Series: Quinten Tamlan #2
Quinten goes after the man who killed his wife…
After seven years of enforced isolation, Quinten Tamlan is back on his game and he wants
the head of Faks Somen, now leader of the Mitres Raygun pirate cartel, on a platter.
There’s only one problem: he only has one ship and two other crewmembers, and that’s
not good enough to go up against a well-protected gang of cutthroats.
Knowing he needs allies, Quinten attempts to track down the old members of the ST
Alliance, but they’re all dead. The only people willing to assist him are an old pirate and the
son of someone he once had a lot of respect for. But the old pirate is the mother of the
man who last betrayed him, and there’s something very mysterious about Delee’s son.
Meanwhile, Faks is holed up somewhere, laughing at him. But, Quinten vows, not for
much longer.

2016 update: This book, previous titled QUINTEN'S REVENGE, has been re-edited for this
edition. Additionally, a compact list of people, places and things is included.
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Chapter One

"I

don't understand, grandpa. Why let me come with you on this jaunt and then not let
me do a skeevin' thing?"

Quinten sighed and looked around. Once again, he wondered whether he had done the

right thing in bringing the Perdition's young engineer down to Lesotho Drift. His preference
was for his quieter second-in-command, but Saff--with her too-white skin and obviously alien
features--would have stood out against the Drift's mostly human population. He knew he
could have told her to shift into someone more human-looking, but she had pre-empted him.
The minute he had broached the subject of a drift visit a few days ago, she began talking
about the urgent needs of her beloved hydroponics garden, looking at him with those huge
black eyes of hers and, the next thing he knew, he was drift-bound with a chattering monkey
of an engineer beside him instead.
"I hear the drifts are max with all kinds of things you don't find dirtside." Despite the lack
of encouragement from his commander, Toy Cenredi pushed ahead. "Whatever your, er,
heart desires. Girls, boys, quasi-animates. I think we should--"
Quinten jerked his head, killing the conversation before it got embarrassing for either of
them. “Look.”
Down the half-flight of stairs that was the boundary between drift sections, someone
flashed a blue light three times in quick succession.
"Come on," he told the younger man, and headed off without hesitation.
Quinten didn't like drifts. They were useful places for picking up black-ray equipment and
concluding illegal deals, but they were also chaotic agglomerations of barely spaceworthy
vessels, pieces of them peeling off and suddenly shooting away as merchants shut down,
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were run off or got the urge to try their luck somewhere else.
It had taken a month of careful navigation to get the Perdition to the drift and it bothered
Quinten that the terse directions he had been given upon contact with his buyer might now
land him in a tight cul-de-sac about to be blown into hard vacuum. His fingers twitched by his
side and he shrugged his shoulders, feeling reassured as his armour tightened against him, a
pliable sheath of protection that had already protected him through several dangerous
situations.
The end of Lesotho's Teal section was marked by a thick scuffed line next to a hatchway
that had once been a vibrant blue-green. Quinten took note of the lowered flooring of
Carnelian section and stepped through. Thankfully the corridor was short, ending in an open
hole through which the ends of a metal ladder were fastened. When Quinten reached forward
and tugged at it, the entire frame shook. His lips tightened. This was exactly what he didn't
like about drifts.
Behind him, Toy's voice was high and a little breathless. "Hey grandpa, wait up! Where
are we heading?"
"Down."
Quinten took the treads two at a time, landing on the dark metal floor with an audible
thump. When he turned, the barrels from three weapons were pointed in his direction.
"Yeah yeah. Down. I heard that bit. I'm not deaf..."
When Toy's voice petered out, Quinten gathered that he, too, had finally become aware
of the situation.
"We were told you're Quinten Tamlan," the leader of the three men said, his voice
muffled. His hair was dark and unruly and a hand-worked, crudely-patterned metal visor
obscured the lower half of his face.
"That's right," Quinten replied. From the way they were spaced, clearly out of each
other's line of fire, he knew the men facing him and Toy were professionals.
"Quinten Tamlan's dead. Died seven years ago."
"And resurrected last year." A smile tugged at Quinten's lips. "Listen, gentlemen, why
would I be masquerading as a dead man? Surely I could find a safer profession--and name-if I bothered to think about it for a second."
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The leader looked unsure. "Scan 'em," he directed the man to his left, while a finger
tightened on the trigger of his weapon.
The second man did as he was directed, pulling a small rectangular instrument out of his
jacket pocket and directing it at the two standing by the ladder. With a quick downward
glance, he looked at the result and put the gadget back in his pocket. "They're clean."
The visored man beckoned them with the muzzle of his gun. "Go on ahead. But if there's
any funny business, just remember that I'm directly behind you."
With a small nod, Quinten followed the man who had scanned them. The leader inserted
himself between Quinten and Toy. Quinten presumed the third man was bringing up the rear.
As they walked, the tight space and claustrophobia of the stairwell opened out into what
appeared to be the cargo bay of an interstellar freighter. Small groups of people moved
between cramped stalls, offering everything from thruster units to mining rights, all overseen
by a cadre of watchful drift security personnel. The gaze of the closest flicked over Quinten's
unmasked face, then to the man behind him, before he deliberately looked away.
Conversations bounced between the unadorned metal walls, rising in volume as the group
neared the centre.
"Keep walking," the leader told him, shouting above the noise. "Third corridor on the
right."
The prod of a gun barrel emphasised the instructions. Quinten kept going.
They turned down the third corridor and the hubbub died down behind them.
"The boss says he wants to see you," the leader said as they stopped at a nondescript
door. He glanced significantly at Toy. "Alone."
Quinten gave the face behind the visor a pitying glance. "Is he really that scared of a
scrawny kid?"
The man's eyes narrowed. "The boss ain't scared of nobody."
"Then..." Quinten shrugged, allowing the lazy movement of his shoulders to complete
the sentence.
There was a tense moment before Visor slammed the access panel. He almost threw
Toy in when the door slid open. Quinten entered more casually. When the door shut, they
were trapped in almost total darkness. The silence was absolute. Quinten couldn't hear the
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hum of ventilation or the sound of breathing. It was as if they had entered another world.
"They say you're Quinten Tamlan," a voice said from out of the thick dark. It was low and
throaty and somehow...wrong, as if the speaker's throat had once been damaged.
"I am," Quinten replied evenly. In the blackness of the cabin--or was it bigger? a few
cabins joined together perhaps?--he couldn't gesture to Toy but hoped the boy was prepared
for whatever might happen.
"Who is this skeeve, grandpa?"
Toy's voice sounded demanding, but Quinten knew enough by now to hear the unease
in his engineer's voice.
"Ah, a family affair," the voice said with a laugh. "I like that."
Quinten started. Damn, the instructions he had been given were very specific, but he
knew he should have brought along his vision enhancement visor. "I--" He stopped. The
relationship between him and Toy was nobody's business but their own.
"Word on the wind is that you're after chrystilium powder," he said instead.
"I may be."
Silence descended.
Irritated, Quinten turned towards the door. "Look, we've obviously come at a bad time.
Maybe when you're ready to deal, you can--"
"How much do you have?"
Quinten froze and once more faced the direction of the voice, although he knew as well
as anybody that that single point of reference meant nothing. He had used the same trick of
misdirection several times in the Perdition's cargo bay.
"Chrystilium powder? I have two hundred and twenty kilograms."
“Is that your entire shipment?”
“I have two hundred and twenty kilograms,” Quinten repeated. “Take it or leave it.”
"Is it pure?"
Quinten snorted. "Would I be here if I had that much pure? It's Grade B-1. Still good
enough for industrial purposes and easily refined to A, if you have access to the right
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equipment."
"As I do," the voice assured him. "How much do you want for it?"
"Three kilo-credits per hundred."
"As I'm after two point two centuries, that would make this deal six point six kilo-credits.
Tell me, Quinten Tamlan, where did you get the merchandise?"
Quinten willed his body to remain relaxed. "Thinking of going into business for yourself?"
"I am merely curious about the powder's provenance."
Quinten smiled into the darkness. "I'm sorry, but my source is none of your concern. I
can guarantee its grade, however."
"It's just, I've heard rumours. A jacking of a Security Force cargo-liner out by the
Deathdrive Cluster, for example."
Quinten pinned an expression of boredom on his face. "Did you?"
Just because he couldn't see his host didn't mean his host couldn't see him.
"The Republic didn't say,” the voice continued, “but my sources tell me that the haul
included almost two tonnes of chrystilium powder."
"Did they?"
"Your...merchandise wouldn't have come from that interaction, would it?"
Quinten tightened his lips. "If I had that big a stash, do you think I'd be dealing it out in
such small amounts?"
"You would, if you were smart. And if there's one thing my sources also agree on, it's
that Quinten Tamlan was a very smart man."
Quinten frowned. "Was?" His voice was frigid.
The voice chuckled. "Forgive me. Tamlan has been considered dead for so long, it can
get a little difficult reversing the state in one's mind."
"Fair enough,” Quinten inserted some irritation in his tone, “but do you want the powder
or don't you?"
"I have already transferred six point seven to the account you nominated."
That wasn't right and unease skittered up Quinten's spine. "I thought we agreed on six-
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six."
"Consider the extra amount a tip. Appreciation for an interesting conversation. My men
will escort you back to your embarkation point but I expect the merchandise to be unlocked
by the time you get there."
"It will be."
"Then we have concluded a successful negotiation, Tamlan. And please feel free to get
in touch with me again should more powder fortuitously fall into your hands."
The door slid open and in the shaft of sudden light that illuminated the room, Quinten
rapidly scanned the space. It was large, that much he was sure of. It was also completely
empty.
"Come on," he said to Toy, and walked out.
As they were escorted back down the corridor, Quinten thumbed the comm button in his
suit.
"Saff?"
The smooth voice of his second-in-command sounded in his ear. "The money has been
transferred, Quinten Tamlan."
"All right. Let's conclude this transaction."
There was the slightest of hesitations before Saff's voice came back. "The contents of
Holding Cell 890, Teal sector, have now been unlocked." Quinten gestured to Visor, the
leader of their three-man escort. "It's done," he said. “Teal Cell 890, as agreed.”
Visor nodded, then frowned. He put a finger briefly to his ear and to the more obvious
comm unit, glittering like a gem, on his tragus. After a couple of seconds, he jerked his head
at his two companions.
"Then we're done too." And the three of them melted into the cacophony of the cargo
bay.
Quinten glanced at Toy, who looked unimpressed by what had transpired, and he
remembered Venkat Digby's words about the hard life Toy had endured before ending up as
the best natural engineer on Ferncoal Five.
"Come on," he said. "Let's grab a drink somewhere before we head back."
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Toy's face instantly brightened. "You mean it?"
"Sure, why not? Didn't you say you haven't been to a drift before?"
The young man looked around, a grin splitting his face. "Sure haven't. Are they all like
this?"
Quinten's encompassing gaze was more jaded. "Sometimes they're even more chaotic."
Toy barked out a laugh, amused by the joke. Except, it wasn't a joke. But the engineer
would learn in time.
"I thought I saw a likely bar on the way in," Quinten said, "or, at least, what looked like a
bar. Let's go find it.”
It wasn't that Saff didn't like people drinking on the Perdition, but Quinten got the feeling
that, after her experiences at the Rannler facility where she had once been imprisoned, she
had developed a rather entrenched attitude towards any kind of narcotic. Of an evening,
when Quinten liked to pour himself a glass or two of nu-vodka, his alien crewmember hadn't
said anything, but the additional stiffness in her already upright posture had spoken volumes.
Kiel--his wife, now long dead--would have laughed at the idea of such a temperate addition to
the Alliance and, thinking on it, Quinten's lips quirked. He felt like a child sneaking out on his
parent and wondered if Toy felt the same.
The joint, when they finally came across it, was only a ten-minute walk away from where
their shuttle was tethered. The opening where the establishment joined the major
thoroughfare of the drift was jagged and uneven, but that didn't stop a steady flow of traffic
into and out of what Quinten surmised had once been a pleasure-liner. The ship's lighting
cast a warm glow onto the smooth flooring outside, which was as good an invitation as
Quinten had seen. He wondered a little at the ship's history as he gestured Toy in.
"Old Satin class," his engineer said, as if reading his mind. "See that seam over there?
That's where they used to plug in customisations. Base unit was seven metres long but you
could extend it out to about fifteen, twenty metres without losing intrinsic hull integrity under
power. I'd say this tub must be close to seventy years old." He thumped a bulkhead. "Still
solid, though. I've heard stories of second-raters passing off fake Satins as legit, with hull
metal only tissue-thick. This one looks to be the real deal."
Toy shared his knowledge with a casualness that spoke of long intimacy with ships.
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Sometimes, looking at the engineer's youthful face, Quinten forgot that the boy that had been
gifted to him by his old engineer, Venkat Digby, had as much hardware experience as any
veteran mechanic he had ever met.
"I'm going to grab whatever passes for a beer," he said, finding a small table and
indicating that Toy should take one of the three stools that encircled it. "What about you?"
Toy craned his neck as he drank in the anarchy of his surroundings, his attention clearly
divided. "Whatever you're having, grandpa, sounds fine by me."
Quinten joined the throng of people at the long bar, quizzing the bartender briefly when
he reached the head of the line. After a moment's consideration and a brief wait, he
zigzagged his way back to the table with two chilled bulbs.
"Y'know," Toy said, as Quinten sat down and dealt out the drinks, "I had heard of drifts. I
mean, who hasn't? We used to work on all kinds of craft at Ferncoal Five and, while you tune
the thrusters, you get to talking." Toy shook his head. "People told me stories, sure, but it still
doesn't compare to the ultimo reality of the place."
"Don't think it's all beer and kilo-credit deals," Quinten warned him. "Remember that
drifts are only set up where people think there's something to exploit." He looked around.
"Lesotho's been around a little longer than most, but I bet the welds holding this joint in place
can be busted in thirty seconds flat and then we'll all be sucking vacuum while the owner
hightails it out of the sector as fast as the engines can fire."
It was the wrong thing to say. Mention of the danger element only brightened the glitter
in Toy's eyes. Quinten remembered what a man once told him about Toy looking up to him
as one looks up to a father, and thought that, if that were true, he was failing dismally at the
job.
"So you never got a chance to go offworld while you were at Ferncoal?" he asked the
younger man.
"Are you kidding? Even Venkat played it safe and hardly moved out of the system. If he
wanted anything done, he'd get his wife, Stead, to do it for him."
"Somehow, I thought he'd have his own ship."
"Course he has his own ship, but you know drak about engineering shops, grandpa. Part
of the contract means that, while you're cleared to work on any Republic hardware, any ship
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of yours--and that includes your own private property--is fitted with tracers. People can come
to us, no problem, but you need to be extra careful if you want to go to anyone."
"If I know Venkat--"
"You think he's got a sweet little getaway primed somewhere? I'm sure of it. But if he did,
he didn't tell me about it."
Quinten took a deep slug of his drink. It was cold and fizzy and, if he didn't want to think
too closely on what might have constituted the ingredients--probably a good strategy to follow
on a place like Lesotho—the taste might even be classified as...adequate.
Toy followed suit, licked his lips and the grin on his face grew broader. "Hey, this stuff
doesn't taste too bad."
Quinten had to wonder about the preferences of someone who preferred the dubious
provenance of drift beer against the clean taste of nu-vodka.
He shook his head, thinking that--despite the hard life his engineer had led--Toy still had
a lot to learn, when the first prickle of unease hit him. The shadow of another customer had
been standing behind him. That, in itself, wasn't cause for alarm. The joint was cramped and
they had been lucky to snag a table when they had. But the shadow hadn't moved for almost
a minute, and Quinten hadn't heard any snatches of conversation to indicate that the person
behind him was indulging in chit-chat. In fact, there was such an unnatural curve of absolute
silence around him that he hadn't even come to a conscious conclusion before he started
rising, his hand reaching for the concealed and shielded weapon integrated into the thigh of
his suit.
He only got a few centimetres off his stool when he felt the hard muzzle of something
lethal jabbing into the back of his neck.
A raspy voice said quietly into his ear: "I know all about fancy suits like the kind you
wear. I know you could probably withstand a point-blank discharge. But my weapon's nimbus
could probably fry your brain in the process. You want to risk that, frent?"
Quinten stared straight ahead. "No," he said calmly.
Opposite him, Toy's eyes were wide, but Quinten shook his head slowly, telling the
engineer to relax.
"My boss wants to have a word with you. In the back. Get up slowly and don't try
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anything smart. One move and I have instructions to kill you where you stand."
Quinten knew his suit could withstand a barrage of weapons fire but both he and Toy
had left their helmets back in the shuttle. It had seemed a good idea at the time, sacrificing a
degree of safety for better peripheral vision within the drift's chaotic environment, but that
benefit had now clearly evaporated.
"We're getting up," Quinten said slowly.
When he straightened and turned, it was to see a pair of men confronting them. They
must have been well known because the other patrons studiously ignored them, and those
that appeared even a little curious were quickly schooled to blankness by not-so-subtle elbow
jabs and head jerks.
"Let's go," the first man said. "Into the back."
With Toy trailing him, Quinten started walking to the back of the old liner. What was this?
A robbery? A double-cross from their chrystilium buyer? It didn't feel like either. Puzzled,
Quinten let himself be prodded into a dark corridor. There seemed to be a lot of them on
Lesotho. When a door opened against what appeared to be a solid wall, he wasn't surprised.
The room they entered must have been half the size of the customer area at the front,
decorated sumptuously with thick folds of fabric looping through ceiling hooks, fluttering flat
against the walls whenever they caught a blast of air from the ventilation ducts. The floor was
covered with rugs that were a woven mix of organic and artificial textiles. To one side, a low
table was set up, surrounded by cushions made from the same fabric as the rugs.
Quinten's eyes narrowed. If he didn't know any better, this looked like the kind of place a
lekkie-The figure at the end of the room turned. He was human, swarthy and portly, with a huge
handlebar moustache perched above his upper lip.
"Hid," Quinten said, frowning, "is that you?"
The man held up a finger. "One moment please." He had a small padd in his hand and,
as he watched, it chirruped. The man sighed, then strode forward, almost pushing the two
guards out the door.
“Go, go,” he said, “I'll call you if I need to.”
The men, clearly confused, stumbled outside and the door slid shut in their faces.
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"Quinten Tamlan," he finally said, throwing his arms around Quinten to give him, then
Toy, a quick hug before leading them over to the low table. "Forgive me and the abrupt
method of my introduction, but I thought you were dead."
Quinten relaxed. "What are you doing on Lesotho, Hid? I thought Apse Drift, out by Dice,
was your home?"
"Apse got raided three years ago,” the fat man said with a sigh. “Sit, sit, and I'll pour you
some wine. Suthe vintage, quite rare, much better than the swill I serve up-front." He
matched action to words, pouring dark purple liquid from a slim flask into three hammered
metal goblets. "The Space Fleet raided and, well, I had to get out of Apse in a hurry, didn't I.
Luckily, some of us got a tip-off but it was still a close call. I managed to escape by the
trailing tube of a leaky suit, frent Tamlan. A leaky suit.”
He shook his head and settled himself in cross-legged comfort at the table. “I moved
from place to place, then stumbled across Lesotho. There are quite a number of other Apse
refugees here too. So far, business has been good, but I always keep one foot in my evac
pod, if you know what I mean."
Quinten sipped at the liquid in the goblet and nodded in appreciation. "You always knew
how to live in style."
"Being a trusted middleman has its perks," Hid admitted, "but it took many years to get
into such a position. But now it's my turn. When my informants picked up the sniff of a deal
with Wran the Chemist, I was flabbergasted. Quinten Tamlan, I thought to myself, coming to
my drift? So I ask you, are you really Quinten Tamlan, as my little scanning machine seems
to think, or a cleverly reanimated corpse? And who is this young man with you?"
As succinctly as he could, Quinten filled Hid Chanding in on the past eight years of his
life--the loss of his beloved, Kiel Souiad (Hid nodded; he had already heard the news), the
betrayal by the Neon Red cartel, the rescue mission at the Rannler facility, an experimental
base for bio-experiments (he left out the bit about his second-in-command, Saff, being the
result of one such experiment), and then introduced Toy as his engineer. Throughout the
retelling, Hid remained quiet, listening intently and nodding.
"And this man, Toy," Quinten said, concluding his story, "is Hid Chanding, one of the
most cunnning lek-bops in Republic space."
Toy frowned as he pointedly looked around Hid's cabin. "No lekkie I ever knew had stuff
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like this."
"Don't mistake the small-time bop for a true lekkie," Hid said. "You're talking about
planetary dealers you've known, I take it?"
At Toy's reluctant nod, he continued. "Dirtside merchants and procurers are small-time,”
he explained, with a dismissive twist of his lips. “Things can go right for them as often as they
can go wrong. Raids, weather, supply-demand issues. Most of those whom I know live from
deal to deal, even the big players. You don't want to get caught in a bribe vice with a lot of
liquids in possession. Better to spend big and live large while you can.
"Once off dirt, however, your options expand. A stash of liquids here, a stash of liquids
there, a bit of diversification," he spread his arms out, "as you can see, a little luck and a dash
of risk and you can retire on your own moon, if you live long enough."
Comprehension dawned on Toy's face and he looked at Quinten in surprise. "You used
to run drugs? For this guy?"
Quinten shrugged. "Kiel showed me that there may be multiple paths to the same goal."
"Ah, your wife," Hid breathed. "Kiel Souiad. Both beautiful and wise. The galaxy dimmed
when her light was extinguished."
"In a way, that's why I'm here on Lesotho, Hid," Quinten said into the silence.
Chanding shook his head slightly but, undeterred, Quinten forged ahead. "I'm after Faks
Somen."
"Does he, by any chance, belong to the Mitres Raygun cartel?"
"He runs it."
"Then this becomes a personal affair," Hid demurred, with a small wave of his fingers.
“None of my concern, I'm afraid. I can't afford to get involved in vendettas, not in my position.”
"But before I get to Faks,”Quinten said, his voice tight, “there's another group I'm after.
The Neon Reds."
Hid laughed, but it was uncomfortable. "I've heard of them. They're a bunch of children!"
"That bunch of children sold me out to the Republic, Hid."
"But it obviously failed. After all, you are here, aren't you, not locked up in some Republic
prison. Or exiled to Bliss."

16

Gilgan by KS Augustin Sample
"The only reason it turned out that way was because the trap had other plans." It was
clear from the dryness of his tone that Quinten wasn't about to expand on his statement.
"Mestoo sold me out, Hid. You may be stuck here on Lesotho, but you've had dealings with
the Neon Reds, I know you have, so don't try to fob me off with an innocent ‘I've heard of
them’ statement. That's not going to fly with me. We all used to run in adjacent sectors,
remember? You must know where they are."
"Are you sure you want to do this, frent?" Hid's voice was heavy and tired.
Quinten's voice hardened. "Hold on to your precious reputation if you want, Hid. You
don't have to give me an exact location, but you can give me an approximation, and that'll be
good enough. I think you owe me that much."
"Then you haven't heard."
"Heard what?"
"The Neon Reds were destroyed almost a year ago."
Quinten rocked back on his cushion, as if struck. "Destroyed?"
"Word on the wind was that they got some kind of big haul. They were on their way to
their home base after collecting it when they got caught by a Space Fleet sweep team. What
few survivors there were were sent to Bliss."
Quinten's voice was quiet. "Mestoo? Breit?"
"Both those persons were blown to atoms, perhaps a better and quicker fate than Bliss.”
Hid stared at him. “So, you see, your desire for revenge is misplaced."
"All gone," Quinten repeated to himself.
The deaths of Ifola Breit or Setino Shaw, from the God's Harness, weren't a tragedy. In
fact, Quinten would have called it a rough kind of justice and was sure Saff, his second-incommand, would agree. But Mestoo? When Quinten had planned revenge on the Neon
Reds, it had been a nebulous idea, involving lectures and maybe an exploding ship or two.
Maiming Ifola Breit hadn't been out of the question either. Quinten would have emptied
Mestoo's treasury, but not killed the man. After all, hadn't the cartel's betrayal led directly to
his sense of once more connecting with the universe? In a convoluted fashion, Mestoo had
done Quinten a favour.
"I didn't know," Quinten said. “I hadn't heard.”
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The drug-dealer shrugged. "And why should you? The operation was swift and the cartel
was a small player."
Despite the casual words, the lekkie was watching him closely. Quinten wondered why.
“Was this all your doing, frent Tamlan?” Hid asked slowly.
Quinten stared at him. “My doing?”
“You act shocked, yet there are rumours tying you to the tragedy. I took no notice
because, well, I thought someone else had taken to using your name. A death wish, I said to
myself, and thought no more of it. Then you walk into Lesotho done up in that suit of armour,
a swagger in your walk, and an old lekkie like me begins to wonder.”
“What do you begin to wonder, Hid?” Quinten’s voice was steely.
Hid’s hands fluttered over the tray of drinks and the half-drunk goblets of wine.
“You must see things from my perspective, Tamlan. I don’t hear about you for years. Not
since the death of Kiel Souiad. Then, suddenly, you’re here, you’re there. The Neon Reds
speak of you in connection with some aberration of nature.” Hid’s eyes widened. “A creature
of laksiya,” Hid used the old Gaur term meaning “unnatural appetites”. “There’s a strike on
Rannler, something you yourself just told me about. Those who know of Rannler say the
facility dealt in strange science, torture, murder, and melding of different species into killer
mutants.”
Not knowing what to say, Quinten remained silent.
“You escaped Rannler, despite being in the custody of the best bounty-hunter in known
space, and now you’re here, supposedly healthy and in one piece, when none before, in the
history of the Republic, has managed to set one foot near a place like Rannler and survive.”
The room behind Hid began to sway but, when Quinten blinked, it solidified again.
“And so you think I informed on the Neon Reds to the Republic?” he asked.
“It sounds like such a trivial matter, does it not, for a man who has come back from the
dead? But maybe such a man is smart enough to deflect blame? Maybe such a man thinks
like a machine, weighing risks here and there, and comes to the conclusion that a single
surgical strike is best.”
Quinten nodded. “You do think I told the Republic about Mestoo and his gang.”
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The background wavered again and then Hid himself was segueing in and out of focus.
Quinten tried to get to his feet. Failed. Losing balance, he crashed across the low table,
sending cups flying and streams of garnet wine splashing onto the floor. He tried turning his
head, to yell at Toy to get out, but his mouth refused to obey his commands. Only his brain
obeyed him to the end, and he thought, “You traitorous bastard, Hid Chanding,” before
darkness came and scooped him up in her soft arms.
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Chapter Two

W

hen Quinten regained consciousness, his head was thumping like a tecton-sledge
and he had a bad taste in his mouth. He was also feeling bitterly cold. Looking

down, he noticed he was sitting in a small chair in his underwear, a thin sheath of moisturewicking grey satin that covered him from elbow to knee. On the positive side, he wasn't
restrained.
He was still in Hid’s private quarters--or an extremely accurate facsimile--and the mess
he vaguely remembered making across Hid’s table had been cleaned up. He was in front of
its bare surface now, as if waiting for a meal to be served.
A sound made him turn around and he saw Hid’s two security guards at the door, one on
either side of the panel. Knowing he wasn’t going to get any kind of decent answer out of
either of them--one never did--Quinten faced forward again. Seconds later, the door behind
him whooshed open. The figure of Hid Chanding sidled into view.
“Would you care to explain this, Hid?” Quinten asked.
It didn’t make any sense. His suit was gone but he wasn’t tied down. If his old lekkie
friend had thought to make some Republic money out of him then, by rights, Quinten should
be in the hold of an enforcer vessel at that moment, and not still in a back-room of Hid’s joint.
“Where’s my engineer?”
“That young man who accompanied you? I sent him back to your ship.”
“You sent him back?” Quinten frowned. “What are you playing at, Hid?”
“I mean you no harm, frent Tamlan,” the lekkie assured him, his fingers fluttering in front
of him. “I am merely after clarification.”
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“What he means,” another voice behind him cut in, “is that I strong-armed him into
meeting you so I could find a way off this heap of scrap.”
Quinten’s head jerked. He knew that voice! The memory was old, rusty. He was about to
crane his neck around when she, too, strode into view. His memory of her voice wasn’t
perfect but it didn’t need to be when he gazed into features familiar to that of a pirate he had
once dealt with.
“Erna Oisyn.”
She nodded and seated herself at one of two other low chairs in the room. “Quinten
Tamlan, in the flesh.”
Hid took the third seat, between the two of them along the curve of the table. The
facilitator’s position.
“Erna Oisyn requested this meeting, Quinten, upon hearing of your appearance on
Lesotho.”
Quinten sent a speaking glance to the dealer. And who tipped her off, Hid?
The lekkie shrugged in reply, not a trace of guilt on his face.
“Considering the power of armoured suits like yours,” he said, “we thought it wise to
liberate you of it until this negotiation is at an end.”
So Hid was playing it straight. Quinten had used the lekkie, and sometime arbiter, a
couple of times when he and another business party couldn’t come to agreement on a deal. It
only worked, of course, if both parties knew and trusted the drug-dealer. And it was in Hid’s
personal, and economic, interest to ensure that as many people as possible trusted him.
"All right, Erna," Quinten said, "what do you want?"
"I knew Kiel Souiad and her family before you did," Oisyn began.
Quinten shifted but kept quiet. It was true.
"And I truly believe that it was that association, and an act of charity, that made you
trade with my son's cartel for almost a decade." Her lips tightened and she swallowed. "I
must believe that, or else denounce you as the basest human that ever sailed Republic
space."
"Your accusation would only work if you had some evidence of that," Quinten said.
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Meanwhile, Hid sat, as still and silent as a rock in space. He obviously thought that Oisyn had
some right to offload her troubles on them.
"Din Mestoo was my son,” Oisyn said, “but that didn't mean I agreed with everything he
did. When he came to me with the plan to betray you by using some alien assassin, I argued
with him."
"Why did he do it, Erna?" Hid asked. "From what you told me, the relationship between
the Neon Reds and Quinten was amicable. Why start trouble at all?"
Oisyn's voice was flat. "Because trouble had already been started. Our largest cache of
merchandise had been discovered and destroyed, and two of Din's ships had been netted
while trying to escape. One of the crew--we didn't know who at the time--told the Space Fleet
where Din was. When he was captured, rather than being killed, he was offered a deal."
"Duress, Quinten," Hid said quietly, as if Quinten didn't realise that already, damn the
man.
"When Din came to me to explain the plan, I tried to talk him out of it, but he had already
agreed to do it. At first, things went well. He told me the assassin had been transported over.
"He wasn't happy," she added sharply, jerking her head up to glare at Quinten, "but what
was done was done, and it was up to the rest of us to live with it.
"When we lost news of you and your ship, we assumed that everything went to plan, that
the Republic had you and had done whatever it was it wanted to do with you. We lost our
cache but we got our two ships back. As was proper, we hunted down the traitors--there were
two of them--and executed them."
"It all came to a head eight months ago," Hid added.
Oisyn nodded. "We were getting back on our feet. I was, somewhere else, but stayed in
touch with Din. He had scored big, he told me. A ship full of Republic spare parts, brand new,
worth a planetload of kilo-credits. He was heading back for Chimpect when a sweep team
found him. But I don't believe it."
"Why not?" Quinten asked.
"Because you don't send twenty Space Fleet destroyers on a routine sweep." She
sighed. "Our flagship was vaporised in an instant. I heard later that there were some
crewmembers who made it to the pods, but the fight happened in open space and the
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Republic had also set up a magnetic draw-net. Nobody made it out.
"The moment I heard, I took off. I didn't head for any of our old haunts; that would have
been too obvious. I struck out in the opposite direction. Three months ago, I hit Lesotho and
met up with Hid here. I've been here ever since."
"Erna Oisyn runs some errands for me," Hid said, "but I think we both know that that
arrangement is coming to an end. Word is, Lesotho is overdue for a raid and I make it a point
to travel light."
"Hid has already been more charitable than I could have expected," Oisyn cut in, "but he
has his own life to lead, and I must find mine again."
Quinten looked over to the dealer. "You can't tell me you've been waiting for me all this
time, Hid, because that's what this is all starting to sound like."
The lekkie shrugged. "Serendipity, frent. The universe has her ways."
Quinten rolled his eyes. "What's the deal? I take Erna Oisyn off your hands, I get my suit
back and we all walk out of here in one piece?"
"A gesture like that would go far in reestablishing yourself as a man of honour. If we
arrived at such a resolution, I would be energetic in squashing any rumours to the effect that
you conspired with the Republic to destroy the Neon Red cartel, or that you still harboured a
laksiya on your ship."
Quinten thought about it and finally let his breath out. "Where exactly do you want to
go?" he asked Erna Oisyn.
Her gaze was steady. "Anywhere from here."
"What do you bring to my ship, besides another person wanted by the Republic?"
"I was second dealmaster to Setino Shaw."
Quinten shrugged. "I'm not a cartel."
"In that case, I'm a hard worker. I know enough about ships to be able to help in every
section."
"I hear you're short of crew, Quinten," Hid added.
"You seem to hear an awful lot, Hid, considering you supposedly thought I was a corpse
until a few hours ago."
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Hid was unrepentant. "A good lekkie doesn't stay alive if he's too honest. All I have to be
is honest enough."
"And if I don't agree? Don't give Erna safe passage?"
Hid shook his head slowly. "I would rather you didn't. That decision wouldn't hurt me as
much as it would you, but I would still feel great disappointment. After the joy of finding you
alive again, that would be most tragic."
Quinten got to his bare feet. "Then get my suit and you," he stared at Oisyn, "get your
things together. I want to be out of this ageing hulk in five minutes."

Quinten pressed his comm unit the moment he cleared the bar.
"Saff, are you there?"
"Quinten Tamlan." There was only a hint of surprise in the alien's voice, which meant
she was crazy with panic.
"Don't say anything," he said. "I'll explain once I'm on board. Get Toy down here with the
shuttle straightaway."
"He's already waiting for you. Tether Three."
"Thanks, Saff. See you soon. Tamlan out."
He didn't glance sideways to see if Erna Oisyn was with him. He didn't need to. He could
feel her striding forward, matching his pace step for step, her soft-pack slung casually over a
shoulder.
All she had left in the universe, in that one bag.
With a grimace, Quinten quashed the errant thought.
"This drift gonna blow soon?" she asked.
Quinten looked down at her then. "No. Why do you ask?"
"You're walking like it's disintegrating behind your back."
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He exhaled and slowed his steps. "Better?"
"I was just making an observation, Tamlan."
Quinten tightened his lips and didn't reply. When they reached the tether section, he
easily picked out the Perdition's engineer. Toy was nervous, hopping from one foot to another
as if dancing on hot coals.
"Jeez, grandpa," he burst out, when he caught sight of them, "what the fuck happened
back there? One moment, I was drinkin' the lekkie's skeeving wine, and the next thing I know,
I'm back at the skeeving front of the skeeving joint--"
Quinten cut in. "We're getting the shuttle and heading back to the ship. Now."
The engineer turned. "Sure, but it sure got fucking nasty, know what I mean? Who's
this? You know her, grandpa? She your mother or something?"
Erna's response was quicker than Quinten would have credited her with. In one swift,
smooth move, she reached forward, grabbed Toy by the ear and twisted it.
"The name's Erna Oisyn." Her voice was calm. "You can call me Erna, Oisyn, 'O' or
even, in an emergency, ‘hey you’. Anything else will not be tolerated. Got that, young man?"
Toy cast a terrified glance in Quinten's direction, but Quinten schooled his features. After
what had happened over the past few hours, any stab at levity was appreciated. Glancing
between woman and young man, he decided he was a rock. An appreciative rock, but a rock
nonetheless.
"That's enough, Erna," he finally said, "or we'll never get off this accretion of metal."
"Good point," but she made sure to glare at Toy for a full second after releasing him.
"Go get the ship," he told Toy with a jerk of his head.
"Sure thing, grandpa." Toy glared back at his new adversary before surging ahead of
them along the wall.
Like most drifts, Lesotho didn't have a sophisticated multi-ship docking arrangement and
the existing facilities fell into two major camps.
Sometimes, an interested individual pulled up a freighter, jammed it endwise into a likely
piece of drift wall and turned the vessel's unused cargo bays and accommodation space into
a docking complex for four to six other ships, depending on the size of the original freighter.

25

Gilgan by KS Augustin Sample
The vessel owner would then make money from docking fees and, sometimes, a bit of
middleman work such as simple repairs.
The more common—and less skilled—arrangement was to use a single, smaller ship
and expand a single bay into a docking facility. Ships docked and crew embarked and
disembarked one ship at a time. Upon initial docking, tether crews would weld a temporary
hook onto the visiting ship, thread on an available woven cable and use small explosive bolts
to disengage the vessel. The blast would send the ship soaring away from the drift, but still
connected to the docking bay via the cable. When the visitors were ready to depart, their ship
would be reeled in. Once the fee was paid, the hook would be knocked off and the vessel
free to leave. Only a few ships had ever been more than superficially damaged by colliding
with each other while dangling in space. Sometimes, when a hook failed, a ship might drift
out into the void but, for an extra fee, the tether crews had solutions for that too. Because the
number of ships that could be tethered was more a function of the competence of the tether
crews than of available space, it was a more lucrative option than using a freighter. In fact, if
the crew was skilled enough, a dozen or so ships could be connected to a single bay, held
taut by their cables like some kind of monstrous fishing expedition.
Thankfully, the Perdition's shuttle suffered neither damage nor escape although, in the
end, it took a tedious fifteen minutes to reel their ship in, and there was some wrangling over
the fee payable. Finally, after tossing in a "tip" of fifty credits, their shuttle was positioned at
the receiving bay and the cable hook removed with a little more than usual care.
"Let's get out of here," Quinten said, when the hatch sealed shut behind them.
"You said it, grandpa." Toy glanced backwards at the third person in their party, seemed
to come to some conclusion, shut his mouth, and sloped towards the small cockpit.
Quinten strapped himself in next to Oisyn. For one, he didn't trust her fully. And two, he
wanted to be in a position to at least indicate to Saff that everything was okay before his
second-in-command took it into her head to blast Oisyn the moment she set foot on the
Perdition.
Toy only gave them a brief warning, "Hold on," before he banked sharply away from the
drift. Quinten looked beyond Oisyn and out the nearest porthole. As difficult as it appeared,
Lesotho was even uglier on the outside than it had been on the inside: scraped metal, dents,
chaotically arranged beams of light stabbing at space and, further out, small glints of metal,
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indicating tethered ships dozing at the end of perilously connected cables.
Oisyn sighed. "Makes me nostalgic, a sight like that."
She glanced at Quinten and smiled. "I grew up on a drift. It was home for many years
before my parents got it in their heads to settle dirtside. But once it gets in your blood, a drift
never lets go."
Quinten didn't know what to say. He had been brought up as the child of privileged
parents, engineers that the Republic had relocated from system to system as needs
demanded. Quinten had seen more of the galaxy in the first twenty-five years of his life than
most Republic citizens would see in their lifetimes. When he met Kiel Souiad--his love, his
heart--he turned his back on his parents and a lucrative scientific career and instead joined
her to form the ST Alliance, a rebel group with a vision of overturning the Republic.
And it all seemed to be working. They commanded a ship (two ships!), a crew, and a
plan. Until it all came apart at Gilgan, when an old friend double-crossed the both of them. At
least Quinten had survived, which was more than could be said for Kiel. The last he had seen
of her, she was drifting away from him along a barren moonscape, globules of blood ejecting
from a bright red tear in her chest. The moment was eternal, his entire existence distilled to
one spear of pain, then his vision clouded and all he could hear was his own heartbeat and
gasps of thin air, and Venkat's voice shouting out, "Lift! Lift!" through the mist of grey that
engulfed him.
The memory dimmed, slipped back into his unconscious mind, as Quinten concentrated
on the present. He didn't know what to say to Oisyn, and so kept quiet.
It took another thirty minutes for the shuttle to rendezvous and dock with its parent. Even
before the rumble of the engines had died down, Quinten vaulted out of his seat and jabbed
at the access panel. When it slid open, he stepped out and strode up the ramp. And thus he
was the first to see Saff at the end of the Perdition's corridor, her body completely still, a laser
rifle in her hands.
Quinten held his hands up. "We have a guest," he said quickly. "She's okay. She'll be
with us for a little while."
Saff stared at him, then her gaze flicked behind him.
"Who is she, Quinten Tamlan?"
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"Her name's Erna Oisyn." He'd better get it all out into the open. "She's Din Mestoo's
mother."
"Mestoo?" Saff's trigger finger twitched. "Mestoo of the Neon Red cartel?"
Quinten put down his hands. "That's right. Let me explain."

"She's got the same look as Venkat's old lady," Toy said, reaching for a drink bulb. "Like
she's just waiting for me to step out of line so she can whap me across the skeevin' head."
He screwed up his face. "She's already done it once."
Saff gazed at the young engineer across the kitchenette table, then turned to Quinten.
"Is this a wise move?" she asked.
Quinten shrugged. "I know Hid won't give us away, and if someone like Erna Oisyn
knows our approximate whereabouts, I'd rather be in a position to know hers. What have you
got her doing?"
"She's clearing out some quarters," Saff replied, blandly.
Ah yes, the old Perdition tradition. If Oisyn wanted somewhere to sleep, she was going to
have to carve it out of the storage containers herself.
"So she's cartel debris," Toy said, his voice unrepentant. "How long's she going to be
with us, grandpa?"
"That," Quinten admitted, "is a very good question. A part of me is tempted to drop her at
the edge of Chimpect, her home sector, and let her find her own way from there. But if she
gets picked up, and the Republic find out who she is..."
"She will not be able to withstand Republic interrogation, Quinten Tamlan."
"Yes, I know."
There was a charged silence.
"I only met Captain Mestoo twice," Saff said suddenly. "Once, when he docked at
Rannler to, receive me. The second, and last, time when I was transferred to the God's
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Harness. He was a pirate but there was a certain gentleness beneath his manner."
Quinten stared at the shapeshifter. Was she displaying compassion?
"What are you trying to say, Saff?"
"It appears, from what you related of Erna Oisyn's story, that Captain Mestoo was as
much a victim of the Republic as we are. And so is his mother."
"This is a working ship," he reminded her sharply, "not a charity barge."
"A working ship with only three crew. I have remained silent these past few months,
Quinten Tamlan, but now appears to be a good time to ask: what are your plans?"
Quinten felt as if he was on the wrong end of an interview and, judging by Toy's gimlet
expression, his engineer wasn't going to bail him out anytime soon.
"All right," he said, looking from one to the other. "So far, my priority has been to build up
capital. If we're going to go after Faks Somen, we need the best and latest in tech, especially
when we only have this one ship. As wonderful as she is," he added, lightly patting the wall
behind him.
"We jacked all that chrystilium," Toy added, "but you refuse to offload it in a single hit. All
this messin' around, jumping from one drift to another orbital, using up fuel, is costing us,
grandpa."
"Would you rather be locked in a detention facility? Offloading a large amount of powder
at any one time is just asking for trouble, especially when there are only a handful of bulk
dealers active, and I'm pretty sure half of them are on the Republic's payroll. Much better to
split the goods into small stashes and sell them off individually across multiple sectors to
dealers we know are legitimate."
Toy slouched in his chair, looking bored. "Yeah, whatever you say."
Saff regarded him with her large, dark eyes. "When are you anticipating upgrades to this
ship?"
"I was going to start soliciting quotes after we left Lesotho."
"And now?"
Quinten spread his hands. "Now we have Erna Oisyn and, quite frankly, I don't know
how much I can trust her."
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"You trusted me on less," Saff said.
"That was a different situation."
"No it wasn't, Quinten Tamlan. In fact, it was one very similar to this one. Regardless of
what the engineering shops, and Mr. Cenredi, can do, the fact remains that, even running at
peak power, the Perdition is still under-crewed."
"You're saying we take Oisyn on." Quinten's voice was flat.
Saff nodded. "Yes. We have no choice."
"Now that's what I like to hear," Oisyn's voice broke in.
Three heads swivelled, watching the older woman as she entered the room.
"There's nothing like dealing with a bunch of desperate people to give you a negotiating
edge." She looked at them, one to another. "And it looks like you need me as much as I need
you."
"Did you finish cleaning out the cabin?" Quinten asked.
Erna raised her eyebrows and let them fall. "I've been mucking out ships for longer than
you've been alive, Tamlan."
His lips tightened. "In that case, those will be your quarters for as long as you're on
board."
"Which might be longer than you're expecting," she said. "If you're going after the
Rayguns, you'll need more than a smart-mouthed young kid and a mysterious laksiya."
Quinten eyed her, speculation in his gaze. "And you're volunteering to help us?"
"I've got nothing better to do."
"What is this, Erna? A death wish?"
"What if it is, Tamlan? If it's my choice, then the why of it isn't any of your damn
business, is it?"
They stared at each other before Quinten jerked his head. "Pull up a chair. You might as
well hear what we have planned."
He waited until Oisyn seated herself before continuing.
"Toy, before our visit to Lesotho, I asked you to come up with a list of upgrades and to
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prioritise them, from critical to cosmetic. Care to run us past the basics?"
Toy smirked and puffed out his chest. "Y'know, she's not a bad bird. Smart of you to jack
a prototype, grandpa. Showed real intelligence as the Perdition was filled to the gills with new
tech. New for five years ago, that is. The lack of a regular maintenance schedule hasn't
helped. We have systems shutting down that would have still been spinning silk down rusty
creases if someone had thought to check on them every now and then."
Quinten rested a heavy gaze on the engineer. "Get to the point."
Toy shrugged, unabashed. "All I'm sayin' is, we could've saved ourselves some liquids if
you'd looked after her a bit better."
"Consider me reformed."
"Yeah, whatever. I suppose you got me and Saff now, and that's a huge improvement."
He must have caught the darkening of Quinten's expression because he hurried on.
"Anyways, as I was saying, we put in those EM bafflers recently and they're sweet but they're
not fully integrated with the rest of the ship's systems. I've been reading up on radiation
scoops and I think we can capture some of the waves we've been baffling and shunt them
back into the ignition loop. If we do it right, we could be looking at a two per cent power boost
at sixty-five per cent efficiency."
Quinten nodded. "Put it on the plan. High priority."
"Then there's weapons. Till now, the Perdition has been betting on those long legs of
hers outclassing the competition. Worked fine against sweep teams but if you're thinking of
going up against a static target like this Somen guy -- y'know, actually going out to look for a
fight -- then we're too lightweight. We can force our way out of an ambush, but put us in a
position of a sustained ship-to-ship or ship-to-planet battle, and we'll be blown out of this
universe in less than ten minutes. I guarantee it."
"That's more a shield problem than weaponry."
"They're supposed to work together, grandpa, know what I mean? But you beat me to it.
Our shields will need some serious work, as well."
Quinten frowned. "Power, shields, weapons. Is there any work we need that isn't quite so
critical?"
"As I said before, she's a sweet ship. Her kernel is the latest and best, although I can
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always tweak things here and there, know what I mean? And we don't have to worry about
too much rewiring because we have lots of spare capacity. After all, she was meant to carry a
full load of combat troops, not two humans and a gardening-crazy alien."
Judging by her serene expression, Saff didn't take offence at the slight but Quinten had
to restrain a betraying twitch of his lips. If there was one thing that surprised him about his
second-in-command, it was the obvious joy she felt at tending the plants in Hydroponics.
"We may have some additional requirements," she said, unperturbed. "I, too, have been
reviewing the available literature, Toy Cenredi, and I believe we have sufficient capacity to
extend our food support systems to animal protein."
"Animal protein?" Quinten repeated. "What's that supposed to mean?"
Images of small, four-legged animals careering down the Perdition's main corridor rattled
through his head.
All Saff would say was: "My research is ongoing and, as yet, incomplete."
Quinten knew that tone of voice. Experience told him that pursuing the topic would be a
waste of his time, so he dropped it. When Saff was prepared to share her project, he would
be listening.
He ticked off points on his fingers. "So we're looking at work on shields, weaponry and
our power systems. What about sensors?"
Toy shrugged. "No problem, so far."
"Saff, you wish to start a farm, it seems. Need any additional resources for that?"
"Not for the time being, Quinten Tamlan."
"Which leaves you, Erna. Do you have any idea where you can best fit in?"
"Cooking?" Toy suggested, his expression brightening.
Erna looked disgusted. "You want a decent meal, young man? Learn how to make one
yourself. I may be an old woman, but that doesn't mean I'm going to tuck you into bed and
mop your brow if you get sick."
Quinten decided to bring the conversation back on track. "Besides being the Neon's
second dealmaster," he reminded her, "what else did you do on Din's ship?"
"I dug out information."
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"What kind of information?"
"You know the type, Tamlan: potential deals, opportunities in others' misfortunes, the
latest on who's informing on whom."
"Saff does that," he replied, flatly. "And there's nothing that a human can do that can
match her."
"Sure, I know a lot of aliens have abilities that we don't have. But, when all's said and
done, they aren't human, are they?” Oisyn flicked a glance at the alien seated opposite. “No
offence but when it comes to the nuances of non-verbal interaction, the cultural references,
the historical jibes, they can't get that, can they?"
Unwilling to concede the point, Quinten stayed silent.
"That's where having a human in your crew can help," Oisyn said. “If it'll make you feel
any better, consider me the human sounding board.”
Pushing the chair back, Quinten got to his feet.
"I'll take it under advisement." His voice was curt. “Toy, detail your requirements and
send them to me.”
With a curt nod to the other three, he left the room.

33

Gilgan by KS Augustin Sample

Chapter Three

"Like I said, she's cartel debris."
Saff stopped applying fertiliser to the young pea plants and stared down at the Perdition's
engineer.
"That is an unkind thing to say."
Toy wriggled an eyebrow at her, plucked a bright green leaf from a budding tangle of
stems and twirling tendrils, and popped it in his mouth.
"C'mon, Saff, the old man isn't here. You don't have to play it so straight with me." He
chewed and swallowed the fragment of greenery. "You can't tell me you're happy either,
having her onboard."
Saff turned back to her chlorophyll-stacked charges. "Why would it bother me?"
"You're skeevin' me, right? She waltzes in, some has-been mother of a has-been pirate
cartel, and suddenly you're stuck watering the skeevin' plants, while she's having a one-onone conversation with our captain?"
Saff moved on to the next section of plants. "I'm still unsure of your point."
"My point is," he enunciated each word clearly, "she's usurping your position. Y'know, as
first officer on this tub."
"There is much you don't understand."
Saff paused, and thought on that for a second. She would never have believed that she
would ever utter such words, especially to a human. But, nonetheless, she was correct.
"Maybe it has to do with your past," she said, and could almost feel the ripples of
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agitated air hit her skin as Toy quickly straightened.
"And what is that supposed to mean?" he demanded.
"You forget," she said, in the most serene tone she could muster, "I saw you when you
first approached us, when you first approached our shuttle at Ferncoal Five."
Toy looked down and shuffled his feet. "Yeah, well, that was then. Anyway," he looked
up quickly, "what about it?"
"You struck me as being very…young."
Toy snorted, and the gesture made his thin shoulders buckle slightly. "Yeah, young
enough to survive on Ferncoal's streets."
Saff moved to the next row and, as she anticipated, Toy followed her.
"Young enough to know extremes," she said, "but too young to understand subtleties."
"Subtleties like Erna Oisyn getting chummy with grandpa?"
"I don't begrudge her such a strategy. In her place, I would do the same thing. Have done
the same thing."
"And what are we supposed to do in the meantime? Sit back and let everything go to
drak while she strategises her way into grandpa's bed?"
There was more than righteous anger in Toy's voice, but Saff didn't know how to
interpret it. Despite Quinten's loyal silence in the kitchenette, Oisyn had been correct—there
was much about human interaction that still eluded her. She wondered if even a
Transitional's long lifetime was enough to fully understand the species that had dominated
the galaxy so quickly and ruthlessly.
"Erna Oisyn is without a home," she told Toy. "As someone in a similar situation, I
understand her motives. You are also in a similar situation. You should understand her as
well."
Or maybe that was the problem. Had the young human somehow understood too well,
and was now imputing motivations to the older woman that didn't exist? Motivations that he
somehow found personally disturbing?
She faced him fully. "What is bothering you, Toy Cenredi?"
Toy shook his head violently but, beneath the energetic movements, Saff detected a
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beseeching look in his eyes. This human was asking her for...understanding? Help?
Saff didn't know what to do.
"Ah, just forget it. Forget I said a fucking thing."
He stormed out of Hydroponics and Saff watched him leave.
A lifetime wasn't enough, she decided, not even to understand a single human being.

Quinten tried running down Oisyn, and finally caught up with her in the Perdition's small food
preparation area.
She looked up at his approaching footsteps.
"I thought Din's crew was slovenly," she said, by way of greeting, "but you three appear
to be in the race to beat their reputation."
Her voice was dry, bordering on waspish, but Quinten didn't take offence. In point of fact,
he had started making a habit of tracking Oisyn's whereabouts on a daily basis, surprised to
find that he enjoyed talking with her.
"It's a big ship, and there are only three of us," he said, by way of explanation.
"It's a big ship, but there are only three of you." She finished wiping down the counter
and stepped back to admire her work. "Don't tell that smart-mouthed engineer of yours that I
did any of this, do you understand?"
Quinten grinned. "Wouldn't dream of it."
She looked up at him then and shook her head. "Do you know what you're doing,
Tamlan?"
He leaned back against a wall and crossed his arms. "I don't understand."
"You think I don't want justice for what happened to Din and his crew? I know what they
did to you, but they were galactic small fry, a bunch of two-bit skeeves looking to survive the
best way they could. I'll agree that they deserved punishment for what happened, but they did
it because they were coerced. In the end, you got a new crewmember and they," she faltered
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to a stop, and swallowed.
Quinten saw a sheen of liquid in her brown eyes, but said nothing.
Oisyn tightened her lips and continued. "They got swept up and taken out like asteroid
slag. Doesn't seem fair, does it?"
"There are a lot of things in this galaxy that aren't fair, Erna." There was steel in his
voice.
"I could be feeling very bitter over what happened," she said. "But what's the use?
Revenge isn't going to bring back the dead, is it?"
"Are you trying to tell me something?"
"You told Hid and me that you're after Faks Somen, after what he did to Kiel at Gilgan."
"He killed her." Quinten drew his lips back. "She was supposed to be the woman he
loved but, when things didn't turn out the way he liked, he staged the ambush at Gilgan and
invited us in like animals to the slaughter. It might not have been his actual blaster that did
the deed, but Faks Somen bears every gram of responsibility for what happened to Kiel as
the person who actually pulled the trigger."
"And what are you going to do, Tamlan? Hunt him down and kill him in return? Laugh in
his face while you shoot him at point-blank range?"
"Thanks for the imagery. Sounds like a wonderful fantasy to me."
"Then what? Somen's son, daughter, niece, nephew, bonded partner, comes after you
and kills you?"
Quinten shrugged. "I'll deal with that when it happens."
"And meanwhile, while you're on a one-man crusade with this ship of yours, the Republic
gets away with killing whoever it wants?"
"I know what it was Kiel wanted, Erna." Quinten raised his voice. "I know well enough
what her wishes were, and I don't need someone like you to remind me of them. But I'm not
letting Somen go free while I still have a breath left in my body."
"Word is," Oisyn said carefully, "you let Somen go free for seven years."
Quinten said nothing, then let out his breath in a long whoosh.
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"Yes, that's true. But it doesn't change a thing, only delayed the inevitable for a while."
Oisyn shook her head. "Tamlan, if I was thirsting for revenge, someone might be able to
understand it. ‘She's old’, they might say, ‘what else does she have to live for?’. But you're
different. You still have decades ahead of you, the core of a competent crew,” she looked
around, “the kind of ship that my Din never had. Maybe it's time you concentrated on the
future, rather than the past."
"I can't face the future until I've closed the past, Erna."
"And that's your final word?"
He looked at her. "I've thought of nothing else for the past year."
She pursed her lips. "Well, never say I didn't try to talk you out of your nonsense."
A smile touched his lips. "I wouldn't dare." He paused and decided on a change in topic.
"How are things going?"
"You mean on this ship?"
He nodded.
"That Saff of yours, the woman Hid described as a laksiya back on Lesotho?”
Quinten nodded.
“She's a sharp one."
"That she is."
"When Din first told me about what the Republic was planning, transferring an assassin
to your ship, well, I didn't know who he meant. If I had been able to see her, even watch her
for a little while, I would have warned my son even more strongly against the plan. It's plain to
see that one has plans inside plans inside plans."
"I trust her with my life," Quinten said. It was only the truth.
Oisyn threw the cloth down. "I'm not saying she's not trustworthy, Tamlan. I'm just saying
you're lucky to have her on your side. And as for that engineer of yours, where did you dig up
the kid?"
"Let's just say he came highly recommended."
"And is he as good as his boasts?"
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"Don't ever tell him I said this, but he's better."
Oisyn barked out a short laugh. "Ha. You have a well-matched crew, then."
Quinten nodded once. "I tend to think so."
"You know that it isn't enough, don't you?"
She waited until she knew she had his full attention. "The Neons used to rub up against
the Rayguns every now and then. Space isn't as big as it appears when you're both looking
for the same kind of prey. But we made it clear that they were out of our league and they
made it clear that we could never compete with them, so I suppose they could afford to be
nice from time to time. Occasionally, we'd meet up on neutral ground and swap gossip.
They'd boast about what they had, what kind of marks they were targeting, how many
sweeps they'd eluded.
“Whatever the Mitres Rayguns used to be, Tamlan, they're twice as strong now under
Faks. You go in with such a stripped-down crew, and he'll turn you to ash in a split-second."
She watched his face. "You know I'm only speaking the truth."
"What do you expect me to do, Erna? I can't turn my back on this, not now."
Oisyn sighed. "That's what I was afraid you'd say. Anyone sticking with you on this
adventure might as well be committing suicide. You will give them a choice, won't you?"
"I don't have to answer that question, Erna, not from you."
She nodded, as if not expecting any more.
"I've been working on the door systems," she finally said. "I went through the storage
bays and found that quite a few of your hatches were sluggish. Looks like not many people
have been opening doors on this ship over the past few years."
Quinten felt himself relax as the conversation veered to a more practical topic. "As you
say, I've only got a skeleton crew."
"I rerouted power through the secondary systems while I overhauled the primary
conduits. I figure my next job is to get the secondary systems repaired as well."
"I didn't know you were an electronics expert."
"Back when we first started the Neons, we didn't have many hands. The more we could
do for ourselves, the safer we were. I learned to do a lot."
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"Well, thanks. I appreciate the work."
"Think of it as paying my way."
He paused for a second. "Your way to where?"
Oisyn looked down at the counter for a while, in deep thought. When she looked up and
met Quinten's gaze, her brow was furrowed in concentration.
"You're sure you want me out of the way, eh? Well, in that case, Credis would be an
option if...you're not headed that way, are you?" she asked sharply.
"Credis?" Quinten shook his head. "That's past the Barrens. From our present position, a
round-trip would take more than a year and, as you yourself pointed out, I have other plans."
Oisyn chewed her lip. "Just as well, I suppose. I don't have anything I could offer in
return for asylum." She paused. "I also have a sister. She's a teacher. We don't like each
other too much, but you know what they say about family; we're blood, so she'll have to take
me in."
"And where is she?"
"Scribus sector."
Quinten's eyebrows shot up. "Scribus? You're not serious? That's next to Tor."
Her voice was dry. "I know where it is, Tamlan."
"You want me to drop you off within fast scout range of the centre of the Republic? After
warning me that going up against Faks Somen is suicide? You're not thinking, Erna."
"She's close to retirement," Oisyn said. "For all I know, she could be retired already. If
so, she won't stay in Scribus. I know her well enough to know that she's been angling for a
small place around Marentim. Those sectors are known to be a bit free-and-easy by Republic
standards."
"Travel from Scribus to Marentim isn't cheap, not unless you have your own ship. We're
talking four crease-jumps and lots of time in transit. To be honest, I didn't realise teachers
earned that much."
"Five crease-jumps," she corrected. "But you don't get to be a Pedagogue
Superintendent without stashing away some kilo-credits."
"I thought you said she was a teacher."
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"Even teachers get promoted, Tamlan."
"And high-ranking teachers tend to inform first and suffer pangs of conscience later." His
voice was dry.
Oisyn frowned at him, not liking the implication. "We may not have a lot in common, but
my sister's no Republic stooge."
But Quinten was already shaking his head. "No, I won't risk it. I can set you down in
Chimpect, if you like, and you can find your own way to Scribus."
"At least let me talk to her," Oisyn said. Absently, her hands reached for the cloth she'd
discarded, and she clenched it in her fists. "You can route the call through whatever nets you
want. All I ask is that you let me find out where she is."
Quinten watched her while he considered her request. Routing was a delicate business,
especially when secrecy was required, but both he and Saff had enough knowledge to send
secure communications all over the known galaxy. And the stress in Oisyn's voice, together
with her anxious movements, indicated that what she was asking was extremely important to
her.
"All right," he finally said, calculating the risk to his ship as extremely low. "Give the
details to Saff. She can make your call when she has some spare time."
A small smile cracked Oisyn's worn features. "Thanks, Tamlan. You won't regret it."
"I'll hold you to that, Erna," he warned her as he kicked away from the wall. "Don't forget
it."

Considering the vastness of Republic space, finding a safe place to stay for a while was not
as easy as it seemed. Other Republic planets, where the Perdition could camouflage itself
among similar ships and beings, were burdened by the risk of being informed upon. Sweep
teams were often equipped with sophisticated equipment that could find a small stash of
needles in planetary orbits. Crease exit and entry points were randomly patrolled, and
interplanetary deserts provided little cover and potential for resupply.
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In the end, Quinten decided to do a lazy tour of the Ninklin sector, a part of the Republic
that was roughly equidistant from the Fodox Stellar Barrens and the edge of the Morhea
sector. Unlike Marentim, Ninklin was a law-abiding region of Republic space and, as a result,
the Space Fleet had chosen it as a hub for a number of black-ray communications arrays.
Arrays that Quinten was going to use as his own personal communication channel while
arranging for custom work to be done on the Perdition.
It took a week of back-and-forth with the rest of the crew for Toy to eventually decide on
his final requirements. In his opinion, one that he expressed to anyone within earshot, Saff
was reasonable to work with when it came to upgrades and priorities, Oisyn was annoyingly
pedantic and Quinten questioned everything. But, despite the insurmountable odds, he had
completed his task, the requests had gone out and—three weeks later—quotes were already
starting to filter back, bounced from array to array, encrypted, compressed, torsioned, then
unbent again so they could be made sense of.
Quinten relaxed in the chair in his quarters and ran through the most promising of the
replies.
A black-ray shop in the Voltaire sector was willing to handle most of the upgrades that
Toy had sketched out, but admitted some difficulty with the sensor systems.
Quinten frowned and flicked his glance to the next quote.
A facility in the Todrex sector, on the way to Morhea, said they could do it all, but it
would take time.
He tapped his fingers against the desk while he perused another offer.
A third shop, much closer, was able to handle only half the work but promised a sizeable
discount if Quinten threw the tasks their way.
Quinten re-read all the proposals, prioritising the various functions in his mind. He knew
it would make sense to get Saff to check out each of the shops, as a sanity check, before he
made a final decision.
Of course, he could take the easy way out and point the Perdition towards Ferncoal Five.
Venkat Digby, as engineer to the old incarnation of the ST Alliance, would gladly take on all
the work, and charge a reasonable price for everything. Quinten couldn't do it. Visiting
Ferncoal Five twice in such a short time might draw attention to him...and Venkat. As
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discussions with Saff made clear, if she had been able to find a pattern in his ad hoc trading
with the Neon Red cartel two years ago, then someone else could find the connection
between him and Venkat, and he was too cautious a man to risk it.
He flicked through other tasks on his to-do list.
The call to Erna's sister had been transmitted—Quinten made sure he had stayed in the
nondescript storage room that doubled as a transmission studio while the message was
being recorded. This was to ensure that Oisyn didn't drop any hints of their location. So far,
no reply had yet been received.
The ex-pirate was turning out to be a solid worker, no doubt using her productivity as
bait to stay on the ship. Without her cartel, and with her son now dead, Quinten thought he
could easily guess her way of thinking. She probably didn't have many options left, and
surmised that throwing in with the Perdition's crew was the closest she was going to come to
continuing her life in space. It affected people like that sometimes, he knew. To live
planetside, after a life spent among the stars, was like a lingering disease, leading only to
death.
If Quinten tallied up all the tasks that were his responsibility as captain of the ship, he
had to admit that everything was progressing well. Unfortunately, Oisyn's words during their
talk in the kitchenette kept coming back to haunt him.
While there were no dark problems looming on the horizon, her basic question
remained. Did he have enough of a crew to go up against Faks Somen? They had raided
Rannler facility—freeing Saff's people who were held there—with less, but that attack had
been a surprise, a reviled shapeshifter double-crossing her Republic masters by bringing
their armed and prepared quarry to their unsuspecting doorstep.
Where the Republic had expected a prisoner, Saff had brought an avenger, and Quinten
and his small crew had escaped with no lives lost, except for those Transitionals who
believed it was beneath their dignity to follow a human to safety. In the humming quiet of his
quarters, Quinten sometimes thought of those aliens who had remained behind. Were they
now dead? Sent to the prison planet of Bliss? It had stopped being his responsibility when
they refused his offer of freedom, and he wondered if Saff ever thought of what she could
have said to convince more of them to follow her.
Still, regardless of the outcome, Rannler was the first raid the new ST Alliance had
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tackled, and it had done so successfully. It had been the same with the chrystilium raid in the
Deathdrive Cluster. However, Faks Somen, according to Oisyn, was another matter entirely
and, unfortunately, she was right.
Suspicious, alert, figuring all the angles, Faks was everything that the base personnel at
Rannler and Deathdrive weren't. As head of the Mitres Raygun pirate cartel, the fortunes of
the gang ultimately relied on him and, if Oisyn was right about Faks multiplying the cartel's
might, he looked to be doing a good job of it.
An added complication was that the pirate knew Quinten, knew the way he thought. This
was no bunch of Republic-trained strangers that Quinten had vowed revenge against. His
target was his best friend, the man who had lost and then murdered the woman who had
become Quinten's wife.
Quinten's uppermost thought was whether, in his promise of vengeance, he was actually
leading his crew into a trap. Rannler had been a special case, Deathdrive had been the
triumph of energy over inertia. Of the two, Rannler had been the more difficult, and Quinten
knew he would have had no chance of pulling off the raid if it hadn't been for the active
participation of Vigo Halan, bounty-hunter and unpredictable friend.
Vigo had disappeared into the background static soon after the Rannler hit, and Quinten
had tried several times to track her down, if only to thank her for her help. He hadn't
succeeded. If Vigo was still in the land of the living, Quinten hadn't heard from her in almost a
year. Which left him with three crew, one ship and several very important questions.
Oisyn was right. Quinten needed more people, more allies, a bigger crew. But from
where?
A thought occurred to him. It was faint, nebulous, a mere whisper stroking his neurons
but, by the Universe, if it was right...
He punched the comm panel. "Saff, are you there?"
"Yes, Quinten Tamlan."
"I have a job for you. A search. It'll be difficult," he warned.
"In that case," Saff rsaid, "I look forward to receiving the parameters."
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