained. “There’s no check on disembarkation, of course, but every entry and exit from the ship is logged with a timestamp.” 
 
    Soren stared at her. “She’s not on the authorized list of personnel, Zin. The system should have raised an alarm when she came aboard.”  
 
    “Yes, Ryf” the Commander agreed with him. “Unless, she boarded during the small window when the Cruiser System was transitioning from dock mode back to operation mode. That transition is part of the undocking procedures. It might explain why no alarm was raised and neither was anything logged about her.”  
 
    He looked taken aback by the explanation. 
 
    “When does the Cruiser System switch from dock mode to operation?” he asked. 
 
    “When we receive the go ahead to undock from a station, the Cruiser’s computer switches to full operations” she answered. 
 
    “While still physically connected to the Portico?” he persisted. 
 
    “Yes. The computer must be in operation mode before it can sever the ship’s connections to a station, since that requires navigation and other systems to be online.” 
 
    “How long does such a transition take, Zin?” 
 
    “It depends on the station’s software and how quickly it releases our docking port. But a few seconds at most. No longer than that.” 
 
    He looked thoughtful. “Hmm, you believe she slipped in during this brief window while we transitioned to full operations?” 
 
    “It’s possible, Ryf” she admitted. “Frankly, it’s the only plausible explanation I have, given that the Automated Portico System was enabled and functioning during our time at Idriko’s Portico. I checked — there was no malfunction, and the system never went offline while we were docked.” 
 
    “Hadis of a coincidence, Zin” he warned bluntly. 
 
    “I agree. But there’s an even bigger mystery to explain.”  
 
    He arched an eyebrow.  
 
    “Intrusion alert is enabled in operation mode” Zin countered. “Once we left the Portico, the system should have raised an alarm. She’s not on the crew manifest.” 
 
    This was a holdover from their days battling the Guild on the other side of the Asteroid Ring. As a private craft in the Inner Worlds, they had no need for such stringent security precautions. But Zin had left most of the security procedures from the war in place, only tweaking those that required modifications to work with the Star Portico protocols in the Inner Worlds. 
 
    Ryf straightened. The tech that scanned for intruders aboard the Cruiser was typical of what was commonly used by automated systems on both star stations and ships. 
 
    “She hid in the maintenance duct” he murmured. “Can the system scan the duct?” 
 
    “Not all of it. Much of the tech in the duct, sensitive to temperature and other factors, is shielded. That might throw the system off.” 
 
    He met her eyes, an arrested expression on his face. “Zin, are you saying that somehow, the girl knew how to stay in the shielded portions of the duct to escape being flagged as an intruder?” 
 
    “Or she got very lucky.” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “That’s too much of a coincidence for me, Zin.” 
 
    “Me too, Ryf. You won’t get an argument from me.”  
 
    He slipped into the seat across from her, thinking back to the girl with the burumha eyes who’d dropped into his arms so unexpectedly. “She was eavesdropping on Cruiser Control when she fell. That hatch is right above the chamber. Surely the access passage is not shielded?” 
 
    The Commander shook her head. “I don’t believe it is.” 
 
    “Then, why’d it take so long for the ship to alert us?” he demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know, Ryf. But I plan to run some diagnostics on the system, and after Zubiko Ethera, I’ll do a full review of all our security measures. Clearly, there are gaps we must address.”   
 
    They contemplated each other. 
 
    “If you go after the Guild, Ryf, they’ll hit back hard” she said softly. “Sooner than later, if I know them. This is their backyard. Here, they believe they are unstoppable.” 
 
    “Let them come” he said, not noticeably perturbed. “Regardless of what they believe, the Guild possesses the same weaknesses in their backyard that they had on the Ren Welds. It’ll take me great pleasure to remind them of it.” 
 
    At his words, Zin relaxed into her chair. This is what she’d been waiting for. Once Ryf took on a cause, he was relentless. The Guild didn’t know what was about to hit it.  
 
    “In the meantime, I’ll make sure they can’t exploit any of our weaknesses” she assured him, her practical side asserting itself. 
 
    “I’m counting on you, Zin” he said confidently. “My job is to make sure we have the money to finance the venture — I’ll build us a profitable business on the Invun Welds without the Guild. Before I’m done, I promise you they will feel the thorn in their side.”   
 
    Zin knew that he meant the words. She’d known Ryf since before his turn as fearless and inspirational leader of the Renegades. An easygoing man with a zest for life and the unfettered freedom of space, he was a quintessential RenWelder. But the Guild’s ambitions and campaign had awakened something buried deep in him. Like it had for the Renegades who’d followed him. The very idea of a corporation upending their way of life, to exploit the natural resources of their worlds for financial gain, had roused the usually laid-back but independent-minded RimWorlders. 
 
    “Do you buy her story, Ryf?” she asked, her eyes wandering his familiar face. 
 
    He shrugged. “It should be easy enough to check out.”  
 
    “But?” she prompted. Zinera Jeryn knew Ryfkin Soren, like few others in the world.  
 
    “She claims to understand the significance of the Yedigrul. Anyone else boarding the Cruiser in error would make for the exit post haste, after sighting it. Instead, she ran for the Bay and hid in the duct.” He shook his head. To him, this seemed inconceivable. “There’s something more going on here.”  
 
    “A Guild spy?” Zin suggested with a smile. 
 
    He chuckled, losing the serious mien. “I doubt it. The Guild could do better. But she didn’t tell us the whole story. A few days in the hold might change her mind.” 
 
    As they stared at each other, he remarked. “Gotta admit, Zin. The coincidences are adding up. And I don’t like it.” 
 
    Zin knew what he meant. What the Guild could not take by force, they used guile and subterfuge to wrest away. They’d seen all the tactics up close on the Rim Worlds. While the stowaway seemed harmless, it would not do to lower their guard. 
 
    “What about the Synth?” she asked. “You believe him?” 
 
    “He has no reason to lie. And clearly, the Synths could use some help. I’ll reach out to friends, Zin.” 
 
    “The Ring is treacherous” she agreed. RenWelder pilots could certainly teach them how to survive the asteroids, but she sensed that the Synths had bigger concerns to deal with. “I’ll reach out to a few too, Ryf.” 
 
    The Commander paused to reflect on the Synth’s revelation. 
 
    “You think Vedino’s information can be used against the Guild?” she asked. Like the other RimWorlders, Zin’s knowledge of history and religious practices in the Inner Worlds was limited to what she’d learned in the six months spent on this side of the Ring. 
 
    “I don’t know enough about the Sacred Realms, Zin” he said thoughtfully. “But I believe it could.” Both Jerik and Kidani’s stunned reactions had convinced Ryf that if true, the Synth’s accusation would play havoc with the Guild’s reputation on the Inner Worlds.  
 
    From what Ryf had observed, the InvunWelders were a religious people. Perhaps, the Guild playing fast and loose with their religious beliefs might be the spark that led to a mass repudiation of what the Coalition stood for. This time, he didn’t intend to fight a costly and frontal war. Unlike before, this would be a war of attrition — death by a thousand cuts. This time, he vowed silently, it would be the Guild that made sacrifices and found itself forced into tough decisions that risked the lives of allies and friends with risky gambits. After the Edhoran Accords, Ryf had promised himself that neither he nor his friends would ever again pay the price for the Guild’s greed or ambitions.  
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    Novi slept well that first night in the hold — warm, on an actual bed, with access to facilities she didn’t have to sneak into. And, she counted the absence of the debilitating effects from the carved box a marked improvement. The energy emanating from it had made her temporary abode in the duct almost untenable. But one mysterious aspect of the ship continued unabated. She was still interrupted in the night with agonizing pain that stabbed at her head and made her see stars. This time, she fancied the agony lasted just a tad longer before she blacked out into blessed oblivion. 
 
    In the morning, she was awakened rather unceremoniously. A jangling noise had her springing up, her heart thudding in its cage. It was Kidani unlocking the cell gate, a large basket in her hand, its contents covered by a starched napkin.  
 
    The flame-haired girl placed the basket on a small table by the gate, to shoot a curious glance at the inmate. Eyes stark with alarm, Novi perched on the bed, tangled up in the folds of a blanket. 
 
    “There’s a fresh bottle of water and hot seidoki leaf tea for your breakfast.” Kidani gestured at the basket. “The RimWorlders prefer unsweetened coria juice in the morning. Let me know if you’d prefer that instead.” 
 
    “Tea is fine” Novi answered, her heart still thudding too fast for comfort. “Thank you.” 
 
    Her eyes wandered to the basket — a distraction to calm her racing heart. The generous-sized hamper looked full and Novi wondered at it. 
 
    Kidani caught the glance. “Your breakfast as well as lunch. I’m headed to the local markets.” 
 
    The Cruiser was stationary. They must be at Zubiko Ethera, Novi surmised. She recalled that it was an agrarian planet — a perfect opportunity for Ilar’s Justice to stock up on fresh produce from the markets.  
 
    Novi watched the flame-haired InnerWorlder exit the cell and enable the electronic lock on the gate.  
 
    Kidani made to exit the chamber. But as the door slid open for her, she cast a last glance back. Tangled in the blanket, Novi looked a little lost and young.  
 
    “If you’re who you say you are, you have nothing to fear, Novia Dozanti” Kidani said deliberately. Her voice softened. “Cap’n is a fair man. He’ll not punish you for a mistake.” 
 
    Novi straightened, inordinately grateful for the simple words of reassurance. She acknowledged the other InnerWorlder with a nod as Kidani exited the room. Somehow, she felt better. But as Novi glanced around her, she couldn’t help but sigh. Emptiness and boredom, a day of it, stretched before her. At least, in the duct, she’d busied herself by observing the crew. 
 
    After a quick shower, Novi made a mental note to ask Kidani for her case to be brought in from its hiding place by the walkway. While she waited for the Captain to decide her fate, she might as well have fresh attire. 
 
    In the basket she found two steaming pancakes, a pat of butter, a generous helping of fruit compote and two loaves of freshly baked bread. In addition to this, her lunch was packed neatly at the bottom. The crew on Ilar’s Justice certainly ate well, Novi mused. The tea, sweetened with xura nectar, was hot and syrupy, just the way the InnerWorlders liked their morning cuppa. Digging further into the basket, Novi uncovered cutlery, cups and plates. She poured herself more tea and carried her haul back to the bed to sit cross-legged on it and feast upon the food. Wy, a fairly decent cook, had nothing on Kidani. 
 
    Once replete, she carried the debris back to the basket. As she straightened, the hold plunged abruptly into darkness. It was so sudden that for a moment, Novi simply stood still, nonplussed by it. The cell and the room that housed it were pitch dark. But within moments, tiny flickers blinked on in the chamber beyond, though the hold continued to be enveloped in uncompromising darkness. Novi recognized the blue-toned glow as emergency lighting. As the eery blue light cast mysterious shadows, she pushed at the gate of the cell, driven by instinct to test her wild theory. It swung open — the gate’s lock was disabled. 
 
    The Cruiser had suffered a blackout. Novi stepped out of the cell to glance around the bare room. Something was off, she knew. Ships didn’t lose power like this — not without exigent circumstances. Without power, a starcraft would be dead in space. Every system on a spaceship, even the minor ones, required power to operate, including the tech responsible for sustaining life aboard it. Yet, something had caused a catastrophic blackout on this Cruiser. 
 
    As she glanced around the blue-hued chamber, questions bombarded her. They were docked at Zubiko Ethera — she’d overheard the Captain confirming that Deziti Corp would reserve a slot for them at the Shuttle Vestibule on the planet. It meant the Cruiser was hooked up to the Vestibule’s facilities and drawing power from the station. While smaller shuttles on Vestibules sometimes did not avail of this facility, a Star Cruiser could not choose to simply idle on a planet, especially not for a day-long gig like the payroll convoy. Even docked, a Cruiser required substantial power to sustain any crew aboard it. Novi frowned, as the implications hit her. The chances of a ship losing power were slim, but that of a Vestibule being blacked out was highly improbable.  
 
    Galvanized by a sense of urgency, Novi attempted to exit the room. But, as she’d suspected, the door remained stubbornly shut. The electronic door controls were useless without the power to operate them. She was locked in here. Novi cast another assessing glance around her. If her time as a stowaway on the Cruiser had taught her anything, it was that most chambers on the ship had a hatch or a vent that led into the duct. For personal quarters, the vents were small, not meant for access to the maintenance duct, but she could crawl through them, as she had when using the facilities in the empty chamber she’d adopted while hiding out as a stowaway. High up on the wall, outside the confines of the cell, her keen eyes sighted the vent that fronted the access passage to the duct.  
 
    Novi bit her lips, indecisive and hesitant. If the blackout proved to have an innocuous explanation, the crew would be rightly suspicious of her attempts to escape the hold. On the other hand, it had been minutes since the first plunge into darkness and the blue glow of the emergency lights made it clear that power had not yet been restored to the Cruiser. Striding forward, she placed her ears to the door, hoping for a clue. Or even a cue. To no avail — the doors of the personal quarters were thick and meant to provide a measure of privacy for the crew. Yet, her sense of impending doom did not abate. If anything, it seemed to ratchet up with every minute of silence. Even with Kidani off the Cruiser to replenish supplies, the RimWorlder pilot, Kali, should still be aboard. As she pondered the matter, the crew’s palpable astonishment at the Captain’s stated intention of leaving behind a senior member to watch over the Cruiser flashed through Novi. Ryfkin Soren had been uncharacteristically cagey about the convoy job, not denying his unease when the Commander had called him on it. The timely reminder had her scrambling, her decision made. 
 
    The vent was too high for her to reach. She looked around the bare chamber before zeroing in on the cell. The table under the basket would do, she decided. Novi hurried into the hold to dump the hamper of food onto the floor and steer the table into position under the vent. As she clambered onto it, something, an instinct for self-preservation perhaps, had her pause, the Captain’s suspicions and the inexplicable blackout very much on her mind. Novi’s eyes flickered to the hold, to wander over the gaping gate, bedclothes piled on the bed and the basket of fresh food on the floor. It was clear that the cell had been inhabited recently. Her instincts screamed at Novi to not leave behind any sign of her presence in the hold. Just in case!  
 
    Novi bolted back into the cell. Stripping the linen from the bed, she piled it over the basket to hide it, before dragging the bundle to a corner. Now anyone glancing in would only see a pile of used linen in a corner, hopefully enough to allay any suspicions. Carefully closing the gate behind her to look undisturbed, Novi clambered onto the table to open the vent and swing herself into the hatch.  
 
    Darkness enveloped her in the passage, but up ahead, the glow of light from the walkway beckoned her. She closed the vent behind her to crawl towards the brightly lit walkway. The emergency reserves powered the maintenance duct more brightly than the faint illumination in the room with the hold. Novi supposed that the crucial tech systems that lined the walkway took precedence over personal quarters. After all, any technician attempting repairs would need to see his way well. Once at the familiar walkway, she made for her case to unearth her flashlight and clip it onto her wristband. Next, she made for Cruiser Control. For once though, the big chamber was empty and try as she might, she could hear no sound from below. Novi crawled back to the walkway to ponder her next course of action when the murmur of voices drifted in from the Recreation Chamber. She breathed a sigh of relief. Like most areas on the ship, with the exception of Cruiser Control and Space Bay, the access hatch was located high into the wall of the room. Thus, Novi had a good vantage point into the Rec Chamber, even illuminated only by the faint bluish glow of emergency lights.  
 
    But the sight that met her eyes, through the panel cover, had Novi catch her breath in a silent gasp. A grim-looking Kali faced her, seated in a chair with his hands stretched out on the table before him. Behind him stood a thick-set man with a flasher pointed at the RimWorlder. A little distance from both men, with her hands gripping the kitchen platform behind her, a white-faced Kidani stared at the two. Abandoned on the floor beside her was a hamper, larger than the one delivered to the hold this morning. Novi surmised that the InnerWorlder had been on her way out, when surprised. Another man, his back to Novi, had his flasher pointed at the flame-haired girl, though it was clear from his stance and their focus on Kali that the strangers were far more attentive to the RimWorlder. They did not consider Kidani much of a threat, unlike the pilot.  
 
    YanTeo, watch over them. 
 
    The Captain had it right — something’s very wrong here. 
 
    As alarm spiked through her, Novi derived a measure of comfort. She’d made the right call by erasing all trace of an occupant in the hold. These strangers with flashers, whoever they were, would not suspect her presence aboard Ilar’s Justice. It was time to be a shadow again. Novi reached for the locket around her neck to deactivate it. Now, they’d have to physically search the Cruiser to find her.  
 
    Down in the Rec Chamber, another man strode in, his flasher strapped to his thigh. Unlike the others, he was very much at ease. They were InnerWorlders — that was all Novi could tell. Attired in plain black garb, the men were heavily-armed with the latest military-grade flashers she recognized from her favorite StarVision show. Novi was no stranger to flashers — her childhood on a mining outpost and her adulthood working in a tavern had taken care of that. She knew her way around the weapons — how to fire one and when to run to avoid one. Wy had made sure of it. But the men in the Rec Chamber carried no ordinary flashers meant to hunt game or protect property and family on a rural outpost. They were armed with assault weapons, capable of wrecking a Star Cruiser and wreaking havoc on its crew. 
 
    The man with the strapped flasher addressed Kali. “Where’s Ventini’s cargo?” 
 
    “Ventini?” The pilot appeared puzzled by the unfamiliar name. 
 
    The man chuckled in response, and the one with the flasher pointed at Kali clubbed him on the temple with a blow that had the pilot cursing.  
 
    As blood seeped down from the gash on the RimWorlder’s temple, Novi’s eyes widened. 
 
    They bleed white. 
 
    “All cargo is stored in Space Bay.” Kidani’s clear voice rang out, though Novi could hear the underlying fear in the calm tones. 
 
    Novi sympathized with her — these strangers clearly meant business with their casual violence and the powerful flashers they carried, capable of terrible destruction. 
 
    The man asking the questions gestured at the henchman who had his flasher pointed at Kidani. “Check it out.” 
 
    As the man exited the room, the leader addressed the flame-haired girl. “What’s your name, sweetheart?” 
 
    Her lips tightened but she answered readily. “I’m Kidani.” Her eyes flickered to Kali and the thick, whitish-colored blood flowing sluggishly from the gash on his brow. “There’s no need for violence.” 
 
    “There isn’t” the man agreed readily. “If we get what we want, no one will be harmed.” 
 
    In the access passage, a shaken Novi tried to make sense of the tableau. The strangers were professionals, and might even be military, though they wore no giveaway insignia on their uniforms. And, they were after Zufon Ventini’s cargo. Clearly, these men were confident that what they sought was aboard the Cruiser. Had they known that Ilar’s Justice would be on Zubiko Ethera, she wondered uneasily. 
 
    In the Rec Chamber, the leader signaled to the last of the black-clad henchmen. “Give the others a hand.” 
 
    The man shot Kali a threatening glare, to step away carefully, his eyes on the big RimWorlder.  
 
    “Don’t give me any trouble” the leader warned Kali equably, ignoring the InnerWorlder girl. “And we’ll be out of your hair soon.” 
 
    The two strode towards the exit. A faint whirring sound, like that of a door being forcibly scraped close, reached her ears. But Novi couldn’t tell for sure since she couldn’t view the exit from her vantage point. 
 
    For a few moments, tense silence prevailed in the Rec Chamber.  
 
    Eventually, Kidani turned to the pilot. “You’re bleeding, Kali.” There was concern liberally mixed with fright in her voice. 
 
    He swiped at the blood on his temple with an impatient gesture, without taking his eyes off the exit. “Surface scratch. I’m fine.”  
 
    Kidani studied him, her face reflecting her alarm, but she said nothing more. 
 
    After a few seconds, Kali seemed to become aware of her silent regard. He shot her a glance. 
 
    “We’ll get through this, Kidani” he reassured her, his voice hardening. “I will make sure of it.” 
 
    Some of her tension seemed to wash away at his words. 
 
    He cursed under his breath, something colorful in a RimWorlder dialect that had Kidani flash him a quick grin, despite the strain. 
 
    “I should have been more vigilant” he admitted bluntly to her.  
 
    “You couldn’t have anticipated this” she protested. 
 
    “Cap’n left me behind for a reason” Kali reminded her. “He was suspicious.” 
 
    She glanced at the door. “Can we …?”  
 
    Kali shook his head. “We’d need a portable generator to operate the door controls. Without one, it would make a racket and they’d hear it.” 
 
    Kidani met his eyes again, relaxing her convulsive grip on the platform behind her. “Perhaps, they’ll leave after they have the cargo” she remarked hopefully. 
 
    Kali’s voice gentled. “Perhaps.”  
 
    But even Novi could tell that the RimWorlder didn’t believe it. 
 
    She decided it was time to announce her presence — the coast was clear. Novi pushed open the panel cover. Engrossed in each other, the two in the Rec Chamber didn’t hear her. 
 
    “Kidani” Novi called softly, trying to pitch her voice low. 
 
    The flame-haired girl jumped, her eyes flashing to the access hatch up in the wall, to stare at Novi in slack-jawed astonishment. Kali hid his emotions better, but he too looked a tad stunned. 
 
    “The blackout released the cell gate, but I couldn’t exit the chamber” Novi explained, somewhat apologetically. 
 
    Kidani goggled at her some more. In the excitement, they’d both forgotten about the stowaway in the hold. 
 
    “I … um … know my way around the maintenance duct, after …” Novi’s voice trailed off awkwardly. 
 
    Kali straightened in the chair. “They might search the Cruiser and if they …” 
 
    “I took care of it” Novi jumped in to assure him. “No one will know I spent the night in the hold.”  
 
    His eyebrow arched up at her words, but he said nothing. 
 
    “I had this feeling” Novi muttered. “A ship losing power is catastrophic but doing so, while docked, is near impossible.” She didn’t bring up the Captain’s uneasiness with the convoy job. It was not the time to remind these two that she was a stowaway stranger who’d spent her time aboard the Cruiser spying on them. 
 
    The pilot’s dark eyes took in her set expression. “You were right to be careful.” There was approval in his tone. 
 
    “But Kali …” Kidani stopped, her expression stark. 
 
    “She’ll be safe in the duct” he reassured her. “They don’t know about her.” 
 
    “How can I help?” Novi asked. 
 
    As the crew turned to stare at her again, Novi rushed into speech. “I can move freely in the duct” she reminded them. 
 
    “The Vestibule” Kidani exclaimed eagerly. “If we get word to them, they’ll send in their guards.” 
 
    “They must know the Cruiser has lost power” Novi said slowly.  
 
    Kali shot Novi a sharp glance. The little stowaway was no fool, he realized. She’d drawn the same conclusion as him.  
 
    “These men didn’t board through Space Bay, Kidani” he explained. “The only other way in is from the Vestibule.” 
 
    Like the Cruiser’s hull, the Bay had a strong blast door. When operated, the vibrations could be felt all over the ship. 
 
    Kidani gaped at him, an arrested expression on her face. “They cut power to disable our Automated Portico System” she murmured, as his words sank in. “Without it, the Cruiser would not raise an alarm.” 
 
    Kali cursed silently — he’d messed up big time. He’d known Ryfkin Soren a long time — the Captain’s instincts about some things were always spot on.  
 
    “The Vestibule’s in on it. Up to their feckin’ necks” he confirmed. 
 
    “Kali” Kidani whispered, as the implications struck her. “The Vestibule, this planet … everything here’s owned by Deziti.” 
 
    The RimWorlder nodded grimly. The full picture hadn’t escaped him. “They set us up. The convoy gig was the lure.” 
 
    “No wonder Cap’n was suspicious” Kidani muttered, half to herself. All the incongruous details to draw the Captain’s suspicions had been part of the set up — the lack of any StarWeb reports of lawlessness on this world, the mystery of an unknown small corporation’s knowledge of Ilar’s Justice’s desire to broaden its base of clients, and so on.  
 
    “But why go to the trouble?” Kali wondered at the puzzle. More importantly, why make an enemy of Ryfkin Soren? Deziti was not a powerful corporation or one with connections. What would make them gamble so dangerously, Kali speculated. Though not an influential man on the Inner Worlds, the RenWelder Captain had friends willing to back him up, as he’d amply demonstrated to the powerful Guild on the other side of the Ring. 
 
    “The Ventini cargo.” Kidani looked skeptical, even as she offered the suggestion. 
 
    “That might be an excuse” the pilot agreed with her. 
 
    Novi had not questioned the strangers’ goal, simply assuming Zufon Ventini’s cargo to be valuable. But from the crews’ skepticism, it seemed they did not believe that the men’s intentions were as clear cut. 
 
    “We must warn Cap’n” Kali said grimly. He didn’t know how far this conspiracy extended and what designs Deziti had on Ilar’s Justice or its crew. But if they could warn Soren that his Cruiser had been boarded, the Captain would never allow himself to be out-maneuvered on the ground.  
 
    “Tell me what to do” a hitherto silent Novi offered, her voice colored by determination. She felt a weird kinship with this ship and its crew — had done so almost from her first foray onto the Cruiser.  
 
    Kali sprang up from the chair to face her, his mind working furiously. The stowaway waif was offering her assistance and he was inclined to accept it. Even if her offer was insincere, he could see no downside to it. On the small chance that she was in cahoots with the thugs holding them captive, their predicament could certainly not get any more dire. He decided to give her the benefit of doubt. 
 
    “Can you squeeze through the vent passages that lead to personal chambers?” he asked bluntly. The access passages that connected crew quarters to the walkway were tight and nearly impossible for most adults. But Kali was fairly confident the stowaway could manage them — she’d escaped the hold through the chamber’s vent.  
 
    Novi chose her words with care. “I believe so.” 
 
    “Find the one that leads to the Captain’s chamber” he directed. “It’s the room with a large console inset into the wall. All the consoles should be powered by emergency reserves.”  
 
    Novi, who knew exactly which passage led to Ryfkin Soren’s quarters, acquiesced mutely.  
 
    “That console allows access to the Cruiser systems. There are consoles in the walkway too, but I don’t know where they are.” Kali was a pilot, not an engineer, and while he’d helped patch up the Cruiser during the war, it had never involved him tinkering with the critical tech systems in the duct.  
 
     “I’ll find it” Novi assured him. “What do I use the console for?” 
 
    “Send out a distress call” he said. 
 
    Novi knew about security aboard a Cruiser. A ship’s communicator was a highly secure system. “Won’t I need a passcode to access the Hailer on the Captain’s console?” she asked. 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, yes. But with the ship on emergency power, I’m hoping it won’t ask you for a code.” 
 
    Kali met her eyes. “Cap’n is the only one with a console in his quarters. If you can’t get in, we’ll use my passcode, but then, we must attempt the Bay console or one in Cruiser Control.” 
 
    As his words seeped in, Novi took a deep breath. The stakes were ratcheting up. The location of the hatch in Cruiser Control made it nearly impossible to access the chamber through the duct and entering it through the corridor was nigh impossible. Space Bay, of course, crawled with men searching for Ventini’s cargo. 
 
    She girded herself. “What’s the Captain’s Hailer ID?” 
 
    “You won’t need his ID” Kali explained. “Look for an ID marked home in the Hailer. It’s programmed to cycle through an ordered list of individual IDs until it succeeds. It will try the Cap’n first, followed by Commander Jeryn, then me and so on.” 
 
    He shot a quick glance at Kidani, who looked taken aback. “It’s a relic from our Renegade days” he remarked. 
 
    Kidani nodded. She could see why such a group-linked communicator list might prove useful in a war. 
 
    He turned his attention to Novi again. “There’s a chance the external interface is disabled, to prevent all outgoing Hailers.”  
 
    “Yes, all external communication is usually disabled when we dock” Kidani exclaimed. She had often wondered at the policy. 
 
    “The Cruiser is the most vulnerable when connected to a station’s facilities” the pilot explained. “The Portico can snoop on all communications from the ship. It was Zinera Jeryn’s idea to only allow internal communication within the Cruiser when docked. Technically, a station could also snoop on incoming Hailers, but we didn’t want Ilar’s Justice to be unreachable, so it was felt that the risk was worth it.” 
 
    Not with the Guild watching them. Though Kali didn’t say the words aloud, Novi understood him. That first day, she remembered the Captain taking an external Hailer call from Zedak Ventini, so obviously exceptions were made in certain cases. 
 
    “Can’t be too careful, I guess” Kidani murmured, with a pointed glance at the pilot. Commander Jeryn had been right to be suspicious, she mused. After all, it was a Portico that had enabled the current breach of their docked Cruiser. 
 
    “But we’re not in dock mode anymore” Kali continued. “And I’m hoping emergency power has restored full Hailer access and will allow you to transmit an SOS.” 
 
    “Won’t they be scanning for outgoing communications?” Kidani countered.  
 
    “I could make sure there’s no one in Cruiser Control before I transmit the message” Novi offered. 
 
    “Don’t bother.” Kali shook his head. “They could monitor the Hailer from anywhere on the Cruiser if they know what to do. We have to assume that they will. Which means they might be able to pinpoint which console the message went out on.” 
 
    He directed a pointed look at Novi, brimful of warning. “Once you transmit the message, get the Hadis out of there, Novia.” 
 
    Novi took a deep breath. “I will.” 
 
    “But if they detect an outgoing transmission, they’ll know there’s someone else on the Cruiser, Kali” Kidani asserted soberly. “They’ll tear it apart searching for her.” 
 
    “I can hide in the duct” Novi said bravely, trying not to let the thought panic her. “There are places in there they wouldn’t think to look for me.” 
 
    “It’s too risky, Novia.” Kidani looked grim.  
 
    Kali pursed his lips thoughtfully. “There might be a way around it.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Novi peered carefully into the Captain’s quarters to confirm that the coast was clear, before she opened the vent to clamber down. In the bluish light, the room looked very different from when she’d listened in on the Captain’s conversation with Jerik the first day she had boarded the Cruiser.   
 
    The console loomed large in the wall. She made for it, trying to ignore the dark shadows at the corners of the spacious chamber. The console switched on to display a handful of Cruiser systems. Novi touched the Hailer symbol to access the system, quickly searching for the ID she sought. With great care, she typed out the one sentence message from Kali to ready it for transmission. When no warning about transmission being disabled popped up from the system, she relaxed a little. Giving the message a quick once over, Novi touched the transmit button and waited a few seconds, her eyes on the blue-tinted console screen. When the light flashed to indicate a successful transmission, she switched off the console to bolt towards the open vent cover, conscious of Kali’s warning. For a minute, she waited, crouched behind the vent. But when no one made a beeline for the room, Novi crawled towards the walkway to make her way back to the Rec Chamber. In the chamber, Kali and Kidani conversed in a low voice by the table, with no sign of their guards. 
 
    Novi opened the panel cover with a soft click. This time, they both turned to her, anticipation on their faces. She gave them a thumbs-up in the universal sign for success, accompanied by a broad grin. 
 
    A corresponding smile bloomed across a clearly delighted Kidani’s face, and even the undemonstrative pilot looked pleased.  
 
    “Good work, Novia” he said. 
 
    “I’ll go retrieve the other thing you asked for” Novi said confidently, on a high from her success. 
 
    He opened his mouth to give her more directions, but before he could say anything, Kidani jerked her head.  
 
    “Someone’s at the door” she said urgently. 
 
    Novi needed no second warning. She could hear the mechanical whirring of the door, faint as it was. Closing the cover with a soft click, she waited behind the panel. 
 
    In the chamber, Kidani scrambled back to her old position by the kitchen platform but Kali remained standing, his attention on the door. 
 
    Two men strode in. Novi recognized the man she’d designated as the leader of the thugs — the one asking questions about the cargo. Accompanying him was a henchman with a raised flasher. As before, he ignored Kidani to point his weapon at the RimWorlder, who made sure to keep his hands where the men could see it. 
 
    To Novi’s astonishment, the leader addressed Kidani. “Who else is aboard this ship?” he asked her. 
 
    But Kidani, initial flush of fright vanquished, was up to the challenge. Kali had come up with a plan and she had a part to play in it. While the stowaway took all the risks, Kidani knew that Kali and her ability to bamboozle these men would decide Novia’s fate. 
 
    “Just the two of us.” She displayed commendable acting skills to look convincingly puzzled. 
 
    For a moment, the leader contemplated her.  
 
    “There was a message transmitted a few minutes ago. From the Captain’s private console” he said. 
 
    Kidani looked bemused. “I don’t understand. Cap’n is not aboard.” 
 
    The leader flashed a sidelong glance at Kali but kept his attention on the flame-haired girl. “The message was in a RimWorlder dialect.” 
 
    Kali said nothing. Neither did Kidani, though she did allow genteel surprise to flood her expression. 
 
    “I had it translated” the leader continued. “It said ‘salutations to RimWorlder patriots’ followed by the name of a Rim World.” 
 
    Kidani looked confused, and even a little apologetic. “We sail with a mixed crew and all communication on the ship is in Zirati.” She met the leader’s gaze head on, confident that he knew about Ilar’s Justice’s crew. Kali was convinced that these men were professionals. If so, they’d never embark on this venture without doing their homework.  
 
    “You don’t know what it means?” the leader persisted. 
 
    She shrugged. “Who was it sent to?” 
 
    “An ID marked home.” 
 
    “Home” she muttered, shaking her head. “I don’t recognize the Hailer ID.” 
 
    “We’ve both been locked in here” Kali chimed in unexpectedly, for the first time.  “You should search the Cruiser for others.” 
 
    A watching Novi marveled as the two comrades in the Rec Chamber played the men like a perfectly-tuned violin. Kali had already proven himself to be stubborn and recalcitrant. It had always been Kidani who gave the leader the answers he wanted. So of course, any hint of cooperation from the pilot would only serve to make the leader suspicious and question Kali’s intentions.  
 
    The leader studied the RimWorlder. Novi wished she could see his expression. She sensed that the leader was more dangerous than the combined threat of all his henchmen with the waving flashers.   
 
    The leader turned back to the flame-haired InnerWorlder, ignoring Kali once more to focus on her. “Remember what I said, no violence if I get what I want” he chided softly. “I’m a reasonable man, Kidani. I won’t order my men to shoot unless I have to.” 
 
    Kidani took a deep breath, to shoot Kali a sidelong glance. The pilot shook his head at her, a gesture Novi was sure the leader caught.  
 
    The man waited patiently, his eyes on Kidani and eventually, she responded with seeming reluctance. “I can’t be sure, but there was some gossip from the RimWorlders on the crew.” 
 
    “What gossip?” 
 
    “During their war, there was a greeting used by Renegade ships to others in the vicinity.” 
 
    “Sort of a hello, you mean?” 
 
    Kidani shot another furtive glance at the pilot who merely stared back at her. “More like, I’m here to back you up if you need it.” 
 
    This time, the leader turned to Kali. “Is that true, RimWorlder?” 
 
    The pilot shrugged disinterestedly. 
 
    There was a short silence.  
 
    The henchman with the flasher asked the leader. “Why send out a salutation to the Renegades now?” he asked. 
 
    “Starships are not meant to operate on reserve power for long. It might mess with their systems” he said thoughtfully.  
 
    “Check the console in the Captain’s quarters” he directed. “See if anyone’s passcode was used to access any systems.”  
 
    “And if it checks out?” the man with the flasher inquired, clearly skeptical of messages being transmitted to long ago Renegade comrades. 
 
    The leader pondered for a moment. “It’s hardly an SOS. And even if it is, their Renegade friends have a long way to travel to save their hides.” 
 
    As the two moved to exit the room, from behind the panel, Novi caught Kidani’s triumphant glance up at her. If the men were planning to search the Captain’s chamber, she’d have the run of the Cruiser. She had one more task to complete for Kali.  
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    Episode 4 : A Deadly Game  
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    Under siege 
 
    Novi dodges flashslingers aboard the Cruiser, while the Captain and crew attempt to take back their ship … 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Under the gun 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Novi crawled back to the Recreation Chamber, Kali was waiting for her.  
 
    “You have it?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” It had taken Novi some time to find the right chamber, but the pilot’s description and the holograph by the bed had eventually confirmed it. 
 
    Unstrapping the weapon, she leant down from her high perch to hand him the flasher, handle first. Though nondescript, the flasher’s polished zeitga handle was lovingly carved. To Novi, it looked like an heirloom. Kali had asked her to retrieve it from a nook in his chamber. 
 
    The big RimWorlder took in the competent way she handled the weapon. “You know your way around flashers” he remarked. 
 
    Novi shrugged. “On Idriko, I work in a tavern. It gets rough sometimes.”  
 
    She paused. “But the flashers on those men …” her voice trailed off. 
 
    “They’re flashslingers — professionals and dangerous.” 
 
    Novi had guessed something of the same. 
 
    Kidani came forward to join him. “They’ve been at it for over an hour, Kali. We don’t carry much cargo. Shouldn’t they have what they want by now?” 
 
    Kali agreed, his expression grim. Reaching down, he tucked the personal flasher into his boot.  
 
    When he straightened, his glance encompassed both women, the dark eyes serious. “Cap’n is going to retake the ship. And it will be ugly.” 
 
    Kidani paled, but her gaze did not waver from him. Up in the vent, Novi’s eyes went wide. She’d assumed that the Captain would wait it out until the men with flashers were gone — not lay siege to the Cruiser as Kali was suggesting.  
 
    “The slingers will attempt to use us as leverage against Cap’n. But thanks to Novia, I can hold them off” Kali continued soberly. “There are only two ways into the Cruiser — Space Bay and the Vestibule gate. If I know Soren, he’ll come through the Bay. Otherwise, he risks wasting precious time and ammunition to go through the Vestibule guards first. But the Bay door will need to be externally powered. That will warn the slingers of the assault.” 
 
    He looked up at Novi, his eyes flashing her a warning. “At the first sign of trouble, get back here. We’ll barricade ourselves in this room until Cap’n retakes Ilar’s Justice.”  
 
    Novi nodded shakily. The blackout made operating doors a cumbersome and noisy process. Kali and his flasher would get ample warning and a fighting chance to hold off any attempts to storm the Rec Chamber. 
 
    “What about this access hatch?” she asked. 
 
    “Only someone small enough can get through that access. From what I’ve seen of the slingers, I doubt they could. But I’ll keep an eye on the hatch, just in case” he reassured her. 
 
    Kidani asked the pilot. “Is there any way to help Cap’n retake the Cruiser?” 
 
    The RimWorlder lapsed into thought. “If we could power the space door …” his voice trailed off. 
 
    “Will they have a portable generator on them, Kali?”  
 
    “The generator won’t do. The Bay door needs a lot of power. They’ll have to improvise. And it’ll be slow going, giving the slingers an edge. Once they have it open, they’ll shoot their way in.” 
 
    Retaking the Cruiser was going to be bloody, Novi realized with a sinking heart. In the chamber below, Kidani blanched.  
 
    The pilot’s expression darkened. “I’ve known Ryf and Zinera a long time, Kidani. Ilar’s Justice is more than a ship to them. No feckin’ way they allow anyone to take the Cruiser or hold its crew hostage.”  
 
    The flame-haired InnerWorlder took a deep breath, her eyes meeting Kali’s gaze. “How do we power the space door for Cap’n?”  
 
    “There’s no easy way” he warned. “The door must be added to the emergency system so power is distributed to it. And the Bay door module has to be enabled — the blackout has disabled it.” 
 
    “Can I do it from the Captain’s private console?” Novi asked. 
 
    Kali shook his head. “You can add the door module to the emergency system from it, but the door itself must be enabled from the Bay console.” 
 
    “That’s too dangerous” Kidani exclaimed. “Those men are in the Bay.” 
 
    Kali seconded her mutely. 
 
    “What if I activated emergency power to the space door?” Novi suggested. “Just in case we have a chance later to access the Bay.”  
 
    Kali pondered the offer, his eyes on Novi. “Be very careful! We’ve convinced them the Hailer is behaving erratically, but all the same.” 
 
    “I will” Novi assured him. Though shaken by the vision of a bloody assault on the Cruiser, her confidence was rising with every trip through the duct. Also, despite their dire circumstances and the limited resources at his disposal, Kali was proving a formidable opponent. His decisions were made unhurriedly; his knowledge of his Renegade comrades and the Cruiser carefully exploited to give the crew a strategic edge. She was confident that with a little luck, the pilot might turn the tide in their favor.  
 
    Kali talked her through the process and Novi sped on her way, determined to give the RimWorlders an advantage. The Captain’s chamber lay abandoned and Novi was able to accomplish her task without interruption. As she clambered back into the duct to make her way to the Recreation Chamber, a sanguine Novi pondered how she might gain access to Space Bay. 
 
    The murmur of voices heralded her approach. Forewarned, Novi was careful to crouch silently behind the hatch cover. 
 
    “We’ve searched Ventini’s cargo” the leader announced, down in the chamber. “Where’s the box?” 
 
    Novi’s heart gave a lurch. Could they be searching for Zufon Ventini’s intricately carved box, she wondered. The one with the energy waves that affected her so powerfully. Back in the duct, she was subject to its pernicious effects again. A night’s rest away from it had not dimmed the potency of whatever lay hidden in the strongbox. 
 
    In the Rec Chamber, Kidani looked confused by the leader’s question. But Novi sensed the pilot come to the same realization as her. 
 
    The leader addressed Kali, his demeanor subtly menacing. “No more games” he warned. “Where’s the strongbox?” 
 
    The pilot said nothing and Kidani rushed into speech. “We don’t know anything about a strongbox. Cap’n didn’t tell us about it.” 
 
    “I’m the chef and he’s the pilot” she reiterated, pointing at the RimWorlder. “We do our jobs, but we don’t know much about Cap’n’s affairs.” 
 
    “With you, I believe it” the leader agreed suavely. “But I know who your Captain is — the hero of the Five Year War. That tells me this RimWorlder here was one of his Renegades. He knows more than he’s telling us.” 
 
    The leader seems to know a lot about this Cruiser and the Captain. Who is he? 
 
    Kidani opened her mouth to respond but the leader ignored her to signal the man with the flasher. The henchman stepped forward to hold the weapon flush against Kali’s head.  
 
    Kidani made a small movement before checking herself.  
 
    Novi watched anxiously from behind the panel as the leader asked Kali. “One last time, RimWorlder. Where’s Ventini’s strongbox?” 
 
    Kali said nothing, the dark eyes glowering at the leader. 
 
    The slinger with the flasher raised it to hit the pilot but the leader stopped him with a raised hand, to direct him to Kidani instead. 
 
    Novi watched with her heart in her mouth as the man strode to the flame-haired girl to point his flasher at her, while the leader unstrapped his to hold it on Kali. 
 
    “The box or she dies” he said calmly to the RimWorlder. 
 
    In the eery blue glow of the emergency lights, Novi could see the terror on Kidani’s face, though the girl stayed still and mute. 
 
    “I don’t know where the box is, but occasionally, Cap’n hides certain valuables in the duct” Kali responded, subtly raising his voice. He hoped the stowaway would get the message. The duct was no longer safe for her to hide in.  
 
    “The maintenance duct?” the leader inquired. 
 
    The pilot nodded once, sharply.  
 
    Shyte. I must get out — they’ll be in the duct soon. 
 
    The leader reached for his Hailer. “Seto, check out the maintenance duct. There should be an access from the Bay.” 
 
    An alarmed Novi scrambled hastily, making for her old hiding place in the passage by the unoccupied chamber. Not a moment too soon, for she could hear voices cursing in the access passage from the Space Bay as the thugs poured into the duct. In the passage, a tangle of bedclothes and blanket lay strewn around from when she’d used it as a stowaway. Novi opened the vent to shove the bundle into the chamber. For a wild moment, she contemplated following it to hide in the room — the duct was the most dangerous place to be in on the Cruiser now. But a moment’s reflection calmed her. The waves from the strongbox were so strong that it would take the slingers mere minutes to pinpoint its location under the walkway. Once they had it, the coast would be clear and she could make her way to the Rec Chamber, to join Kali and Kidani in making their last stand. 
 
    Novi waited fearfully, with increasing astonishment and impatience, as the men searched the walkway for the next fifteen minutes. From what she could tell, two or possibly three slingers, hunted high and low for the box. Could they not feel its magnetic pull, she wondered in bemusement? Though she knew first hand of the many nooks and crannies that provided good hiding places in the walkway, Novi was stunned by their incompetence. The waves emanating from the strongbox were too potent to ignore. 
 
    Am I the only one who feels the strange energy of the box? 
 
    The thought had her slumping against the passage, her head in her hands. This ship had always mystified her — it had drawn her to board it and inexplicably embroiled her in its affairs. And now, it struck her that there was more to the mystery. As if the nightly agonizing blackouts were not enough to deal with, there was now a box whose contents seemed to strongly affect only her. That the others on the Cruiser, both InnerWorlders and RimWorlders, seemed immune to the strongbox and exempt from the blackouts greatly alarmed her.  
 
    But as the men continued their seemingly futile search, Novi roused herself. The slingers were unlikely to give up and if she stayed here, she’d eventually be discovered. Novi shoved aside all her other concerns to focus on the immediate threat. There was the chamber to hide in, but if things went sour, she’d be trapped in there with the door controls out of commission. With Kali’s warning ringing in her ears, Novi was resolved to make her way to the Rec Chamber and stand with the others.  
 
    She crawled towards the walkway, to peer cautiously around the corner. The thugs were easy to locate, all noise amplified in the enclosed duct by the echoes bouncing off the walls. Novi stepped onto the walkway to inch forward cautiously towards the Rec Chamber, hurrying from one access passage to another, her ears peeled. Just as her racing heart was finally on the wane, the slingers’ Hailers cackled to life. After a murmured consultation with the leader, one turned around to head towards her on the walkway. Novi scrambled into the first access passage to rush down it. It was the one that led to Space Bay, wider and larger than the others. Up ahead, the hatch panel lay open — the slingers had not closed it after entering the duct. Novi rushed headlong towards it, almost falling through the opening into the Bay.  
 
    A little bruised, she picked herself up to dash towards the nearest crates, her heart thudding madly. Space Bay was dark, the emergency lights barely making a dent in the shadowy hanger. But Novi had hidden behind these crates before, on the planet with Zufon Ventini’s dig, and it helped her to get her bearings. Voices floated to her from the other end of the Bay, near the corridor into the Cruiser.  
 
    Moments after Novi’s mad scramble, a slinger emerged from the hatch to use his Hailer. 
 
    “It’s a maze in there” he said into his communicator, the powerful flashlight in his arm playing over cargo strewn by the access hatch.  
 
    Novi retreated further behind the stacked crates as footsteps echoed in the Bay. The leader and another man joined the slinger near the open hatch to the duct. Under the bluish light, the three thugs with their strapped flashers loomed sinister and large. 
 
    “Anything?” the leader asked. 
 
    “There’s too many hiding places in the duct. We could search for days and not find the box.” 
 
    The leader turned to the other henchman. “That Renegade knows more than he’s telling us. Ask him again. This time, give him some incentive. Shoot the girl.” 
 
    Novi’s hands clenched behind the crates, hoping fervently that Kali would not wait to use his flasher to defend the Rec Chamber. As the man hurried away to carry out the leader’s orders, Novi admitted reluctantly that she was cut off from the others. Whatever happened now, she could not make it to the Rec Chamber. To do that, she’d have to re-enter the duct, a dicey proposition with the slingers all over the walkway. She was on her own!  
 
    The leader’s Hailer came to life. Whatever message he received seemed to displease him. For the first time, his voice had a bite to it.  
 
    “We’re not done” he barked into it. “Hold them off.” 
 
    There was a short silence, before he snarled again. “I don’t’ know. Make some excuse. We don’t have the cargo yet.” 
 
    Novi chanced a quick peek from behind the crates. 
 
    “YanTeo save me from country bumpkins” the leader muttered to his henchman. “We’ve run out of time, Seto. The RimWorlders are kicking up holy Zeuf in the Vestibule. Get back into the duct — I’ll get you the location of the strongbox.” 
 
    The Captain’s here, asking questions at the Vestibule. 
 
    Seto scurried into the duct and the leader walked away, his footsteps echoing in the Bay as he strode into the Cruiser. 
 
    The Bay went silent again and Novi knew that this was her chance to make a move. The console lay across the width of the hangar from where she hid behind the crates. She knew where it was, up the stairs on the console platform. Her first day on the Cruiser, it had shown her the receding lights of the Star Portico as Ilar’s Justice sailed away from Idriko with a stowaway on board. 
 
    Novi ran across the width of the Bay, her heart thudding as loudly as her echoing footsteps. A short set of stairs led up to the narrow platform that provided access to the console inset into the wall. It was large, far bigger than the Captain’s private console. And while a waist high barricade enclosed the platform, this side of the Bay was bare, with no crates or cover to hide behind. 
 
    Novi scrambled up the stairs to enable the console. It took her a few moments to find the door module — it was separate from the other Bay controls, as Kali had explained to her. Sending up a silent prayer to YanTeo, Novi tried to calm her galloping heart while she worked to enable the space door. 
 
    Just as she located the command to enable it, a rumbling noise filled the Bay. The massive space door rattled loudly and the Bay seemed to shudder in tandem. The noise echoed in the vast hangar, reverberating again and again before it died away. There was a distant shout from inside the maintenance duct.  
 
    The Captain’s trying to get in. 
 
    It took Novi’s trembling fingers three tries to enable the control. The system beeped and she made haste to disable the console and crouch behind the low barrier that enclosed the platform. A roar filled the Bay to echo in a cacophony so loud that it made her teeth chatter, even as the space door shuddered violently. A quivering Novi peered out from over the staircase. To her layman’s eyes, it looked as if the door had moved up a few scant inches. 
 
    The sound of running footsteps echoed in the Bay. Something rolled through the tiny gap under the space door to spew smoke into the air. Flasher fire blasted the door from inside the Bay, to leave scorched marks on it. Novi withdrew hastily behind the wall, hoping that Kali had succeeded in barricading the Rec Chamber. 
 
    “Seto, do you have it?” the leader’s voice rose above the din of firing flashers and the shuddering door.  
 
    More flasher fire echoed in the Bay, before the leader screamed again. “Get out of the duct now! They’re trying to retake the ship.” 
 
    The space door screamed its way up another excruciating inch and the Bay shook with the effort. Smoke continued to billow through the hangar, a few wisps floating up to where Novi crouched. Despite her terror, it was clear to Novi that the crew mounting the assault was struggling to open the space door, despite her efforts to feed it from the power reserves. The Captain didn’t know the door controls were operational, she realized. As the din and confusion continued unabated, Novi tried to rise above her fears. Suddenly, the solution hit her. 
 
    The Hailer. 
 
    Without allowing her saner self to talk her out of it, Novi stood up in a half crouch to face the mounted console. From the corner of her eye, she could see that the smoke in the Bay was now pervasive and thick. With the smoke obscuring visibility, she hoped the console activity would remain undetected from the slingers shooting at the rattling door inching its way up slowly. 
 
    It took her a minute to transmit a short message to the same ID as before — home. The Captain’s assault on the Bay proved that he had received the first message. The message said bay door powered. It was short but precise and Novi hoped that it did the trick. 
 
    A blast hit the console with a deafening crash to put it out of commission. Novi ducked instinctively, a scream torn out of her. More flasher fire sprayed over the platform as she cowered behind the barrier. A shivering Novi could only hope that the message had been transmitted before the flasher had taken out the console. 
 
    The next few minutes stretched like an eon for Novi. The sound of flashers now reverberated throughout the hangar. The shuddering, screaming space door added to the din, even as the Bay continued to shake.  
 
    YanTeo, please let them get my message. 
 
    Through the din, she heard heavy footsteps climb the stairs to the console platform. Novi glanced up in trepidation to see a flasher pointed at her head. Her terrified gaze noted the finger on the trigger, as her life seemed to flash before her eyes. 
 
    YanTeo! 
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    Ryfkin Soren used the scope to scour the terrain as the four-wheeler bumped its way up the mountain. On the lower slopes, the ground was arid with yellowing vegetation and scruffy grass; no tree cover in sight. Up higher, it was even more bare with the stone-cut face gazing down like a merciless sentinel. A faint pucker marked his brow, as it had for the better part of the day — no bandit worth his salt would pick such a location to ambush an armed convoy. It would be suicide. The mountain provided no cover. The Deziti guards might be green, but without the element of surprise on the bandits’ side, even a lightly armed convoy on this path possessed too much of an advantage for anyone to attempt an ambush. 
 
    “Anything?” he asked the two sharp-shooters behind him. 
 
    In the mid-section of the Wheeler, the two siblings had their telescopic flashers mounted on rotating axles. The sharp-shooters scanned the yellowed slopes, much like their Captain, ready to defend the Wheeler from an assault. 
 
    “Nary a soul” confirmed Yukon. 
 
    Ryf frowned. The nub of suspicion in the pit of his stomach seemed to deepen with every mile. Once they’d left the settlements behind, it had been desolate terrain. And now, it was steep and rugged to boot. The Wheeler hugged a rough path hewn into the lower slopes of the mighty mountain. Ryf suspected that the path had been carved by the monthly journey of Deziti’s payroll convoy. It was doubtful that anyone else had cause to tread this particular route. The Shuttle Vestibule could be accessed through the plains by an easier albeit slightly longer route.  
 
    He pinged the men riding with the Deziti guards. “Jerik?” 
 
    “All quiet, Boss” the InnerWorlder responded promptly on the Hailer.  
 
    The patch by the slopes had been marked by Deziti as the danger zone, the very reason Ryfkin Soren had been hired to guard their cash. Jerik knew precisely why his Captain hailed him.  
 
    Soren signed off to scan the terrain again. From the driver’s seat, Burok flashed his Captain a lightning glance. The RimWorlder crew had followed their Renegade leader when the stakes had been much higher. They knew him well and his apparent restlessness only served to heighten their own instincts.  
 
    Ryf’s mind flashed to the scene at the bank this morning. While the Deziti guards in their starched uniforms had been astonished that a contingent of RimWorlders had been hired to protect the payroll, they had not recognized Soren. But the head of the bank, recruited off-world and wooed by Deziti to manage the fledgling financial institution, had. His flabbergasted expression had prompted the Captain to explain that Deziti desired extra protection from bandit attacks. The manager’s reaction had only served to put Ryf on his guard. That the highest ranking executive of the bank would be kept in the dark about any attempts on the payroll seemed utterly improbable to him. 
 
    “It’s too quiet” Zinera Jeryn remarked from the mid-section. 
 
    “No bandit ever got the drop on a convoy here” Yukon stated, laconic but precise as always. “There’s no cover for miles.” 
 
    “This is all wrong” the Captain muttered.   
 
    Despite his screaming instincts, Ryf couldn’t put his finger on how it benefited anyone to offer them a sinecure — a gig to protect a payload under no threat. Easy pickings had always made him suspicious. But he reminded himself that in an hour, they’d be done with their pockets heavier. At their current speed, they would be over the mountain in a little under an hour. The official convoy up ahead was to wait for them at the rendezvous, where they would transfer the payroll and collect Jerik and Vizir. With the danger zone safely navigated, the two teams would then go their separate ways — Soren and his crew to the Shuttle Vestibule and Deziti’s guards, with the payroll, to the private dock. 
 
    His Hailer beeped discreetly, to interrupt his musings. To Ryf’s surprise, the device inquired if he wanted the communique voiced. He acquiesced, wondering why anyone would send him a transcribed message. Within seconds, the mechanized voice announced a short and pithy sentence into his ears.  
 
    For a stunned moment, shock held him speechless. Then, he cursed loudly, colorful and fluent with it. But mingled with fury was relief. Finally, here was a clue to this strange job. Now, he could work to untangle this. 
 
    “Ryf?” Commander Jeryn took her eyes off the scope to glance at him. 
 
    “Stop the Wheeler” he directed. 
 
    Burok pumped the brakes and with a screech, the heavy vehicle ground to a stop in a small cloud of dust.  
 
    Soren turned to the two in the mid-section. “Yukon, open up the payroll. Check what’s in them.” 
 
    “They’re sealed, Cap’n” the young RimWorlder reminded him. “Should I break the seal?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Without further ado, Yukon slid down the partition that separated the mid-section from the last, to leap into it. Four crates were stacked neatly to one side of the space. Pulling out a knife, he ripped into the official seal of the nearest one.  
 
    Zinera Jeryn ignored the activity, her eyes on Soren. 
 
    “That was a message from Ilar’s Justice” the Captain explained somberly. “Our old Renegade call sign, followed by one word — Reika’Sola.”  
 
    This was a Renegade audience and they understood what the simple message implied. Burok’s eyes widened, Commander Jeryn swore under her breath and, back in the end-section, Yukon’s head snapped up from the crates. 
 
    “The old Home ID?” Burok exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Yukon took a breath. “Kali, that crafty beron, sent us a warning.”  
 
    Zin was the one to state it succinctly. “The Cruiser is under attack.”  
 
    After the first shock, Zinera Jeryn was back in action. A Renegade for five years, she was better at tackling problems that required solutions, instead of unraveling a corporation’s ulterior motives in offering them a job.  
 
    “Aye” the Captain agreed, his mind working furiously. “Yukon, how’re those crates coming along?” 
 
    “I’m into the first one. It’s all cash.” 
 
    “Check the others. That cash is our backup plan.” 
 
    “I’ll give him a hand, Cap’n.” Burok leapt out of the Wheeler to walk towards the end-section. 
 
    “Has to be Deziti, Ryf” the Commander said slowly, her eyes holding his. “They feckin’ lured us here.” 
 
    “That they did” he murmured, reaching for his Hailer. Ryf appeared calm, revealing no outward hint of his rage. To an observer, he looked nothing like a man under siege. 
 
    Zin watched him. As far back as she could remember, Ryf always had a plan. He’d been the most easygoing of the three and yet, the one they inevitably turned to when things went sour. A natural leader, he possessed the uncanny ability to instill unswerving faith in his comrades. For her, following Ryf during the war had been a natural progression of their dynamic. But the others had followed him because of this indefinable quality about him.  
 
    “Vizir, there’s a change of plan.” Ryf spoke in the RimWorlder dialect, knowing that his old Renegade comrade would take the hint. “Have your convoy drop Jerik and you at the rendezvous and continue on. Tell them we’re running late and will hand over the payroll to Deziti ourselves.” 
 
    There was a brief silence at the other end of the Hailer. “Any reason you’re running late, Cap’n?” Vizir asked in the same dialect, choosing his words with care. 
 
    “Wheeler trouble.” 
 
    “The Wheeler” Vizir repeated, his voice even. The armored four-wheeler had cost Ryfkin Soren a small fortune, nearly most of his fees from a handful of early Venn Corp contracts. They both knew it did not damage easily. 
 
    The Captain ignored the subtle undertones. “Make them buy it, Vizir.” 
 
    “I will, Cap’n. See you at the rendezvous.” 
 
    “Watch your backs” Soren signed off. 
 
    Burok addressed him from the end-section of the Wheeler, while Yukon bent over the contents of the strewn payroll crates. “It’s cash, Cap’n. All four crates.” 
 
    “How much you reckon is in there?” the Captain asked. 
 
    Burok shot a look at his young sharp-shooter companion. “Five, maybe six million?” 
 
    “I’d say closer to six” Yukon confirmed. 
 
    “Good.” Ryf looked pleased. “That’s our ace in the hole.” 
 
    He glanced around him, at the yellowing slopes, the hardy terrain and the stony mountain face, his mind going over the plan one more time to make sure he’d covered all the bases. His crew, having followed him through hellfire, patiently awaited his orders. 
 
    As usual, he came to a decision quickly. 
 
    “Close the crates” he directed at the men in the end-section. “And let’s hustle to the rendezvous.” 
 
    As the two RimWorlders applied themselves, Zin asked him. “We take the Cruiser back first, Ryf.” It wasn’t a question, but more a statement. She knew what the ship meant to him. 
 
    “No one takes Ilar’s Justice from us, Zin” His voice hardened. “Not after the feckin’ Gorath took his namesake away.” 
 
    She agreed with him, her eyes glittering. Reika’Sola dredged up very painful memories. It had been a time during the war when the Renegades had faced losing everything — their homes, their worlds, their friends and their very lives, all subsumed by the Guild’s greed. 
 
    Ryf’s eyes entangled with her, understanding, concern and fury mingling in that fleeting glance.  
 
    “This is not Reika’Sola, Zin” he reminded her softly. “Once we take the Cruiser back, I’ll feckin’ remind Deziti of it.” 
 
    Burok climbed back into the driver’s seat as Yukon leapt into the mid-section. “All done, Cap’n.” 
 
    “To the rendezvous and spare the brakes, Burok” the Captain said, standing up to bypass the two seats behind him and hop into the mid-section of the Wheeler. 
 
    As Burok revved the Wheeler’s powerful engines, Ryf directed the others.  
 
    “Yukon, dismantle the sharp-shooter axles. We won’t need them.” 
 
    “Zin, you and I are going to inventory every piece of ammunition and equipment in the Wheeler.” 
 
    When the Wheeler rolled into the rendezvous, an impatient Jerik and a grim-faced Vizir met them.  
 
    “What’s going on, Boss?” Jerik asked, jumping into the Wheeler as Burok slowed down for the two men. 
 
    The Captain’s response was laconic. “Kali sent out an SOS and the Cruiser is unreachable.” 
 
    Jerik looked thunderstruck.  
 
    “Find us some cover” Soren directed at Burok. “We’re in the open here.” 
 
    The Renegades slipped back into old habits easily, working in tandem as the Captain directed them like the conductor of a world-class orchestra. In the end-section, Commander Jeryn sorted efficiently through the pile of ammunition, armor and sundry equipment. The Wheeler always carried emergency supplies and ammunition — they were often asked to camp out in unfriendly terrain on their gigs. Only a stunned Jerik seemed uncertain, not sure of his place in the mission. 
 
    Ryf’s silver eyes took in the InnerWorlder’s hesitation. A born leader, his years leading the Renegades had taught him many skills when it came to marshaling his troops effectively. His men all had their strengths and it was his job to effectively execute the mission by playing to them.  
 
    “I have another job for you, Jerik” he said. “We got this.” 
 
    Jerik let out a breath to nod. He knew his way around weapons and was a darn good bounty hunter with contacts all over the Inner Worlds, but he was not a soldier, had not been a Renegade and felt a little out of his depth on this. 
 
    Burok brought the Wheeler to a stop behind a ramshackle storage shed. In the distance, the white-washed Shuttle Vestibule stood out like a beacon, surrounded by parked craft. A large starship was locked to one of the gates that mirrored the docking ports of a Star Portico. Ilar’s Justice gleamed under the sun. 
 
    “Alright” Soren remarked. “We need intel. Let’s gather it.” 
 
    “Jerik, see what the Vestibule has to say. Keep your Hailer open and be canny. Don’t let out the cat before we’re ready” he warned. 
 
    “You got it, Boss” Jerik responded, his confidence renewed. This was familiar territory for him. 
 
    “Vizir and Yukon, case Ilar’s Justice. Don’t let anyone see you.” 
 
     As the three hurried away, Ryf turned to the driver. “Burok, check the shed. I don’t want to worry about the payroll until we have the Cruiser.”  
 
    He had held Burok back to pick his brains. The RimWorlder was an experienced mechanic and the Captain knew they’d need some ingenuity to take back what was theirs. 
 
    Ryf made his way to the end-section of the Wheeler where the Commander had separated all their supplies into neat piles.   
 
    She glanced at him, her expression neutral. “We have plenty of firepower, Ryf.”  
 
    “Armor?” he inquired. They’d need it for the assault on the Cruiser. Kali was no greenhorn. If someone had boarded Ilar’s Justice on the pilot’s watch, retaking the ship would be no walk in the park. 
 
    “Four sets.” 
 
    “It’ll have to do” the Captain murmured. 
 
    Burok informed them that the shed would suffice as a hiding place and the two men commenced stashing the payroll into it. 
 
    “Boss.” Soren’s Hailer came to life just as they finished transferring the last of the payroll. Ryf punched it into speaker mode as the others crowded around him. 
 
    “The Cruiser’s gate is blocked, Boss. The Vestibule guard says there’s been an unexpected blackout and they’re working to fix it.”   
 
    “Blackout” Zin murmured under her breath. 
 
    “What about Kali and Kidani?” the Captain inquired. 
 
    “According to the guard, no one’s come through the Vestibule gate. And he won’t allow me aboard the ship — I have to prove I’m crew first. With the Cruiser disabled, he says the Vestibule must secure it.” 
 
    Ryf’s eyes entangled with his deputy’s. “Sit tight, Jerik. Don’t draw any attention to yourself yet.” 
 
    “Understood, Boss” Jerik signed off. 
 
    “If they cut power to the Cruiser, Cap’n, the space door is dead” Burok pointed out in his calm way. 
 
    “We can’t go in from the Vestibule” the Commander countered. “We’d have to get through their guards first. It has to be the Bay.” 
 
    “Zin’s right” the Captain seconded her, meeting the mechanic’s eyes. Their options were limited.  
 
    Burok pondered the matter. “We have explosives, Cap’n. I could rig something to blast a hole through one of the airlocks?” he offered. 
 
    Ryf shook his head. “Too risky, Burok. I need the Cruiser space-worthy. If the damage is too severe, we’d be grounded until we can make repairs.” 
 
    The silver eyes glittered. “Zubiko Ethera is Deziti’s turf. Here, they have the advantage over us. Up in space, not so much.”  
 
    Zin released her breath. “We might have to chance it, Ryf” she said slowly. “The Bay door needs a lot of juice. Our portable generator will not do the trick.” 
 
    “Not the portable generator” Burok agreed, his brow furrowed in thought.  
 
    “All we need is to scrape it up a little, enough for a man to slide under” Ryf reminded the mechanic. The Bay door was essentially a large hatch that slid up to provide space access from the hanger. 
 
    “The Wheeler’s engines can power the door” the mechanic suggested. “I could rig it to the controls.” 
 
    The Captain knew his crew well. “What’s the catch, Burok?”  
 
    “You’ll lose the element of surprise.” 
 
    “I’ll take it. There’s no way in without the space door.” 
 
    “I’ll get on it, Cap’n.” 
 
    Ryf’s Hailer pinged again and he put it on speaker. 
 
    “Cap’n.” It was Vizir this time. “All quiet here. The Cruiser’s locked up tight. Looks like they’ve barricaded themselves inside.”  
 
    “Check the Bay door controls, Vizir. Are they powered?” 
 
    “Powered?” Vizir sounded startled.  
 
    Ryf was blunt. “The Vestibule claims the Cruiser has gone black.”  
 
    There was a short delay while the RimWorlders checked on the controls. 
 
    “The space door’s dead” Vizir confirmed. 
 
    “Alright, head back to the Wheeler.” 
 
    “On our way, Cap’n.” 
 
    It took them fifteen minutes to sort out the plan. Jerik was to create a diversion at the Vestibule gate, making noise and demanding explanations from the guards while the others mounted an assault from Space Bay. For whatever reason, Deziti didn’t seem inclined to an open confrontation — the Cruiser had been boarded stealthily while its crew was distracted with the payroll gig. They were gambling that Deziti’s desire to keep its hands clean would make the Vestibule guards indulge Jerik’s legitimate complaints.  
 
    The setting sun had just commenced streaking the skies when the Wheeler rolled to a stop by Ilar’s Justice, parked squarely across the space door with its armored hood up. Yukon jumped out to drag the heavy cables to the Bay door controls while Vizir hooked them to the Wheeler’s engines.  
 
    “You’re up, Jerik” the Captain directed on the Hailer. 
 
    In the Shuttle Vestibule, the InnerWorlder strode up to the guard manning Ilar’s Justice’s gate. “What the Zeuf are you playing at?” he demanded.  
 
    “We are working on it, Sir” the guard assured him. “It’ll just be a few minutes more.” 
 
    Jerik waved his Hailer, taking the guard by surprise. Thus far, Jerik had been a model of patience and understanding. “If you can’t supply a docked ship, you should not be in the Vestibule business. We’ll see what the Guild Coalition has to say about this” he warned. 
 
    The guard, his expression alarmed, reached for his Hailer to summon his supervisor. “Sir, you better come out here.”   
 
    The Guild held major sway over the stars. A rural Vestibule could get in serious trouble if the Coalition started looking into its business practices.  
 
    Outside, by the Space Bay, Burok raised his thumb in a silent gesture. Zinera Jeryn and the Captain took position on opposite ends of the space door. The mechanic had promised that the engines’ initial burst would slide the Bay door up just a tad, enough to commence the operation. Then, he’d work to rev the engines to full power. They hoped that might be enough juice to drag the heavy door up. 
 
    The Wheeler’s engines revved, the noise drowned out by the Bay door as it shrieked its way up a few inches. They lobbed in two smoke devices, rolling them in carefully under the door. In response, flasher blasts hit the space door from inside the hangar, the noise deafening. 
 
    Yukon and Vizir hurried to flank the Captain and his deputy, and Burok slipped out of the driver’s seat to reach for the engine box.  
 
    Vizir put his mouth by Soren’s ears, as shots blasted the door from inside the Cruiser. “Not gonna to be pretty, Cap’n.” 
 
    “Kali’s holed up in there” Ryf said confidently. “If he sees an edge, he’ll take it.” The pilot had managed to warn them. Kali was resourceful and experienced. 
 
    “Cap’n” Burok called to him urgently through the din.  
 
    As the Captain strode away to join the mechanic, Vizir moved to take his position by the door.  
 
    “The initial rev should have slid the door up more” Burok explained to him.  
 
    Ryf frowned. “We don’t have the juice to open the door?” 
 
    “I can push the engines, get it closer to spec” the mechanic offered. 
 
    “But?”  
 
    “They might burn out if they overheat.” 
 
    “I need the Bay door up, Burok, just enough to get us inside. If the Wheeler burns out after, so be it. One problem at a time.” 
 
    “Understood, Cap’n. I’ll get the door open. But I need you in the driver’s seat — I must monitor the engines. When it gets too hot, we’ll have to cool it down before we rev it again.” 
 
    “Zin” Soren said into his Hailer. “Burok needs to babysit the engines.” 
 
    “We got this, Ryf” responded her steady voice. “You slide up the door and we’ll take the Cruiser.” 
 
    The Captain slid behind the wheel and Burok raised his arm. “Rev it, Cap’n.” 
 
    The space door screamed its way up, inch by painstaking inch, as Burok coaxed the Wheeler’s engines to hit their spec. But it was slow going. As the gap widened, Vizir and Zin pulled down their armored headgear to lay prone to the ground and use their sharp-shooter skills to lay down cover fire inside the Bay. 
 
    When the mechanic signaled for the second time that the engines were overheating again, the Captain shut it down. It took a few seconds for the shuddering door and the engine noise to diminish, though the steady blasts of flasher fire continued unabated. In the relative silence, Ryf heard the soft ping of his Hailer. To his surprise, it was another transcribed communication. He reached for the control to play the message, hoping that it was Kali.  
 
    Burok’s startled face flashed up as the Captain ran past him to the door controls to pull out the bypass cables connecting them to the Wheeler. 
 
    “Cap’n?” the mechanic inquired bemusedly. 
 
    “Power’s been restored to the space door” Ryf said briefly as the controls came alive. 
 
    This time, the door slid up smoothly as power flowed evenly to the system. Once it was a quarter of its way up, the Captain shut it down. The sharp-shooters by the door laid down cover fire and Yukon slipped through into the Bay. 
 
    By the car, Burok had abandoned the Wheeler’s engines to arm himself with a flasher.  
 
    “Nothing gets through the door, Burok.” Ryf gestured at the Bay before he slid under the space door into it.  
 
    The mechanic placed himself behind the armored Wheeler, his flasher pointed at the half-open Space Bay door. 
 
    Inside, the smoke made visibility poor but this was his Bay and Ryf knew very inch of it. He took cover behind the cargo as Zin and Vizir followed him in. The steady beat of flashers echoed through the hangar but it took him only a few seconds to note that it was all at the other end, by the corridor that led into the Cruiser. They spread out to painstakingly fight their way through the Bay. As they neared the corridor, the marauders retreated into the ship. Ryf was nearly to the corridor when he heard Yukon in his ear. 
 
    The din around him drowned out the Hailer, despite the noise cancellation in his earpiece, but it was enough to make out the words. “Kali’s in the Rec Chamber” Yukon said. “I found the stowaway by the Bay console.” 
 
    Ryf’s eyebrows shot up. He’d forgotten about the stowaway. Was Yukon implying that she was responsible for the messages from Ilar’s Justice? 
 
    “I’m going in, Vizir” he said into the Hailer. “Cover me.” 
 
    “We have you” the RimWorlder said calmly.  
 
    The flasher fire was now intermittent and from deep inside the Cruiser. Ryf ignored it to make for the Rec Chamber. The corridor outside was smoke-free and empty. 
 
    He pounded on the door. “Kali?” 
 
    “Cap’n” Kali responded calmly. “Kidani and I are fine.” 
 
    “Novia” Kidani’s voice rose from inside. “Cap’n, do you have Novia?” 
 
    “Yukon has the stowaway” he assured her, making his way towards the airlock that connected the Cruiser to the Vestibule gate. Within moments, Jerik strode in from the Vestibule to meet him as the flashers fell silent. 
 
    Ryfkin Soren slackened the grip on his weapon. The Cruiser was clear of intruders — Ilar’s Justice was theirs again. 
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    A stunning admission 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the man’s fingers tightened on the trigger, a trembling Novi closed her eyes. The resounding sound of a flasher at close range had her wincing back with a cry. It took Novi a few seconds to process that she was unhurt. Her eyes opened to stare in disbelief at the sprawled figure before her. He lay face down at an awkward angle, dangling half off the platform. Novi scrabbled hurriedly away from him on her hands and knees, her horrified gaze on the spreading dark stain on his back.  
 
    An InnerWorlder — the RimWorlders bleed white. 
 
    “Stowaway!” muttered an astonished voice from above her. 
 
    The exclamation had her glancing up with another cry. A man, large and covered in armor, stood over the bleeding slinger. Preoccupied by other matters, she’d not heard him come up the stairs to the console platform. The man shoved up his headgear and lowered his flasher.  
 
    Dark eyes met her reassuringly. “I’m Yukon.” 
 
    Novi let out her breath to slump into the ground, not trusting her voice. Relief flooded her. The crew of Ilar’s Justice was back in control.  
 
    He stepped over the prone man to crouch by Novi. Pulling down his headgear, he scanned the Bay carefully from behind the barrier that enclosed the console platform. 
 
    A numb Novi sagged against the barrier, trying not to look at the crumpled slinger on the ground. 
 
    Apparently satisfied by his scan of the Bay, Yukon settled onto the floor beside her. 
 
    “Kali?” he asked her. 
 
    It took two tries to force the words out and they still came out hoarsely. “Rec Chamber.” 
 
    He reached for his Hailer. “I have the stowaway by the Bay console, Cap’n. Says Kali’s in the Rec Chamber.” 
 
    Novi’s eyes flickered to the slumped man by the stairs. 
 
    “He’s dead” the RimWorlder said to her, his voice gentling. 
 
    Novi nodded, forcing herself to look away.  
 
    Yukon’s eyes wandered to the wrecked console up in the wall before him. “You tried to use the console?” he asked, a note of curiosity in his voice. 
 
    Novi cleared her throat. “Kali told me how to power the Bay door.” 
 
    The RimWorlder said nothing, his dark eyes scanning her shell-shocked face. “Stay here” he said softly. “I’ll make sure the Bay is clear.” 
 
    Novi watched him slip away, the rush of adrenaline still strong in her. When Yukon came back to declare the coast clear, she skirted the slinger’s body gingerly to follow him down to the Bay. After the fury, din and confusion, the Cruiser was eerily silent.  
 
    Yukon made for Cruiser Control and it was Jerik’s voice Novi heard first as they neared the chamber. 
 
    “The ship’s locked up tight on both ends, Boss.” 
 
    Cruiser Control seemed unusually crowded when Yukon escorted her into it. The eery blue emergency lights cast ghostly shadows over the looming figures. The Commander and another RimWorlder had their heads hunched over her console, while a small knot of people surrounded the Captain.  
 
    Kidani rushed to them, her expression one of relief. Kali followed more sedately, his eyes on Novi. 
 
    “Are you alright, Novia?” the flame-haired girl asked urgently, her bright hair glinting under the flickering blue lights. 
 
    Novi nodded mutely, still shaky after the slinger on the platform.  
 
    “Cap’n says you powered the space door.” The pilot addressed Novi. “And hailed him about it.” 
 
    Novi composed herself with an effort. “When they came into the duct, I escaped to the Bay, Kali” she said shakily. “There was a chance and I took it.” 
 
    “She nearly got flashed for her efforts” Yukon, following the conversation, interjected.  
 
    “I got him” he added brusquely, as the others glanced at him. 
 
    Ryfkin Soren straightened. “Dead, Yukon?” 
 
    The RimWorlder nodded. “By the Bay console platform.” 
 
    “You did very well” Kali directed at Novi, praising her publicly. 
 
    “Yes, Novia” Kidani reiterated warmly. “Thank you.” 
 
    Novi’s eyes wandered over the flame-haired girl and the tall RimWorlder pilot, their faces shadowed by the blue glow. 
 
    “Novi” she said softly. “My friends call me Novi.” 
 
    The overhead lights flashed on abruptly, blinding everyone as the chamber transformed from ghostly blue to bright and harsh. It was accompanied by the clang of alarms.  
 
    “We have power” Commander Jeryn remarked from her console. 
 
    As the crew turned their attention to the Commander, Novi reached for her locket. With the Cruiser systems back on, she must be a shadow no more. 
 
    “I want the ship isolated from the Vestibule, Zin” the Captain directed. 
 
    “We’re cut off from the Vestibule’s facilities” she assured him.  
 
    She met his eyes. “Burok forced the Cruiser System into operation mode but it’s draining our power reserves. How soon till we take off?” 
 
    “That depends on how much damage we took” he said bluntly. 
 
    “We could shut down some of the expensive systems while we take stock” Burok suggested. “It’ll stave off the power drain.” 
 
    “Do it” Soren directed. “But keep weapons online” he warned. 
 
    The Commander turned to the mechanic. “I’ll shut down the systems while you check the damage.” 
 
    “Space Bay is pretty shot up, Cap’n. And the Bay console’s toast” Yukon remarked. “But that shouldn’t stop us from taking off.” 
 
    There was a pause, his words reminding everyone of what had just happened. 
 
    “Who were they?” Vizir looked curious. “Vestibule guards?” 
 
    “They were slingers, Vizir” Kali interjected grimly. “Well-funded would be my guess.”  
 
    The Captain frowned. “Professional slingers! What’d they want with Ilar’s Justice?” 
 
    “Zufon Ventini’s strongbox” the pilot said succinctly, his eyes tangling with Ryf’s. 
 
    The Captain’s eyebrow arched as stunned silence descended on Cruiser Control. Even Zinera Jeryn abandoned her console to glance up, her expression one of astonishment. 
 
    “Those slingers were on the Cruiser long enough to do significant damage” Soren murmured.  
 
    “I’m running a high-level check for sabotage, Cap’n” Burok assured him.  
 
    “They were in the duct for a while” Kali pointed out. 
 
    “That’s going to take longer” the mechanic warned. “There’s a lot of tech in there they could mess with. And if the sabotage was subtle, it won’t show up on the high-level diagnostics.” 
 
    Novi hesitated for a split second, before speaking up. She was more composed now. “I was hiding in the duct when they first entered it.”  
 
    Ryfkin Soren’s silver eyes flashed to her to contemplate Novi. “What were they doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Searching for the box. I don’t think they did anything to the systems.” She paused, thinking back. “They might have, after I left though” she said candidly. “Their leader was losing his patience.” 
 
    The Captain turned to his mechanic. “Burok, just make sure we’re good to take off — navigation and weapons are a priority. Anything else, the repairs can wait once we’re in space. I want away from Deziti territory.” 
 
    “Understood, Cap’n.” The mechanic strode to his station. 
 
    “Is the Star Hailer online, Zin?” inquired the Captain. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Ryf strode to the Command Seat to reach for its console. Within seconds, a man appeared on it. 
 
    “Mr. Benito” he greeted the man on the console. 
 
    The Deziti executive’s voice echoed in Cruiser Control, though his video was restricted to the Command Seat console. 
 
    “Captain Soren” the man greeted him guardedly. “The guards tell me that you have vehicle trouble.” 
 
    The Captain ignored the remark. “There’s an abandoned storage shed by the Shuttle Vestibule. Meet me there in half an hour.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand, Captain.” Benito sounded uncertain.  
 
    Ryf’s voice hardened. “You’ll have your cash once I get my answers.” 
 
    “And Benito, don’t bring an entourage unless you want a fire fight. In the mood I’m in, restraint flies out the window” 
 
    “I will be there, Captain.” The executive looked subdued. 
 
    “Half an hour” Soren signed off. 
 
    Zinera Jeryn looked at him, reading the Captain in the uncanny way she had. “You’re not thinking of going alone, Ryf?”  
 
    “He’s a bureaucrat, Zin. I’ll have the Wheeler, just in case. But you need all hands to get the Cruiser ready to sail.” 
 
    “No, Ryf” his deputy said firmly, catching Novi by surprise. She’d never seen the Commander openly defy Ryfkin Soren before. But the crew appeared unsurprised.  
 
    Kali opened his mouth but surprisingly, it was Burok who stepped in. 
 
    “The Cruiser will be ready, Cap’n.” The mechanic glanced up from his console to assure Soren. “Don’t go alone to the meet.” 
 
    Ryf gave in. “I’ll take Kali and Jerik with me.” 
 
    “Watch his back, Kali” Commander Jeryn said pointedly. 
 
    The pilot looked grim. “Watch yours too. The slingers did not find what they were looking for.” 
 
    At the pilot’s words, an arrested expression flit across the Captain’s face. “Check the duct, Kali. Let’s make sure the box is still here.” 
 
    As Jerik and Kali exited Cruiser Control with the Captain, Burok addressed Commander Jeryn. “Preliminary diagnostics indicate damage to a few systems.” 
 
    “How bad?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll have to check them out.” 
 
    “Yukon” she directed. “Help Burok with the tech.” 
 
    “Vizir and Kidani, you’re with me. We must shut down as many non-essential systems as we can before we drain too much power.” 
 
    As the Commander delegated her crew to various tasks, frenetic activity pervaded the chamber. A sense of urgency was now palpable in Cruiser Control.  
 
    Novi took a deep breath. “I’ve done maintenance on tech before, Commander” she offered. “I can replace damaged parts or run diagnostics to isolate problems.” 
 
    “Where?” the Commander asked bluntly. 
 
    “On a cargo-hauler I crewed on. And on Idriko.” 
 
    The Commander said nothing, her eyes studying Novi. Kidani sent Zinera Jeryn a discreet nod. It seemed to do the trick. 
 
    “Alright” the Commander agreed briskly. “You’re with Burok.” 
 
    The mechanic looked Novi over, before gesturing at Yukon. “Take the console. Run through the list of diagnostics and keep your Hailer open.”  
 
    He moved away from the console, signaling to Novi to follow him. “We’ll check for damage to the systems in the duct.” 
 
    In Space Bay, Jerik worked on the door controls while the Captain strode up to the console to inspect the damage and the body slumped by it. Kali hauled out a body bag from a storage container and the two RimWorlders hefted the dead slinger into it. 
 
    “What do we do with him?” Kali asked the Captain. 
 
    “Let’s see what Benito has to say.” 
 
    Soren’s eyes wandered to the shattered console. “The stowaway took a risk.” 
 
    Kali shot him a glance. “She came looking for us to offer her assistance.” 
 
    Ryf said nothing as they strode down the stairs. Jerik had the Wheeler outside and ready to go. 
 
    “Whatever she’s running from, I don’t think she means us harm” Kali remarked. 
 
    It was a short ride to the abandoned shed. Darkness permeated the world and everything lay silent around them as they waited by the shed. The Deziti executive was on time, sweeping up in an official vehicle. Kali’s sharp eyes noted that the man was unaccompanied. His driver made no move to exit the vehicle as the representative stepped out. Ryf signaled his entourage to stay put and strode out to meet Benito.  
 
    For a moment, the two men contemplated each other in the near darkness, their only illumination the lights from the Wheeler and the Deziti vehicle. Ryf took in Benito’s expression — a curious mix of apology, chagrin and regret. 
 
    “Why’d you do it?” the RimWorlder demanded, not mincing his words. 
 
    Benito sighed. “What did they do, Captain?” 
 
    Soren arched his eyebrow. “You don’t know?” He was skeptical. 
 
    “We were told to ensure your ship was docked at the Vestibule — their men would take care of the rest” the executive admitted. “The Vestibule guards had orders to cooperate.” 
 
    Ryf worked hard to hide his rage but there was a bite to his voice. “They boarded my Cruiser. You’re lucky my crew is uninjured, or Deziti would have a war on its hands.”  
 
    The man paled. 
 
    Ryf’s expression hardened. “The war taught us RenWelders an important lesson. If you give a corporation an inch, soon they’ll want your homes and your lives” he said softly, the warning unmistakable. 
 
    Benito winced. “This probably doesn’t mean much to you, Captain, but we had no choice” he said heavily. “I did lodge a protest but the orders came from the top.” 
 
    The Captain contemplated him. “Give me a name.”  
 
    “I don’t have a name, Captain Soren. But we have done wrong by you. So, I will tell you this. Someone with a lot of influence made it very clear that if Deziti didn’t set this up, we’d be out of business.”  
 
    As the Captain frowned, Benito reiterated. “It came from an entity with the power to destroy us.” 
 
    Ryfkin Soren’s face blanked, as he tried to hide his astonishment. This, he had not expected. 
 
    “The Guild” he murmured, half under his breath. 
 
    Benito did not refute the assertation. “We are not a big operation, Captain. And being blackballed by them will put us out of commission.” 
 
    A gobsmacked Ryf said nothing, merely watching the executive silently. 
 
    “Deziti will not challenge it if you insist on keeping the payroll cash” Benito offered hesitantly. 
 
    The Captain shook his head, his voice grim. “That’s not how I do business, Mr. Benito. You’ll pay me what we agreed. And once my crew has an estimate for the damage your hired slingers did to my Cruiser, Deziti will foot the bill for it.”  
 
    The older man sighed again, his voice heavy with regret. “Our apologies, Captain. The Soren name is respected on the Inner Worlds.” 
 
    His words had Ryf’s expression darkening. “You’re feckin’ lucky no one got hurt. Stay out of my way. Or the next time, I won’t play fair.” 
 
    Benito acquiesced, with a muted gesture that implied compliance.  
 
    Your cash’s in there.” Ryf gestured at the shed as he walked away from the man. 
 
    Kali shot the Captain a look as the Wheeler rumbled back towards the Cruiser.  
 
    “Got a name, Cap’n?” he asked laconically. 
 
    “The Guild Coalition.” 
 
    “Feckin’ Gorath” Kali swore. 
 
    Jerik said nothing. The Guild Coalition played a larger than life role in all aspects on the Inner Worlds. To InnerWorlders, it was par for the course, though many resented it. But the RimWorlders’ grievances against the Guild went much deeper. Jerik, who’d spent the past six months with the Renegade crew, understood that.  
 
    “This time, it’s not us they were after, Kali” the Captain murmured. “We just happened to be in their way.” 
 
    Kali’s eyes flashed to him.  
 
    Ryfkin Soren’s silver eyes pinned down the pilot. “What’d they want from Ilar’s Justice?” he prompted Kali.  
 
    “The strongbox” Kali exclaimed, as it hit him. “This is about Ventini.” 
 
    “The Guild is shadow boxing with Venn Corp, Kali. The question is — does Venn Corp know it?” 
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    Episode 5 : The Stars send a Message  
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    Stowaway no more 
 
    Welcomed into the fold, Novi makes friends until a startling discovery raises disturbing questions for her … 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Aftermath 
 
      
 
      
 
    Novi activated her Hailer — a thin strip that adhered to her wrist. When Commander Jeryn had presented the device with its corresponding earpiece to her, a wildly thrilled Novi had worked hard to hide her pleasure. The Hailer facilitated communication with the crew as they all worked feverishly to earn the Cruiser a clean bill of health from the ship’s mechanic. And yet, the communication device meant much more than a convenience to Novi. The Hailer made her feel like a legitimate member of the crew that so fascinated her; doubly gratifying after her time as a stowaway and a night in the Cruiser’s hold. 
 
    Unlike the simple communicators she was familiar with, the device was programmed to take voice commands and could piggyback on the Cruiser’s Star Hailer to extend its range of communication.  
 
    Novi scrolled through the list to pick Burok’s Hailer ID. “I’ve replaced the damaged circuit on the Nav Stabilizer. It’s good to go” she updated him.  
 
    “I’ll run diagnostics on the Navigation System. Should complete in a few hours.”  
 
    Not an easy man to faze, the mechanic nevertheless sounded relieved. Novi’s heart gladdened at the realization. 
 
    “I’ll work on the next item” she offered. They had a lot to work through if they were to find and fix every system potentially tampered with. 
 
    “Take a break, Novi” Burok directed over the Hailer. “You’ve earned it.” 
 
    Novi eyed the loaf of stuffed bread Kidani had given her. Back inside the duct, she sat on the walkway with tools strewn around her, engaged in replacing damaged parts from a list Burok had compiled.  
 
    “Two more parts on your list” she responded cheerfully. “I’ll take a break after.” 
 
    The Captain had asked for a full diagnostic of the Cruiser to ensure that all systems compromised by the slingers had been reset. Plus, Space Bay had taken major damage. As the ship’s mechanic, most of the work fell to Burok. Fortunately, the disruption to the tech systems in the maintenance duct had been minimal. Novi suspected the cause to be negligence rather than malice, as the slingers had grown increasingly frantic in their efforts to locate the strongbox. 
 
    “Alright” he gave in. “But don’t spend too long in the duct without a break.” 
 
    A spurt of laughter escaped Novi, her irrepressible and indomitable spirit rearing its head. Seven hours of assisting the mechanic with repairs had brought down some of Novi’s inhibitions. Burokin Xyn was the Cruiser’s senior mechanic, a big impassive RimWorlder a little older than the other crew. Novi had discovered that, though a man of few words, he was laid-back, hard to rattle and surprisingly easy to work with.  
 
    “Too late for that, Burok” she pointed out laughingly. “I spent two days in here. Closer to three, if you count my time with the slingers.” 
 
    “You’ll outlast us all, little InvunWelder” the mechanic countered in a deadpan voice. “Nothing to prove to us anymore.” 
 
    Novi chuckled. “I’ll be out in thirty” she assured him, signing off. 
 
    In truth, she couldn’t wait to get the Zeuf away from the duct. After a few hours in the walkway, the Ventini strongbox had her head throbbing. But she persisted, keenly aware that the crew was busy with other tasks and that Burok needed all the assistance he could get.  
 
    They had departed Zubiko Ethera six hours ago. True to his word, Burok had the Cruiser ready to sail when the Captain rolled into the Bay with Jerik and Kali. Commander Jeryn and Burok had been prepared to shoot their way out but the Shuttle Vestibule had retracted the clamps that connected the Cruiser’s airlock to the docking port, allowing Ilar’s Justice to take off without any further attempts to hinder it. Once clear of the planet, Jerik had directed them to an uninhabited moon not far from Zubiko Ethera. In the shadow of the moon, the Cruiser sat parked while they worked on the repairs their senior mechanic deemed essential before they set sail again. Fortunately, the damage to the systems was minimal. Further investigation had indicated that even the destruction in Space Bay was superficial, though the console was toast. Declaring the Bay console unsalvageable, Burok had routed its functions to his station in Cruiser Control. Venn Corp’s savaged crates with the contents strewn around the Bay had been repacked again. But the Commander, assisted by the senior crew, still grappled with the Cruiser System. Having reconfigured the operation mode on Zubiko Ethera to a minimal set of functions that ran under the ship’s own steam by eschewing all Vestibule feeds, Commander Jeryn was now attempting to reset the Cruiser System back to factory defaults. Recognizing that Burok had a lot on his plate, Novi had thrown herself into the repairs, thrilled to be accepted into the fold.  
 
    Away from the duct where an elated Novi hummed while she worked on the tech systems, in Cruiser Control, the crew toiled in silence, the frenetic pace having given way to a more measured one as the good news poured in steadily. Apart from the damage to Space Bay, Ilar’s Justice had escaped lightly. But now that immediate concerns were alleviated, their thoughts drifted to the treachery on Zubiko Ethera and the strange circumstances of what should have been a routine job. 
 
    Vizir was the first to break the silence, asking the question on everyone’s lips. “Is the Guild playing us, Cap’n?” 
 
    Soren looked up from his console to meet the RimWorlder’s eyes. “You mean this was directed at us and Ventini’s strongbox is merely a red herring?” 
 
    As the others ignored their tasks to attend to the conversation, Vizir countered. “Why would the Guild go after Venn Corp? There’s no prize to be had.” 
 
    Zinera Jeryn shot a look at the Captain, before proffering a likely explanation. “Ryf believes the Guild and Venn Corp are getting into bed together, Vizir. Perhaps, a falling out between uneasy bedmates?” 
 
    The impact of her words seemed to strike not just Vizir, but also the others. If the two richest corporations started duking it out, the Inner Worlds would become a mine field for Ilar’s Justice and its crew. And if the Guild and Venn Corp went into business together, that too would have consequences for the former Renegade crew and their Captain. Soren’s ties with the two corporations fell on opposite ends of the spectrum. A majority of their business in the Inner Worlds came from Venn Corp. But to the Guild, Ryfkin Soren’s name was anathema — he’d made the Coalition taste their first defeat, forcing them to abandon the Rim Worlds. How would the two corporations reconcile such drastic differences when it came to Soren and his crew? 
 
    Vizir’s brow puckered. “The Guild has reason to woo Venn Corp, Commander” he said slowly, musing on the prospect of a collaboration between the two corporations. “The Labyrinth helps feed their ambition to control the Invun Welds. But what does Venn Corp gain from the alliance?” 
 
    “An SPL jump is expensive, Vizir” Kali ventured. “Too expensive for most InvunWelders, even corporations. The Guild Coalition has the deepest pockets in the Invun Welds. Venn Corp might simply want to keep their biggest customer happy.” 
 
    “And remember, the Guild’s resources are superior to anything Venn Corp can muster” the Captain added. “There’s a reason they hire us to transport their valuable cargo, instead of the Venn Guards. But it’s not just a question of muscle. The Coalition knows everything that goes on in the Invun Welds — it controls the larger planets, the most lucrative businesses and a vast majority of space infrastructure. Allying with them would give Venn Corp access to information, resources and infrastructure they currently lack.”  
 
    “Like the information about the Synths organizing to sabotage the portals” the Commander murmured. “Venn Corp, on its own, would never in a thousand years come within sniffing distance of such intel, Vizir.” 
 
    A hitherto silent Jerik spoke up, his voice sober. “If Deziti is any indication, the Guild can force smaller businesses to do its dirty work with just a few properly directed threats. The Coalition is very powerful on the Inner Worlds, Vizir. Even Venn Corp with its SPL would not dare to say no if the Guild offered an alliance.” 
 
    “I buy it” Vizir acceded the point, convinced by the narrative. “But if Venn Corp and the Guild are dancing around an alliance, why would the Coalition risk it for Ventini’s cargo?” 
 
    “Those slingers were dead serious about the strongbox, Vizir” Kali stated grimly. His eyes flickered to Kidani. “They were willing to kill for it. If it was a ruse, they’re better actors than I am.” 
 
    “They’re mercenaries, Kali” Zinera Jeryn countered. “They would not necessarily be told the score, just their goal.” 
 
    “Zin is correct” Soren interjected. “But Vizir has a point. If there’s a collaboration in the works, the Guild would never risk their pact with Venn Corp by going after Ventini’s box.” 
 
    “Exactly” Vizir affirmed. “So, why raid Ilar’s Justice?” 
 
    Ryf smiled. “Because there’s something the Guild didn’t account for. Venn Corp was never supposed to find out about the raid or the strongbox.” 
 
    As the others looked surprised, Kali beat everyone to the question, his curiosity piqued. “What didn’t they account for, Cap’n?”   
 
    “Benito” the Captain responded confidently. “He didn’t like the position the Guild forced them into. Clearly, Deziti didn’t expect to recover its payroll once we discovered that we’d been tricked. Benito could easily have cut his losses and refused to meet with me. Instead, he showed up to apologize and to make amends for Deziti’s role in it.” 
 
    The silver eyes glanced around Cruiser Control as his crew stared at him. 
 
    “The Guild knows no honor and they would never think to account for an honorable man” Ryf reiterated. “Benito told me who it was that forced Deziti to double-cross us. The Guild never expected Deziti to tell us the score.” 
 
    As the others reflected on the Captain’s words, Kali pressed Soren. “You’re sure this isn’t about us, Cap’n?” 
 
    “Very sure, Kali. We haven’t given the Guild any reason to come after us. Yet. When they do, there will be nothing subtle about it. They’ll use a battering ram.”  
 
    Ryf’s expression hardened. “Benito’s admission is an unexpected gift. I mean to use it wisely. We know the Guild and how they operate. They used professional slingers to raid Ilar’s Justice — kept their hands clean but still took a risk. Makes me believe that what they wanted from the Cruiser is important to the Coalition.”   
 
    “It might also be an attempt to drive a wedge between us and Venn Corp, Cap’n” Kali pointed out thoughtfully. “If they’d robbed us of the strongbox, our relationship with Venn Corp would suffer.” 
 
    “It’s possible the Guild calculates that losing Venn Corp business will force us back to the Ren Welds” the Captain acknowledged. “While Ventini works with us, we remain in their backyard.” 
 
    They were too dependent on Venn Corp for their livelihood, Ryf knew. Ironically, Zubiko Ethera had been his attempt to broaden their clientele. 
 
    “The Gorath wants to kill two birds with one stone” Commander Jeryn murmured, her eyes seeking her old friend. “But their methods betray them — sneaky, underhanded, callous and opportunistic.” 
 
    As their eyes tangled, she mused that as always, Ryf had seen this coming. No matter how much they flew under the radar, he’d been sure the Guild would come gunning for them, sooner or later. Now, they were caught in the middle of whatever game the Coalition was playing with the corporation that single-handedly allowed them to finance their venture in the Invun Welds. 
 
    “We have an ace in the hole, Zin” Ryf said softly, reminding her that they were still in the game. After the first flush of rage and ire, he’d banished the emotions to cold-bloodedly analyze the situation. “A dead slinger.” 
 
    Vizir straightened, excitement rippling through him. “If we identify the slinger, we might be able to trace who hired him.” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    Kidani, silent so far, offered her assistance. She was the one with the connections in the Inner Worlds. “You want me to make inquiries, Cap’n?”  
 
    “No, Kidani.” The Captain shook his head. “We don’t have the resources or connections for this, but I know who does.”  
 
    “Zufon Ventini” muttered Kali. 
 
    “Yes” Ryf confirmed. 
 
    “You’re going to tell him about this, Boss?” Jerik asked. 
 
    “He deserves to know that mercenaries were hired to go after the contents of his strongbox, Jerik. I’m also going to tell him who we suspect of targeting him. Venn Corp has the resources to trace whether the dead slinger has a connection to the Guild. And if the Coalition is trying to drive a wedge between us, being truthful with Ventini is our best defense.” 
 
    “If the Guild did hire him, Cap’n …” Kali’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “It’s Venn Corp’s job to figure it out, Kali” Ryf countered. “Zufon Ventini didn’t get where he is by tiptoeing around. If there’s a connection, he’ll dig it out.”  
 
    Kali exchanged a glance with Vizir. Whatever was brewing between Venn Corp and the Guild Coalition, they were now ensnared in it. It would take the Captain some careful sidestepping to keep his crew out of the game until he was ready to engage on his terms. That didn’t worry them. The Renegades would always put their hard-earned money on Ryfkin Soren. During the war, he’d demonstrated an uncanny ability to anticipate the enemy’s moves, always skirting nimbly away just when the Guild thought it had the Renegades in their net. 
 
    “Cap’n” Kidani drew his attention. It struck her that the RimWorlders might not be aware of old history pertinent to their cause. Her first instinct had been to remain silent. What she had to say might not be relevant. And old habits die hard. While Kidani’s loyalties now lay with the Captain and her new crew, matters concerning the Guild occasionally put her in an odd position. 
 
    Ryf turned to her. “Yes, Kidani?” 
 
    “Zufon Ventini and the Guild go back a long way, Cap’n” she said gravely. “The Guild financed his early expeditions. They’re not strangers.”  
 
    “She’s right, Boss” Jerik chimed in, her words jogging his memory. “Zufon Ventini was known as a Guild man during his StarVision days. The gossip was that if Ventini wanted to find the Serpent of Ilara, he could get the Guild to finance it, when other, more deserving, expeditions with genuine claims to the Heavenly Abode were left begging for funds.” 
 
    The RimWorlders looked collectively startled. “Heavenly Abode?” exclaimed Kali. 
 
    Jerik glanced helplessly at his fellow InnerWorlder and it was Kidani who provided an explanation. “Heavenly Abode is what we call the final resting place of YanTeo, Kali. A few decades ago, led by a mix of explorers, historians, archaeologists and paleontologists, expeditions began a search for the Abode.” 
 
    “Did they find it, Kidani?” Zinera Jeryn inquired curiously. 
 
    Kidani shook her head. “No, Commander. But an expedition financed by the Guild discovered the first Sacred Realm — a world with evidence of a Benevolent Ones settlement. In the early years, the Guild controlled access to the Realm. Only those on their payroll were allowed to set foot on the planet. But they continued to finance expeditions led by Zufon Ventini to search for the Abode. Ventini did a deal with StarVision to follow him around during one such expedition. It made him and the search a household name and that is how InnerWorlders first learnt about the existence of the Realms.” 
 
    “Ventini discovered all the Realms?” the Captain asked curiously. 
 
    “Two more, I think” she glanced at Jerik for confirmation. He looked unsure. Jerik wasn’t a spiritual man. 
 
    “Then, he vanished from the expedition business for a few years before storming back with the Star Portal Labyrinth” Kidani continued. 
 
    “Now that he’s minting money with the portals, Ventini doesn’t need the Guild to finance his expeditions anymore” Jerik added. 
 
    Burok chimed in with a question that had been puzzling him. “Ventini is not a scientist, is he?”  
 
    “No.” Jerik shook his head. 
 
    “He calls himself …” Kidani paused to correct herself. “He used to call himself an explorer and historian.” 
 
    “How’d he come up with the SPL?” Burok countered curiously. “That’s cutting-edge technology, decades more advanced than anything else on the Invun Welds.” Or Ren Welds, he added silently. 
 
    “Beats me” Jerik admitted. “The Guild has the deepest pockets on the Inner Worlds and they have nothing even remotely close to a portal.” 
 
    Kidani frowned, as something nudged at the edge of her memories. “I seem to remember that there was a partner, Burok. Rumors were rampant that Zufon Ventini was merely the front man, the telegenic one who fronted the cameras, while the partner was the real driving force behind their success.”  
 
    “I don’t remember the details” she added apologetically, as Burok looked interested. “It’s been a while since Zufon Ventini became a household name on StarVision.” 
 
    A beep from his console had the mechanic turning to it. 
 
    “Trouble, Burok?” the Captain inquired. 
 
    The mechanic glanced up. “No, it’s good news. The diagnostics are clean. In a few hours, we’ll be good to go.” 
 
    “But we’re flat out of spare parts, Cap’n” he warned. “We must resupply soon.” 
 
    “Put it on the schedule, Zin” Soren directed at his deputy. 
 
    “Where to next, Ryf?” she asked. Once she knew their schedule, she could plan to hit one of their usual tech supply depots. 
 
    “First to Venn City to unload their cargo. I’ll reach out and see if Zufon Ventini is expected any time soon. If not, we’ll go see him after we drop off the cargo.” 
 
    “One more thing, Ryf” the Commander explained. “We need a Cruiser System programmer to isolate the features we want into a new mode — a more secure one for when we dock at potentially hostile star stations.” 
 
    The Guild ran most of the Porticos and Vestibules on the Inner Worlds, so there would be plenty of opportunity to test a new Cruiser System mode. 
 
    The Captain arched an eyebrow at her.  
 
    “It’s beyond my ken” she admitted. “Kali, Vizir and I have struggled with it but this is beyond us. If it was a minor reconfiguration, I could do it. But something major like a new secure mode to replace dock mode requires someone who knows what he’s doing. If we don’t comply with standard Portico procedure, we’ll be unable to dock and that will draw attention to Ilar’s Justice.” 
 
    Soren pondered the matter. It would not be an easy task. “Has to be someone we trust, Zin. Can’t allow just anyone to muck with our Cruiser System code.” 
 
    “Agreed. Let’s start the search, Ryf. In the meantime, I’ll tighten up our security procedures, both for when we sail and when at dock.” 
 
    Ryf glanced around at his crew. “Good job, everyone” he acknowledged quietly. “I’ll call Venn Corp in the morning. Tonight, we stay parked here. Once Burok gives the signal, we sail at dawn.” 
 
    “Cap’n” Kidani drew his attention again, on a different matter. “I have the background check on Novia Dozanti. Orphaned now but born and brought up on Idriko. Her mother worked at the same tavern she’s employed at. She’s had periodic stints off-world, mostly on cargo-haulers. But these are short and she always returns to Idriko after a few months.” 
 
    “Any criminal record?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” She shook her head. “Not even minor stuff. Clean as a whistle.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kidani.” 
 
    Kidani hesitated. “What do we do with her?” she asked. 
 
    A small furrow marred Ryf’s brow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Should I assign her a guest chamber, Cap’n?” she asked bluntly.  
 
    Soren looked taken aback. 
 
    “She’s a hard worker, Cap’n” Burok spoke up for the stowaway. “She’s been in the duct for six hours now, working on the tech systems. Hasn’t taken a break, even after I asked her to.” 
 
    Silver eyes wandered Cruiser Control, gauging his crew’s thoughts on the stowaway.  
 
    “You know my opinion” Kali said impassively. “She could have chosen to hide but instead, she offered her assistance. We were in no position to send an SOS or defend ourselves. That was her.” 
 
    The Captain turned to his deputy. “Zin?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s your call. She’s pulled her weight since Zubiko Ethera.” 
 
    Vizir and Jerik remained silent but Yukon chimed in. “She did risk her life for the Cruiser, Cap’n. I vote to keep her.” 
 
    Zinera Jeryn looked startled. 
 
    Kidani grinned, losing her serious mien. “I don’t want to send her back to the hold. It seems unfair. But if we’re voting to keep her, I vote with Yukon.” 
 
    Ryfkin Soren arched an eyebrow, inordinately amused. “We’re not keeping the stowaway, Kidani. But you may assign her guest quarters. We have business to conclude before we offload her on Idriko.” 
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    Novi made her way down the corridor, unaccountably nervous. When Kidani had informed her that the Captain wanted to meet her, Novi’s first reaction had been relief. Finally, she was to know her fate. The little interlude in the shadow of the moon was coming to an end. Burok was confident that the final diagnostics would indicate all systems operating within normal parameters, which meant that the Cruiser would be on its way soon.  
 
    Her tasks in the duct completed, Novi had cleaned up and packed away the tools to emerge into the Bay. But as she strode into the Cruiser, the first doubts assailed her. No matter how many times Novi reminded herself about her contributions in retaking Ilar’s Justice from the slingers, there was no brushing over her first encounter with Ryfkin Soren. It had been an unmitigated disaster. She’d aroused his suspicions and Soren was not a man to ignore them. The Renegade who’d forced the Guild Coalition to run from the Rim Worlds, their tails between their legs, would never disregard his gut. And Novi was afraid that her unconventional arrival onto his ship would color any goodwill she’d earned by her assistance with the slingers. 
 
    Kidani lounged outside Cruiser Control, waiting to escort her in. Novi directed a sunny smile at the InnerWorlder but it must not have passed muster, for the flame-haired girl put out a hand to stop her.  
 
    “Chin up, spunky girl.” She used her thumb to gesture in the direction of Cruiser Control. “Remember, no one in there undertook what you did.” 
 
    Novi was startled. “They stormed the Cruiser to fight off the slingers, Kidani” she protested. 
 
    “Yes, but they had flashers. You faced the slingers without weapons” Kidani reminded her. 
 
    Her words gave Novi pause and the flame-haired girl winked, her eyes twinkling. “As for the Cap’n, his bark’s worse than his bite, unless you mean his ship or crew harm.” 
 
    A tentative smile flit across Novi’s face. The flame-haired InnerWorlder’s words had made her feel better. “You know what they say, Kidani — once bitten, twice shy.” 
 
    Kidani grinned. “You caught us all off guard before, even him. It’s not every day that someone falls from the sky into his arms. Also, you didn’t have allies before.” 
 
    Novi looked taken aback by the term. “Allies?” 
 
    Kidani leant in conspiratorially. “Can I trust you to keep this to yourself, spunky girl?” 
 
    Bemused but more pleased than she wanted to admit, Novi nodded. 
 
    “Our Yukon wants to keep you.” Kidani’s face lit up with mischief. 
 
    Chuckling at the expression on Novi’s face, the InnerWorlder ushered her into Cruiser Control. Her goal accomplished, Kidani was pleased with herself. But before she could announce their presence, Kali piped up from the Pilot Seat. 
 
    “Cap’n, incoming Hailer for you. Unknown ID. Shall I patch it to your earpiece?” 
 
    “No, to my console, Kali” Ryfkin Soren directed. 
 
    A familiar voice filled the chamber as a face and shoulders appeared on the angled console of the Command Seat. 
 
    “No names please, Captain” the voice warned. “The channel is not secure.” 
 
    Novi recognized the voice. It was the Synth — Serak Vedino. She’d heard him, as well as glimpsed him on the Captain’s console while peering into Cruiser Control from the access hatch above the Command Seat. That had only been a day ago, she reflected bemusedly. And yet, it felt like a lifetime before. Events had moved much too rapidly since she’d fallen through the hatch to announce her presence to the Cruiser’s crew. 
 
    The air in the chamber seemed to quiver with curiosity. Much to her surprise, Cruiser Control boasted a full contingent. Clearly, the crew recognized the Synth’s voice too, Novi concluded.  
 
    “As you wish” Soren acceded to the guarded request, careful to not reveal the identity of the man on the console. 
 
    “I wanted to thank you, Captain. Your friends have been in touch and have agreed to help us adjust to our new home” the Synth explained circumspectly. 
 
    The RimWorlders have agreed to train the Synth pilots. 
 
    “You are welcome” Soren said simply. 
 
    “I also have something that might be of benefit to you, Captain. Might I request that you wander my way soon?” 
 
    The Captain glanced at his deputy to hold up three fingers. She shot a quick glance at her console before mutely affirming his query. 
 
    “Three days?” Soren offered. 
 
    “The same location and time as before, Captain” Serak Vedino confirmed. 
 
    “We’ll be there” Soren assured him before signing off. 
 
    “Interesting” murmured Vizir, with a lightning glance at the Captain.  
 
    The silver eyes looked thoughtful for a moment, before he swiveled the Command Seat around to face the two InnerWorlders who stood just inside the chamber. Crooking his finger at Novi, he beckoned her to him. Kidani gave her an encouraging grin and Novi took a deep breath to step forward, conscious of the collective eyes of the crew. She allowed her leaden feet to carry her to Ryfkin Soren who watched her with an unreadable expression on his face.  
 
    “Many of my crew have spoken for you, Novia Dozanti” he opened. 
 
    Unsure of how to respond to the remark, Novi stayed silent. He studied her, the silver eyes opaque. Up close, he seemed larger than life. Novi made herself stand still under his scrutiny, though her heart beat uncomfortably fast for comfort.  
 
    “It will be a few days before we dock at Idriko” he warned. “Until then, Kidani will assign you quarters.” 
 
    Immeasurably relieved, Novi let out the breath she’d been holding. She owed him an apology and now was as good a time as any. “I’m very sorry, Cap’n. I never meant to stow away on your ship or spy on you. It was all the result of a stupid mistake and I apologize for it.” 
 
    One dark eyebrow arched at her use of the diminutive and shortened moniker, much like his crew. But he said nothing. 
 
    A little intimidated, Novi forced herself to go on. “I’d like to pull my weight, Cap’n” she said softly. “It’s the least I can do for your hospitality.” 
 
    The silver eyes contemplated her. “From what Kali tells me, you’ve already paid your way. But if you insist, Commander Jeryn can add you to the duty roster.” 
 
    Novi shot a glance at Zinera Jeryn who said nothing. But behind the Captain, she caught Kali’s eyes. His face flashed with something akin to approval and Novi exited Cruiser Control with a lighter heart.  
 
    To her surprise and pleasure, Kidani led her to the chamber she’d used for her ablutions as a stowaway. A pile of blankets and bedclothes lay in a tangle under the access vent, as she’d left it less than a day before. 
 
    “Rest, Novi” Kidani said kindly. “When you’re up in the morning, join us in the Rec Chamber.” 
 
    Once alone, Novi glanced around the chamber, both relieved and bewildered by the vagaries of fate. Three days ago, she’d followed Jerik aboard the Cruiser to gawk at Ryfkin Soren and his Renegade crew. And now, she was their guest. Of sorts, she reminded herself. 
 
    That night, Novi slept well. Her concerns alleviated, she slumbered deeply on the comfortable bed in the warm chamber assigned to her. For once, even the nightly bout of blinding pain and blackout did not visit her. Refreshed and excited, Novi hurried into the Rec Chamber the next morning to be told the good news. Burok had given Ilar’s Justice the all clear and they awaited the Captain’s orders to set sail. 
 
    Kali showed her how to look up the duty roster Commander Jeryn posted each week. Novi had been assigned a few shifts to assist Burok. Kidani, in her element in the Rec Chamber, bantered with the crew while they gorged on delicious pancakes washed down with hot seidoki leaf tea and the juice of the coria fruit from the Rim Worlds. Novi stayed in the background, content to observe the crew, something she’d enjoyed doing surreptitiously as a stowaway. But there was no sign of the Captain or his deputy.  
 
    Soon, Commander Jeryn made an announcement over the speakers, asking the crew to gather in Cruiser Control. Novi hesitated as the others strode out. But at Kidani’s urging, she joined the crew in Cruiser Control.  
 
    Ryfkin Soren stood by the Pilot Seat, his attention on the Vista Screen where a moon loomed large. He turned as they strolled in. “I’ve an appointment with Zufon Ventini at Venn City in thirty hours. That leaves us almost ten hours to kill. This crew deserves some downtime. Any suggestions?” 
 
    There was a murmur from the crew and a few strode to their consoles to pull up maps.  
 
    “Otherwise, our efficient Zin will take us to the nearest tech depot to replenish supplies” Soren added with a wicked grin at Commander Jeryn.  
 
    With the silver eyes glinting and the attractive face lit up by laughter, he radiated charm and a kind of animal magnetism that drew attention. Fascinated, Novi took in the wavy hair worn longer than an InnerWorlder, the large body characterized by fluid grace, the wicked amusement in the silver eyes and the flash of white teeth against his darker skin. In his usual uniform of dark trousers tucked into boots and an open-necked shirt, an aura of health and vigor hung over him. Novi almost pinched herself to make sure that it wasn’t a dream. This was Ryfkin Soren, she reminded herself. Wy would be eager to know all the details and she must soak everything in about the hero of the Five Year War.  
 
    A singularly sweet smile broke through Commander Jeryn’s austere exterior and it was like the sun coming out amidst a cloudy sky. Novi was struck again by what a beautiful woman she was. Yet somehow, only Soren seemed able to bring her out of her shell.  
 
    “Isn’t that why you keep me around, Ryf?” the Commander retorted, her eyebrow arched at him teasingly. 
 
    “No, Zin” Yukon piped up unexpectedly. “He keeps you around to give us Hadis.” 
 
    Novi, surprised by the familiarity with which Yukon had addressed the Commander, was even more astonished when Zinera Jeryn merely shook her head indulgently at the young RimWorlder. 
 
    Soren chuckled appreciatively. “You got me there, beron.” 
 
    “Boss” Jerik interrupted the banter excitedly. “That Sacred Realm Vedino talked about — the one where the Guild transport crashed with the Synth? It’s a short diversion from Venn City.” 
 
    Soren’s levity abandoned him abruptly. But before he could say anything, Commander Jeryn interjected. “How much of a diversion?” 
 
    Jerik glanced down at his console. “Two hours from the closest Star Portal, Commander.”  
 
    The Captain’s eyes narrowed. “The portal to Venn City?” 
 
    “Yes, Boss.” 
 
    Ryf glanced at his deputy. “I wouldn’t mind a sail by to take a look, Zin.” 
 
    Kidani chimed in, her enthusiasm clear. “I’ve never set foot on a Sacred Realm.” 
 
    It seemed to convince the Captain. 
 
    “Why not?” He shrugged. “We have the time.” 
 
    He turned to the pilot. “Kali, beron, the Realm it is.” 
 
    Heart thumping with anticipation, Novi crossed her fingers surreptitiously, hoping that she too might get a chance to set foot on a Sufito Nekthero.  
 
    That first morning as a bonafide friend of the crew, Novi worked a shift with Burok, helping to calibrate some of the misfiring systems. Having looked over Novi’s work earlier, the mechanic was now comfortable delegating some of the routine jobs to her. With her around, Burok could work on pending tasks like upgrading systems and leave the basic day to day maintenance to her.  
 
    Around mid-day, Kidani pinged Novi on the Hailer. “Ever experience a portal jump, spunky girl?” she asked. 
 
    “No” Novi said excitedly.  
 
    “What are you waiting for? Get your butt to Cruiser Control pronto.” 
 
    Novi hesitated. Technically, she was on the clock. 
 
    “Ask Burok, Novi. He’ll understand” Kidani signed off. 
 
    Thus adjured, Novi made her way to Space Bay where the mechanic worked on repairs.  
 
    “Novi” he greeted her absently, his eyes on the damaged board before him. 
 
    Novi hesitated and Burok seemed to sense it.  
 
    He looked up. “What is it?” 
 
    “We’re about to jump the SPL” she said.  
 
    Comprehension flashed across his face. “Never jumped the portal?” 
 
    Novi shook her head.  
 
    He smiled. “It’s a treat. Enjoy your first jump, Novi.” 
 
    She grinned. “Thanks, Burok. I’ll finish up after.” 
 
    The board in his hand beeped urgently and he turned back to it as Novi hurried away.  
 
    In Cruiser Control, Kidani waited for her, brimming with excitement. “A jump never gets old” she remarked to Novi. “No matter how many times you do it.” 
 
    Novi noted that the crew in the chamber didn’t seem to share Kidani’s excitement. While the Cruiser idled in space, Kali and the Captain chatted desultorily and the others focused on their stations. The Co-Pilot Seat beside Kali was unoccupied. This surprised Novi who had assumed that a portal jump would require two pilots working in tandem — one to navigate the ship and the other to deal with SPL procedures. 
 
    Kidani, a fountain of knowledge, explained that they were at the portal, awaiting their turn. At night, the Labyrinth rarely had a queue. But during peak times, like now, vessels might experience a short delay as they queued up to jump. On the Vista Screen, Novi could see nothing but empty space — no SPL installation or lights of any kind. It was like they were the only people in the middle of nowhere, waiting in the dark to jump to a different corner of the Inner Worlds. It was all Novi could do to contain her excitement. 
 
    Abruptly, a disembodied voice filled the chamber, pumping through the speakers. “SPL Authority to Ilar’s Justice, you have priority. Proceed to the jump area. You will jump next.” 
 
    “Being Venn Corp’s blue-eyed boys has some advantages” Kidani murmured sotto voice to Novi. 
 
    Kali turned his attention to the controls. The Cruiser eased forward slowly and he engaged the Star Hailer. “Ilar’s Justice to SPL Authority, moving to jump area.” 
 
    Novi watched eagerly as Kali carefully steered the big Cruiser. Gradually, the inky blackness on the Vista Screen was replaced by the outline of a craft; first, in the distance and then, closer. That must be the jump area, she realized excitedly. The ship on the screen was waiting to jump.  
 
    A brilliant flash lit up the Vista Screen, almost blinding her. Novi shielded her eyes as bright light silhouetted the waiting craft, making it shimmer against the dark background. A jagged gap opened up in space to show a yawning void lit up by the incandescent ship. Novi’s jaw slackened as the void seemed to pull the ship into it. Before she could blink, the gaping void had swallowed the vessel whole to revert back to unremarkable black space. She stared at where the ship had been only moments earlier. But the view on the Vista Screen was unremarkable again — vast, empty and dark. Then, something shimmered where a starship had been swallowed whole.   
 
    Novi turned to her companion. “Is that …?” her incredulous voice trailed off. 
 
    Kidani grinned. “Zufon Ventini is nothing if not a showman. The StarVision celebrity stuff didn’t happen in a vacuum.” 
 
    Novi’s stunned eyes returned to the Vista Screen to catch a last glimpse of the winking alphabet. It was almost as if Zufon Ventini had added a signature to his portal — a large, shimmering version of the alphabet Z, akin to the lightning-shaped insignia on the Ventini Guards’ livery. 
 
    “Wow” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Something, isn’t it?” her companion agreed. 
 
    “Aye” Novi assented, giddy at having seen a live portal jump. It was beyond anything she had imagined. 
 
    Ilar’s Justice, which had paused when the portal opened, slid forward again and Novi’s anticipation kicked into higher gear. What a day this was turning out to be, she mused. Ryfkin Soren had agreed to take her on as a temporary member of his crew and she’d viewed an SPL jump up close. Now, she was about to embark on an experience that, under normal circumstances, would be beyond the reach of most InnerWorlders, except the seriously well-heeled. 
 
    With the excitement flooding her and the heightened buzz of rising anticipation, it took Novi a few minutes to sense the onset of a headache. A familiar pressure assailed her. Much like the pull of the strongbox, she realized. But this was stronger and seemed to increase in intensity. What could it be, she wondered in confusion. Whatever it was, the effect on her was profound, much stronger than the box hidden in the duct.  
 
    No, no, no — this is the wrong time to go to pieces. 
 
    But it was not to be. The dull ache in her head exploded abruptly into a piercing pain that made Novi see stars. Cruiser Control and the Vista Screen faded into the background as Novi fought to stay on her feet. As the agony washed over her in never-ending waves, she reached blindly for the wall behind her to slump against it. Kidani, her attention on the Vista Screen, missed the signs on the girl struggling beside her. 
 
    Fighting to not succumb to the beckoning darkness, Novi closed her eyes, taking shallow breaths to counter the throbbing in her head. In the background, she heard the discombobulated voice of SPL Authority tell Ilar’s Justice to get ready to jump. Under her, she sensed the cessation of all vibration as the Cruiser slid to a complete stop. A flash lit up the Vista Screen and Novi felt the stabbing pain in her head ratchet up a notch. She clenched her jaw, biting her lips to draw blood as she struggled to not cry out. Stars danced around her head, in groups and scattered, moving towards and away from each other, in a dizzyingly busy and colorful kaleidoscope. 
 
    As the Cruiser was pulled inexorably into the portal, Kidani turned excitedly to her companion, only to note Novi’s distress.  
 
    “Novi” she exclaimed, her voice rising in alarm. “Are you alright?” 
 
    But Novi was past answering her, her agony now unbearable — she felt as if her head might explode from the flood of sensation. Unable to take it anymore, she opened her mouth to scream. What came out was a hoarse whimper. Dimly, she heard the others exclaim as Kidani’s concerned voice called urgently to her. Hands reached to steady her and footsteps ran towards her as everything went black. The winking stars, whirling madly around her head, blinked out abruptly and Novi slid into blessed oblivion. 
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    The Benevolent Ones 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Approaching Sacred Realm” Kali’s voice, with its exotic RimWorlder cadences, announced through the speakers. “Kidani, it’s a sight.” 
 
    Kalinjan Voten, ex-Renegade and current member of Ilar’s Justice, dedicated much of his spare time to pulling Kidani’s leg. There was much Novi admired the big RimWorlder for, including his extraordinary abilities as a pilot. Kali could make the large unwieldy Star Cruiser glide effortlessly through the narrowest of apertures, kissing any space debris in its path, and his navigation of asteroids in the Ring was a sight to behold.  
 
    “Come on, Novi” Burok called to her. “Don’t want to miss this.” 
 
    Novi’s eyes shot to him. “You’re interested in the Realm, Burok?” she exclaimed. She had not expected InnerWorlder myths or spirituality to hold much appeal for the soft-spoken RimWorlder. 
 
    The mechanic smiled. “I’m interested in history, not religious beliefs. From all accounts, the Benevolent Ones have had a huge influence and impact on your history and the advancement of the Invun Welds, aside from any contributions to InvunWelder beliefs.” 
 
    “You’re right” Novi affirmed, setting aside her tools. “The Benevolent Ones touch all aspects of life on the Inner Worlds. Even our language is heavily inspired from theirs, while our script is borrowed from them.” 
 
    “Let’s go” he urged her. “Before Jerik finds a shiny new toy to divert his attention.” 
 
    Novi fell into step beside him. “Kidani would never allow it. She’s excited about the Realm.”  
 
    Burok shot her a glance. “And you, Novi? I thought you’d be wild to see it.” 
 
    “I am” she acknowledged. 
 
    For a moment, he said nothing. 
 
    “I heard what happened at the portal” Burok said quietly. “You’re not the only one to have a tough first jump. There are many who have trouble with it. The jump throws our bodies momentarily out of whack. You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    Novi, who suspected that she wouldn’t get used to the jumps, remained silent, following the mechanic into Cruiser Control. 
 
    A few hours of reflection had Novi reach two conclusions. The contents of the box in the duct was connected to the SPL. Though of course, the energy waves from the portal were exponentially stronger than anything she experienced with the strongbox. The silver lining was that finally, she had an explanation for her nightly blackouts and agony. Courtesy of Venn Corp, this Cruiser had unlimited privileges on the Labyrinth. And every time Ilar’s Justice jumped a portal, she experienced the debilitating effects of the SPL — acute agony followed by blessed oblivion. But though alarming and inexplicable, the Labyrinth’s effect on her was nothing compared to Novi’s terror at the second inference she'd drawn from the incident. She was the only one aboard the Cruiser to experience this extraordinary and profoundly powerful fallout of a portal jump. Just as the slingers had been oblivious to the energy from the strongbox in the duct, so were her shipmates. Before, this had merely been a mystery that puzzled Novi. Now, it petrified her. In the silence of her chamber, she’d made herself a pledge. Every time the Cruiser used the SPL, she must ensure none of the crew was around to witness its agonizing effect on her. Now that she was on the duty roster, Novi also had access to the Cruiser’s itinerary. She was determined to familiarize herself with all upcoming portal jumps and make herself scarce. One extreme reaction to a Star Portal could be explained away, but more would cause talk on the Cruiser. Given that Ryfkin Soren already had questions about her, she did not intend to add to them. 
 
    When she’d come to after blacking out during the last jump, Novi had found herself in the Rec Chamber, with an anxious Kidani and a surprisingly solicitous Yukon hovering over her. Plied with water by Kidani, while Yukon kept up a steady stream of soothing small talk, Novi had recovered her composure. But her fortitude was merely a veneer. Novi’s mind continued to grapple with the strange circumstances and extraordinary coincidences. What did the SPL have to do with Zufon Ventini’s dig? As before, Ventini’s expeditions continued to search for Realms and the Heavenly Abode. What could possible connect the Labyrinth to them? But more importantly, why was she the only one affected so powerfully by the portal? This Cruiser carried RimWorlders and InnerWorlders alike and yet, she was the only one to suffer the side-effects of a portal jump. An uneasy suspicion continued to intrude, vying with all the other jumbled and confused half-explanations in her head. Did it have anything to do with her ability to be a shadow — the reason for the locket she always carried on her. The strange anomaly was intrinsic to her, something she’d been aware of for as long as Novi could remember. Like a familiar friend who’d been through thick and thin with her, Novi had stopped wondering about it. Until now. 
 
    As they entered Cruiser Control, Novi’s eyes shot to the Vista Screen. A planet featured prominently on it — a gleaming star surrounded by swirling darkness. This was Fumiko Terra – the third Sacred Realm to be discovered in the Inner Worlds. The crew gawked at it with varying degrees of curiosity and wonder.  
 
    “Strange” Kali muttered from the Pilot Seat, his attention on the controls. “Something on the planet is starcasting to all Hailers within range.” 
 
    Commander Jeryn looked startled. “Starcasting what, Kali?” 
 
    The pilot shrugged. “Beats me.” 
 
    “Send it through the speakers, Kali” Ryfkin Soren directed. 
 
    A robotic voice filled the chamber to announce mechanically. “Greetings from Ventini Corporation. We welcome all InnerWorlders to sacred soil once blessed by the Benevolent Ones.”   
 
    The message continued to play in a never-ending loop, but after the third iteration, Kali shut it off. 
 
    “TziGaros!” Soren swore lustily. “What the feck does Venn Corp have to do with this?” 
 
    Zinera Jeryn shook her head in confusion, equally at sea. “I thought all Sacred Realms were administered by the Guild.” 
 
    The others, not as well-versed with local history, stared at their InnerWorlder crewmates. A puzzled Jerik said nothing, merely glancing at Kidani, whose face was a mask of astonishment.  
 
    It was Novi who proffered an answer. Distraught and alarmed she might be by the mysterious cargo in the duct and the Labyrinth’s ill-effects on her well-being, but Novi knew her history. Wy’s interest in the past had made her very proficient with their heritage. 
 
     “Only the early Realms, Commander” Novi responded confidently. “Because they were discovered by Guild-funded expeditions. But since then, there have been expeditions funded by others.” 
 
    Soren frowned. “Did not Zufon Ventini discover all the Sacred Realms?” he asked Novi. 
 
    “He did, Cap’n. He was searching for the Heavenly Abode when he came upon the first Sacred Realm. Since then, he’s discovered two more Realms. But clearly, this one was the result of a Venn Corp expedition.” 
 
    Under the RimWorlder’s frowning gaze, Novi expanded. “Rumors abound that Zufon Ventini found a map on the first Realm.” 
 
    “What kind of map?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “One that traces the Benevolent Ones’ footsteps through the Inner Worlds. It might explain why he’s the only one to discover all the Realms so far, despite the many well-funded expeditions in recent years.”  
 
    As the crew gaped at her, Novi shrugged self-consciously. “It’s a rumor. Might have nothing to it.” 
 
    The confusion in his fellow Renegades drove Ryf to a decision. If he intended to take on the Guild, he must understand the history, beliefs and practices of the Inner Worlds. The previous confrontations with the Guild had been on RenWelder turf. Then, it was the Coalition that had suffered a disadvantage. But to engage the Guild in their own backyard, he’d have to level the playing field. The Sacred Realms and the Benevolent Ones played a prominent role in the InvunWelders’ belief system. To successfully challenge the Guild’s domination of the Inner Worlds, he must understand them. 
 
    “Park us close, Kali” he directed. “Time for a history lesson.” 
 
    The RimWorlder pilot reached for the controls, to steer the Cruiser away from the planet. The Captain turned to Novi again. 
 
    “You know your history, Novia Dozanti?” he queried.  
 
    She gave him a mute nod by way of answer. 
 
    “Explain it to me” he commanded. 
 
    Novi took a deep breath. “Legend has it that eons ago, when life on the Inner Worlds was in its infancy, an alien race visited us from far beyond the Ring. They introduced themselves as star seekers — wanderers of the stars. At first, the InnerWorlders welcomed them with open arms. They were an advanced race, with technology far beyond our ken. Only a few scattered Inner Worlds were inhabited at that time, with little means of inter-planetary travel. But the aliens helped us with our infrastructure, built us cities far beyond anything we could imagine and connected the Inner Worlds with their space technology. Eventually, a few intrepid InnerWorlders expressed an interest in traveling the stars and the aliens encouraged and assisted them in this endeavor. But soon, the first rumors started trickling in and thanks to the aliens’ efforts in connecting the Inner Worlds, the whispers spread like wildfire. They hinted darkly that the InnerWorlders who left to travel the stars with the aliens were gone forever, dead or worse. That perhaps they’d been taken far from their homes to be sold as slaves. After all, no one ever returned and neither did anyone hear from them once they commenced their journey to the stars. Fear spread across the Inner Worlds and suddenly, those we looked upon as our benefactors began to appear as something far different. A small cadre of InnerWorlders pooled their resources together to send out distress calls on the Star Hailer. After all, we were not strong or advanced enough to take on the aliens by ourselves. And it was poetic justice to use the technology the aliens had given us against them. They received no response on the Star Hailer at first, though the rumors soon gained traction and there were sporadic reports of revolts on some planets asking the aliens to leave.” 
 
    “Did they?” Kali interrupted her to ask curiously. “Leave when the locals asked?” 
 
    His question seemed to break the almost hypnotic silence in Cruiser Control. From Wy, Novi had learned the artistry of a consummate storyteller. And when it came to the past, she was in her element, holding her audience enthralled as they lapped up the tale of a long-ago legacy. 
 
    She shook her head. “They did not return to their faraway world as increasing numbers of InnerWorlders desired. Eventually, as circumstances became more desperate, a race responded to our distress hail. More advanced than us, they were willing to tangle with the aliens and force them out of the Inner Worlds. But many of the same people who’d advocated asking for assistance from other races also advised caution. We’d been burned once, and they did not want history to repeat itself again. A small band of InnerWorlders, leaders of the nascent resistance, met with representatives of the new race willing to help us. And, a deal was agreed to.” 
 
    “The Benevolent Ones” Ryfkin Soren murmured, mesmerized as the others with the unfolding tale.  
 
    “Yes” Novi affirmed. “They brought a small army to the Inner Worlds and engaged the aliens. After a long and brutal skirmish, mostly fought in space and away from the InnerWorlders who could only wait and hope for a victorious result, the aliens were forced to leave the Inner Worlds. The Benevolent Ones set about repairing the damage done by the aliens before them. Their assistance was better received by the locals — mainly because the Benevolent Ones worked to provide basic services to the Inner Worlds and improve the InnerWorlders’ daily existence, not on advocating and encouraging star travel to distant worlds with their focus on space technology. The Benevolent Ones’ influence on our worlds continues on and the signs can be seen all around us, even today.” 
 
    In the silence, Kidani chimed in. “The Benevolent Ones were led by two leaders.”  
 
    As the RimWorlders looked intrigued, she flashed Novi a conspiratorial grin, encouraging her to name the leaders. 
 
    “Lord Teodikan and Lady Yanthanika” Novi said. 
 
    It struck the RimWorlders at the same time.  
 
    “YanTeo” the Captain murmured, grasping the origin of the incantation commonly used by the InnerWorlders. 
 
    “Aye” Novi acknowledged. “We ask them to watch over us and guide us, like they once did for our ancestors a long time ago. By freeing us from the aliens and helping to set our worlds to rights, they gave the InnerWorlders the gift of a second chance.” 
 
    “How does a planet become designated as a Sacred Realm?” a curious Burok inquired. 
 
    “Usually, if there are signs that the Benevolent Ones had set foot on the world” Jerik explained. 
 
    The mechanic arched an eyebrow. “What kind of signs?” 
 
    “I say we visit the Realm to check it out, Burok” Soren suggested. “As a non-Guild administered planet, this might be our only shot.” 
 
    Zinera Jeryn interjected, a frown marring her brow. “Could Vedino have this world confused with another, Ryf? Clearly, this is not a Guild planet. And he did say the only Synth to escape Guild custody crash landed on this Realm.”  
 
    Reminded thus, Ryf puzzled over the matter. This was no minor irregularity. Had the Synth been mistaken, he wondered. Serak Vedino’s revelations about the Guild using a Sacred Realm to imprison Synths was an explosive allegation. If he intended to use it against the Coalition, he must get to the bottom of it. 
 
    “Cap’n” Kali pointed out. “The starcast from the planet welcomes all InvunWelders. We should confirm with Venn Corp about RenWelders on the Realm. They’ll not deny you.” 
 
    Neither Soren nor Commander Jeryn could dispute the wisdom of the pilot’s suggestion. It behooved a RimWorlder crew to tread lightly when it came to InnerWorlder spiritual beliefs.  
 
    “On to Venn City, Kali” Ryf directed. “We’ll spend the downtime there.” 
 
    Jerik slipped into the Co-Pilot Seat as Kali slid the Cruiser forward, speeding to the nearest Star Portal. It spurred Novi to make herself scarce. No more public spectacles when they traveled the Labyrinth, she reminded herself. But before she could escape, the Captain called to her. 
 
    “The aliens the Benevolent Ones routed from the Invun Welds — did they have a name?” 
 
    “Aye, Cap’n” she responded. “They called themselves the Zenkoti.”  
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    Episode 6 : An Echo from the Past 
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    Pilgrim’s treasure 
 
    Novi goes on a pilgrimage, but what she learns has enormous consequences for her … 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    City in the sky 
 
      
 
      
 
    As they turned the corner, Novi stumbled to a stop, her stunned eyes taking in the fantastical edifice that greeted her. Though the tallest spires of Venn City might be glimpsed from the Shuttle Vestibule, the full panorama could not. Ventini Corporation was housed in a mini-city that floated above the surrounding landscape and towered over the planet. Flabbergasted, Novi gawked at the mighty structure that rose majestically to disappear into the clouds. Yukon, striding ahead with the Captain, turned around to shoot her an amused grin. Where Burok was the oldest Renegade on Ilar’s Justice, Yukon Jeryn was the youngest. Much to Novi’s surprise, he was also sibling to Commander Jeryn. Although outwardly serious and stoic like his sister, the young RimWorlder possessed a streak of mischief that peeked out every now and then. Most of his pranks were reserved for his sober sibling, an endeavor aided by Kali and encouraged by the Captain. 
 
    Kidani paused beside Novi to smile broadly. “Something, isn’t it?” she quipped. 
 
    Her eyes huge, Novi could only nod mutely. 
 
    The city hovered in mid-air, its foundation seemingly fifty feet above the ground. Strategically placed balance beams made it appear as a fairy tale abode floating in air. A quintet of towers rose from the base, to disappear into the swirling clouds like mysterious sentinels guarding the secrets of the fortress they defended. This was the seat of Ventini Corporation’s power — the fabled headquarters that transcended the planet to soar into the welcoming embrace of the heavens. Brightly-hued hovercraft plied passengers from the ground onto the landing pads that seemed to appear at each level of the structure on sensing their approach, making for a colorful kaleidoscope against the stark background. The Inner Worlds had been under Guild Coalition rule for all of Novi’s life. But as she stared up in awe, Novi understood for the first time what formidable competition snapped at the heels of the Coalition. Venn City was magnificent and spoke to the spectacular success, power and influence its founder and president wielded in the Inner Worlds. 
 
    On the ground, around the towering edifice, was a bustling market, with traders from the breadth of the Inner Worlds plying their goods. The Vestibule on the planet did brisk business discharging passengers. Many came for the markets around the city in the sky, while the others, like the Captain, were here on business with Venn Corp. When Kidani had invited Novi to wander the markets for fresh produce and sundry supplies, she’d jumped at the chance. But nothing had prepared Novi for Venn City. 
 
     “Shyte.” 
 
    The muttered comment had Novi glancing at her companion. The flame-haired InnerWorlder wore an expression best described as hunted.  
 
    “What?” Novi quizzed her friend, riven by Kidani’s sense of urgency. 
 
    Her query served to draw the Captain and Yukon’s attention. The two men paused, to cast them puzzled looks.  
 
    Concerned by her companion’s unusually distraught mien, Novi asked her again. “What is it?” 
 
    Kidani cast a hunted glance at an expensively-dressed young man making his way towards her with an expression of mingled pleasure and astonishment on his face. “If he asks, you don’t know me” she murmured. 
 
    Novi grasped the point immediately, having handled plenty of sticky situations at The Watering Hole. “You got it” she assured her companion. 
 
    Kidani turned hurriedly to the RimWorlders, pitching her voice low. “If anyone …” 
 
    Yukon interrupted her before she could finish the sentence. “RenWelders here, Kidani. No one asks us anything” he remarked confidently. 
 
    An agitated Kidani merely nodded, her eyes darting around. The RimWorlders hesitated, unsure how to assist their overwrought crewmate. It was Novi who nudged her discreetly towards an alley between two bustling businesses. 
 
    “I’ll take care of this” she assured Kidani, with a pointed look. 
 
    Her confident assertion seemed to do the trick. The flame-haired girl hurried away without a backward glance. 
 
    Novi turned to assess the cause of Kidani’s unusual agitation. She’d observed the InnerWorlder under threat when the slingers had boarded Ilar’s Justice. Yet, even then, the flame-haired girl had not lost her composure. Clearly, Kidani considered this man a greater menace than the slingers.  
 
    It took Novi moments to come up with a plan of action. Not for nothing had she been Wy’s right hand at the taproom. Her time with the Cruiser’s crew, short though it was, had been fruitful. Their ready acceptance of her — Burok’s patient guidance, Kidani’s companionship, Kali’s tacit approval and even Commander Jeryn according her duty shifts like the other crew — had allowed the old Novi to reassert herself. 
 
    Ignoring the two RimWorlders, she strode to the young man. 
 
    “Your friend …” 
 
    Novi grasped the collar of his expensive silk shirt, to interrupt the stranger before he could finish the sentence.  
 
    “How dare you?” she cried dramatically, making sure to draw all eyes in the market to her. “You debaucher!” 
 
    “Huh?” The young man tried to take a step back but Novi held on to his collar, her expression determined and furious.  
 
    “You left her stranded on Kileko! And after the sacrifices she made for you” Novi scolded the flabbergasted stranger, while the bustling market around them ground to an abrupt standstill. “She loved you. She believed in you!” 
 
    As the traders and their customers gawked at the spectacle before them, Novi rose to the occasion magnificently. “How could you betray her after she left her family for you?” 
 
    “Nooo” stammered the young man. “I did not leave … You have me mistaken for someone else.” 
 
    Novi let go off the hapless man with a disgusted expression. “Don’t lie to me” she said fiercely. “I would know your face anywhere. Aleyna showed me a picture of you.” 
 
    From behind her, Novi heard a choking sound she recognized as Yukon stifling his laughter. For a second, she wondered what Ryfkin Soren made of her dramatics. But she couldn’t afford to be distracted. She had the stranger on the back foot and the market on her side. While emotions ran hot, she had the upper hand. She must use it to her advantage before she lost the bystanders.  
 
    Throwing her hands up in the air, Novi turned to the silent spectators. “Can you believe this sack of derak shyte? He abandons my friend and then, lies about even knowing her.” 
 
    Murmurs swept through the bystanders and some of the older customers shook her heads, their expressions grim. The stranger seemed to realize that the crowd was turning against him. Some of the mutters grew angrier as he stood silent with a shell-shocked expression on his face. His bemused eyes passed over the spectators to take note of the large RimWorlders behind Novi watching him. Something in their determinedly impassive expressions spurred him to beat a strategic retreat. As he turned tail to hurriedly walk away from the confrontation, the crowd parted to give him way, though disapproving murmurs followed him. 
 
    A triumphant Novi watched him go. Something fluttered from his expensive clothes to the ground as he beat a hasty retreat. Absently, she bent down to pick it up. It was a square sheet of expensive embossed paper with a logo very familiar to the Inner Worlds. Considerably taken aback, she shoved the business card into her pocket, wondering whether it was a coincidence.  
 
    It took a few minutes for the market to revert back to its usual bustle, but Kidani was by Novi’s side before then, having abandoned her hideout at the stranger’s retreat. Yukon and the Captain joined her. 
 
    “That was amazing, spunky girl!” Kidani shook her head admiringly. “I’m lost for words.” 
 
    Novi shrugged self-deprecatingly. “When you work in a tavern, you learn to improvise.” 
 
    Yukon let loose a bark of laughter he did not attempt to stifle. “Sure do appreciate the improvisation, Novi. Don’t we, Cap’n?” 
 
    Ryfkin Soren contemplated Novi with an unreadable expression. “An effective and entertaining strategy, though it lacks subtlety” he remarked seriously. “But in the end, for the right result, a little indiscretion may be overlooked.” 
 
    Immeasurably pleased by the compliment, Novi took an exaggerated bow. 
 
    When she rose up to meet his gaze, Soren seemed about to say more until two men in the livery of Ventini Guards interrupted him. 
 
    “Captain Soren.” One of the men greeted him, while the other waited courteously a few feet behind him.  
 
    It was undoubtedly a greeting, not a query. Novi wondered how the guard had been sure he addressed Ryfkin Soren. She’d taken note of the sidelong glances at the two RimWorlders, though most had ignored their presence. The RimWorlders stood out in the market, towering over the others, a stark contrast to the fair-skinned InnerWorlders. Yukon appeared too green to be the legendary hero of the Five Year War and perhaps, that had allowed the guard to identify the Captain, Novi speculated.  
 
     “I’m Soren” the Captain acknowledged to the guard. 
 
    “Mr. Ventini has sent a hover for you, Captain. His pilot is at your service.” He gestured to the guard standing a few paces behind him and the man nodded respectfully to the Captain. 
 
    “I have a package for Mr. Ventini” Soren explained. 
 
    “Of course, Captain Soren. Rymin here will help you.” 
 
    Yukon strode forward to brief the pilot and Kidani nudged Novi away. With a last wave at the two RimWorlders, they set off.  
 
    The market, tumultuous at first glance, was carefully laid out on closer inspection. The stalls and businesses flanked a meandering path that allowed visitors to stroll through the market and check out the wares on display. The place had the feel of a bazaar, an open-air souk like the markets on many rustic and provincial worlds she’d visited. Yet, the goods on display here were for far more discerning tastes. And underneath the superficial pandemonium, there was order and structure. Exits were clearly marked and unobtrusive guards kept the crowds from getting too unruly. At every fork on the meandering path, there were signs to guide the visitors. But Novi noted that Kidani required no helping hand. 
 
    “You know your way around” she remarked. 
 
    “Been here many times, spunky girl. We do a lot of business with Venn Corp.”  
 
    Novi shot her a glance. “Was he after you, Kidani?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    Her companion stopped abruptly, a look of shock on her face. “No, Novi” she said quietly. “Just someone from the past I’d rather avoid.” 
 
    Novi, who remembered the flame-haired girl’s panic-stricken reaction to the stranger, stayed silent.  
 
    Whatever she saw on Novi’s face must have convinced her for Kidani lost her serious mien. “We grew up together, Novi. He’s harmless. But when I left home, he was part of the past I left behind.” 
 
    This, Novi understood better. 
 
     “I owe you one, spunky girl” Kidani reiterated. 
 
     “Nope” Novi countered. “That pep-talk you gave me when Cap’n summoned me makes us even.” 
 
    “You didn’t need the pep-talk” her companion protested. 
 
    Novi shook her head. “You’re wrong. I did.”  
 
    Kidani grinned, linking her hand with Novi’s. “Come on then. We have a few hours to kill. Let me show you what Venn City market has to offer.” 
 
    Up in the air above the market, Ventini’s pilot maneuvered the hovercraft smoothly and Ryf took in the signs of luxury inside it. The seats were padded vaneu, the fresh spring water chilled and the latest tech provided access to Hailers across the Inner Worlds. Zufon Ventini’s fondness for the good life was no secret to Ilar’s Justice’s crew. Even his digs in the middle of nowhere were always glamorous encampments that never lacked the luxuries of life or good sustenance.  
 
    “First visit to Venn Tower, Captain Soren?” inquired the young pilot at the controls. 
 
    “My second” answered Ryf. Though the last time he’d been to the Tower, an invitation to the top floor had not been issued. That visit had led to his first contract with Venn Corp and the start of a very profitable association with the Ventini duo. 
 
    “Locking on, Captain Soren” the pilot announced, interrupting Ryf’s thoughts. 
 
    He glanced outside to see the craft approach the top of the tallest spire on Venn City. The hover’s transparent panels allowed a perfect view. A landing pad extended slowly from a balcony on the top floor. The craft approached the landing pad at an angle to align with it. The hover’s hatch swung open as the magnetic lock sealed the connection with an audible click.  
 
    Ryf thanked the pilot to exit the craft. Zufon Ventini greeted him on the landing pad as the hover unanchored from it to fly off.  
 
    “It is good to see you, Captain” Ventini said genially. “Is the Commander not with you?”  
 
    “Not this time, Mr. Ventini” Ryf said easily. 
 
    They walked through an archway into an enormous circular office and Ryf watched Ventini press a control to retract the landing pad back into the bottom of the balcony. The large, swanky office covered the entire top floor of Venn Tower, the tallest spire on Venn City. High-end furnishings in the colors of Venn Corp, and a deep plush carpet gave it a rich, hushed sense of occasion. The muted but expensive room allowed the bright energy of Venn Corp’s founder to take center stage. Much like the hovercraft, clear walls enclosed the circular room, to provide a spectacular view of the planet, the low-hanging clouds and the clear skies. Natural light flooded in through the transparent walls to light up the office. It was a beautiful space, lavishly furnished in keeping with the expensive tastes of its owner. 
 
    Ventini ushered him to an intimate seating area with a spectacular view of the market down below. The two men seated themselves and his host offered the RimWorlder refreshment before getting down to business.  
 
    “I’m told that you delivered a body, along with my strongbox, Captain” Ventini opened. From his demeanor, it was clear that Venn Corp’s founder was unfazed by the unexpected delivery of a body bag. 
 
    Ryf knew that Ventini, despite his wealth and success, liked to think of himself as the intrepid adventurer roughing it out in his archaeological digs without the trappings of wealth. But since Ventini’s only failing, as far as he was concerned, was a tendency to pretend to be a son of the soil, despite the power and influence he wielded in the Inner Worlds through Venn Corp, Soren was willing to give the man a pass on this. Given what the Guild was guilty of and what its ambitions had wrought upon the Ren Welds, Ryf considered Ventini’s affections harmless. Plus, he rather liked the larger-than-life Zufon Ventini with his lavish tastes and unapologetic drive.   
 
    “That is correct” Soren acknowledged. 
 
    “Anyone I know?” his host inquired. 
 
    “Someone it might be worthwhile to dig into” Ryf suggested. 
 
    Ventini looked intrigued. “Venn Corp can do that, Captain. What are we looking for?” 
 
    “He was with a team of flashslingers that boarded my Cruiser.” 
 
    This time, his host was taken aback. Ventini’s eyebrows shot up. “You were attacked?” 
 
    Ryf met his host’s eyes squarely. “The slingers were after your strongbox.” 
 
    For the first time in the conversation, Zufon Ventini’s expression seemed to freeze, his eyes turning opaque. Ryf said nothing, content to observe the man. But Ventini was made of stronger stuff. After a momentary struggle, he recovered quickly. 
 
    “You’d better start at the beginning, Captain” he said gravely. 
 
    Ryf leaned back in his chair. Ventini was good at masking his emotions. But not good enough. He’d bet Ilar’s Justice that Zufon Ventini was rattled. 
 
    “A few days ago, a small corporation on Zubiko Ethera contacted us. They wanted to hire us to protect their payroll which had recently come under attack from bandits. I agreed to the job though some of the details did not add up.” 
 
    His host’s eyes narrowed. “Like what, Captain?” 
 
    “It was unclear how they knew about us, for one. We haven’t been in the Invun Welds long enough and did not solicit the job. Also, as far as we could tell, there were no reports of bandits on Zubiko Ethera. Once we got to the planet, it became even more clear that things were not as they seemed. In the midst of transporting the payroll, I received a distress call from my docked Cruiser. It had been boarded and your cargo trashed by slingers who were intent on locating your strongbox. We retook the ship and drove the slingers off. One was killed in the crossfire. I brought him here — had a hunch you’d be interested in who hired him.” 
 
    Zufon Ventini’s eyes searched the RimWorlder’s face.  
 
    “There is more, Captain” he concluded. 
 
    “The slingers could never have boarded us without inside help. So, I insisted on a meeting with the man who hired us, to demand some answers.” 
 
    Venn Corp’s founder leant forward. “Did you get them?” 
 
    Ryf nodded. “They were told to set us up. A powerful entity threatened to put them out of business unless they ambushed us.” 
 
    Ventini’s eyes flickered as he leant back in his seat. “The Guild Coalition” he murmured. 
 
    “That’s what I was told” Ryf affirmed. 
 
    There was a short silence. Ventini got up to pace the floor, working off his nervous energy, his eyes on the view of the clear skies outside. 
 
    “You believe this, Captain?” he asked. 
 
    Ryf refrained from pointing out that Ventini believed it too. Or else, he would not be pacing restlessly with a furrow creasing his forehead. 
 
     “I do” he said. “But the only way to be sure is to trace the dead man. They were professionals, Mr. Ventini. If you dig into his slinger friends, it should lead you to who hired them.” 
 
    After a few minutes of contemplation, Ventini remarked. “I’m unsure why the Guild is interested in artifacts from my latest expedition.” 
 
    Ryf remained silent, merely meeting the InnerWorlder’s eyes. 
 
    Eventually, Ventini plopped down on the seat across from him.  “A few months ago, the Coalition approached Venn Corp with an offer to work together. I told them that I’d think about it.” 
 
    He took in the RimWorlder’s carefully inscrutable expression. “I take it you’re not surprised, Captain?” he said shrewdly. 
 
    “I suspected it” Ryf admitted. “Venn Corp provided us authorization for Kuzhampa’s records. The prison is Guild-owned.” 
 
    “A good catch” his host acceded. “Kuzhampa was a goodwill gesture, to demonstrate what Guild influence can do for Venn Corp.”  
 
    “As was the intel on the Synths planning to damage the SPL” Ventini continued, his brow creased. “Zedak says you’ve had little luck tracking down the Synth.” 
 
    Ryf chose his words carefully. His suspicions about the Guild manipulating Venn Corp into using him to do the Coalition’s dirty work had just been confirmed by his host’s admission. “I’ll continue to make inquiries, Mr. Ventini. But this is InvunWelder politics and we’re outsiders. If there’s a Synth hiding in the Badlands, it’s unlikely his friends will give him up to a RenWelder.”  
 
    Zufon Ventini, who had suspected the same, sighed softly. The matter of locating the Synth was urgent and Ryfkin Soren and his Renegade crew were Venn Corp’s best assets. Now, he’d have to approach the Guild for assistance and after the stunt the Coalition had pulled, the prospect disquieted him. He wondered what the Guild suspected. 
 
    “I’ll dig into the dead slinger” he said.  
 
    Ryf did not hesitate this time. Given Ventini’s admission about Guild overtures, he was keen to air his question. Venn Corp’s answer would decide his next course of action. “Will Venn Corp strike a deal with the Guild, Mr. Ventini?” 
 
    His host studied him. “I was never keen on a joint venture with the Guild, Captain” he answered readily. “But I did not want to reject their offer outright.” 
 
    Ryf allowed genteel curiosity to reflect on his face. Zufon Ventini took the bait. 
 
    “No matter what they say, Venn Corp would be treated as the junior partner in any venture with the Guild Coalition. That does not interest me” he said candidly. 
 
    He met the RimWorlder’s eyes. “Also, Venn Corp would be loath to lose your services, Captain. Given your history with the Coalition, we will think twice about allying with the Guild.”
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    When Ryf returned to the Cruiser, a skeletal crew remained in attendance. This was a trusted world and given the treachery on Zubiko Ethera, Venn City might be their best chance to feel land under their feet for a while. Burok, Jerik and the two InnerWorlder ladies were absent, taking advantage of what this fascinating planet had to offer. 
 
    The Captain’s presence seemed to jog Yukon’s memory. The young RimWorlder regaled his audience with the tale of the stowaway’s dramatics to save Kidani from an unwanted acquaintance. Zinera Jeryn looked astonished and the unflappable Vizir startled. But Kali merely arched his eyebrows at his Captain. “Told you she has moxy” he murmured. 
 
    When Ryf retired to his quarters, his friend and deputy hastened to join him. As they’d done many times over the years, they relaxed over some mihado. 
 
    The Commander took a sip of the potent liquor to sink into a chair. “How’d Zufon Ventini take the news?”  
 
    “The slingers have him rattled” Ryf said slowly, his eyes on the swirling drink in his hand. “Something’s going down, Zin. Can’t put my finger on it.” 
 
    “Likely what you suspect, Ryf” she suggested. “Thorns on his road to a pact with the Gorath.” 
 
    Zin knew from bitter experience that the Guild had no honor. If Zufon Ventini believed in any assurances by the Coalition, he would soon realize that they had no intentions of keeping their word.  
 
    Ryf shook his head. “No, he admitted to Guild overtures but told me that he wasn’t interested. It’s something else that has him spooked.” 
 
    A furrow sprang onto the Commander’s brow. But nothing could mar the RimWorlder’s incandescent beauty. Inured to it, her companion remained lost in his thoughts.  
 
    She took another sip of mihado, her eyes on Ryf’s faraway expression. “Gnarly” she murmured. 
 
    Soren glanced up to meet her eyes. “Ventini’s strongbox came from his dig, Zin. Why’s the Coalition interested in artifacts from his expedition? It’s not like Ventini would keep a discovery to himself — hiding a Sacred Realm or any signs of the Benevolent Ones from other InvunWelders buys him nothing! So, what is the Guild looking for? This does not add up.” 
 
    Zin had no answer for him. But she was mighty relieved. Even though their attempt to broaden their customer base had backfired spectacularly with Zubiko Ethera, they’d caught a break.  
 
    “If Venn Corp is not keen to tango with the Gorath, it’s a silver lining” she pointed out. “Buys us a little time to arrange alternate employment. I’ll take it, Ryf.” 
 
    He agreed with her. But something about the conversation in Venn Tower bothered Ryf. He’d glimpsed a flash of strong emotion on Ventini’s face. Zufon Ventini was not a man to unnerve easily. And Ryf wondered what might shake the powerful founder of Venn Corp.  
 
    Zin’s eyes wandered his familiar face. She’d known him since he was a boy on the verge of manhood. And she knew that he would chip away at this until he had a likely explanation for it. 
 
    “What about the Sacred Realm?” she prompted him. Like the other crew, Zin was curious about the Realm administered by Venn Corp. The retelling of the Invun Welds’ history had intrigued the RimWorlders. To them, Venn Corp control of a Sacred Realm was unexpected good fortune.  Zin expected no concessions from the Guild. 
 
    Ryf’s expression lightened at her query. He shot her a grin. “Good news on that front. The crew has unfettered access to Realm 3.” 
 
    She looked pleased. “Even the RenWelders?” 
 
    “The RenWelders are special guests — we have official Venn Corp passes. I’m told the InvunWelders require none.” 
 
    “Kidani will be pleased” she remarked. “As will our new and temporary crewmate.” 
 
    Reminded thus, Ryf’s eyes twinkled. 
 
    “What?” she inquired, reacting to the subtle hint of amusement in him. 
 
    “The little stowaway is resourceful, Zin. She might yet make good crew for Ilar’s Justice.” 
 
    Her eyebrow arched in surprise. Ryf never talked of the stowaway having any role on the Cruiser except that of a temporary guest. He’d been ruthless in shutting down all conversations that implied anything more permanent for her. 
 
    “You’ve changed your mind?” she asked, a little puzzled by it. He was not a man to make impulsive decisions. And the stowaway, with her inexplicable actions and unconventional entry onto the Cruiser, had put him on his guard. 
 
    His silver eyes shot to her. “Something’s gnarly about her, Zin. I’m not sure whether it has to do with us or something else altogether” he admitted. “But she’s also loyal to a fault and fearless in the defense of her friends. Qualities that old Renegades like us can appreciate, hmm?” 
 
    “Only too well” the Commander agreed, sobering up. 
 
    That evening, Kidani made an elaborate dinner for the crew who’d spent most of the day stretching their legs and restocking on supplies from the planet. After, the Captain insisted on a good night’s rest for everyone. The Cruiser sailed early the next morning, arriving at the Sacred Realm at dawn. Fumiko Terra had no Star Portico to service it, but an inquiry to the only Star Hailer registered for the planet initiated a quick response. They were told that a Shuttle Vestibule on the Realm would facilitate access to the shrine.  
 
    Thus it was that Ilar’s Justice touched down on Fumiko Terra with the dawn sky as its backdrop. In the Vestibule, a notice informed them that two shuttles from nearby Star Porticos were slated to arrive at mid-day. Novi, beside herself with excitement, was glad of the uncrowded Vestibule for it meant that their pilgrimage to the dwelling of the Gods was likely to be a leisurely and relaxed experience. Since the earliest transportation to the shrine was scheduled for mid-day to connect with passengers from the Porticos, the Captain announced that they’d make their own way. Vizir was the only one content to sit out the visit and the rest piled into the Wheeler, armed with some information from the single, sleepy-eyed employee manning the Vestibule at dawn. The Wheeler followed a well-trodden and clearly marked route from the Vestibule to the shrine. Dotted with hills, the planet was lush with dense foliage and colorful flowers lining their route. It took them a little under an hour to reach their destination. 
 
    The path meandered, curving gently, until a sharp turn brought them to a large clearing. Novi’s breath escaped her in a gasp. The Wheeler ground to a halt as the others gaped at the sight before them. An enormous flame-colored ziggurat rose majestically through the encroaching forest. The stones on its surface gleamed as the light caught it, dazzling the spectators with their brilliance. Neither the architecture of the structure nor the unusually brilliant stones matched anything on the Inner Worlds. The dawn light seemed to make the ziggurat glow iridescently, despite the flora that nearly camouflaged it on all sides. The surrounding woods had been cleared, much like the path from the Shuttle Vestibule to the shrine. But over the centuries, the lush forest that enclosed it had intruded, much of it taking root in the structure. The sloping roof was nearly hidden under foliage and a thick curtain of flowers and ivy crept down the walls to diffuse the light from the flame-hued stones. Roots, entrenched in the ziggurat, made the ground around it uneven. Intertwined branches, leaves and wildflowers bloomed from between the large stones, giving the enormous structure an aura of being one with the verdant forest. Made of sturdy stone, the shrine had clearly stood the test of time.  
 
    “YanTeo” Kidani whispered, her eyes enormous. 
 
    “Never seen anything like this” Zinera Jeryn remarked in a hushed voice. 
 
    “Aye” Kali agreed gravely, his eyes on the imposing ziggurat covered by the remnants of the forest. 
 
    An enormous triangular archway greeted them, its top obscured by hanging willows. A small contingent of wardens, in the livery of Ventini Guards, hovered by the entrance. One of the wardens came forward to direct the Wheeler to a parking space in the forest by the side of the structure. Novi could sense the silent astonishment of the wardens. She supposed that a group from the Rim Worlds on a pilgrimage to an InnerWorlder shrine had them puzzled. When the RimWorlders flashed their Venn Corp passes, there were murmurs from the wardens and some respectful nods. Ryfkin Soren had been recognized. Novi knew that the ex-Renegade’s association with Venn Corp was not well-known in the Inner Worlds — she’d been stunned by the unlikely partnership when first eavesdropping on Ryfkin Soren’s conversation with the Ventini heir. But clearly, it was less of a secret within Venn Corp.  
 
    The visitors were asked to sign a large ceremonious registry by the triangular archway, before being processed through security. The wardens’ remarks indicated that they were the first visitors to the shrine this morning. Maps and special flashlights, not detrimental to the fragile artifacts inside the shrine, were provided to each of them. Then, with a reminder to stay on the marked paths and follow the suggested route of their map, they were allowed inside.  
 
    A vast triangular hall greeted them. The room was bare, with sloping, high ceilings and stone walls the same shade as the ones that gleamed under the sun on the exterior. The floor was inlaid with intricately cut stones laid in a triangular design, expanding from a motif at the center. Diffused light streamed in from high up to converge onto the motif on the floor. The gleaming stones of the wall tinged the light, making the rays appear like flames licking at the center of the inlaid floor where the colorful design beckoned them. Novi strode to the rendering on the floor to stare down at it. In the flame-hued light, colored stones depicted a cloudy circle with flames shooting from it. Under it, symbols spelled out one word.  
 
    “Breathtaking” Kidani breathed beside her. 
 
    Yukon strolled over to join them. “Seems to be a theme” he remarked, pointing upwards. 
 
    Novi glanced up. On a large piece of light-colored stone high up on the wall, an illustration greeted her — three cloudy orbs with emanating flames, set at the edges of a triangle.  
 
    “The road to …” Kidani peered at the depiction. She turned to Novi, her brow buzzled. “That read heaven to you?” 
 
    Novi reflected on the symbols. Though their script was based on the Benevolent Ones’, language in the Inner Worlds had evolved in the centuries since. It made interpreting the original script somewhat challenging and subjective. 
 
    “I would say salvation” she guessed. “Something like — the path to salvation.” 
 
    “And what about this?” Yukon asked curiously, pointing at the single flame-covered depiction on the floor. 
 
    “It’s the same word — salvation” Kidani explained. “Novi’s correct. Salvation is more apt than heaven.” 
 
    “What’s it stand for?” the RimWorlder asked the two InnerWorlders, his curiosity piqued. 
 
    Kidani shrugged. “Beats me, Yukon.” 
 
    The RimWorlder directed his gaze at Novi, who looked equally at sea.  
 
    “There’s no depiction of such orbs or flames in the archives about the Benevolent Ones” Novi responded. “Come to think of it, there’s no mention of their spiritual beliefs at all. They vanquished the aliens who’d taken advantage of us and helped to rebuild the Inner Worlds after, but nothing is reported about where they came from or their personal belief system.” 
 
    “I suppose some mystery is imperative, even mandatory, when it comes to the Gods” Kali murmured, joining them. 
 
    Novi smiled. It was something Wy would say when faced with a shrine built by the Benevolent Ones’. 
 
    Kali looked around the vast empty hall flooded with flame-hued light. “What happened to them?” he asked. 
 
    “Lord Teodikan and Lady Yanthanika are believed to have died on the Inner Worlds” Novi explained. “After their passing, many returned to their home world while the others integrated into the Inner Worlds. Within a generation, they were all gone. Even though their influence persists today.” 
 
    The RimWorlder pilot looked taken aback. “Some of the Benevolent Ones intermarried with InvunWelders?” he exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s what the archives say” Kidani confirmed. 
 
    “Perhaps, this was a temple to their Gods” Ryfkin Soren suggested quietly. “Something to remind them of home and what they believed in, while they dedicated themselves to the Invun Welds.” 
 
    “It feels strange” Jerik remarked in the ensuing silence, his awestruck eyes on the orbs high on the walls. “To think of those we worship having their own Gods to look up to.” 
 
    Novi agreed silently. The hushed atmosphere inside the empty, stark and enormous ziggurat provided a personal glimpse of a long-ago race that had travelled the stars to a far corner of the galaxy to help a people in need. For the first time, she understood exactly why the Benevolent Ones’ influence persisted in the Inner Worlds, centuries after they were a mere speck in the InnerWorlders’ history. They were not just legends passed down by generations to inspire the Inner Worlds. Rather, a benevolent alien race had been accepted as their Gods by the InnerWorlders. Yet, the ziggurat was a reminder that their Gods had been mortals too — they’d built shrines dedicated to their own beliefs, while they played savior in a distant world far from home.  
 
    Two archways on either side of the triangular room beckoned them, shaped similarly to the ziggurat’s entrance. They turned right, per the suggested route on their map. The map guided them through a maze of interconnecting triangular-shaped rooms to eventually deposit them back to the vast hall by the entrance. The rooms were bare like the hall, lit cleverly from high up, allowing the natural light to illuminate the inside of the vast structure. The stone floors had cracked in some of the rooms, with roots springing through the ground from under the shrine. Where the ground was dangerously uneven, a path had been cordoned off for visitors. The flame-colored walls reflected different hues of light, based on the angle at which the rays hit them, giving the otherwise stark rooms a wondrous glow. As they went deeper, a few of the rooms had illustrations inlaid into the stone walls. Some depicted maps of the early Inner Worlds, with strangely-shaped starcraft hovering over them. Others depicted battle scenes in intricate detail. A chamber, midway through their mapped route, showed two figures, male and female, emerging from a flaming circle — short and somewhat frail in appearance. Novi recognized the two Benevolent Ones who’d led their army against the alien invaders to free the Inner Worlds. She’d seen similar depictions of YanTeo before, though never enclosed by the flaming orb. The circle, enveloped by flames, was an ever-present motif in the shrine; sometimes, as part of a trio arranged in a triangle and occasionally, by itself.  
 
    With no other visitors to share it with, they had the run of the shrine. As they wandered it leisurely at their own pace, Novi became separated from the others. In one of the rooms to the back of the structure, she noted a triangular archway, similar to the others. But this one had a simple cordon that cut it off with a message marked ‘No entry’. Curious, she drifted closer to the archway. A darkened corridor led away from it. But what piqued Novi’s interest was a familiar sensation from deep within the corridor, similar to the magnetic pull of the energy waves from the Ventini strongbox. It was faint enough to not have a debilitating effect on her, but strong enough for her to sense it. Novi, who now suspected that the cargo in the strongbox was connected in some way to the Star Portals, peered through the archway. Playing her flashlight into the corridor, she could discern another open archway at the end of it. On the floor of the corridor was another depiction of the ubiquitous orb with flames emanating from it. But under it was a new illustration. From what she could make out, Novi translated it to Chamber of the Kindred.  
 
    Why would pilgrims be barred from accessing this particular chamber, she speculated curiously. Especially, since all the others in the shrine were open to the public. For a moment, she wondered if the chamber was merely closed for restoration. But a security scanner, much like the one they’d passed through at the entrance, sat inside the archway. The blinking light on it indicated that it was active. She guessed that it was connected to an alarm. Novi frowned. Why go to such lengths to keep visitors out if the chamber was merely under restoration? But Novi had an ace in the hole. She’d never met an InnerWorlder security system she could not fool. That is how she’d boarded and remained undetected on Ilar’s Justice until tumbling unceremoniously into Cruiser Control under the stunned eyes of its crew. Only the locket around her neck camouflaged her anomaly, allowing Novi to pass under the radar and not draw attention.  
 
    As she reached for the locket to become a shadow, a few qualms assailed her. But Novi squashed them down ruthlessly. She must unravel this mystery or she might eventually have to curtail herself to a land-locked life on Idriko — a prospect that terrified her. Ever since she could remember, the stars called to her. If banished to a life away from the stars, Novi was afraid that she’d wither away. With a quick glance to make sure the coast was clear, she slid under the cordon that barred entry to the corridor beyond. As she’d known, no alarm pierced the silence of the shrine when she slipped through the security scanner. 
 
    Using the flashlight to light her way, Novi hurried deeper into the corridor. The room at the end was tiny — smaller and with a lower ceiling than the other chambers in the ziggurat. And unlike the rest of the shrine illuminated through cleverly designed apertures high up on the walls, it was pitch dark. Square in shape, dissimilar to the triangular chambers that populated the edifice, it was also bare except for a gigantic, round slab of dark gray stone that occupied most of the room. Novi played her flashlight carefully over the thigh-high slab. Carved into the smooth, polished stone was an intricate design of tiny flaming orbs interconnected in a web. Though confused by the depiction, Novi was confident that under the slab of stone lay something akin to the contents of the Ventini strongbox. Here was the source of the magnetic pull she’d felt from the other end of the short corridor. 
 
    As the beam of her flashlight caressed the illustration, some of the circular orbs seemed to glow. Reaching forward, she traced one of the glowing orbs with a tentative finger. Only to gasp audibly as the ceiling seemed to light up suddenly, illuminating the darkened room. Novi’s mouth went slack as she glanced up. The low ceiling now appeared like a section of space lit up by starlight. Somehow, the stone slab seemed to be projecting the illustration depicted on its surface into the ceiling. Each flaming orb on the surface of the slab represented a glowing star on the projection.  
 
    As her initial shock and astonishment receded, it struck Novi that the constellations of stars depicted by the projection was vaguely familiar, though she could not tell what it reminded her of. As she stared at it, she wondered if this was a representation of the galaxy the Benevolent Ones called home. It might explain why the small room had been marked as the chamber of the kindred. An awed Novi’s very breath seemed to suspend as she took in the star chart on the ceiling — the only memory of home for a race who had willingly left behind everything familiar to assist an alien people. Reality was slow to seep through to Novi in this isolated and hidden chamber. Whatever the reason for keeping this nook a secret from visitors to the shrine, she would be in trouble if anyone discovered her in the room. Not only because she’d breached the cordon, but because questions would arise about how she’d defeated the security system. 
 
    Wrenching her fascinated gaze reluctantly away from the flickering stars on the ceiling, her eyes were caught by something else. On the gray slab of stone, something had changed. Small but unmistakable handprints glowed on four edges of the round slab. For a moment, Novi merely gaped at it, so great was her consternation. Smaller than her palm, the print was akin to that of a child’s hand. The handprints gleamed on the darker stone, their brightness competing with the flaming orbs. Mesmerized despite the threat of being caught out, Novi reached for the one closest to her. Her fingers were too large to fit it, so she placed her palm tentatively onto the handprint on the slab. With a deep, rumbling groan, the surface of the slab split apart, the two halves sliding away to showcase a yawning chasm. 
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    Novi stumbled back from the fissure in the stone slab. She waited, her heart pounding, petrified that she’d been made. The noise of the heavy slab splitting apart was sure to raise an alarm. Her terrified eyes flashed to the doorway, expecting the wardens to come rushing into the chamber. A combination of fear and instinct had her turn off her flashlight. The projection on the ceiling had gone dark as the slab separated, so Novi was enveloped in darkness again; the beat of her heart so deafeningly loud that she fancied it reverberated off the walls of the tiny room. Any minute now, she’d be busted by the wardens.  
 
    But as the seconds passed without any hint of turbulence in the silence of the chamber or the serenity of the shrine, Novi breathed easier. Taking a deep breath, she moved to investigate the dark void the stone slab had revealed. Now, she could feel the emanating energy from deep inside the chasm, the intensity strengthened from before, though not as powerful as the effect of the Star Portal. The beginnings of a headache assailed her. Novi ignored it, determined to unravel the mystery. She might not get another opportunity to understand what ailed her. 
 
    The glow of her flashlight flickered over the rift the round slab had exposed. A tunnel, big enough to comfortably hold a large man, confronted her. Lined with dark stone, the walls seemed to go straight down for twenty feet before curving away. There was no way to tell how far down it went or its destination. The walls were black as soot, adding to the pitch-darkness of the tunnel. Whatever exerted the pull that affected her so powerfully lay at the end of the fissure under the stone slab. Novi’s heart quickened with excitement. Only for better sense to prevail. She could not afford to explore the breach under the stone in this mysterious chamber. There was no time to venture into the tunnel — for all she knew, it could go on for miles.  
 
    Seething with frustration, an impatient Novi slapped her palm on the wall of the rift. Only to withdraw her hand in surprise. Though it looked and felt like smooth stone, the wall was made of a material unlike anything she was familiar with. Warm and unyielding, it seemed to gleam under her touch. Novi probed it curiously, to feel the unusual, heated, glowing material.  
 
    “Welcome kindred. We have been waiting for you.” 
 
    Novi jumped back with a hastily stifled cry, stumbling over her feet to fall over with a soft thud. An apparition suspended over the yawning fissure greeted her. Novi’s jaw slackened, her stunned eyes on the woman seemingly dangling in mid-air. A halo of soft light permeated the figure, giving her an otherworldly air. Short, slender and somewhat frail-looking with long, bright hair that swung down her back, the woman was garbed in all-white flowing attire.  
 
    “What are you?” Novi whispered, the words torn from her. The woman had spoken in an ancient dialect, her accent so thick that it was almost undecipherable. 
 
    “A memory” the apparition responded. “An echo left behind in the makh’rel.” 
 
    Though the woman had spoken in a whispery-soft voice, as if each uttered word caused her distress, Novi glanced uneasily at the doorway.  
 
    “Follow me, kindred” the apparition urged, gesturing at the rift below her. “The treasure beneath is your legacy.” 
 
    Novi shook her head. “I cannot” she attempted to clarify. “If I am discovered here, the consequences will be grave.” 
 
    Much to her relief, the apparition seemed to accept the explanation. 
 
    “Return when you can, kindred. But take the makh’rel with you. It is part of the bequest.” 
 
    Between her shock, the subtleties of the ancient tongue and the cryptic pronouncements, Novi pounced on the obvious discrepancy.  
 
    “Makh’rel?” she asked. 
 
    The woman in flowing white pointed to the chasm again, her gesture as frail as her voice. “It heeds your touch, kindred.” 
 
    Without another word, the apparition blinked away to leave her alone again. Novi retrieved her flashlight from the floor where she’d dropped it and approached the breach. Cautiously, she touched her palm to the dark material that lined the walls. The warm substance glowed under her palm and soon, a small chunk seemed to separate from it into her hand. Novi slipped the smooth chunk into her pocket. It was time to leave. But she must clear all evidence of an intruder from the chamber of the kindred. Placing her palm on the slab handprint again, she hoped fervently that the two halves would revert. To her relief, another groan heralded the slab moving back into place. But this time, Novi did not linger. Moving to the doorway, she peered cautiously into the corridor. Hearing no sound from the chamber beyond, she made for it, hoping her luck would continue to hold. It took her seconds to slip through the security tech and into the triangular chamber. Instinct had Novi hurrying away from the room, her heart still pounding too fast for comfort. 
 
    It wasn’t until she reached the vast hall at the entrance that it struck Novi that the nascent throbbing in her head had vanished. In effect, since the unexpected appearance of the woman in white, she’d not felt any ill-effects from whatever was down in the fissure under the chamber of the kindred. Could it be what the apparition had referred to as treasure, Novi mused uneasily. That would be ironic indeed because whatever the mysterious object was, proximity to it had brought her nothing but unbearable agony. And unresolved questions.  
 
    But despite her ambivalence about what lay in the chasm under the stone slab, Novi was incandescent with excitement. She’d been privileged to see and interact with a Benevolent One. A part of her could not believe it. Yet, the slight body, the small stature, the frail physicality and the archaic dialect from an era long begone — all pointed to only one conclusion. That the apparition looked eerily similar to Lady Yanthanika, as depicted with Lord Teodikan in the shrine and all the other images Novi had ever seen of YanTeo, clinched it for her. But she also knew that the woman permeated by light had not been real. The Benevolent Ones had all either left the Inner Worlds or died out centuries ago. Plus, the figure in white had been suspended over the rift, claiming to be an echo of the past. She’d been a holographic projection of some kind, activated by Novi’s palm touching the wall of the tunnel under the slab. Such a projection was beyond the InnerWorlders. And Novi guessed that whatever tech had created it was very advanced. The hologram had been interactive, answering questions lucidly and able to comprehend and analyze complex responses and directives. The woman in white had swiftly blinked out of existence at Novi’s hint that the apparition’s presence put her in danger. The tech involved in the projection and the software that gave it the semblance of sentience signified that it was state-of-the-art and far beyond the dreams of any InnerWorlder.  
 
    Had the Benevolent Ones left it behind to guide the InnerWorlders centuries later, she speculated. But if so, why had it been kept a secret? Clearly, the chamber with the stone slab had been discovered with the shrine — a security system was deployed to keep out all visitors. As questions crowded her mind, Novi was reminded that the hologram had alluded to her as kindred and talked about a legacy in the ground under the chamber. Had the Benevolent Ones wanted the treasure hidden in the chasm to be safeguarded for those they referred to as the kindred. If so, who were the kindred? And what made her special enough to be alluded to as one by an echo left behind by the advanced race the InnerWorlders worshiped as Gods? The answers to the questions that bombarded her evoked mixed but strong emotions in Novi — sheer confusion, unmitigated consternation, wild excitement and serious alarm. 
 
    “There you are, spunky girl” Kidani’s voice hailed her, interrupting Novi’s jumbled thoughts. “Kali and I have been looking for you.” 
 
    They strode up to her, trailed by Yukon. Novi blinked, as if coming into the light. Though much of it felt surreal, the entire interlude from the moment she’d made the decision to bypass the security system and explore the chamber of the kindred was vividly imprinted in Novi’s mind. Wrenching herself away from the memories and the questions required an effort on her part. 
 
    Kali gave her a once over. “You look shell-shocked, Novi. Is everything all right?” he asked, the dark eyes concerned. 
 
    A flustered Novi attempted to pull herself together when Yukon came unexpectedly to her rescue. 
 
    “Overwhelmed by the Gods?” the young RimWorlder teased her. 
 
    “Something like that” Novi muttered sheepishly. 
 
    Kidani nodded solemnly. “Wouldn’t have missed this for the world” she admitted.   
 
    The words seemed to do the trick. Novi glanced around her. “Where are the others?”  
 
    “Walking the grounds” Kali responded. “We should join them.” 
 
    Novi allowed them to lead her out, walking absentmindedly towards the exit, her mind still mired in the jumble of confusion, puzzlement and shock. She was almost to the security system when Novi realized, to her horror, that she was still a shadow. In the excitement and confusion, she’d forgotten to enable her locket. If she passed through the tech without registering, the wardens would notice. Panicking, she reached for the locket around her neck. But her frantic efforts only made it slip through her clammy fingers. By now, they were almost at the scanner and the warden by it gestured at them to walk through. Balking here would only draw attention, Novi knew. She reached for her locket again, fumbling with it openly now. 
 
    “It’s coming off” she explained to Kidani.  
 
    The warden hastened to assure her. “Metal and stone don’t affect the scanner, Miss. The tech is the latest version. Please come through.” 
 
    Adjured thus and out of excuses, Novi stepped forward with her heart in her mouth. She tensed, holding on to her death grip of the locket. She hoped that when the tech failed to detect her, the warden would be momentarily distracted. It would be her chance to enable the locket while his attention was off her. But to her immense surprise, the warden waved her through without further ado.  
 
    He flashed her a smile. “All done, Miss. Ventini Corporation hopes to welcome you back to the shrine.” 
 
    In a daze, Novi stumbled towards the Captain and Commander Jeryn, in conversation with a group of wardens. Was everything topsy-turvy in this shrine built by the Benevolent Ones, she reflected bemusedly? All her life, she’d needed her locket to pass through security systems of all stripes on the Inner Worlds. But here, on the Sacred Realm, the rules had seemingly changed. Whatever was going on, she could not afford to take any chances again. Without further ado, Novi paused to make sure that she was no longer a shadow, waiting for the soft click to assure her before she joined the others. While she was a guest on Ilar’s Justice, there could be no gambling with tech. 
 
    Jerik and Burok drove up in the Wheeler and everyone piled in. Novi was preoccupied on the way back to the Vestibule, her absent-minded gaze on the wildflowers blooming along their route. Kali shook his head discreetly at Kidani when she frowned at Novi’s unusual pensiveness, bordering on brooding. This time, the Shuttle Vestibule was a hubbub of activity. Disembarking passengers, excited at the pilgrimage, milled around the hall, attempting to locate the ground transportation that would take them to the shrine. On the ship, they found Vizir engrossed on his console in Cruiser Control. 
 
    Viziran Kelaren, the weapons officer on Ilar’s Justice, was the only RimWorlder Novi had little interaction with on the Cruiser. The laconic and enigmatic ex-Renegade was a member of the senior crew. Composed of Burok, Kali, Vizir and Zinera Jeryn, the senior crew were all experienced hands Soren seemed to value and trust for their candid counsel. Younger than the others, Yukon, the only other RimWorlder on board, was close with his Renegade comrades but usually not part of any decision-making, from what Novi had observed. The only other member of the crew Novi had little to do with was Jerik Tizo — the InnerWorlder junior pilot on the Cruiser. She’d had a few days to observe the crew dynamics closely. And Jerik, though accepted by his Renegade crewmates, seemed to keep to himself. Where Kidani was held in affection by many of the RimWorlders, their relationship with Jerik veered towards the professional.  
 
    “How goes the pilgrimage?” Vizir inquired, as the crew strolled in. 
 
    “Rewarding” the Captain answered. 
 
    “You should visit the shrine on our next trip, Vizir” Zinera Jeryn chimed in unexpectedly. 
 
    The RimWorlder’s dark eyes flashed to her, as if her comment had caught him unawares. “If you say so, Commander” he said equably. 
 
    He turned to the Captain. “Spent some time talking to the guy at the Vestibule counter. Once he knew I was Ryfkin Soren’s crew, his tongue loosened.” 
 
    “Always good to be appreciated” Soren remarked. 
 
    “Venn Corp employees have all heard the rumors, Cap’n” Vizir responded. “Zufon Ventini speaks very highly of you to his employees. The Vestibule guard was more than willing to answer my questions.” 
 
    “Is there another shuttle pad on this planet?” Ryf prompted. 
 
    “There was a pad from the early days when Ventini’s expedition first came here” Vizir confirmed. “It was in use for a while. But a new Vestibule was built when the shrine was opened to the public — a bigger one with more facilities. The older site was merely a landing pad with easy access to the shrine.” 
 
    “What happened to it?” Kali asked. 
 
    “There was a makeshift structure beside it to store supplies for the expedition. That’s gone. But the landing pad still exists, though the Vestibule guy believes that it might be overgrown with weeds now. The forest encroaches easily on this world and he doubts the old shuttle pad was maintained after the new Vestibule was up and running.” 
 
    Soren arched an eyebrow. “You know where it is?” 
 
    “He marked it on the map for me, Cap’n. There’s no route to get to it from here, but it’s not far.” 
 
    “The Wheeler will get us through the forest” Kali remarked. 
 
    “You have only a few hours if we’re to make the Badlands, Ryf” his deputy reminded the Captain. 
 
    “Let’s put those hours to good use” Soren said.  
 
    “I’ll drive, Cap’n” Vizir offered promptly. He’d been cooped at the Vestibule long enough. And where an InnerWorlder shrine did not peak his interest, the riddle about the only Synth to escape Guild custody did. 
 
    “I’ll come with” Kali chimed in. 
 
    Leaving the three RimWorlders to discuss the matter, Novi scattered with the others. She spent a few hours working on repairs for Burok, making sure to be in her chamber well before their portal jump. In the end, it was almost midnight when the Cruiser approached the Star Portal. Unable to fall sleep with the impending jump hanging over her head, Novi lay in her bed, girding herself for the agony of the SPL. At the portal, it was a quick affair. With no other vessels in the queue this late in the night, the Cruiser slid into the jump area and came to a stop. But as she felt the nascent throbbing in her head exacerbate, Novi’s attention was caught by something else. The clothes she’d discarded in an untidy heap on the floor seemed to glow incandescently. 
 
    What the Zeuf! 
 
    Leaping off the bed, she scrambled for her clothes, only to realize that the glow came from the black stone-like substance brought back from the shrine — what the hologram had called makh’rel. Plucking it from the discarded bundle on the floor, she stared bemusedly at the object. The black chunk was warm to the touch, emanating heat and an iridescent radiance that seemed to light up her chamber. A piercing pain stabbed at Novi, but she ignored it, drawn to the brilliant iridescence of the object. Like before, the throbbing intensified but the makh’rel seemed to focus and steady her — helping her to keep the violent energy at bay. But though Novi could ensure the agony not overpower her, it soon had her seeing stars. As the stars seemed to whirl around her madly, moving away and towards each other in a dizzying kaleidoscope, Novi frowned. There was something familiar to the blinding flashes of swirling light against the background of inky darkness. Novi shoved the thought away, resuming her efforts to stave off the oblivion that usually followed such undulating waves of intense energy. Dimly, she sensed the Cruiser be pulled into the yawning void of the Star Portal — a far different vibration from the craft’s usual ones. The glitter of the black chunk in her hand seemed to brighten subtly and Novi concentrated on the incandescent brilliance. For the first time since coming board, Novi did not black out from a portal jump. 
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    Episode 7 : Enemy of the State 
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    Epiphany 
 
    The Captain gets entangled with InnerWorlder causes, but a devastating revelation brings Novi’s world tumbling down around her … 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Synth hideout 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Does a secure communication channel through the Ring interest you, Captain?” Serak Vedino asked Ryfkin Soren. 
 
    The Synth’s face appeared larger than life on the Vista Screen in Cruiser Control. Ilar’s Justice had sailed into the Badlands ten minutes ago. In the vicinity of the same oasis as their last trip, Vedino’s ship had been waiting for them.  
 
    Intrigued, Soren leaned forward in the Command Seat. “Over StarCom, Mr. Vedino?” 
 
    StarCom was the Guild’s communication network for the Inner Worlds — a series of routers in space administered by the Coalition. 
 
    The Synth on the screen shook his head. “Bypassing StarCom.” 
 
    As the Captain’s eyebrows arched up, Vedino inquired delicately. “You must use alternative means to send messages to the Rim Worlds, Captain?”  
 
    “Yes” Ryf acknowledged. It took them weeks to get word to the Ren Welds through a complicated system of people and ships ferrying messages through the Ring. But the RenWelders were paranoid enough to play it safe. In the Inner Worlds, a majority of the communication network, like all space infrastructure, was administered and owned by the Guild Coalition. And Ilar’s Justice was careful to keep all but routine communication through the Guild’s network to a minimum. They were never sure when and what the Coalition was eavesdropping on. 
 
    “Two COM nodes have been deployed in the Azunti sector near the Ring, to facilitate communication within this section of the Badlands” Vedino explained. “The deployments were tricky for our untrained pilots but your friends were kind enough to assist us, Captain. With their help, our nodes are now connected to the Rim Worlds’ communication infrastructure. Any communiques across the Ring from the Inner Worlds may now piggyback on our nodes, instead of using the standard StarCom routers.” 
 
    There was a gasp from Cruiser Control at the statement. The crew, flabbergasted by the announcement, turned their attention to the Vista Screen. This was a very ambitious project from the Synths — even corporations had not attempted to bypass Guild infrastructure on the Inner Worlds before. 
 
     In the ensuing silence, the Synth declared solemnly. “No one will eavesdrop on any communication through our nodes, Captain. I give you my word. All messages are encrypted.” 
 
    “How does it work?” Ryf asked. To say that he was surprised was to put it mildly. 
 
    “There are two parts to accessing the independent COM nodes” the Synth spoke confidently, clearly well versed with the technical details of the enterprise. “A Star Hailer requires a piece of customized encryption software. When this software is enabled, the Hailer will automatically scan for and prioritize our nodes over the Guild network. And the independent nodes have a greenlist of Hailer IDs. Messages originating from Hailers not on the list are discarded by the nodes, though messages for non-listed IDs are forwarded. This is to ensure that the independent nodes, registered as Star Hailers with StarCom, can seamlessly inter-operate with the Guild network.” 
 
    Ryf said nothing, even as his crew gaped at the Synth on the screen. 
 
     “Our goal is to eventually bypass StarCom altogether by strategically deploying independent COM nodes all over the Inner Worlds” Vedino offered as the Captain contemplated him. “We estimate a network of sixteen nodes will cover all inhabited planets on the Inner Worlds and allow access through the Ring to the Rim Worlds and beyond.” 
 
    Ryfkin Soren, habitually poker-faced, found himself striving actively to hide his shock at the lofty ambition. Not content with enabling communication for the Synths hiding in the Badlands, their leader talked of an alternative to the StarCom network that covered all of the Invun Welds. 
 
    “We chose the Azunti Badlands for the first deployment to aid the hunted hiding in here” Vedino remarked, with a distinct lack of bitterness in his voice. “And because independent nodes in the Ring will not draw the Coalition’s attention. As you know, StarCom has only one router deployed in the Asteroid Ring. The unique and challenging nature of communication in the Badlands makes it an expensive proposition, especially since the Guild rarely ventures into the Ring.” 
 
    The Guild Coalition had only one communication node in the Asteroid Ring, bordering the Taribi sector. This was because the section of the Ring by Taribi was unique — a narrow passage clear of large asteroids helped to facilitate communication as well as transportation through the Badlands. The Corps ships, manned by pilots not as skilled at navigating the asteroids as the RimWorlders, had used this tiny passage to cross over into the Rim Worlds during the war. And the Renegades had exploited this knowledge to cut off the Guild Corps vessels in the Rim Worlds from their only escape through the Taribi Badlands. Towards the end of the war, the Renegade vessels had also mounted a blockade of the passage to prevent Guild reinforcements from joining the Corps ships in the Rim Worlds. 
 
    Ryf, very familiar with StarCom deployments in the Asteroid Ring, checked his astonishment again. “You have a COM node in the Ring, Mr. Vedino?” 
 
    “One in the Ring and the other right outside it, Captain” the Synth leader confirmed. “We wanted to cover Azunti as well as communication inside this part of the Badlands.” 
 
    An equally flabbergasted Burok roused himself to discreetly signal the Captain. Obedient to it, Ryf drew the Synth’s attention to the mechanic. “This is Burokin Xyn, the senior mechanic on the Cruiser” he introduced the RimWorlder. 
 
    Burok did not waste any time in small talk. The asteroids interfered with all tech. This is why a craft in the Badlands required precision sailing by an experienced pilot; and why Ilar’s Justice had only been able to communicate in the Ring with other vessels in close proximity to it. 
 
    “How do you handle the electromagnetic interference inside the Ring, Mr. Vedino?” the RimWorlder mechanic inquired curiously.  
 
    “The Ring interferes with all signals, Mr. Xyn” the Synth acknowledged. “But the asteroids are in constant motion. Our experiments in the Badlands have demonstrated that, on average, five separate attempts are sufficient to allow communication signals to get through unscrambled. Thus, we built our system to retry multiple times with an exponential back-off mechanism, until the destination acknowledges receipt of the message. It takes a hit on time to deliver, but our software ensures that all messages get through the Badlands intact.” 
 
    “Simple but ingenious, Mr. Vedino.” Burok did not hide his admiration from the man on the screen. 
 
    “We do what we must, Mr. Xyn” Vedino acknowledged modestly. “Now that we are relegated to the Badlands, we need a way to communicate securely. Navigating the asteroids to co-ordinate with each other is a dangerous proposition for us, but we’re equally vulnerable every time we use the Guild’s network to communicate.” 
 
    Ryf frowned. Though paranoid about all things Guild, he’d seen nothing yet to suggest that the Coalition was spying on messages passing through their communication network. 
 
    “Have you experienced any downside to StarCom, Mr. Vedino?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    The Synth leader looked grave. “We’ve had our suspicions for a while, Captain. Guild vessels would show up every time we ventured out of the Badlands. But we weren’t sure whether they’d increased patrols by Azunti or had advance knowledge of our movements.” 
 
    The Captain studied the InnerWorlder on the Vista Screen. “You found evidence they were eavesdropping” he murmured perceptively, confident that the Synths had not taken drastic measures without proof of Guild perfidy. Space communication nodes were expensive propositions. 
 
    Vedino did not disagree with the Captain’s statement. “Four months ago, we planted a red herring in one of our communiques” he admitted. “A simple message that hinted at my presence in the Panthera sector to buy supplies from a tech depot. It was intended to draw the Guild out. Our observers posted by the depot confirmed multiple sightings of Corps’ vessels racing to the location.” 
 
    Ryf did a silent double take. He was impressed — by the Synth’s ingenuity in confirming his suspicions, as well as their solution to the problem. Deploying a working and reliable communication network was no mean feat.  
 
    “You planned this in four months?” he asked, unable to hide his incredulity this time. 
 
    The Synth smiled, a slow beam that lit up his face. “We’ve no means to buy expensive assets like StarCom routers. The Guild has seized everything and forced us on the run. So, we had to improvise. We designed the network, assembled the nodes and customized the software for our needs in four months, Captain.  
 
    Soren’s eyes widened. “That is very impressive, Mr. Vedino.”  
 
    The InnerWorlder shrugged. “We caught a break, Captain. Finally! It’s that simple.” 
 
    “How so?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “The InnerWorlders the Guild brands as Synthetic seem to match a criterion. We are technicians, scientists and engineers in overwhelming numbers, Captain. We must beg for the kindness of strangers when it comes to piloting ships in the Badlands and fighting back against the Guild soldiers. But when it comes to tech, we can run circles around the Coalition.” 
 
    This time it was Zinera Jeryn who signaled the Captain. Their search for a programmer to customize the Cruiser System had come to a conclusion.  
 
    Vedino picked up on the undercurrents in Cruiser Control. “What is it, Captain?” 
 
    “We’d like to restrict the facilities our Cruiser uses at Porticos and Vestibules” Ryf explained. “Sounds like you might know someone for the job.” 
 
    It was Vedino’s turn to frown. “A customized dock mode for your Cruiser System” he murmured, grasping the point immediately. “Has something happened, Captain?” 
 
    Soren said nothing. In the face of the Synths’ losses and dire predicament, it seemed unfair to talk about the Coalition’s perfidy towards the RimWorlders. 
 
    “I can help you” the Synth insisted as the Captain remained silent. “Like I said, when it comes to tech, the Guild is no match for us.” 
 
    Before Ryf could share with him the treachery on Zubiko Ethera, the InnerWorlder surprised the Renegade. 
 
    “Please correct me, Captain Soren. Your Cruiser is of DragonFly design?” 
 
    “Yes” Ryf confirmed. 
 
    “Would it surprise you to know that I led the team that designed the first DragonFly starship for Sindar Corporation. I’m familiar with every detail of the original design. And it hasn’t changed much over the years.” 
 
    In Cruiser Control, the crew perked up at this unexpected revelation, both surprised by the coincidence and shocked at this new evidence of the Synth’s misfortune. 
 
    “We were boarded while docked at a Vestibule, Mr. Vedino” Ryf admitted to the Synth. “An inside job.” 
 
    Serak Vedino’s face seemed to freeze on the screen. “The Guild Coalition?”  
 
    “They pulled the strings.” 
 
    For a moment, the Synth said nothing, seemingly lost in thought. “I have the perfect person for the job. A young programmer who’s familiar with sophisticated Cruiser Systems.” 
 
    “We’ll pay top sikaris for the work” the Captain assured him.  
 
    Vedino shook his head, emphatic in his refusal. “We will not take your money. Your friends train our pilots — it is our turn to return the favor.” 
 
    “Your StarCom alternative in the Badlands will take weeks off to communicate with the Ren Welds, Mr. Vedino” Ryf protested. “That is fair return for any assistance we give you.” 
 
    “What my people need right now are friends” the Synth pronounced determinedly. “And you have been a good one, Captain. We do not accept money from our friends.” 
 
    Ryf pursed his lips, his eyes on the stoic man on the screen. Vedino was a man of honor and would not accept payment from them. But he did not feel it right to accept such expensive services without proper reimbursement. Especially, from a people who’d already lost everything to the Guild. 
 
    “Then, allow us to pay you back in kind, Mr. Vedino” he suggested. “I’m sure there are services we can provide.” 
 
    “Friends are allowed to assist, are they not?” he prodded gently as the InnerWorlder remained silent. 
 
    The Synth acknowledged the words with a gracious nod. “Our next phase of node deployment will be outside the Badlands. The Guild hunts us in the Inner Worlds, but your ship seems to pass unchallenged, Captain.” 
 
    For now, Ryf amended silently. He knew a time was coming when the Guild would be more openly antagonistic to Ilar’s Justice and her crew.  
 
    “We’re happy to assist with the deployments or anything else you need” he responded. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. I will talk to the programmer and arrange a rendezvous with you. He might need to spend a few days aboard your ship to work on the Cruiser System.” 
 
    Zinera Jeryn chimed in for the first time. “It would be our pleasure to host him on Ilar’s Justice, Mr. Vedino.” 
 
    The Synth’s eyes skewed to meet her gaze and his voice gentled. “Thank you, Commander. I’ll send the software with him to enable your Star Hailer. Then, you may use the COM nodes to contact me instead of making the journey to the Badlands.” 
 
    “How do we do that, Mr. Vedino?” the Commander asked. “Your nodes are only deployed near this section of the Badlands.” 
 
    “Sail into Azunti and your Star Hailer will do the rest, once enabled, Commander. The nodes are reachable from anywhere in Azunti or from near the Ring in the neighboring sectors of Panthera and Jaraso” the Synth stated.  
 
    That made it easier to use the COM nodes, Zin acceded silently. The Inner Worlds, enclosed by the circular Asteroid Ring, were divided into eight equal pie-shaped sectors, each named after a major star system contained within it. All the sectors backed onto the Badlands. No more tricky sailing into the Badlands to contact the Synth, while dodging hurtling asteroids and attempting to correct erroneous tech readings, she mused. 
 
    Soren drew the InnerWorlder’s attention to a riddle that mystified him enormously. “I’ve a puzzle on my hands, Mr. Vedino.”  
 
    On the Vista Screen, the Synth turned to the Captain. 
 
    “Before the Badlands, we touched down on Fumiko Terra” Soren remarked. 
 
    Vedino’s jaw slackened in astonishment. “Realm 3” he whispered, before recovering himself. 
 
    “Did the Guild permit you on the world, Captain?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    “That’s the puzzle, Mr. Vedino. Sacred Realm 3 is not under Guild administration.” 
 
    “Not Guild” the InnerWorlder repeated in confusion. 
 
    “No” Ryf reiterated. “It is under the jurisdiction of Venn Corp.” 
 
    The Synth stared at the Captain. “I see” he murmured, clearly gobsmacked by the information.  
 
    “Could your man have misidentified the planet?” Ryf asked him. 
 
    “It is possible, Captain” Vedino admitted. “But unlikely, given that he did correctly determine the world to be a Sacred Realm.” 
 
    “Is there a chance we could talk to him?” Soren persisted. 
 
    Vedino studied him. “This is important to you?” 
 
    “It’s a potential chink in the Guild’s armor and might explain why they want you alive, Vedino. Few such opportunities are likely to come our way” Ryf reminded the Synth. 
 
    “Give me a few minutes, Captain” Vedino requested. “Let me see what I can do.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    As the Synth vanished from the screen, Kali exclaimed. “What’s the Guild’s game, Cap’n? Vedino and his Synths clearly know their tech. Exiling them is much more than unjust, it’s plain stupid. You’d think the Guild would try to exploit their acumen, not banish them to the Badlands.” 
 
    “This persecution of Synths makes no sense to me, Kali. Even by Guild standards” Ryf said frankly. “But the Coalition is not stupid. There’s something in it for them, we just don’t know what it is yet.” 
 
    “This might explain how Venn Corp was able to get the jump on the Guild” Burok pointed out. “The Coalition is too busy driving the Invun Welds’ best minds away to notice that Venn Corp is beating them with their tech.” 
 
    “Venn Corp is after the Synths too, Burok” Vizir reminded the mechanic. “It was Ventini who offered us the bounty on Vedino.” 
 
    “That might be because of intel the Guild fed to Ventini” Ryf countered thoughtfully. “Venn Corp will not take any credible threat to the SPL lightly.” 
 
    “Something the Guild is counting on” Kali murmured in agreement. 
 
    Before Ryf could respond, Vedino’s image flashed on the Vista Screen again. 
 
    “There’s a planet called Dirko Zau in the Jaraso sector, Captain. It skirts the Ring” the Synth explained. 
 
    Soren glanced at his deputy.  
 
    “I see it” Zin murmured. 
 
    “It’s a provincial settlement, but self-governed” the Synth explained. “The Guild doesn’t interfere with it because it’s too far from civilization. Plus, it has little of value to offer them to justify the trouble. The planet is currently hosting representatives from other self-governed worlds in the sector. It is an invitation-only event and very few invites have been sent out. They’re leery of drawing any corporate interest to their backwater settlement. But the man who escaped Guild custody will be on Dirko Zau in thirty hours. If you’d like to talk to him, I’ll make sure your Cruiser is on the approved list at Dirko’s Vestibule.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Vedino. That would be appreciated.” Soren was pleased at the opportunity. 
 
    “He will find you on Dirko Zau, Captain” Vedino said, gesturing to someone off screen. “And answer any questions you have.” 
 
    Ryf found himself impressed anew with the Synth leader. Organized, capable and confident, the man would be a good ally to have on their side. He was also well-informed and well-connected to other settlements with reasons to be wary of the Guild Coalition. Vedino’s information intrigued him greatly.  
 
    “Are there many such self-governed worlds in the Invun Welds?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “A few, Captain. They mostly border the Badlands in the Jaraso sector. Usually, they’re pioneering outposts with tiny settlements; small colonies with minimal populations who make their living off minor claims, co-operative farming and similar occupations that require little advanced tech. Dirko Zau has one of the larger settlements, is the oldest of them all and is better organized than the others.” 
 
    “You have free run on Dirko?” Ryf asked softly. Hunted by the Coalition as the leader of the Synths, Vedino was persona non-grata on all Guild worlds. And if Zubiko Ethera was an example, worlds administered by other corporations would not be safe for the Synth either. 
 
    “We’ve become familiar with a few independent businesses and settlements who barter with us. Dirko’s leader is a friend. His settlement sympathizes with our cause.” 
 
    Ryf contemplated the man on the screen. 
 
    “Will we see you on Dirko?” he asked, leaving it up to the Synth to answer the question. A fugitive from the powerful Guild Coalition must guard his itinerary carefully. 
 
    “I’m on my way, Captain” Vedino admitted without hesitation. “Perhaps, the Commander and you would join me to raise a toast?” 
 
    Cognizant that Vedino was risking his life by revealing his schedule to them, Ryf did not hesitate to accept the invitation. “We look forward to it, Mr. Vedino.” 
 
    “Until Dirko Zau, Captain. May YanTeo watch over you and your crew.” 
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    A self-governed world 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dirko Zau was a revelation. Novi had expected a primitive outpost with few facilities, but the planet appeared far from unsophisticated or disorganized. Like most provincial settlements, the Vestibule was little more than a landing pad with some rudimentary traffic control. However, crafts of varying sizes and differing capabilities jostled for docking space in the Shuttle Vestibule and throngs of visitors lined it. A festive air greeted them at the fairgrounds, not far from the Vestibule. Crowds milled around the makeshift stalls selling everything from fresh produce, mechanic toolkits, handmade pottery and fuel crystals. The smell of roasting meat jostled with the fragrance of exotic spices and seidoki leaves to perfume the air. Despite the absence of uniformed guards, organizers with name-tags that identified them as Dirko Zau representatives stood by to answer questions and assist first-time visitors. Clearly, the festivities on the planet were popular in the sector. But unlike the chaos Novi had witnessed on many less developed worlds, the fair was well organized, albeit without the bells and whistles one might experience on a corporation-administered planet. 
 
    Novi speculated that the settlement on Dirko Zau might be larger than the one under the Dome on Idriko. The sheer variety of goods on offer reminded her of the open markets at the Ventini Headquarters. But unlike Venn City, Dirko Zau attracted a very different clientele — visitors here were not as well-heeled and had less sophisticated tastes, but also seemed more self-reliant and less dependent on corporation-provided services. In that respect, the crowds were more reminiscent of Idriko’s pioneering and independent-minded denizens. With the subtle difference that on Idriko, like much of the Inner Worlds, opinions against the Guild were always whispered and accompanied by a furtive glance around. On Dirko Zau, anti-corporation sentiment was open, cheerful and taken for granted. 
 
    “This is what a self-governed world on the Invun Welds looks like” Kali murmured, musing silently that it wasn’t all that different from the settlements on the Ren Welds. “I’ve always wondered.” 
 
    The Captain, Commander Jeryn and Burok had chosen to stay with the Cruiser while the rest of the crew explored the festivities. The RimWorlders amidst them were greeted warmly at the fairgrounds, albeit with some puzzled stares, while Kidani, Jerik and Novi were not given a second glance.  
 
    “They’re lucky to have nothing a corporation covets, Kali” Jerik remarked soberly. “Once they do, they’ll have some hard choices to make.” 
 
    “Much like the Ren Welds” Vizir reminded them quietly. 
 
     Wy would love Dirko Zau, Novi mused. It would appeal to the streak of independence that characterized him. But self-governed worlds were few and far between. Any settlement that became prosperous or succeeded at a lucrative business tended to attract the attention of the corporations that dominated the Inner Worlds. When a corporation with a private army came calling, one quickly came to terms. History had taught the InnerWorlders that without any soldiers to back them up, there was no cause to fight for. The powerful corporations held the upper hand.  
 
    Not for the first time, Novi wondered what their neighbors across the Asteroid Ring made of the Inner Worlds. The Renegades had not fought a bitter and costly war for five years only to abandon their homes and families to play bounty hunters on the Guild Coalition’s patch. Ryfkin Soren and his Renegade crew had come to the Inner Worlds with a goal — to light the spark of a revolution, as the Captain had bluntly indicated to his deputy while a stowaway listened in. But Novi couldn’t fathom how he hoped to accomplish such lofty ambitions. If the Guild Corps had been formidable on the Rim Worlds, they’d be near impossible to dislodge on their own turf. What could a single Cruiser, even one led by the hero of the Five Year War, hope to accomplish against the most powerful corporation to ever dominate the Inner Worlds, she wondered? 
 
    Yet, Novi could not but be glad that her path had crossed that of the RimWorlders. Not once did she regret the decision to follow Jerik aboard Ilar’s Justice. The privilege of meeting Ryfkin Soren and his Renegades, despite the inauspicious circumstances, was a dream come true. Heavily influenced by Wy’s aversion to authoritarian rule and corporate ambitions, Novi was a product of her provincial outpost. The corporations’ grip on the more advanced worlds was near vice-like, but they tended to pay less attention to the rural settlements. But more than that, Ilar’s Justice had opened her eyes to the possibilities. Trips through the SPL, into the Badlands and even a pilgrimage to a Sufito Nekthero — all out of reach for the average InnerWorlder.  
 
    That her time on the Cruiser had raised uncomfortable and even terrifying questions in her mind was something she grappled with. But Novi, previously toying with requesting the Captain for a more permanent presence aboard the Cruiser, had reluctantly abandoned the idea. The answers to her questions lay under the chamber of the kindred and she had a better shot at another pilgrimage to the shrine as a member of Soren’s crew. On the other hand, given her singular reaction to the Labyrinth, Ilar’s Justice was the most dangerous vessel in the Inner Worlds for her until she could resolve the mystery. Last night, the makh’rel had helped to steady her and stave off some of the consequences of a portal jump. Novi was convinced that the substance itself had been affected by the SPL. After the jump, the radiating warmth and iridescence of the makh’rel had dimmed quickly, to leave behind a chunk of unremarkable black substance in her hand. And she’d been forced to concede that as long as Ilar’s Justice enjoyed unlimited privileges on the Labyrinth, she must steer clear of the Star Cruiser. The answers to her questions had to be found on her own. 
 
    “Sir” a voice addressed them to interrupt Novi’s silent musings. 
 
    It was a heavy-set middle-aged man with the leathery skin to indicate that most of his time was spent outdoors. The man’s eyes wandered their party to zoom in on Kali. 
 
    “Are ye Ryfkin Soren’s crew?” he asked the pilot. 
 
    “We are” the big RimWorlder acknowledged. 
 
    The stranger’s expression brightened at the response. “My pleasure to buy a round of nau for everyone.” His gaze encompassed the small group of InnerWorlders and RimWorlders.  
 
    Nau was a local liquor made from the fermented leaves of a tree found on the worlds in the Jaraso sector. Kali shot a look teeming with questions at Vizir. The seasoned RimWorlders had their instincts kicking in. Though many InnerWorlders had been generous and kind to them, the betrayal on Zubiko Ethera was still fresh.    
 
    “What’s this about?” Vizir asked the stranger with characteristic bluntness. 
 
    “It is said that Ryfkin Soren hunts bounty in the Inner Worlds” the man explained, his expression hopeful as the sun-warmed eyes alternated between Kali and Vizir. “I’ve a job to offer him that pays handsomely.” 
 
    Unspoken communication ensued between Kali and Vizir. Eventually, the RimWorlder pilot raised his shoulder, a gesture akin to ‘why not’. 
 
    “I’m Vizir and this is Kali” the weapons officer introduced the two RimWorlders. “We’ll hear you out.” 
 
    Kali directed a pointed look at Jerik and Yukon. “We got this.” 
 
    Mindful to the subtle signal, Yukon corralled the others. “Let’s go taste some roasting murdo. It smells too good to pass up.” 
 
    The stranger, who introduced himself as Rolit Miveki, knew his way around the fairgrounds. Very soon, he had them ushered to an uncrowded corner with containers of foaming nau in their hands.  
 
    “You know Dirko Zau well, Mr. Miveki” Kali remarked with an appreciative sip of his ale. 
 
    “Rolit” the stranger insisted. “We ain’t formal on the frontier.” 
 
    Vizir arched his eyebrow. “Frontier?” he repeated. In his experience, it was usually a derogatory term the Guild used for the Ren Welds. 
 
    “It’s what we call the settlements by the Badlands” Miveki responded.  
 
    The RimWorlders sipped their nau, content to let their host drive the narrative for now. 
 
    “I’m from a small settlement near Dirko” the stranger explained. “We’re about sixty who work a jethrum claim.” 
 
    Kali looked startled. “Fuel crystals?” 
 
    Miveki nodded. “We mine the crystals and refine it to sell the fuel.” 
 
    The settlement Rolit Miveki spoke of was akin to an archaic fuel depot, the RimWorlder pilot realized. Unlike a regular depot, the middleman had been cut out and the miners sold the refined jethrum straight to the settlement’s customers.  
 
    “You get much traffic this close to the Ring?” Kali asked curiously. In the Inner Worlds, the closer you got to the Asteroid Ring, the fewer the occupied worlds you were liable to find. This was true across all the sectors. Unlike the Ren Welds where a majority of the settlements were along the asteroid belt. 
 
    “Most of our fuel sells to local settlements. It’s not a big claim but we make a decent living.”  
 
    The settler took another sip of his nau to gird himself. “Or we did, until a few months ago.” 
 
    “What happened?” Kali prompted him.  
 
    “A ship came to our settlement four months ago. It wasn’t local but otherwise, it seemed legit. They bought a tank of fuel and spent a few hours on the settlement asking questions about our operation. A few weeks later, they returned. But this time, they were armed. They demanded we fuel the ship or they’d start shooting.” 
 
    Vizir frowned. “You have no security?” 
 
    “We’re a no-frills business. Our fuel is cheaper than the average depot, but we also don’t produce quantities that justify the expense of security. Still, after the first time, we kept a lookout for the ship. And the next time we saw them, we armed ourselves. But their vessel was equipped with serious firepower. They shot at the landing party from the air and one of our young miners was killed. The rest of us decided that one tank of fuel every few weeks was an acceptable price to pay for our lives.” 
 
    “But it didn’t stop there?” Vizir remarked perceptively. It never did. Looters and bullies only understood one language. He’d seen it time and again on the Ren Welds. And these frontier settlements in the Invun Welds, without a corporate army to enforce the law, seemed to be facing the same issues. 
 
    The settler shook his head. “The last time, they brought a fuel-hauler and cleared out every drop we had. It took us two months to mine and refine that fuel. If this continues, we won’t have the money to buy food or supplies.” 
 
    Miveki met their eyes. “They nominated me to lead the settlement and I won’t let the miners starve. I’ve been trying to reach out to the Guild and every corporation with a presence in Jaraso. We’re not begging for charity. Our claim is rich and we make a good living from it. We can pay handsomely to drive these bandits away. But I can’t get anyone to even return my hails. We’re too small fry for the corporations.” 
 
    The RimWorlders said nothing, waiting for Miveki to lay out what he wanted from them. 
 
    The stranger looked resigned. “Dirko is my last resort. I came here to ask other settlers for assistance.” 
 
    “And?” Kali asked. 
 
    “They’re sympathetic, but there’s not much they can do. There’s little trained law enforcement on the self-governed settlements. We have no need for soldiers. Our differences are settled through community arbitration. Then, I heard some talk about RimWorlders on the fairgrounds. And I remembered what the rumor mills say about Ryfkin Soren and his Renegades bounty hunting in the Inner Worlds. We will pay you with high-grade jethrum if you rid us of these pirates.”  
 
    Miveki gazed expectantly at the RimWorlders, his expression a mix of entreaty and anxiety.  
 
    “No promises, Rolit” Kali told him. “Cap’n makes the calls on what jobs we take on. But we’ll get you an audience with him to make your case.” 
 
    Hope and relief flashed on the stranger’s face. “Aye?” 
 
    “Cap’n will hear you out” Vizir assured him. 
 
    Back on the Cruiser, their Captain was welcoming a visitor. In person, Serak Vedino had a commanding presence. With clean-cut features and a natty dress sense, an aura of quiet confidence and determination clung to the man. Not so long ago, he’d been a pre-eminent scientist much in demand among the corporations. He’d led large teams on high-risk, cutting-edge and expensive projects. The drive and confidence showed subtly in his bearing and the way he carried himself. Little wonder the Synths had nominated him to lead them, Ryf mused. The more he interacted with the InnerWorlder, the more Soren found himself impressed.  
 
    Vedino greeted the Captain warmly and Ryf returned the favor. 
 
    “My crew tells me the ale flows abundantly on Dirko Zau tonight, Vedino. This being your neck of the woods, how about you pick the poison?” 
 
    “One day, Captain, I hope to walk freely on these worlds with you” the InnerWorlder said quietly, his gaze steady. “But today, I have a bounty on my head. Dirko Zau is a trusted world but this gathering draws visitors from all over the sector. It would be imprudent for anyone to see Ryfkin Soren with Serak Vedino. The Guild has spies everywhere and seven figures is a substantial sum to tempt anyone.” 
 
    Not an emotional man by any standards, Ryf was nevertheless stirred by Vedino’s attempt to shield him.  
 
    “The Guild needs no excuse to gun for me, Vedino” he quipped lightly. 
 
    His companion chuckled. “You’ve put the fear of YanTeo in them — the only man to ever send their army packing. They won’t admit it, but the next time they come after you, they’ll think it through. However, I’d rather not be the one to queer your pitch after your kindness to us.” 
 
    “Alright, raincheck on local ale” Ryf agreed. “Mihado from the Ren Welds it is.” 
 
    “Never tasted mihado before” Vedino remarked, as the RimWorlder ushered him to his private quarters.  
 
    “Hope you have a hard head, Vedino. Much like the Ren Welds, our alcohol has a habit of bringing the unwary to his knees.” 
 
    Vedino grinned. “Counting on it.”  
 
    In Soren’s spacious quarters, the Synth glanced around him appreciatively. “Nice digs, Captain.” 
 
    “Bounty hunter digs.”  
 
    Ryf reached for his Hailer. “Our guest is here, Zin.” 
 
    Vedino’s eyes brightened as Zinera Jeryn entered the chamber. He jumped to his feet to greet her courteously. 
 
    “Mihado?” the Captain asked her. 
 
    “Always, Ryf.”   
 
    While the Captain worked on refreshments for his guests, Vedino took in the subtle signs of prosperity around the chamber. But underneath it all, he could see hints of the Rim Worlds — a colorful blanket, a picture of the untamed rainforests, a carafe of coria juice. He wondered anew what had Ryfkin Soren and his band of Renegades travel to the Guild’s lair after vanquishing them from their homes. 
 
    “You must miss home” he remarked to the Commander. 
 
    “The Ren Welds are different since the Guild” she said, her voice shorn of emotion.  
 
    The Synth’s eyes flashed to her, taking in the shadows under her beautiful eyes and the unutterable weariness in her she could not hide in that unguarded moment.  
 
    “Every month, young men and women branded Synthetic by the Guild join us in the Badlands. Some are so young, they’ve barely had a chance to live” Vedino said quietly.  
 
    Zinera Jeryn’s eyes entangled with the Synth’s solemn ones. 
 
    “When they see the dilapidated ships and the hand-to-mouth existence we lead, I sense something start to die in them — the very spirit that had them defy the Guild and brave the Badlands to find us. May I tell you how I keep their hopes alive, Commander?” 
 
    She nodded mutely, caught by the compassion and understanding in his eyes.  
 
    “I tell them that if a small band of RimWorlders can make the Guild Coalition turn tail, so can we.” 
 
    Zin felt something stir deep in her frozen heart, an emotion she thought buried in a tropical forest on the other side of the Ring where her world had come to an end. The Synth leader had reminded her that she was not the only one to grieve. There were battles to be fought and the Gorath to be brought to his knees. She must learn to live or there would be no justice for the dead.  
 
    Ryf joined them to hand out goblets of mihado. “The Renegades are no heroes, Vedino” he remarked soberly. 
 
    “You are to us, Captain” the InnerWorlder countered. “And we are a people in sore need of heroes. And hope. Without it, we have nothing.” 
 
    The Captain raised his glass solemnly. “To hope.” 
 
    Vedino raised his. “To friends.” 
 
    The two men glanced expectantly at the Commander.  
 
    “To the Guild’s downfall” she toasted. 
 
    Just as they were about to sit down, Ryf’s Hailer beeped. It was Kali. 
 
    “Excuse me” he murmured, walking away to converse with the pilot. 
 
    Vedino addressed Zinera Jeryn again. “Your presence in the Inner Worlds gives me great hope, Commander” he said with a smile. “It hints that the Synths might not have to do all the heavy lifting with the Guild.” 
 
    She took a sip of her mihado, her mood vastly improved by the Synth’s version of pep-talk. “It will not be easy, Mr. Vedino” she warned candidly. “They hold all the cards.” 
 
    “They also have enemies, Commander. Disastrous as the Rim Worlds campaign was for them, the Guild has become so big on the Inner Worlds that they believe they’re infallible. It makes them heavy-handed with everyone. They twist the arms of their citizens and other corporations alike. If we band together, the Guild’s hegemony will face a challenge.” 
 
    Taken aback, Zin studied the InnerWorlder — for the first time, taking note of the man under the Synth. The RimWorlders were aware that many on the Inner Worlds disliked the Guild’s oppressive rule. But that there might be InvunWelder appetite to challenge the Coalition had not crossed their minds. After all, the Inner Worlds seemed content to live under Guild rule for decades without any serious protest. Yet, Serak Vedino was hinting that collectively, the factions that opposed the Guild could prove a formidable adversary to the Coalition if they pooled their resources together. His confidence and willingness to pursue an ambitious and risky strategy to oppose an overwhelmingly powerful enemy reminded her of Ryfkin Soren. They differed in their personalities — one, a charismatic rough and tumble RimWorlder with the soul of an adventurer and the other, an erudite and polished InnerWorlder technocrat banished into the Badlands. But in a strange twist of fate, circumstances had affected both men similarly — the same adversary had forced them to fight for their rights. And both had been elevated to leadership by their people. Perhaps, Zin speculated with renewed hope, this was a portent of the future. With Vedino as an ally, Ryf could wreak havoc on the Guild. And with Ryfkin Soren by his side, the Synth leader might yet oust the Coalition that oppressed him and his kind. 
 
    “You know the Guild well?” she asked him. 
 
    “I’ve worked for them, as well as corporations rival to them. I know how they think, Commander.” 
 
    Before she would respond, Ryf sauntered back to join them.  
 
    “Do you know a Rolit Miveki?” he asked the Synth. “He leads a small settlement working a jethrum claim.” 
 
    “The border fuel depot” Vedino said promptly. “I know of the settlement.” 
 
    “He has bandit trouble — they’re stealing his fuel” Soren remarked. 
 
    Vedino sat up. “You plan to take on the bandits, Captain?” 
 
    “I’m thinking about it. He’s offering good money and the job is right up our alley.” 
 
    For a moment, the Synth leader was pensive. “There are many self-governed settlements with similar problems, some more serious than others. Once word gets out that you helped the jethrum miners, many will line up to offer you jobs” he remarked. 
 
    Zinera Jeryn was pleased by the statement. Perhaps, they’d been chasing the wrong clientele, she mused. The self-governed settlements were willing to pay to protect their people and interests. And the Renegades possessed muscle in spades.   
 
    “Suits us just fine, Vedino” Soren drawled, echoing Zin’s thoughts. 
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    It was after dark when Soren finally ventured to the fairgrounds. The Synth’s words had had an impact on Ryf. RimWorlder presence on the planets bordering the Asteroid Ring was not uncommon and did not generate much comment. For many worlds adjoining the Ring, the RimWorlders from the other side were their closest neighbors. But unlike the others, he could not pass as an ordinary RimWorlder. His light eyes gave him away. There were thousands of visitors on Dirko Zau. All it’d take was for someone to comment on his presence. Ryf did not want to draw the Guild’s ire down on these struggling settlers attempting the grand experiment of going it alone, without a corporation to write the laws or its army to enforce them. So, he’d scheduled his meetings after dark and used a hood to obscure most of his face. 
 
    A young man of Yukon’s age awaited him by the entrance to the fairgrounds.  
 
    “Captain Soren?” he inquired as the RimWorlder strode through. 
 
    “I am” Ryf acknowledged, without exposing his face. 
 
    “Follow me, please.” 
 
    The man ushered him to a corner of the deserted fairgrounds. The stalls had their shutters down for the night and the few remaining visitors had moved beyond the grounds to enjoy the night time festivities. Dirko Zau had no accommodations to offer its visitors. Thus, for many, a visit to the festivities was a day trip. Those interested in a multi-day affair spent the nights in their parked crafts at the Vestibule. 
 
    “Serak said you had questions about the time I was taken by the Guild” the young man said. “We are grateful for your assistance, Captain. I will answer all your questions.” 
 
    The RimWorlder pulled down his hood, to hold out his arm in the InnerWorlder greeting. “Ryfkin Soren.” 
 
    “Kural Divi.” The InnerWorlder entwined his arm with the Captain’s to thump the RimWorlder’s upraised fist.  
 
    “How long were you imprisoned, Mr. Divi?” Ryf asked, meeting the young InnerWorlder’s eyes in the semi-darkness. 
 
     “Not long. I was taken into custody and put on the Guild transport which crashed while landing.” 
 
    “You are sure that it was the Guild?” Ryf probed gently, not wanting to stoke any haunting memories for the young Synth. 
 
    Divi looked puzzled but answered readily. “I was arrested by the Guild Corps, Captain.” 
 
    Ryf reflected on the answer, mystified by the discrepancy of a Coalition vessel making for a Venn Corp world. “What about the transport — was it staffed by the Corps?”  
 
    The InnerWorlder shook his head. “They were in uniform but not of the Corps.” 
 
    “Any logos on their uniform?” Ryf persisted. He sensed that this baffling puzzle might yield a chink in the Guild’s armor. It was also critical to understanding the tangled ties between the largest corporation on the Inner Worlds and the richest one. There was a reason the assault on Ilar’s Justice had shaken Zufon Ventini. Ryf was determined to get to the bottom of this. 
 
    Divi was silent for a few seconds. “No, there was no logo, Captain.”  
 
    The Synth met the Renegade’s unusual silver eyes. “It is unusual for the Corps to not be in uniform.” 
 
    “Hmm” Ryf mused aloud. “Was there anything that identified the transport as a Guild vessel, like the Coalition insignia or something else you noticed when you were taken aboard it?” 
 
    The Synth looked rueful. “I was drugged after I was taken into custody, Captain. I don’t remember being taken aboard their ship. When I came to, I found myself on the transport with other Synth prisoners.” 
 
    This time, Ryf hesitated. “I apologize for pressing you on this, Mr. Divi. But nothing seems to tie the transport to the Guild.” 
 
    “Until your questions, I did not doubt that it was a Guild transport, Captain” the young Synth responded candidly. “Like the other prisoners, I assumed that we were on a Guild vessel. We’d all been taken into custody by the Corps. And it is well known that only the Coalition arrests us. The other corporations don’t care about us. They only restrain us at the Guild’s direction.” 
 
    Ryf nodded. Divi had ample reason to lay his detention at the Guild’s door. All the signs pointed to it and it was common knowledge that the Coalition persecuted the Synths.  
 
    “Did you interact much with the guards on the transport?” he asked. 
 
    “We only saw them when they brought us food.” 
 
    Ryf changed tack. Perhaps, there were other details buried in the young Synth’s mind that might help explain the oddity of his mysterious detention.  
 
    “What about the world you crashed on, Mr. Divi?” 
 
    “The guards told us to ready for landing” the InnerWorlder responded soberly. “It was a warning intended for the prisoners who were in bad shape. Some had been in Guild custody for a long time and were suffering the consequences. I felt the transport shake, followed by a wrenching sound like it was being torn apart, before we crashed with a jarring thud. I blacked out from the force of the landing. When I came to, everything was in shambles. The door to our cell had been torn apart. Outside, a guard was dead, crushed under the debris. I knew it was only a matter of time before they came to secure the prisoners. I changed clothes with the guard, placing him inside the cell. When the rescuers came, I pretended to be injured. They put me and the other injured personnel on a shuttle to a nearby Portico. There, I gave them the slip and called some friends to come get me.” 
 
    “You did well” Ryf said quietly.  
 
    The Synth sighed. “I couldn’t save the others. If my answers help them in any way, it will be worth it.” 
 
     “How did you know that the world was a Sacred Realm?” 
 
    “The injured personnel were tended to briefly on the surface while we waited for a shuttle to take us off the world. There, I heard the guards mutter about what a fiasco it was and that they must clean up the mess quickly before the pilgrims saw the wreck.”  
 
    He paused, reflecting on an interlude he clearly found very painful. “When I think back, Captain, there was a sense of urgency, almost panic about them. I put it down to the wreck and the injuries to the guards. But it was almost like they were fearful about the crash, something more than their employer’s annoyance with their incompetence.” 
 
    Ryf probed the young Synth for a few more details about his brief detention. The young man answered his questions readily. Yet, the puzzle seemed to only deepen for the RimWorlder.  
 
    After, the Captain met with Rolit Miveki in another part of the darkened fairgrounds. Both Kali and Vizir considered the settler’s cause genuine and had pressed Ryf to meet with him. Also, Vedino knew of the settlement Miveki represented — an independent fuel depot operated by settlers. Thus, Ryf was more than happy to do business with the InnerWorlder. It took very little time to come to terms with the settler. And it was a noticeably pleased Miveki who ushered the Captain through the fairgrounds to another clearing beyond. Larger than the ground used for the festivities, this was bare. No stalls offering goods or rough-hewn benches decorated the clearing. Instead, a few scattered bonfires with people around it met Ryf’s eyes.  
 
    Miveki pointed to a circle in the distance. “Your crew, Captain. They hold a shooting competition that attracts a fair crowd.” 
 
    Ryf turned to the settler. “We’ll be at the settlement in a few days, Miveki. Until then, watch your backs. And if you encounter the bandits, use the Hailer. We plan to be in the sector and can get to you quickly if need be.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain” the settler said gratefully. “May YanTeo watch over you and yours.” 
 
    With a last wave, Miveki melted away into the fairgrounds, leaving Soren to make for the gathering by the fire. As he approached it, Ryf noted that a rustic firing range had been organized by the bonfire. This must be the shooting competition Miveki talked of. At a distance, a small enclosure had been set up. Under the light of two torches on either end, a variety of prizes lay artistically displayed on a sturdy bench. Two silhouettes leaned on the enclosure fence, their rapt attention on the displayed wares.  
 
    “That is gorgeous” a feminine voice breathed, gesturing at a roll of bright blue fabric interwoven with silver thread.  
 
    Her companion agreed mutely. So engrossed were the two that the silent man behind them went unnoticed. 
 
    As they extolled the virtues of the rich fabric, Ryf noted with amusement that a case of expensive fuel crystals went ignored by the two ladies. 
 
    “There’s enough for two dresses, maybe more” the second silhouette sighed.  
 
    “Kali says it would not be right for professionals to compete for the prizes” the first one remarked with obvious regret. 
 
    Unaccountably entertained by the conversation, Ryf eavesdropped shamelessly on the two InnerWorlders. 
 
    “I’m not a professional” the second InnerWorlder declared. 
 
    Her companion turned to her, ignoring the blue fabric for once. “Can you shoot, spunky girl?” 
 
    “I’d give it a shot. I competed on Idriko.” 
 
    Her companion brightened noticeably, fairly bubbling with excitement “Let’s go register you, Novi. Kali said they’re still taking entries.” 
 
    Novi shook her head regretfully. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not? You could win this.” Kidani gestured at the display.  
 
    “We’d look so good in blue” she added persuasively. 
 
    Diverted and charmed, Ryf worked to hide his smile. 
 
    “Such competitions are always ‘bring your own flasher’, Kidani. The organizers only provide a night scope” Novi explained. “I don’t have one.” 
 
    “I’m sure Kali or Yukon would lend you a flasher” her companion insisted. 
 
    Ryf chose the moment to announce his presence. “Are you a good shot, little burumha?” he asked. 
 
    Novi jumped, turning to face the RimWorlder in the dark. Her equally startled companion nevertheless looked pleased by his presence. 
 
     For a moment, Novi struggled between answering him and objecting to his moniker for her. Yukon had explained that the burumha was a large wildcat found in the tropical forests on the Rim Worlds.  
 
    In the end, Novi played it safe. “A decent one” she responded modestly. 
 
    The RimWorlder studied her in the shadows cast by the flaming torches. “The crew has access to the Cruiser’s armory” he stated. 
 
    Novi straightened. “I’m not crew, Cap’n” she said, just as Kidani nudged her to hold her tongue. 
 
    “We’ll call it a gift for services rendered to Ilar’s Justice” the Captain said equably.  
 
    Novi stared at him speechlessly, nonplussed by the offer. 
 
    “What flashers are you comfortable with?” he asked as she remained silent. 
 
    “Come on, spunky girl” Kidani prompted her. “The competition starts soon. And I’d love a blue dress.” 
 
    Reminded thus, Novi roused herself. “Uh, a long barreled flasher would work. Don’t need a fast reload for this competition.” 
 
    “Alright” Ryf directed. “Register yourself with the organizers. I’ll have Burok bring you a flasher.” 
 
    Before Novi could sputter her thanks, Kidani swept her away excitedly while the Captain used his Hailer to contact the Cruiser. 
 
    The RimWorlder’s eyes watched them go. The stowaway had proved her loyalty to the Cruiser and the crew. She was bright, resilient and enterprising. Now, here was further evidence that she possessed skills that might come in handy. But more than anything, Novia Dozanti had spirit. To a Renegade who’d refused to give up despite the overwhelming odds confronting him, spirit was prized very highly. But Ryf found himself conflicted and confounded by the stowaway and her inherent contradictions. The time was fast approaching when an InnerWorlder crew would be essential to his plans. Yet, his initial suspicions about her continued to disquiet him, stopping him from extending the invitation to join his crew. 
 
    In the end, it was well after midnight when the party returned to the Cruiser to celebrate. As the proud winner of a basket of prizes from the competition sponsors, Novi was feted enthusiastically. Commander Jeryn congratulated her warmly, while Yukon whooped gleefully. Her arms holding aloft the rich fabric they’d both salivated over, Kidani broke into a wild jig, much to the crew’s amusement. Kali opened a bottle of nau he’d purchased at the festivities, while the Captain brought out his stash of the potent mihado. The enigmatic Vizir unbent enough to raise a glass of mihado to Novi. Digging through the basket Yukon and Jerik had hauled to Ilar’s Justice for her, Novi was rendered speechless to discover passes to the healing springs on Ayako. The crate of fuel crystals she handed ceremoniously over to the Commander and the flasher she’d been lent to the Captain, along with her heartfelt gratitude for their hospitality. Mindful of the rustic nature of the competition, the Captain had produced an antique long-barreled flasher for Novi to shoot with, its holster carved in RimWorlder script.    
 
    After the late night partying, a sozzled Novi stumbled into her bed with a lighter heart. Whatever the future held, for a few days she’d been accepted by the crew that had fascinated her since her days as a stowaway aboard their ship. But the morning was to bring an unpleasant surprise, one that would turn Novi’s life and future upside down.  
 
    At dawn, Novi, Kidani and Yukon set off for the fairgrounds to redeem prize vouchers from Novi’s competition win. The two InnerWorlders were bleary-eyed after the depredations of the night while the young RimWorlder, with a harder head and more capacity for alcohol, teased them mercilessly about it. When they returned, it was to find the Cruiser making preparations to leave Dirko Zau. Novi, with a day off from any tasks for Burok, offered her assistance to Kidani. They were neither at their best, hungover from the nau and mihado they’d consumed the night before. Cruiser Control hummed this morning with a quiet sense of well-being. The trip to Dirko Zau had been a resounding success, with a new gig to look forward to.  
 
    Ryf opened a channel to Serak Vedino’s ship to have a final word with the InnerWorlder. Once Ilar’s Justice left Dirko Zau, communication with the Synth must be over StarCom routers.  
 
    “A blessing for the dawn, Captain. Did you get your answers from Kural?” Vedino inquired over the Vista Screen. 
 
    “He shed some light” Ryf acknowledged.  
 
    “You’re not satisfied, Captain?” the man on the screen remarked perceptively. 
 
    “On the contrary, Vedino. What he told me will help me get to the bottom of this.” 
 
     The InnerWorlder looked startled. “How?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “Divi was able to describe the site where the transport crashed. It is familiar — an old shuttle pad on Fumiko.” 
 
     “Familiar?” the Synth repeated, in some confusion 
 
    Ryf chose his words carefully, conscious what a Sacred Realm pilgrimage meant to InnerWorlders, including the ones banished by the Guild. “Venn Corp gave my crew passes for the Realm.” 
 
    For a moment, the man on the screen did not react. Then, the import of the Captain’s words sank in. 
 
    “You visited the shrine” the Synth breathed reverently. 
 
    “How is it, Captain?” he asked with his next breath. 
 
    “Your shrine is beautiful” Soren answered candidly. “While on the planet, we had the opportunity to look around. Divi’s description matches an abandoned landing pad on Fumiko, from before it was a Realm. The landing site is not as overgrown as it might be — it’s possible that a craft crashed there recently.” 
 
    Vedino took a few moments to reflect on the RimWorlder’s words. “You found nothing at the site — no building or anything else that could be used as a prison?” 
 
    “Nothing” Ryf confirmed. “The ruins of a cabin, used for storage, mark the landing pad. Otherwise, there is no structure of any kind.” 
 
    “This is strange, Captain” Vedino affirmed. 
 
     “We also scanned the area around the pad but found nothing” Ryf explained. 
 
    The Synth perked up. “You scanned the site?”  
 
    “A basic scan, nothing fancy. But the scanner detected no life near the landing pad.” 
 
    Vedino’s face seemed to freeze on the screen. “Life” he muttered, before recovering his composure. “If you’re of a mind to go back to the Realm, scan for power signatures, Captain.” 
 
    Ryf straightened in the Command Seat. “A prison, even a temporary one, needs power” he murmured. 
 
    “A lot of it” the InnerWorlder reiterated. “Enough to not be able to mask the power signatures from a scanner.” 
 
    Serak Vedino was not just brilliant with tech, he also knew how to use his knowledge to his advantage, Ryf reflected appreciatively. 
 
    “Scanning for life is a tricky process” the Synth explained. “It doesn’t register if a person is shielded by impenetrable material or is deep underground. Of course, with Synths, the scan does not reflect an accurate count.” 
 
    Ryf frowned silently at the cryptic comment, but before he could question Vedino further, the InnerWorlder interjected. “If you don’t mind me asking, Captain, why are you here?” 
 
    In Cruiser Control, Zinera Jeryn glanced up from her console to shoot an unreadable look at the screen but the others remained focused on their tasks, ignoring the conversation between their Captain and the InnerWorlder. 
 
    “Don’t misunderstand me, Captain” the Synth leader amended hastily. “We’re mighty glad of your presence on the Inner Worlds. And very grateful for your friendship. The Synths have no choice but to fight back against the Guild, no matter how unevenly matched we are. But you won your battle with them. You have your homes and your worlds back. Yet, you leave your hard-won freedom behind to pursue the Coalition on the Inner Worlds. I would like to understand.” 
 
    For a moment, Ryf contemplated the man on the screen. “This Cruiser is an old friend, Vedino. During the Five Year War, not once did it abandon us, no matter what we asked of it. But the ship has been rechristened since the war. The vessel that led the Renegades into battle against the Guild was aptly named Vengeance.” 
 
    The Synth cocked his head. “You changed it to Justice” he murmured. 
 
    “Not just justice, but justice for Ilarok Buron.”  
 
    Vedino said nothing, merely meeting the somber silver eyes of the RimWorlder. 
 
    “Ilar was my brother, Vedino. Not by blood but in every way that counts. The Guild assassinated him in the waning days of the war. They ambushed and executed him, to send a message to me for daring to oppose them. By then, they knew that the war was lost. I pledged then that the men who ordered the execution would face justice for their actions. If it’s the last thing I do, I will burn their empire to the ground, so they can never again harm another Ilar for merely defending his home and friends.” 
 
    Newly arrived in Cruiser Control with carafes of water for the duty crew, Novi paused, arrested by the quiet intensity of the Captain’s vow. She’d speculated about the Renegades’ presence in the Inner Worlds. But nothing had prepared her for this. The wound ran deep for the RimWorlder crew on Ilar’s Justice. While no one reacted to Ryfkin Soren’s words, their very lack of expression hinted at anguish not yet redressed.  
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss” Serak Vedino commiserated quietly. “It is time someone reminds the Guild that there’s a price to be paid for their greed and lust for power. As I told Commander Jeryn, the Renegades are an inspiration to the Synths. A shining symbol to never lose hope.” 
 
    Reminded of the tragedy and loss the Synths faced, Ryf’s voice gentled. “You’re right to not lose hope, Vedino. Ilar’s Justice and its crew is friend to the Synths. You may call on us for any assistance in our power.” 
 
    The Synth’s expression lightened in response. “The next time we meet, you must tell me about the Sufito Nekthero, Captain. The shrine of the Gods will give us strength for the upcoming battle.” 
 
     “My InvunWelder crew required no passes to the shrine” Ryf remarked. “Perhaps, one day when the bounty on your head is no more, you might visit the Venn Corp Realm, Vedino.” 
 
    The Synth looked confused. “There are no checks to enter the shrine, Captain?” 
 
    “None” Ryf assured him. 
 
    “Not even a scan?” the Synth persisted. 
 
    “There’s a scanner that keeps an accurate count of the visitors per day.” 
 
     Vedino sighed resignedly. “Then, a pilgrimage is not on the cards for me.” 
 
    This time, Ryf did not hide his puzzlement. This was the second cryptic allusion Vedino had made about Synths. Jerik had explained to him why the Guild persecuted the Synths — the Coalition alleged they were descended from alien ancestors who’d once been sworn enemies of the Benevolent Ones. But Ryf was unclear about the origins of such a claim. It could not be the Synths’ appearance. He’d be hard-pressed to differentiate Vedino or Divi from Kidani, Jerik or the stowaway, based on physical characteristics alone. So, Ryf drew the logical conclusion. 
 
    “How does the Guild target Synths, Vedino?” he asked. “Something in your blood?” 
 
    On the screen, a lightbulb seemed to go off for the InnerWorlder. “Aah, you do not know why the Guild persecutes us — I was puzzled when you talked about scanning the Realm, Captain. It has nothing to do with blood. If our blood is different from our fellow InnerWorlders, the Guild has no way to test the difference.” 
 
    “I don’t understand?” Ryf leaned forward, a frown marring his brow. 
 
    “Those they brand as Synths have existed on the Inner Worlds a long time, Captain. In the old days, before the Guild started hunting us, the InnerWorlders called us shadows. We were never discriminated against, until the Coalition declared us apostates and not the children of the Benevolent Ones.” 
 
    Unbeknownst to the Captain, Novi paused behind him, her heart thudding in its cage. Clasping the carafe of water to her chest with nerveless fingers, she turned stunned eyes to the Vista Screen. That term the Synth leader used had connotations for her. Could Serak Vedino be implying what she thought he was, Novi wondered in alarm. Guild law outlawed Synths. They were hunted mercilessly on the Inner Worlds, at the powerful Coalition’s direction.  
 
    “Shadows” Ryf repeated, his frown pronounced. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “InnerWorlders with the ability to pass through tech undetected” Vedino explained. “The Guild brands us Synthetic because for some reason, we don’t register on life-sign scanners.” 
 
    Before Soren could respond, there was a resounding crash from behind him. He turned around to catch the stowaway staring at the screen like she’d seen a ghost. A carafe had crashed beside her, the shards strewn around her feet. Vedino’s explanation had left Ryf shocked speechless. But the little burumha’s petrified eyes had the synapses in his brain firing to make nebulous connections.  
 
    Novi caught his eyes on her and came to with a jerk. In slow motion, as if she were sleepwalking, Novi bent down to pick up the broken shards that lay at her feet, her eyes evading Ryfkin Soren’s narrowed stare. 
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    STAR SYSTEMS 
 
      
 
      
 
    Inner Worlds 
 
    The planets enclosed by the ring-shaped belt of asteroids. The denizens of these worlds are InnerWorlders. They are shorter, light-skinned, bright-haired and light-eyed. 
 
      
 
    Rim Worlds 
 
    The planets on the outer edges of the Asteroid Ring. The worlds are sparsely populated, in comparison to the Inner Worlds. The RimWorlders are larger, dark-haired, dark-skinned and dark-eyed. 
 
      
 
    Asteroid Ring 
 
    The ring-shaped belt of asteroids that encloses the sector known as the Inner Worlds. The Ring is also referred to as the Badlands, since it is tough to navigate due to the hurtling asteroids and their effect on technology of any kind. 
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    CORPORATIONS & OTHER ENTITIES 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guild Coalition 
 
    The largest and most influential conglomerate in the Inner Worlds. Once the richest corporation, it has now been overtaken by Venn Corp. The Guild Coalition administers a majority of the inhabited planets on the Inner Worlds and is popularly referred to as the Guild and occasionally, as the Coalition. Their private military force is the Guild Corps. 
 
      
 
    Guild Corps 
 
    The military force of the Guild Coalition and also referred to as the Corps. The soldiers wear a bright red and yellow uniform. 
 
      
 
    Ventini Corporation 
 
    The richest conglomerate in the Inner Worlds and popularly known as Venn Corp. Founded twenty years ago by Zufon Ventini, it is primarily a star travel syndicate with a side interest in archaeological expeditions. They own the Star Portal Labyrinth and are headquartered at Venn City. Their private military force is the Ventini Guards. 
 
      
 
    Ventini Guards 
 
    The private army of Ventini Corporation. Their soldiers wear a snazzy orange & gold livery with the emblem of a lightning bolt to represent the alphabet Z for Zufon Ventini.  
 
      
 
    Renegades 
 
    A ragtag collection of RimWorlders come together to defend their worlds against a Guild invasion. Led by Ryfkin Soren, they disbanded after the peace treaty signed with the Guild Coalition. Their mascot was known to be the yedigrul, a snarling beast found deep in the dense rainforests on the Rim Worlds. 
 
      
 
    Synths 
 
    Hunted all over the Inner Worlds by the Guild Coalition who believe that they are a threat to the InnerWorlders.  
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    INNER WORLDS GEOGRAPHY 
 
      
 
      
 
    PLANETS 
 
      
 
      
 
    Idriko : Novi’s world. A mining outpost with the high security Guild-administered Kuzhampa Prison and the Idriko Mine.  
 
      
 
    Merinyiko : The world Novi was heading to when she boarded Ilar’s Justice. 
 
      
 
    Zubiko Ethera : Rustic agrarian world in the Panthera sector, administered by Deziti Corporation.  
 
      
 
    Fumiko Terra : Sacred Realm 3. 
 
      
 
    Dirko Zau : Self-governed planet in the Jaraso sector, bordering the Ring. 
 
      
 
      
 
    SECTORS 
 
      
 
    All of the Inner Worlds is divided into eight equal-sized pie-shaped sectors. The sectors are all named after systems located within their territory. 
 
      
 
    Panthera Sector : Sector on the other side of the Ring from Idriko. It borders Azunti. 
 
      
 
    Azunti Sector : A sector between Panthera & Jaraso. Synths have made the Badlands that encircle this sector their hideout.  
 
      
 
    Jaraso Sector : Borders Azunti and is the sector where a majority of the self-governed settlements have cropped up. 
 
      
 
    Taribi Sector : The Badlands bordering it offers a unique narrow passage through the Ring, clear of large asteroids.  
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    MISCELLANEOUS 
 
      
 
      
 
    Star Portal Labyrinth (SPL) :  Connected in a mesh, the portals use wormhole technology to tunnel starships through space at a fraction of the time it would take them to travel the distance. The Venn Corp owned Labyrinth has four Star Portals operating in the Inner Worlds. 
 
      
 
    Shuttle Vestibule : An area on a planet that offers shuttles to Star Porticos.  
 
      
 
    Star Portico : Space stations that offers docking services to starships. 
 
      
 
    The Five Year War : The war between the Guild Coalition and the Renegades, precipitated by the Coalition’s invasion of the Rim Worlds.  
 
      
 
    Edhoran Accord : Peace accord to end the Five Year War. 
 
      
 
    Sacred Realm (Realm) : Planets where the Benevolent Ones are believed to have stepped foot. 
 
      
 
    Heavenly Abode (Abode) : Believed to be the final resting place of YanTeo.  
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    DRAMATIS PERSONAE 
 
      
 
    Novia ‘Novi’ Dozanti : A young Idrikon woman with secrets. 
 
      
 
    Ryfkin ‘Ryf’ Soren : RimWorlder hero of the Five Year War, leader of the Renegades and Captain of Ilar’s Justice. 
 
      
 
    Ilar’s Justice : A Star Cruiser with a mostly Renegade crew on a mysterious mission in the Inner Worlds. 
 
      
 
    Zinera ‘Zin’ Jeryn : An ex-Renegade, Commander Jeryn is Ryfkin Soren’s deputy on Ilar’s Justice. 
 
      
 
    Zufon Ventini : Founder of Ventini Corporation (Venn Corp). Archaeologist and explorer who shot to fame on the Inner Worlds when a StarVision camera crew following the Guild-funded adventurer on an expedition broadcast the venture live. 
 
      
 
    Zedak Ventini : Son of Zufon Ventini and heir to Venn Corp. 
 
      
 
    Mandolyn “Wy” Wyrento : The InnerWorlder owner of The Watering Hole, a popular tavern on Idriko. He’s Novi’s employer and a paternal figure for her. 
 
      
 
    Serak Vedino : The InnerWorlder believed to be a Synth leader. 
 
      
 
    Kural Divi : The only Synth to have escaped Guild custody. 
 
      
 
    Rolit Miveki : Leader of a self-governed settlement near the Ring in Jaraso sector. 
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    SAGA OF THE CHOSEN 
 
    BOOK ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Tasia lives dangerously 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasia sighed wearily as she maneuvered her borrowed ramshackle Civic carefully into the parking space beside the imposing Hummer. It had been a long day. Rather, it had been a long week. Nope, scratch that, it had been a long three months! Choosing San Francisco to lie low in had been an easy decision for Tasia. Her childhood years had been spent up north, hankering for the sunny climes of California when harsh winters rendered everything a frozen wasteland around her. She had rightly guessed that the anonymity of a big metropolis would help shield her from drawing unwelcome attention. So when such an exigency had arisen, Tasia had only considered two viable alternatives. In the end, the city by the bay had won out over Los Angeles. 
 
    Tasia had realized early on that her inexperience had led her to make a rookie mistake. While a metro cloaked her in its vast and impersonal anonymity, it also demanded an expensive standard of living. The obvious way to earn a livelihood was to utilize her considerable abilities. Since that was not an option for Tasia, she’d had to work two jobs just to make ends meet. Home was a two room apartment in a seedy part of the city the locals colorfully referred to as The Tenderloin. Her current abode, a dingy studio in a neighborhood populated by junkies and a motley crew of homeless people, had been brightened up with flowers and colorful knickknacks to make it feel like home. She had registered herself as a Level Two at the local Wizard Registry since the Registry rarely scrutinized credentials for Magic Levels Three and lower. That had resulted in a few jobs like the one here tonight. As well as some very welcome extra cash.   
 
    Unfortunately for Tasia, L2 wizards had barely any magic in them. Commercial demand for L2 magic was limited to Mfector work. Mfector was short for Magick Disinfector. Mfectors cleansed sites where the blood of a Magick, a creature with magic, had been spilled. Humans had very strong intuitions, even though most were unaware of how to interpret these feelings of presentiment. They’d been known to see ghosts and feel dark forebodings when encountering a site where a Magick’s spilt blood had not been cleansed by a qualified wizard. Chosen rarely agreed with one another. Yet Chosen of all stripes were in absolute agreement over one thing - that humans be kept in ignorance of their existence. This was the Supreme Edict for all Chosen. Every Magick adhered to this edict, one strictly enforced under threat of death or worse. Fortunately for Tasia, since most Chosen were aggressive if not outright violent, a lot of Magick blood tended to be spilt. This provided steady albeit dull employment for a wizard whose only qualification was to work as an Mfector.  
 
    Tasia cast a wary glance around the dilapidated neighborhood as she walked up the pathway towards the dimly lit house. It was typical of the usual accommodations preferred by Chosen, as the Magicks referred to themselves. Magicks believed that they had been chosen by a higher power to be bestowed the gift of magic that flowed through their veins, thus making them superior to the puny and powerless humans that lived unaware amongst them. Chosen tended to isolate themselves from humans and amongst their own kind by hiding out in the open. Those with means congregated in lavish estates that allowed them the luxury of distance from their human neighbors. The others picked accommodations with few neighbors and in dubious parts of town where an attack, injury or even death could be explained away among the many unexplained statistics every year. 
 
    The man at the door was quite possibly one of largest men Tasia had ever seen. And definitely the hairiest! The t-shirt he wore revealed the hair on his arms and even the back of his palms. She knew he was Chosen but Tasia could not sense his particular brand of magic.  
 
    “I’m the Mfector” she announced. 
 
    “You the witch?” he grunted in surprise, his deep voice spitting the words out in a surly growl. 
 
    At his response, Tasia ruthlessly stomped down an insane desire to laugh. She wanted to ask him who else he’d been expecting. But it had been a long day and her feet were killing her. Plus, the big dude before her didn’t seem the kind to appreciate a sense of humor. So she nodded silently and at his gesture, followed him into the house.  
 
    The giant lumbered into the house, his gait sure with a curious rolling motion. Beast man, she realized in a flash. He was a Shifter! The first one she’d encountered in her life. It could’ve been worse, she told herself philosophically. He might have been a Blutsauger even though they rarely called in the wizard cavalry for assistance of any sort. The vampires had their own people to do their cleansing. That was what had convinced Tasia to put her name down at Wizard Registry for the occasional Mfector side-gig. No way would she risk proximity to any of the vampire clan voluntarily. They’d rip her heart out alive if they even got a whiff of what she was! 
 
    Not that a beast man as client was not strange. She had assumed that a Pack as wealthy as the one that controlled this city would have its own wizards on call for such work. Yet this Shifter had randomly picked her name off the Mfector list that the Wizard Registry made available. Oh well, at least it would bring in some welcome cash, she reminded herself.  
 
    The man led her towards the back of the house through the kitchen and into a narrow alley that divided the house from a row of what looked like abandoned warehouses with their windows boarded up. The alley was barely lit and Tasia cursed inwardly as she checked instinctively for the little locket she wore around her neck. The nasal voice of the Wizard Registry’s administrative assistant echoed in her head. She’d had to go in last week to renew her license and had received a warning lecture from the motherly assistant to the Registrar. There had been reports of female wizards being mugged in the city, some while out on jobs. The Registry was handing out warnings to all the lower level wizards. The unspoken undertone being that no wizard with sufficient magic would ever allow himself to be mugged. 
 
    The man leading her stopped so abruptly that Tasia almost smacked into him. He opened a door to lead her into a large room before switching on the light. The insufficiently lit interior had what looked like rusty car parts stacked by the walls while crushed coke cans and empty water bottles lay strewn around on the floor. 
 
    “How much time to cleanse this room?” the man grunted in his peculiar growly voice. 
 
    “What happened here?” she asked. 
 
    “A fight” he replied laconically. 
 
    Wonderful. Great. Uh huh, I gathered as much. 
 
    “Where exactly?” she asked patiently. 
 
    He shrugged disinterestedly. “We need the entire room done.”  
 
    Absolutely wonderful. Save me from paranoid Shifters. Now I’ll need to map out every inch of this room. 
 
    “I’ll need forty-five minutes.” 
 
    She could do it in half that time but she was pretending to be an L2 and that meant taking her time. It wouldn’t do to raise the suspicions of this Shifter. 
 
    “I’ll be smoking outside. Holler when you’re done.” 
 
    He walked out through the door, closing it shut behind him.  
 
    Tasia glanced around with a sigh. This would be a simple task if she could use her true abilities but it was dull, dreary and time-consuming work for an L2. She called forth the barest minimum of her magic. And remembered to chant under her breath in the old language for the benefit of any interested spectators. It never hurt to be careful with the small details. L2s were not expected to mind chant. 
 
    She began by mapping out the room before starting to cleanse at the edges, moving gradually towards the center. Ten minutes later, Tasia knew that she had a problem on her hands. This room had witnessed far more than a simple fight. Judging by the amount of blood spilt here, a Chosen had died and another had been injured very badly. The injured one was very special, even for a Chosen. The room fairly throbbed with the magic of his spilt blood. This was definitely not your run-of-the-mill simple cleanse job. And she had a bad feeling about this. Very few wizards, even one exponentially more powerful than an L2, possessed the ability to detect what she had gleaned by simply being at the scene in the warehouse. That is what the Shifter had counted on, she realized. But Tasia was no ordinary wizard. 
 
    A sense of urgency unraveled in her. It was imperative that she cleanse this room and get the hell away from whatever was brewing here. No way could she afford to get mixed up in any of this. Tasia forced herself to wait out the full forty-five minutes, chanting under her breath the whole time, before she knocked on the door. The Shifter lumbered in immediately to glance around the room. 
 
    “You all done?” he growled. 
 
    She nodded silently. He switched off the light to usher her out. They made their silent way back the way they’d come. A second man awaited them in the foyer this time. This one was leaner and not as big but something about the way he moved screamed Shifter to Tasia. The two Shifters conferred with each other in a low voice before the leaner one came forward to hand Tasia an envelope. 
 
    “There’s a little extra for coming out so late.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Tasia hurried out of the house as fast as she could without making it obvious that she was making a run for it.  
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    Moonlight streamed into the room to cast its glow on the man who slept with unfettered abandon on the enormous bed. He lay sleeping with his face turned towards the moonlight and the covers kicked off him, his even breaths the only sound in the otherwise silent room. Until abruptly interrupted by the strident ringing of the phone. The man opened his eyes with a suddenness that would be very suspicious if he were human.  He glanced at the clock by the bed - a little after two. Next, he glanced at the caller id on the instrument as the phone continued its appeal for attention. 
 
    “This better be f--king good” he barked into the phone, pissed at having his sleep interrupted. 
 
    “Hawk is missing” the voice on the other end informed him precisely in an upper crust English accent. 
 
    “Talk to me.” 
 
    “Sara came to me. He hasn’t been home and is not answering his cell. He also has voicemail indicating that he never made his dinner date this evening. She says that she’s had a bad feeling about him since this afternoon.” 
 
    “Where’s Sara now?” 
 
    “She’s at the Lair with me.” 
 
    “Who else knows about this?” 
 
    “Just us. The wolves don’t know yet.” 
 
    “I see” he said evenly.  
 
    They both knew what Duncan had left unsaid. Once the wolves found out, they would need the Alpha Protector to control them. 
 
    “Sit tight. I’m headed your way.” 
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    In a different and not-so-nice part of town, Tasia lay sleepless, wracked by indecision. Her mind kept flashing back to the scene in the warehouse. The smell of death and blood magic had been too powerful not to have happened in the last day. A Chosen had died there recently and another had been badly wounded. She could sense that the wounded creature was very special. Perhaps even like her! Tasia had discovered her unique ability to sense the blood magic inherent in other creatures very early on. In the history of their people, there had been the occasional Chosen born with the ability to gauge magic in the air or even in people when their magic was active. Tasia’s ability was different – she could sense the latent magic in creatures. Sometimes even when the creature itself was unaware of it. Most Chosen were powered by the magic that flowed through their blood and this is what she had the ability to sense. Her father had helped her hone this talent, warning her to hide it from other Chosen. It had been added to her ever-growing kitty of secrets to keep hidden from the world of Magicks.  
 
    Tasia found herself conflicted, lying sleepless in bed for hours while she pondered her options. One option was to leave an anonymous message at the Wizard Registry but Tasia doubted any action would be taken since she had no factual information to provide, not even a name for the injured Chosen. Therein also lay the risk of exposure for her by inviting uncomfortable questions if the Registry did manage to trace the call. Finally, at about three in the morning, Tasia gave up any further attempts to sleep, determined to be a bystander no more. She had fled here to a strange city to protect herself. The cloak of anonymity it provided her while she assumed the façade of an unremarkable wizard with little magic had worked well so far. But she’d be damned if she would abandon another to be slaughtered simply because she was too afraid to blow her cover. She could always move on to another city tomorrow and start over again if she aroused any suspicions. It’s not like she’d amassed anything of value in the three months she had spent here. Well, she amended, except for one good friend and a decent employer that she’d definitely miss. Mind finally made up, she dressed quickly in dark clothes to trudge the short distance to the car that she’d left parked on the street. People in the city tended to use public transportation since owning a car in San Francisco was an expensive proposition. Unfortunately, Tasia needed a car to get to her wizard gigs. They were always at ungodly hours and usually on the outskirts of the city or in shady neighborhoods where waiting for public transportation was fraught with its own problems. She was lucky that her neighbor allowed her to borrow his ancient car on the nights she needed it in exchange for gas money plus a little extra. 
 
    It took her thirty minutes this late in the night to find the place and park a few streets over from it. All seemed quiet on the street and within the house. The lights were off with no outward signs of life in the house although the Hummer still sat parked out in the front. She called forth her special magic to test gingerly for the presence of any Magicks in the house. One - a tad faint as if injured. No one else. The house was empty except for the injured Chosen. Thank God for that piece of luck. She had been concerned about the two Shifters. It would’ve taken some powerful magic to walk in there without alerting them. Shifters had phenomenal hearing – it came from the beast part of them. And she wasn’t sure that she could handle two Shifters while attempting to check on an injured Chosen.  
 
    An old gnarled tree grew unchecked to one side of the house with its myriad branches creeping upwards as if in supplication to the Divine. The tree looked as neglected as the rest of the neighborhood, which put her in luck. Its untrimmed branches pressed against a window on the second floor of the house. This she could do. She’d had a lot of practice climbing trees. It took her ten minutes to climb up to the window sill. The moon provided enough light through the open window to show her the way without resorting to the flashlight she’d had the foresight to bring with her. A few seconds of using her other senses let her know that the wounded Chosen lay somewhere on this floor. Tasia breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    The room led onto a small open area with a staircase and a narrow corridor that opened into other rooms. All except one room towards the end of the corridor had their doors ajar. Tasia made a beeline for the room at the end. She opened the door slowly to peer cautiously into the room. It was bare except for a huge metal cage with something big and hulking inside it. Tasia slipped into the room to span the cage slowly with her flashlight. Two glowing feral eyes stared back at her malevolently. Tasia almost dropped the flashlight in fright.  
 
    Damn! Is this the wounded Chosen I’ve risked sleep and limb to rescue? It’s a Shifter and with my usual luck, probably deserves to be imprisoned like this anyway. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and a firmer grasp of the flashlight, she played it slowly over the animal in the cage once more, all the while trying to keep the light away from its eyes. A huge dark gray wolf lay still in the cage. She could discern no obvious signs of injury on him though his breathing seemed labored from what she could tell. Not that she was an expert on animals or Shifters by any means. Tasia approached the cage cautiously. The wolf made no move to get up. Instead, he watched her cautious approach carefully. She played the light softly towards his eyes. This time the eyes seemed to reflect more pain than ferocity. The eyes were an unusual bluish-green in color with an almost human intelligence to them. It was strange to see such human eyes peeping out from a wolf’s face.  
 
    “I’m here to help you” she whispered, watching his eyes carefully for any sign of comprehension.  
 
    The wolf watched her steadily without making a move. Tasia flashed her light over the cage bars. It was bolted from the outside. Hoping that she wasn’t making a mistake she’d regret, she unbolted the cage slowly. She glanced once more at the wolf before moving away from the cage to wait discreetly by the door. Her father’s voice sang in her head.  
 
    Shape-shifters are some of the most dangerous of the Chosen – human and beast engaged in a constant struggle to keep the other in check. Shifters unable to keep their beast under control go feral and are killed by their Pack or other Shifters to keep from breaking the Supreme Edict that all Chosen follow - always protect the secret of your existence from the humans. Be very wary of a wounded Shifter - he is at his most vulnerable then for that is when the human is not in complete control of the beast.  
 
    Tasia had known that this whole venture tonight was risky. Yet her gut told her that the Shifter would not harm her. As for what had compelled her to come here tonight, Tasia didn’t need to ponder too deeply at her motivation. She knew only too well why she’d felt impelled to assist an injured Chosen who she sensed was special like her.  
 
    The wolf watched her move away from the cage to a safe distance before he made a move. He stood up in one fluid move to stalk out of the cage although Tasia noticed a slight limp in one hind leg. He came to a standstill a foot away from her to stare into her eyes. There was an expression in those eyes that made Tasia a tad uneasy. She could swear that there was a hint of amusement lurking in those remarkable eyes. She put her finger to her lips in the universal sign for silence and the wolf cocked his head at her in response. 
 
    Tasia moved into the corridor followed by her silent lupine shadow. The two trod silently to the open window that she’d used to enter the house. That was when it struck Tasia that exiting through the window might prove difficult. Not for her, but for the wolf. As she stared at the window pondering their predicament, the wolf’s big frame seemed to stretch for an infinitesimal second. Tasia stared in consternation as the wolf underwent a transformation before her astonished gaze. Skin and bones shrank and tightened in horrific fashion to spit out a big gray hawk in place of the wolf that had stood there a moment ago. The hawk stared back at her with the unmistakable bluish green eyes of the wolf. This time though, the eyes showed the strain of the recent transformation. The sheer speed of it shocked Tasia. She’d always understood that a transformation was a painful and slow process for a Shifter – something that needed minutes and not mere seconds to accomplish. And then there was the issue of a Shifter having two animal forms. She’d never heard of such a thing! Before she could ponder the mystery though, the hawk rose in a flutter of wings to perch on the window sill. 
 
    She would unravel the mystery later, Tasia decided. It was critical to make their getaway before the missing wolf was discovered and the alarm raised. Tasia hopped onto the sill to grab the branch she’d wedged against the ledge and swung herself expertly onto the tree. The hawk hopped off the sill in an awkward dive to glide down the rest of the way to the ground where it waited for Tasia. Fifteen minutes later, Tasia sped home as fast as she could coax from the decrepit engine of the ancient Civic. The hawk sat majestically on the passenger seat beside her with its claws digging onto the seat for purchase.  
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    Streaks of light from the breaking dawn had just appeared in the sky when the young man dashed up the stairs to the fourth floor at inhuman speed to burst precipitously into the Pack Room. He glanced around the room to zero in on a tall man who stood in conversation with an older white-haired gentleman whose noble features denoted his native American ancestry. 
 
    “Hawk’s downstairs, Alpha” he announced, the quiet words successfully bringing all discussion in the room to an abrupt halt. 
 
    A young girl with dark hair sitting forlornly in a chair to the side, perked up at the announcement. Hope blossomed in her beautiful face, successfully banishing the tiredness and anxiety that made her appear older than her age. 
 
    The Alpha Protector directed his oddly cold eyes at the young man by the door, his eyebrow arched in inquiry. 
 
    “He’s on his way up. Needed a few minutes to get decent” the young Shifter added with a grin. 
 
    At the Shifter’s words, the Alpha glanced at Duncan. The big Shifter, whose habitual impassiveness usually rivalled the Alpha’s, met his gaze with an expression of unmistakable relief.  
 
    “I’ll take my leave now, Alpha” Atsá said softly, drawing his Alpha’s attention back to him. “I am happy that Hawk has returned to us” he added, his wise gaze meeting the Alpha’s unusual eyes, the color of old gold. 
 
    The Alpha nodded respectfully to the older white-haired Shifter. When he had made the decision to sound the alarm for Hawk and rouse his Shifters to go hunting for their Pack mate, he’d made it a point to personally inform Atsá. He knew how much emphasis the powerful Were-Alpha placed on tradition and he’d thought it only right to inform him personally of Hawk’s disappearance. Plus, there had been no keeping the information from the wolves. So, it’d been imperative that Atsá hear the news from his Alpha before he learnt it from any of the others.  
 
    As the older Shifter moved towards the door, Hawk came barreling through it. He stopped abruptly as he caught sight of Atsá, directing a short nod at the Were-Alpha after an infinitesimal pause. Atsá inclined his head in dignified acknowledgement before making his way out of the room. 
 
    Hawk glanced at the Alpha Protector. 
 
    “Alph, you’ll never guess what happened to me” he announced impetuously as the young girl rushed forward to throw her arms around him. 
 
    “Hawk” she whispered, her voice indicating a mixture of fear and relief. “I was so worried.” 
 
    An affectionate smile lit up Hawk’s attractive face as he returned her hug. “I’m indestructible, Sara mia” he stated with cocky self-confidence. “You shouldn’t worry about me.”  
 
    “Beware, little stripling! That kind of cockiness has been known to bring better men than you onto their knees” drawled a gorgeous green-eyed woman, her voice rife with amusement. 
 
    “I’m no mere man, Elisabetta” Hawk countered lightly. “I’m a Shifter.” 
 
    One of the male Shifters in the room laughed aloud with genuine mirth. 
 
    Hawk responded with a grin before extricating himself gently from the young girl. As she walked away from him back to the seat she’d vacated, Hawk turned his attention back to his Alpha. 
 
    “Alph” he began. 
 
    “Close the door, Hawk” the Alpha directed imperiously. 
 
    Reminded of protocol, Hawk hurried to close the heavy door to the Pack Room. The room was now shielded from the rest of the Lair. 
 
    “What happened to you, Hawk?” Duncan inquired. 
 
    “Alph had me chasing down some reports of non-Pack Shifters in the city. I caught up with them this afternoon in an abandoned warehouse in Oakland. There were three of them. They ambushed me and we fought. I killed one and the others locked me up in a cage.” 
 
    “Hawk, my man, don’t tell me that you couldn’t break though one tiny cage” queried a red-haired man with the hint of an Irish brogue in his voice. 
 
    “The bars were reinforced with silver” Hawk’s response was blunt. “They burnt my skin when I touched them.” 
 
    A charged silence descended on the room full of Shifters. Silver was like kryptonite to Shape-shifters. It sapped their power and strength and was even known to kill on prolonged contact. 
 
    “How’d you get free?” the Alpha’s voice was sober. 
 
    “A young girl helped free me.”  
 
    “Human?” Duncan inquired, his voice sharp. 
 
    “No” Hawk shook his head. “She’s Chosen. I was in my wolf form in the cage and she knew what I was.”  
 
    “She was frightened of me and of being discovered in the house” Hawk continued. “Yet she helped me get out of there. I spent the remainder of the night at her place, conserving my strength to fly back before dawn. I did snoop around a bit before I left - wanted to find out who she was. There was correspondence addressed to her from an address I recognized.” He paused dramatically. “The Registry!” 
 
    “A wizard came to your aid” Duncan exclaimed while the Alpha remained stonily silent. 
 
    “Yes. And she might be in trouble because of it. Alph, when those Shifters discover that I’m missing, they might guess who helped me escape. Her being there tonight was not a coincidence. For all we know, that might lead them directly to her” Hawk said urgently to his Alpha. 
 
    “It might be a trap, Hawk” Duncan pointed out mildly. “She could be working with those Shifters.” 
 
    “But what if she isn’t?” Hawk encountered impassionedly. “She could be in danger.” 
 
    The Alpha gazed at Hawk, his expression grim. He knew very well what Hawk was asking for – some kind of protection for the girl. She'd come to the aid of one of his Shifters, helping to extricate Hawk from a sticky situation. The girl deserved to be safeguarded from any consequences that might arise from her singular kindness to a stranger.   
 
    “I want to meet her. Bring her to me and I’ll see what I can do” he stated noncommittally. 
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    Saakshi surrendered to temptation, casting a surreptitious glance at the large gray-skinned male seated at a distant table. An aura of danger and unapproachability radiated from him, his aloof mien a stark contrast to the good-natured bonhomie of the other patrons in the alehouse. The corner table, away from the crowds and shaded by the awning branches of an artificial tree that bordered the Promenade, served to accentuate his distance from the other customers. She suspected that the table had been carefully selected to allow him his solitude. A brief lull in the mad crush of patrons to Trader Pik’s provided a welcome respite to the overworked server girls. It allowed Saakshi to rest her aching feet, catch her breath and restock the bar with clean goblets before the next horde of customers swamped them again. She also used the opportunity to sneak a quick peek at the Hadari’Kor male. As she had half expected, the alien male’s dark eyes rested on her. As their gazes tangled, Saakshi’s heart gave an uncomfortable lurch. She glanced away hurriedly, snapping her eyes back to the bar to resume polishing the goblets vigorously. 
 
    He was fairly blatant in his regard, seemingly unconcerned with hiding it from his fellow patrons carousing in the alehouse. Pik’s was laid out like a half moon with the identically shaped bar she stood behind as its epicenter. The open seating area circling the bar offered Pik’s patrons a view of the Promenade, as well as tables tucked away in the corners to afford more privacy. The Promenade was the main thoroughfare on the space station and tended to be noisy as well as busy most days – this was a station that never slept. The Trade Sphere hummed with activity throughout the day, its strategic location in neutral space driving a steady flow of traffic to it from all corners of Quadrant Five. This was his third visit to Pik’s this week – she’d been keeping count. He had patronized this particular alehouse on the station a few times a week since the second week Saakshi had commenced work here. That had been a little over two months ago.  
 
    Over time, she’d managed to glean a few details from his regular visits to the alehouse. He always timed his visits to coincide with her work hours, usually striding in by himself but occasionally accompanied by another Hadari’Kor male. He always seated himself at a table away from the crowds but assigned to the other server girl. Since Pik insisted that his girls work in pairs, there were at least two server girls on duty all the time. And he always drank Terilian ale – a pale liquid that, Saakshi knew from personal experience, burnt a fiery path as it slid down tongue and throat. He kept to himself, seemingly content to spend his time at the alehouse in silent contemplation or in quiet conversation with his occasional companion. And he watched her. Pura, how he watched her! The intense black gaze followed her as she went about her tasks at the alehouse, observing her with an intent Saakshi had been unable to decipher.  
 
    A single hostile glare from those dark eyes was enough to deter any patron who dared to approach him. She’d hear occasional whispers of HadKor around him, but he never let on if it bothered him. Saakshi rather thought it didn’t. She had never felt threatened in any way by the intense gaze. The other server girls would occasionally tease Saakshi about her silent admirer, but they all agreed on one thing: he epitomized their ideal customer. He made sure to buy a steady stream of drinks, never attempted to harass any of the server girls and always tipped generously. Life would be a lot easier for the server girls if more patrons followed his example. Over time, Saakshi had learnt to ignore the heavy-lidded dark eyes that followed her intently. But in recent weeks, she could swear that she was starting to see his hot gaze in her dreams.  
 
    A sudden commotion at the entrance to the alehouse drew Saakshi’s attention. Four Ketaari males had just walked in and seemed poised to seat themselves at a table assigned to her. 
 
    “Sons of swines” Saakshi muttered under her breath, exchanging a look with the other server girl. Enara, who was Budheya like her, could well appreciate her sentiments. 
 
    Engrossed in silent condemnation of the Ketaari with Enara, Saakshi almost missed the Ketaari male who’d broken away from his entourage to head her way. A brief glance at the familiar face was enough to spur Saakshi to stoop down hastily, hoping the wide five-foot high bar would hide her from the Ketaari. Her heart pounded as she hugged the floor, praying that the Ketaari hadn’t caught a good glimpse of her. The Ketaari male’s footsteps halted on the other side of the bar, directly across from where she crouched, her heart filled with dread. The seconds droned on, the Ketaari male making no move to rejoin his entourage. From her sanctuary behind the bar, a desperate Saakshi implored Enara with a muted gesture to attend to the Ketaari. She barely knew the other server but was counting on Enara’s Budheya heritage to comprehend the situation. Over time, most Budheya had learnt to inculcate the instinct necessary to gauge the intentions of the Ketaari. And some had even perfected the art of dodging the attentions and demands of the Ketaari who ruled over their world. After all, the lessons were imperative to their very survival. That is how the Budheya had survived a hundred and fifty years of servitude to the Ketaari; helped along by a nascent but resilient resistance movement. 
 
    From her crouched position behind the bar, Saakshi watched Enara walk over reluctantly to come to a stand beside her.  
 
    “What may I serve you at Trader Pik’s?” Enara asked the Ketaari male, polite and formal to a tee.  
 
    “I want the other Budh female” demanded the arrogant male voice. 
 
    Enara’s expression tightened for an instant before she turned her back on the male to walk away. Saakshi guessed that Enara’s stiffness was a result of a rude gesture from the Ketaari male. It could also be the derogatory way he’d referred to them as Budh, one of the myriad ways the Ketaari had perfected the art of degrading the Budheya people.  
 
    Saakshi directed a glance full of mingled gratitude and apology at Enara and took a deep breath to steady herself before standing up to face the Ketaari. He bared his large teeth at her in a predatory attempt at a smile. Saakshi gazed back at him silently, all expression carefully blanked out. 
 
    “You look very familiar, Budh. Where have I seen you before?” he remarked, more as a query to himself than her. 
 
    Saakshi cursed her luck silently. The hand that clutched the underside of the bar turned white with strain even as she struggled to not reveal any sign of her anxiety. The Ketaari’s eyes raked her upper body, the only part of her not concealed by the bar she stood behind. His eyes roved over the sun-kissed olive-toned skin, the abundant dark hair that fell to her shoulders in waves and the too-thin body dressed in the form-fitting uniform of Trader Pik’s server girls. The uniform was a garish one-shouldered red and gold top worn over red trousers. The fabric gathered in a subtle knot over the right shoulder to cover her right arm, leaving her left shoulder and arm bare. It was designed to allow the sleeve over her right arm to conceal the broad ownership bracelet she was obligated to wear on that wrist.  
 
    Saakshi forced herself to stand unflinching under the leering gaze of the Ketaari male until his eyes fell on the intricately woven tenar mesh armband she wore high on her left bicep to identify her Pura. The Ketaari had banned all religious expression on Budheyasta. On her home world, Saakshi was not allowed to wear her armband, but on this space station, she wore it with Pik’s permission. When Pik had bought her prison contract, she’d requested to be allowed to wear the symbol of her religious house openly like her un-subjugated ancestors had once done. The Ketaari male’s expression tightened with anger at the sight of her pura tenar band, and Saakshi gave up the façade of nonchalance to wrap her arms defensively around herself. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked in Alliance Standard, abandoning any pretense at politeness.  
 
    Her words caused the male’s eyes to snap from her armband back to her face. 
 
    “What is your name, Budh?” he demanded in Ketar, the language every Budheya child was forced to learn, per the laws of the Budh-Ketaari Empire. 
 
    Saakshi remained silent, not trusting the next words out of her mouth.  
 
    The male leaned his stocky body over the bar to invade her personal space. He spoke again in Ketar, more forcefully this time. 
 
    “What is your name, female?” 
 
    “Saakshi neh Merama tik Ulmik pura Bedana” she answered proudly. 
 
    The Ketaari threw back his head to laugh uproariously with genuine amusement. 
 
    “You Budh are hilarious. Two centuries of being trodden under Ketaari feet has not stopped you from clinging to your useless old traditions” he gasped out, amidst his laughter. The pale blue eyes glowed in the pasty face, his forehead ridges standing out in stark contrast to the rest of his oddly smooth facial skin.  
 
    “What do I care about your family or religious affiliation? The rebels have gotten one thing right. They’ve dropped the song and dance to adopt simpler names” he remarked, his face still lit up by amusement. 
 
    Duh, the rebels shorten their names to be anonymous and prevent bringing down any Ketaari recriminations on their families or religious houses. What a clueless son of swine! 
 
    “Speaking of rebels, I think I finally remember you” he retorted. “You used to run with Tilabok’s cell. Your little group imagined itself quite a thorn in my side, I know. Fancy meeting you here - what a small universe it is.” 
 
    Saakshi’s heart sank – she’d so hoped he wouldn’t remember her. There had been barely any contact before her capture and imprisonment on Budheyasta. And why would there be? She’d been a lowly new recruit to the resistance cell, while he had been the regional commander, determined to brutally squash the resistance.  
 
    Before Saakshi could respond to him, a loud thump rang out abruptly, eliciting a skittish jump from the girl already on edge and alarmed by the Ketaari commander’s remarks. Her heart still pounding uncomfortably fast, Saakshi glanced around bemusedly, only for her attention to be drawn to the Hadari’Kor male she had been surreptitiously observing before. The male’s big palm rested face down on his table, his expression one of urgent demand. As her eyes rested on him in some confusion, he brought his hand down forcefully again to demand her attention. Saakshi gaped at him, utterly flabbergasted by his uncharacteristic action. In all the time she’d observed him, he had never drawn attention to himself like this! As her astounded gaze tangled with his, he crooked his finger at her imperiously to gesture at his empty ale mug. Saakshi, still in the grip of shock, continued to stare at him blankly. Suddenly, Enara was by her side, murmuring softly to her, but loud enough to be audible to the Ketaari male whose attention remained focused on Saakshi to the exclusion of everything else. 
 
    “Go take care of your customer” Enara advised in Alliance Standard, gesturing at the Hadari’Kor male.  
 
    “I’ll handle the Ketaari table” she declared with a speaking glance, giving Saakshi a gentle push towards the table where the Hadari’Kor male waited with seeming impatience.  
 
    Saakshi threw Enara a grateful look before making her way slowly to the Hadari’Kor male. Her heart pounded and her hands trembled visibly from her encounter with the Ketaari. Saakshi unhitched her order tablet from the uniform belt slung low at her hip as she came to a stop by the Hadari’Kor male’s table. Her grip on the tablet tightened unconsciously as she glanced tentatively into the eyes of the alien male who had spent most of the past two months blatantly checking her out. The black fathomless eyes stared back at her, his expression impassive. 
 
    “Terilian ale, piping hot” he directed at her. His voice was deep and low with a slight husky timbre to it, almost as if his throat was scratchy.  
 
    He spoke in Alliance Standard, though they were both equipped with clearly visible translator devices. Saakshi fumbled with the controls on her tablet to record his order, her hands shaking. When she glanced up from the tablet again, she caught his eyes on her trembling fingers. His dark eyes traveled back to her face leisurely, his expression still curiously blank. 
 
    “Are you serving any meals today?” he inquired. 
 
    “Yesss” Saakshi stuttered nervously, her fingers fumbling with the tablet to retrieve the menu for the day. 
 
    “Menkana meat stew and Keeyori leaf-wrapped fish” she read out, without looking up from the tablet.   
 
    “I’ll have the stew” he stated after a short pause, as her eyes remained glued to the tablet in her hands. 
 
    A fleeting glance and a murmured acknowledgement later, she headed back to the relative safety of the bar. Once back behind the bar again, Saakshi used a few moments to steady herself before entering his meal order into her tablet to transmit to the order console. A quick glance at the Ketaari table showed Enara entering orders into her tablet with a shuttered expression on her face. Saakshi poured out Terilian ale to heat it carefully before heading over to the customer’s table to set it before him. He studied her with the same impassive expression as before, to give her a small nod in lieu of thanks. When Enara returned to the bar, Saakshi made sure to mutter heartfelt words of gratitude to the other server girl. Enara responded with a smile and a gentle clasp of Saakshi’s hand in the traditional Budheya gesture of solace.  
 
    The Ketaari male did not approach Saakshi again, but the occasional speculative glances he directed at her left her uneasy. The Hadari’Kor male’s eyes continued to follow her as she worked, but less overtly than before. He drank a few more mugs of ale served to him by Enara and picked at his stew, leaving mere moments after the departure of the Ketaari group. Taking note of the almost full meal tray he’d left behind as she helped Enara clear his table, Saakshi couldn’t help but wonder at his unexpected and unorthodox way of jumping to her assistance this evening. He had also punched a generous tip into the payment tablet that she insisted Enara not split with her.  
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    That night, Saakshi slumped in exhaustion on her narrow bed in the dormitory shared by Trader Pik’s server girls. Having indulged in a sonic shower, the only kind available to her, she had crawled limply into bed. She was Trader Pik’s newest server girl. This status made her ineligible for the coveted night slot. The servers loved the late shift; the tips were better and they could get away with just one short shift in addition to a longer one. Saakshi, on the other hand, worked two of the longer shifts every day with one day off every twenty days. This left her too exhausted to do more than shower and fall into bed at the end of each long day.  
 
    On days Saakshi felt too tired to move her weary body, she’d remind herself that she could have done much worse than Pik’s. Pik was a decent boss. Like most Keeyori businesses on the station, he bought prison contracts off the Ketaari Imperial Forces and, occasionally, girls from the slavers. This way, he could get away with providing food and board without having to pay his servers. Unlike a lot of Keeyori alehouse owners though, he did allow his girls to keep their hard-earned tips. The Keeyori were nothing if not extremely profit-minded. Pik expected his servers to work hard and show up on time. In return, he provided meals and a clean safe place to stay for all his servers. He did not expect his girls to provide any other services to him or his customers, and was known to growl ferociously at any patron who dared to accost the girls in his presence.  
 
    While Pik’s short, bald and plump Keeyori build did not intimidate such patrons, the threat of a station-wide ban usually proved effective. The alehouses on Keeyor 9 Trade Sphere competed madly with one another for business but had agreed on a universal ban list. If a customer’s identity tag ended up on the list, he was denied access to all the alehouses and some of the other businesses on Keeyor 9. Invariably, this meant that the customer was forced to move on to another station to carouse in. Not a tough proposition on the face of it, since stations built primarily for recreation and leisure abounded across Quadrant Five to cater to travelers with a variety of tastes. However, stations under either Alliance or Empire control were enclosed within their respective border security nets, and difficult to access for anyone without the proper ID tags required for entry into their respective jurisdictions. These stations were also known to strictly enforce their respective jurisdictional laws. Although widely contrasting, these laws had one thing in common - they were very stringent. Since non-aligned, carouse-worthy, everything-goes, mostly Keeyori-controlled space stations were fairly rare and scattered in neutral space, most clientele were inclined to attempt to stay off the Keeyor 9 ban list. 
 
    Saakshi’s next day at Pik’s proved uneventful, although very busy. Trader Pik’s, even during slow hours, usually attracted considerable patronage. The busy late shift had four server girls working simultaneously. And rumor was that most days, the servers were still run off their feet.  
 
    She heaved a huge sigh of relief as the Ketaari officer stayed away from Pik’s for the next two days. The Hadari’Kor male also failed to make an appearance, though that wasn’t unusual. Hadari’Kor were mercenaries and worked for hire. Saakshi guessed that the male came to the station for recreation between jobs.  
 
    Two days later, the Ketaari commander cornered Saakshi as she stumbled back to the dormitory after her usual double shift. She was one day away from earning her day off. Busy daydreaming about the forthcoming day of leisure, she failed to watch carefully enough for groping extremities on the main thoroughfare. She had noted early on that the Trade Sphere seemed to attract a particularly sleazy set of patrons. Taken unawares, Saakshi gasped as a hand gripped her wrist to yank hard, causing her to stumble into the wall dividing two of the establishments by the main walkway.  
 
    “Let go of me” she hissed angrily at her assailant. 
 
    He let go to bare his teeth at her in a macabre semblance of a friendly smile. Saakshi felt her heart sink as she recognized him. It was the Ketaari regional commander. She had even remembered his name – Urm Ghesh. Golar Urm Ghesh, that’s what he liked to be called by the Budheya forced to live under his control.  
 
    Forcing the Budheya to kowtow to him isn’t enough for him. The son of swine is eager to rub his position as the highest military commander for the area into our downtrodden faces. Swine!   
 
    “I hope you’ve managed to recall my name, Budh female” he remarked conversationally, an expression in the pale blue eyes that made her blood run cold. A wisp of black fear unfurled slowly in the pit of her stomach, soon to envelop her in a brackish fog of terror.  
 
    Even by Budheya standards, Saakshi had not had an easy life, having survived some tough circumstances in her young life - a childhood as an orphan, dependent on the generosity of neighbors; scrabbling for survival like all other Budheya in her village; joining the rebel resistance as a recruit to fight Ketaari oppression; mounting guerilla attacks on the Imperial Forces and even a short stint in a harsh Ketaari prison until her contract had been sold off by them. Despite the past, Saakshi realized with a sinking heart as she faced the Ketaari officer that, tough as her short life had been, her experiences might yet pale in comparison to the trouble headed her way. She went cold, a hard knot of fear and anxiety twisting deep inside her. As terror tightened its steely grip on her, she fought to steady herself. The need of the hour was to keep all her wits about her, she reminded herself. She was resilient and had faced worse before. With a cool head and some luck, she might yet manage to wriggle her way out of this, relatively unscathed.  
 
    “Golar Urm Ghesh” she responded quietly, refusing to show any fear. 
 
    The Ketaari smiled happily at her answer, seemingly pleased by her response. He stood a few inches taller than her and a couple of decades older, if she recalled correctly. Stocky with a deep chest and the bulging neck and upper arm muscles so common in Ketaari officers, he was unremarkable in appearance with his sallow complexion, forehead ridges, cropped white blond hair, watery blue eyes and seemingly bloodless lips. The Ketaari home world was an ice planet. Rumor was that the only way the Ketaari could survive the hot and arid desert world of Budheyasta was the military uniform that sheathed them from neck to toe. The specially designed uniform regulated body temperature and retained moisture, thus helping Ketaari posted on the Budheya home world to acclimatize and survive the alien and inhospitable conditions.  
 
    “I have been promoted to an Unta-Golar. My friends and I are here to celebrate my new rank.” 
 
    He stared at her hopefully, but Saakshi made no response. It was all she could do to not flinch away from his thick body positioned so close to hers. 
 
    “I was not planning to be on this station very long, but I changed my mind after I saw you.”  
 
    He paused again, waiting for a response from her.  
 
    “I have applied for a month’s leave before I start my new assignment. I would like you to spend some time with me.” 
 
    This time, he managed to get a response. Saakshi studied him coldly. 
 
    “I cannot” she declared tersely. 
 
    The pale blue eyes narrowed at her words. 
 
    “Cannot or will not?” he inquired, in a tone sharper than any he’d used so far on her. 
 
    He glanced around the busy thoroughfare as if gauging the crowd. Saakshi tensed in response, gathering herself to sprint away from him. Her tough childhood and years in the resistance meant that she was not incapable of defending herself when the need arose. But she knew well that a one-on-one confrontation with the Ketaari in close quarters would not lead to a good outcome for her. On the other hand, she was quick and knew this part of the station well. She’d have a far better shot at evading the commander if she made a run for it. Saakshi waited nervously, poised for flight, her eyes scanning his expression carefully. Finally, the Ketaari stepped back from her as if he’d come to a decision. 
 
    “I will give you two days to think about this, Budh. Then, I come for you – willing or not. It is your choice” he declared. 
 
    That night, Saakshi lay frightened in her narrow dormitory bed while she desperately pondered her limited options. She could run. This was not a particularly well-guarded station and she was reasonably sure that, with a little effort, she could escape it. But once off this station, where would she go? Going back to Tilabok and the others on Budheyasta would only bring down more trouble on them for she would be an escaped Ketaari felon. In effect, escaping to any part of the Budh-Ketaari Empire, as the Ketaari ironically called their slice of space, would be too dangerous for her. It would also endanger any Budheya who helped her. That left her with only two choices - Alliance space or neutral territory. Traveling through neutral space was easier, but her chances of survival on her own without allies would not be very high. Alliance-controlled territory was a much safer option for her, but the Alliance had stringent border patrols and didn’t allow anyone in without the proper tags. She could attempt to acquire the appropriate identity tags to allow her access through Alliance territory, but that would take a lot longer than the two days she had. And it would need currency that she lacked. Eventually, she drifted into restless sleep, only to wake up exhausted. It was the start of another long day of double shifts. Saakshi consoled herself with the reminder that tomorrow was her day off as she made her way tiredly to Trader Pik’s. 
 
    An hour into the first of her shifts, Pik asked to see her in the back room. Since it was rare for Pik to ask to speak to a server girl in private, his request pierced the cloak of apathy that hung over Saakshi this morning, one built up by her anxiety and alarm. For a moment, she pondered furiously whether she was in trouble – if she’d somehow shirked any of her duties at the alehouse. The back room was a small, airless chamber that doubled as Pik’s office as well as a stock room. It was also where his server girls ate the meals that Pik provided for them. Pik shut the door behind him to direct a penetrating look at Saakshi. Pik-u-Aak had been a trader for four decades, and had a reputation on the station for being a male of his words and for treating his servers well. 
 
    “Do you know a Ketaari Unta-Golar by the name of Urm Ghesh?” he asked Saakshi, coming straight to the point. Pik was never one to beat around the bush. 
 
    Saakshi closed her eyes on a weary sigh. “Yes.” 
 
    “What does he want?” 
 
    “He wants me to spend time with him” she responded wearily, too tired to dress up what the Unta-Golar wanted. 
 
    “Hmm … how long does he plan on being here?” Pik inquired, clearly unsurprised by her answer. 
 
    “He says that he’s applied for a month’s leave and plans to spend it on the station.” 
 
    “A month!” Pik exclaimed, clearly astonished. “I could’ve scared him off for a few days, possibly a week, but if he plans to be here a month, I’m not going to be able to help you.” 
 
    Saakshi’s expression blanched in response, prompting Pik to explain the situation plainly, though not unkindly, to the anxious young girl before him. 
 
    “He could have my contract on you revoked, and have you assigned to him. There is nothing I can do to prevent that.”  
 
    At the blunt words, Saakshi stared back at him in renewed alarm, her eyes huge with worry and exhaustion. Pik sighed softly. 
 
    “I’m guessing that you do not want to spend time with him.” 
 
    She shook her head mutely. 
 
    “Are you sure? He’s only planning to be here a month. Could you perhaps stomach him for a month?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    “No! I’d rather die” she said vehemently. “Not with Ketaari, not with him” she burst out. 
 
    “Alright then. What about the HadKor Captain?” Pik asked. 
 
    Confused by the abrupt change of subject, Saakshi could only gaze back at the Keeyori trader in blank incomprehension. 
 
    “The HadKor that hangs around here looking like he wants to eat you up” Pik explained, a tad impatiently. 
 
    “What about him?” she asked, her bewilderment making it clear that she was all at sea. 
 
    “He has a starship and a mercenary army under his command. Make a deal with him.” 
 
    “A deal?” Saakshi exclaimed. “But I have no currency to pay him.” 
 
    “Do not be a fool, girl! You couldn’t afford his fees even if you had any currency to bargain with. Offer yourself to him in return for his protection.” 
 
    “Offer myself …” she repeated slowly. 
 
    “If you can stomach him, offer to be his lover in exchange for protection from the Ketaari Unta-Golar.” 
 
    Pik paused briefly to muse over his own words. 
 
    “My advice would be to make the offer even if you cannot stomach him. You either go to him or to the Ketaari. For what it’s worth, I haven’t heard anything bad about his treatment of females. He’s been coming to the station for the past couple of years, although he never came here as often as he does since you showed up. He’s not particularly friendly, keeps to himself, and stays off the pleasure houses and game pavilions.” 
 
    “What if he doesn’t accept my offer?” Saakshi asked haltingly. 
 
    “He will” Pik was confident. “The way his eyes follow you around, he will. I may be past my prime, but I would be willing to bet currency that if you make the offer, he will not tarry to accept.” 
 
    Saakshi mused over his words thoughtfully. “And you think he will be a match for the Unta-Golar?” 
 
    “Oh yes! Zoran Hadari-Begur-Kor has quite the reputation in this part of space, for himself as well as his mercenary army. He’s a merc like all the HadKor, but this one doesn’t just live rough from fight to fight. He has himself a fancy war ship retrofitted with the latest weapons, commands a loyal army, and is currently on contract to the Alliance. There’s a reason for the popular saying - when you need serious ilhantu shit cleaned up, you hire a HadKor merc. These Hadari’Kor are bred to fight – they fight dirty and they fight to the death, if necessary. You’ve probably noticed how everyone in Pik’s is careful to steer clear of him. If you make a deal with him, he’ll handle the Ketaari Unta-Golar without breaking a sweat.” 
 
    Pik stared hard at the young girl to make sure his words had struck home.  
 
    “Alright, back to work” he dismissed her. 
 
    Pik waited until she was almost to the door, her back to him, before he spoke again. 
 
    “Saakshi Budheya” he called out gently. “I hope you understand that if you run, I will have no choice but to report you to the Ketaari for breach of contract.” 
 
    Saakshi nodded silently with her hand on the door. She felt a sudden spurt of gratitude for Pik. Brusque, impatient and currency-obsessed Pik - who’d tried, in his own way, to help her out of a sticky situation. She had a lot to mull over and not much time to make a decision. 
 
    “Thank you” she acknowledged softly as she let herself out. 
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    Saakshi ruminated on her conversation with Pik as she went about her tasks. The alehouse was unusually busy for the slow shift, yet Saakshi’s mind constantly mulled over Pik’s suggestion to approach the Hadari’Kor male for assistance. After the first shock had subsided, Saakshi found herself giving the Keeyori trader’s suggestion serious thought. And a few hours of sober reflection made her appreciate his advice more. Under other circumstances, nothing would ever convince Saakshi to even consider striking such an intimate bargain with anyone, let alone an alien stranger. But the Unta-Golar’s threat had thrown such considerations out of the window. Beset by panic and terror, Saakshi clutched at Pik’s suggestion like the last hope of a condemned soul. She knew nothing about the Hadari’Kor male, except for his propensity to drink alone and his ability to put away copious amounts of lethal alcohol. Yet, she’d rather take a gamble on him any day than go to the Unta-Golar. At least, with him, she’d stand a chance. Or so she tried to convince herself. Saakshi knew the Unta-Golar – he was cruel and vicious. In contrast, she told herself, the Hadari’Kor mercenary was a blank slate. The Hadari’Kor male had never tried to accost her or even approach her during all the months when his hot gaze had followed her around Pik’s, she consoled herself. He’d merely looked his fill. His gaze had certainly made her self-conscious but never uncomfortable. She could do this! The mantra kept reiterating in her mind, an attempt to shore up her wavering inner voice when it raised its occasionally inconvenient head to remind her of the bargain she would have to make for protection from the Unta-Golar.  
 
    The mercenary was attractive enough, in a big Hadari’Kor way. He was the first Hadari’Kor she’d ever laid eyes on. Although, since then, Saakshi had observed his occasional companion and a few other Hadari’Kor males, and even one female, aboard the space station. They were built on generous lines as a race with massive light-gray-skinned frames, dark eyes and jet black hair. Saakshi had heard the rampant rumors of adolescent Hadari’Kor tattooing every available part of their bodies with colorful designs. But she had never suspected the whispers to be true until she’d caught a glimpse of the tattoos on the back of the male’s hands and his neck during his visits to the alehouse. He was always attired in a plain black uniform with an insignia on the right shoulder, and trousers tucked into sturdy black military-style boots, the tattoos on his arms covered up by the long sleeves of the uniform. He carried no visible weapons on him, probably because the station’s auto entry sensors were stringent in stripping all weaponry from incoming clientele. When thoughts of the dangerous gamble she was contemplating made her heart beat a little too fast for comfort, Saakshi tried to reassure her inner voice that Pik, who was generally well-informed on station gossip, seemed to not have heard anything bad about the Hadari’Kor male.  
 
    By the time Saakshi was well into her second shift of the day, she had almost convinced herself to approach the Hadari’Kor Captain. When he strode in, accompanied by his occasional companion, Saakshi took it as a sign from the Pura. The Budheya were a spiritual people and their unshakeable belief that their Gods continued to watch over them, despite the daily depredations and hardship wrought upon them by the Ketaari occupation, had been the only solace during these dark years. The silent blessing of her Pura renewed Saakshi’s confidence, helping to silence her inner disquiet while she waited for a lull to approach him. She did catch the occasional glances he directed at her, but they seemed more tamped down and less overt than before.  
 
    At the first opportunity that presented itself, Saakshi hurried over to his table before she could lose her nerve. As she approached him from behind, it was his companion who observed her making her way towards their table. He murmured something to the Captain that caused the Hadari’Kor male’s back to stiffen subtly. 
 
    “Umm … Captain?” Saakshi spoke in Alliance Standard, unsure about how to address him. 
 
    At her softly spoken greeting, his dark eyes snapped up to meet her gray ones. A blaze of hunger slid unchecked into the dark depths for just an instant before he used his heavy lids to screen them from her. When he allowed himself to meet her gaze again, his eyes were carefully devoid of all expression. The blaze had been successfully tamped down. That fleeting look, though, was enough to give Saakshi pause. Her doubts over the sensibility of this course of action she seemed poised to embark on resurfaced inconveniently. As she hesitated, one dark eyebrow arched up fluently in inquiry at her continued silence. 
 
    “Could I have a moment of your time tomorrow … if you please? Any time is fine. I have the day off from work” she finished in a hurry, rushing to commit herself before she could change her mind. 
 
    He assented immediately, his eyes a tad puzzled. He glanced around the crowded establishment. 
 
    “Here?” he asked. 
 
    Damn, I didn’t think about the where. This is what comes of not thinking it through. Perhaps he knows of some place in this blasted station that is private. 
 
    “Umm …” Saakshi hesitated with a quick sidelong glance at his companion who was staring at her in bemusement. “Somewhere private, if … if you know of a place.” 
 
    The Captain studied her, taking in her obvious discomfort. 
 
    “My ship?” he suggested, careful to make his invitation sound like an offer.  
 
    He was giving her a way out if she felt uncomfortable meeting with him on his ship, she realized. And suddenly, Saakshi felt a little better about her decision.  
 
    Thank the Pura; it’s going to be alright. 
 
    She accepted his offer gratefully, only for her expression to fall as she remembered the restrictions on her. 
 
    “I’m not allowed off the station” she informed him haltingly, using her other hand to pull up her right sleeve and show him the ownership bracelet on her wrist. 
 
    The Captain’s expression tightened while his companion let out a gasp.  
 
    “I’ll take care of it” the Captain stated quietly, his eyes on her bracelet. “Does early afternoon work for you?” 
 
    She let the sleeve fall to hide the bracelet again before agreeing to the time, unsure of what he meant by his cryptic words.               
 
    “I’ll meet you here” he said, the dark eyes steady on her. 
 
    Saakshi skipped away, not daring to believe that she’d committed to an appointment with the Hadari’Kor Captain. There was no going back any more. She would, at the very least, have to make him her offer, for she had run out of time. 
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    That night, Saakshi studied her reflection in the small, cracked full-length mirror attached to one side of the dormitory. She saw a young Budheya female of average height and a slight body - produced by a lifetime of not having enough to eat, followed by a three-month stint of near-starvation prison diet. Her best feature was a glossy and thick mane of dark brown hair that had been forcibly cut short at the prison. Her first tips from Trader Pik’s when she had arrived at Keeyor 9 had been spent on quality hair wash. Since then, her hair had grown to her shoulders. Decent skin, nicely-shaped - though not spectacular - gray eyes, a small nose, lips with the bottom fuller than she’d like and, she’d been told, particularly pretty shell-like ears with the slightly pointed tip that characterized the Budheya, completed the picture. As she watched the thin girl in the mirror, Saakshi hoped fervently that Pik knew what he was talking about, because she was not entirely sure that the Hadari’Kor Captain would consider taking on the Ketaari male an appropriate exchange for the dubious pleasure of her body. 
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    Saakshi waited with trepidation at Pik’s the next day, attired in a fresh pair of Trader Pik’s uniform. The only other clothing she owned was the prison work-suit she had on when Pik had first brought her to this station after buying her prison contract. Too nervous about the upcoming meeting to truly enjoy her rare morning off, she had nevertheless managed to sleep in and enjoy a leisurely shower. Seated at a corner table in Pik’s, it felt strange for Saakshi to watch the other server girls try to keep up with orders and carry out drinks. She kept a watchful eye out for the Hadari’Kor Captain, not quite ready to have any of the servers or patrons observe her leaving Pik’s in his company. 
 
    She needn’t have worried after all, for the Captain proved to be the soul of discretion. He strode in punctually, glancing casually around the open seating area to catch her eye, before walking out unhurriedly. It was done so smoothly that Saakshi felt immediately at ease. Obedient to the discreet signal directed at her, Saakshi waited a few minutes before slipping out to meet him, away from the curious glances of Trader Pik’s patrons. The Captain greeted her with a silent nod, directing a curious glance at her uniform. He plunged onto the walkway bordering Pik’s, gesturing at her to stay close to him. Treading the station in the Hadari’Kor male’s company proved to be a very different experience from Saakshi’s daily commute between Trader Pik’s and her dormitory. Necessity had taught her to be extremely vigilant and very creative in avoiding various groping extremities that many of the male and even a few of the female population seemed to feel was their right on this station. The worst behavior was on the lowest ring of the station that housed the pleasure houses and game pavilions on the Trade Sphere. The Captain cut an easy swath through the crowds, his size, aggressive mien and intimidating stare successfully routing people from his path. Saakshi made sure to stick close to him, following in the wake of the path that his aggressive attitude automatically opened up for them. 
 
    He walked them to the upper ring of the Trade Sphere, which provided access to the station’s numerous docking ports. As they approached the station’s auto exit sensors, he pulled her into a little alcove by the pathway. The exit paths that led to the docking ports teemed with people, but the crowds here were thinner than the hordes that jammed the main walkways of the station. The Captain used his big body to shield her, providing them with a measure of privacy in their little nook.  
 
    “Show me the ownership bracelet” he directed quietly, his eyes on the sleeve of the uniform that hid her bracelet. 
 
    Saakshi pulled up the sleeve just enough to expose the broad bracelet welded to tightly encircle her wrist. The Captain pulled out a tiny, circular and silver-colored disk to attach it efficiently to her bracelet, before tugging down her sleeve to hide the bracelet again. 
 
    He clasped her palm firmly in his larger one to tug her gently towards one of the exit paths. Saakshi resisted, fearful at the knowledge that she was liable to be carted back to prison in breach of contract if any exit sensors detected her presence. That would entail serving out the rest of her sentence in a Ketaari prison, and possibly a longer prison term. 
 
    As she hesitated, the dark eyes glanced down at her. 
 
    “Trust me” he said simply, in his deep, husky voice. 
 
    As her eyes tangled with his, Saakshi reminded herself exactly why she was willing to risk being carted back to a Ketaari prison. Here she was, about to make the riskiest and most dangerous gamble of her young life with this stranger she knew nothing about. Was it a gamble worth attempting, she asked herself one last time. As the picture of the Unta-Golar she would have to face soon rose in her mind, Saakshi hardened her heart. Perhaps this was another sign from the Pura. If she couldn’t even trust this stranger’s word to get her through the auto sensors safely, she might as well give up right now and return to her dormitory.  
 
    He waited, the black eyes on her, seemingly content to allow her to make the decision. Something in the stillness of his body and his attitude of infinite patience pushed Saakshi to acquiesce mutely. He reached for her hand again, the act slow and deliberate, clearly giving her the chance to change her mind. Saakshi took a deep breath to hold onto the warm hand that clasped her smaller one so confidently. He walked them safely through the exit sensors and into a tiny pre-programmed shuttle. Once in the shuttle, Saakshi let go of the breath she had been holding, her heart slowly ceasing its incessant pounding. She slumped against the wall to watch him punch in their destination. Soon, they were on their way, being zoomed directly to a docking port. 
 
    Cocooned in the privacy of the tiny shuttle and almost dizzy with relief, Saakshi turned her awestruck eyes on the Hadari’Kor male. 
 
    “How’d you do that?” she asked him, awed by the ease with which he had circumvented the station’s exit sensors. 
 
    He changed his stance slightly to glance down at her, his eyes glinting with amusement. 
 
    “Managed to impress you, hmm?” the husky voice was slightly teasing. 
 
    Saakshi nodded mutely, amazed by his ingenuity and resourcefulness. Over time, the Budheya rebels had learned to circumvent a lot of Ketaari technology, mostly because it was Budheya technology adapted for and packaged up to look Ketaari. But she had never seen anyone bypass auto sensors so easily and with such little fuss. 
 
    “It’s called a suppressor” he explained. “It masks sensor data with its proximity. In your case, it took your bracelet out of the equation, rendering all the information embedded in it invisible to the exit sensors.” 
 
    “Then what … how did the sensors allow me to exit?” Saakshi stammered, confused by his words. 
 
    “Space travelers now carry mountains of data embedded in them,” he answered easily. “All sensors are calibrated to detect certain tags from an individual passing through them. The suppressor allowed other data embedded in you to override the tags from your bracelet. In essence, it fooled the sensors into allowing you to pass, based solely on the information from your ID chip. The sensors treated you like everyone else – allowed you to exit after recording your ID data into their logs. No one will know that you left the station unless they explicitly search through the station exit logs.” 
 
    “How could you be sure I had an ID chip?” she asked curiously, puzzled by this aspect. Wouldn’t the exit sensors generate an alarm if they couldn’t read any information from her, she wondered. She was aware that the Ketaari Imperial Forces had embedded a standard Budheya identity chip into her when they’d sold her prison contract, but he wouldn’t know that. Not for sure, anyway! 
 
    “That bracelet on you cannot function without a basic ID chip” he responded with quiet confidence.  
 
    He certainly knows his tech. Hmm, I guess a mercenary requires skills other than simply being a terror on the battlefield. Or perhaps he’s savvier than the average Hadari’Kor mercenary, since he commands an army of them. 
 
    Either way, Saakshi was seriously impressed with both his expertise and resourcefulness. The whole idea was ingenious! Every space traveler had an identity chip embedded into his body, encapsulated with all the information required by planetary and space station automated sensors and other territorial border controls. The chips were even known to occasionally function as credit cards for those who chose to not carry a personal tablet device for such purposes. Saakshi’s wrist had been shackled with the ownership bracelet when her prison contract had been sold to Pik. Embedded in the bracelet were details of her contract and prison term, as well as a locator signal that could be activated to enable the Imperial Forces to track her down if she ever made a run for it. Once the suppressor made the tags embedded in the bracelet invisible to the station’s auto sensors, the only information the sensor would read from her was that encapsulated in her ID chip which did not specify her travel or movement restrictions. The suppressor had allowed her to successfully masquerade as a normal traveler on the space station. 
 
    “How … where did you get the suppressor from?” she asked.  
 
    And how did you acquire one so quickly? 
 
    “I called in a favor from the friend of a friend” his eyes were still lit with amusement at her awed reaction. 
 
    “Wow” she murmured softly. 
 
    For a moment, she stared down at the bracelet on her wrist, now hidden under the sleeve of her uniform, before holding out her arm for him to detach the suppressor device still attached to her bracelet. 
 
    Saakshi followed him onto his sparkling ship, where the Captain ushered her to an empty ante-room off the main hallway. He closed the door behind them for privacy and invited her to be seated. Seats thronged the chamber, though the Captain parked himself by the wall to lean against it, his stance casual with his arms folded across his chest.  
 
    “What can I do for you?” he inquired blandly, his face impassive. The teasing male from the shuttle who had indulged her with an explanation while enjoying her undisguised admiration and wonderment was gone. 
 
    Saakshi’s courage almost failed her as she stared at the big alien with the inscrutable face. She had come this far, she reminded herself, jumping to her feet to pace nervously in a tight circle before him, her arms clasped defensively around her waist.  
 
    “I have a proposition for you” she directed at the ground while continuing her perambulations. 
 
    “I’m listening” he responded unhurriedly, the dark eyes watchful of her jerky movements. 
 
    “It’s a little awkward” Saakshi muttered. 
 
    “Take your time” he invited quietly. 
 
    Saakshi paced a few more circles before taking a deep breath. She faced him, not quite managing to meet his eyes, all the while conscious of his gaze tracking her. 
 
    “I … uh … I’ve noticed how you look at me in Pik’s.” 
 
    She chanced a fleeting glance through her lashes at him. The dark eyes held an arrested expression in them as he stared back at her, his big body held rigidly still. His gaze collided boldly with hers.  
 
    “And …” he prompted.  
 
    “And I was wondering if you’d be willing to protect me if I ... umm … agreed to become your lover” she managed to stammer out, a far cry from the polished speech she’d spent most of her morning practicing. 
 
    “What?” the big male barked, coming off the wall aggressively to lunge at her. 
 
      
 
    AMAZON 
 
      
 
    www.petralandon.com/The-Mercenary 
 
      
 
  
  
 images/00011.jpeg
-

# h v =
~ PETRA [ANDON

F





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg
THE
MERCENARY





images/00014.jpeg
{ERPASSION FLAMES AMIDST THE EMBERS OF A SMOLDERING AR, WILL ONE
WARRIOR'SSQUEST FOR JUSTIGE BRING A MIGHTY EMPIRE 10 175 KNEES ...

g >
! THE
EMERCENARY

I HE WAR CHRONICLES






cover.jpeg
THE ZENKOTI
g (





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
THE ZENKOTI FABLES
BOOK 1

STAR CHILD

AWAKENING

s o

PETRA LANDON





images/00004.jpeg
(7%
AUTHOR






images/00003.jpeg
THE ZENKOTI FABLES





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





