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Foreword





A note about profanity

The future of the Collective has cured many of mankind’s ills.  There is no more poverty, normal disease, hunger, or really physical wants of any kind.  However, it hasn’t cured humans of their capacity to swear, and profanity abounds in the language of the Collective.  These words have shifted over the millennia, though, so here’s a glossary of profanity.  Enjoy!
Flork – /flōrk’/  One of the more profane swear words, it refers to the act of sharing one’s body with others, specifically with strangers one isn’t attracted to.  Used generically for emphasis or as an interjection.  Ex. “What the flork are you doing?”, “You florking son of a whore!”
Gassucker – /gas’ suk er/  A pejorative term used only by those who spend their lives planetside or in some of the larger stations.   Refers specifically to people who travel constantly through space, as these people are ‘sucking gas’, or hydrogen.  Used to denote someone who is foolish, reckless, or stupid.  Can be used as a noun or adjective.  Ex. “That gassucker flew his ship right into the sun!”, “Listen here, you gassucking moron!”
Hole – /hōl/  Refers to the interior of a stellar singularity, or black hole, specifically meaning a place that is deadly and terrifying even to Citizens.  Usually capitalized and called ‘the Hole’.  Can also be used as an adjective, in which case it is not capitalized.  Ex. “What in the Hole is wrong with you?”, “We are totally holed!”
Hole Florker – /hōl flōrk’ er/  Refers to someone so idiotic and absurd that they tried to ‘flork the Hole’.  Possibly the worst insult you can give someone, this phrase is also used by itself to express extreme discontent.  Ex. “I’m going to send you to respawn, you hole florker!”, “Hole flork!”
Plantrash – /plăn’ trash/  Similar to ‘gassucker’, above, but only used by those who live away from planets and large stations, especially those who travel the void.  Indicates that an individual is a piece of trash deposited on a planet.  Usually used to imply someone is clueless, naïve, unintelligent, or unsuited for life among the stars.  More generically, used as an insulting but not deeply pejorative term toward another.  Ex. “I’m not letting a piece of plantrash like you on my ship!”, “You’re just a plantrashing hole florker!”
Scrit – /skrĭt/  An expletive that refers to human waste.  Most often used to indicate generic displeasure or unhappiness, it can also be used as an insult.  In this case, the individual is usually called some variant of ‘a scrit’.  Ex. “Aw, scrit, I can’t believe you did that!”, “You little hunk of scrit!”
Generally, none of these phrases are acceptable in polite company.  However, ‘hole’ is mild enough that few people take offense over it, and ‘scrit’, when not being applied directly to someone, is rarely a cause for outrage.  ‘Flork’ is considered quite offensive, however, and calling someone a ‘hole florker’ is a good way to get sent for respawn.




Chapter 1

A bolt of plasma flashed past Benning Kidd, striking an armored figure to her left and leaving an afterimage in her vision.  The scorching blast burned into the ablative armor the figure was wearing but didn’t penetrate, and the man responded by leveling a heavy-barreled rifle and unleashing a burst of condensed neutrinos.  The tiny, almost massless particles zipped through the neutronium barrier the person who’d fired the plasma was crouching behind and impacted their composite armor with a flash.  The neutrinos didn’t do much damage to the wearer, but their impact released bursts of energetic electrons and positrons that badly damaged their liquid metal armor and rendered them nearly defenseless for a few seconds.
Benning remained perfectly still and silent, cloaked behind a distortion field that masked her heat signature and shielded her from the blasts of photons and plasma that swept through the mechyard.  She crouched beneath a broken suit of powered armor that probably hadn’t functioned in a century – perhaps as long as a millennium – watching the battle surrounding her and gripping the haft of her negablade.  The weapon was currently in its collapsed form, only 60 cims or centimeters long or so, but with a flick of her wrist she could extend it up to 3 ems or meters in length – which she was about to do.
The neutrino-wielding soldier leaped over the low cover of a bank of depleted power cells and raced toward his wounded foe, pulling out a second, smaller weapon.  The armor damage from the neutrino blast would only keep the other figure down for a double handful of seconds while his nanosuit repaired the damage, which was the weakness to neutrino weapons.  They could short out most armors with ease, but they only inflicted superficial damage at best, and the armor would repair itself in a short time.  Sure, without treatment, those radiation burns would kill the other soldier in a few days or weeks, but no one entered the mechyard without a restorative nanosuit beneath their armor. 
As the man rushed past Benning, though, she shifted her distortion field to only cover her hand and flicked her wrist, extending her negablade to its full 3 ems and holding it just in front of the onrushing man.  He impacted the long, slim sword and looked at her with a flash of irritation; his armor was rated to absorb anything below a fusion grenade, and it would certainly ward off a simple melee weapon like a sword.  Even if the blade had been powered somehow, giving it a plasma or even antimatter edge, it wouldn’t do much more than scorch his vest.  No one used melee weapons in combat; there was simply no point to them considering how sophisticated armor had become.
At least, so the man thought.
As he struck the blade, his eyes widened, and he realized his mistake.  The atom-thick layer of negative matter on the edge of her sword took the impact of the man’s charge, but rather than bouncing away from him, the edge was drawn toward him inexorably.  His armor tried to push the blade away, but the harder it worked to repel the negasword, the more fiercely it was pulled toward him.  His own armor and momentum pulled the sword through his vest, into the flesh beneath, and finally out his back, severing his torso surgically just below his shoulders and killing him almost instantly.  No nanosuit could repair that kind of damage.
Benning retracted her blade and moved swiftly, darting out from beneath the powered armor and sprinting toward a collapsed hovertank, yanking her pistol from her belt as she did.  She dove into the yawning opening of the tank, rolling inside just as a flash behind her wiped her previous hiding spot from the map as someone unleashed a fusion grenade on it.  The tank rang and rocked crazily from the explosion, the armored walls heating and buckling from the intense thermal radiation, but lying prone as she was, Benning was unaffected by the tank’s convolutions.
Unfortunately for them, the trio of armed and armored figures already occupying the tank were not as lucky.  One swore and reeled backward as the wall he’d been leaning against punched inward, flinging him to the ground.  The second lost her balance and collapsed to her knees, while the third dropped from the port he’d been peering through, his face a mass of scorched flesh.  He choked and tried to scream, clawing at his face, but Benning felt no pity for him.  The plantrash had left his helmet visor up, and he was paying for that idiocy.  Removing a vital piece of armor on the battlefield was just…stupid.
Before any of the three could recover, Benning touched the trigger of her pistol once, twice, three times in rapid succession.  The firing pin injected a few particles of antimatter into the chamber, creating a destructive reaction that temporarily made the firing chamber hotter than the core of a star.  The heat exploded from the barrel, accelerating the hyperdense neutronium bullet to a small fraction of the speed of light.  The bullet shot out faster than any eye could see and struck the non-Newtonian armor of her targets.
Composite and non-Newtonian armor both had two weaknesses.  The first was that they were susceptible to negative matter attacks, but weapons made of the substance were so rare and difficult to use that most people didn’t really worry about that.  Benning’s blade was secure within its distortion field; without that field, she wouldn’t have been able to use it or even carry it around effectively, and few people could afford the luxury of a distortion field. 
The second and more immediate concern, though, was that they were rarely rated for relativistic projectile impacts.  The neutronium bullet was simple lead coated with a micron-thick layer of neutronium, but that gave it a ridiculous amount of momentum all focused into a single, tiny point.  The bullet punched through her targets’ armor, shearing the neutronium cover off it, allowing the lead to zip through them and impact the armor opposite the entrance wound.  The soft lead exploded, ricocheting back into the targets’ bodies, bouncing crazily around and tearing gaping channels throughout their internal organs.  Each of them dropped to the ground and didn’t rise again as the bullets reduced their brains or hearts to so much shredded meat.
The tank shuddered again as something else impacted it; the others knew she was in here, now, and they’d be concentrating their fire on her.  She quickly grabbed the female’s corpse and slapped a neurodisc onto the back of its neck.  The body shuddered as tiny, almost ethereal filaments slid through its skin and crept up and down its spine.  She waited for a moment for the device to take control of the corpse, then programmed it quickly.  Like every weapon, the neurodisc had advantages and disadvantages.  It was utterly useless for controlling a living creature – their regular neural inputs would easily overpower the subtler signals from the disc – and it couldn’t replicate anything beyond the largest of gross motor movements, like walking or running.  However, for something like this, the disc was perfect.
The corpse stood jerkily, walked awkwardly toward the rear door, and stopped.  Her program had to be very specific, since the disc had no access to the corpse’s sensory data and couldn’t process if-then statements, so she’d had to tell it to stop in between orders to maintain its balance.  The corpse turned slowly to face the door – she’d been off by a couple of degrees, but that didn’t matter for what she needed, since it was going to clear the doorway either way – and then rushed out, running deeper into the mechyard for the ten seconds or so that it still had enough sugar in its muscles to operate them without respiration or circulation.  Benning waited for three of those seconds before sprinting back out the door she’d first entered, making it all of four steps before an explosion behind her turned the world white and sent her flying forward.
Fortunately, the piece of scrit firing fusion grenades had targeted her decoy, and the overturned tank deflected most of the explosion around Benning.  She rolled to her feet and rushed toward the neutronium barrier behind which the plasma-armed soldier was cowering from the grenade blast.  Her pistol spat a bullet into the hiding woman’s chest at a distance of less than an em, killing the soldier instantly, and Benning dove behind the barrier as three plasma rounds splattered harmlessly against the ultra-dense material.  Neutronium was pure neutron matter, and even a micro-thin layer of it like the one covering the steel wall she was hiding behind was incredibly tough and durable. 
It wasn’t invulnerable, though, and if someone had an antimatter cannon or a singularity bomb out there, they’d tear through her shelter in microseconds.  She hadn’t sought the lee of this wall for cover, though; she knew that the wall snaked around and led to a utility tunnel, one that would hopefully take her behind the plantrash with the grenade launcher.  She slipped along the wall, not glancing back or rising to get a better view.  Raising her head would probably get her killed, and she didn’t particularly want to die when she was doing so well.
She pulled up the grate leading down into the access tunnel and dropped within, willing her helmet to activate her forward LED band.  A swath of brilliant, white light cleaved the gloom of the tunnel, allowing her to navigate around the piles of metallic debris and fallen rock that had been shaken loose by explosions above.  Even as she walked, the ceiling overhead rumbled and shook, dislodging a shower of dust and gravel on her helmet; someone had just hit the wall they thought she was hiding behind with an explosive.
She followed the tunnel for thirty ems, cutting to the left at a fork and, with any luck, backtracking behind the grenade-flinger.  She saw light filtering from another grate up ahead, and she focused her thoughts on her helmet once more, killing her light source, hopefully before it was seen by any watchful eyes overhead.  She moved to the grate and slipped a probe up through the slats of it, scanning the area above.  The grate seemed to open in a hollow in the middle of a pile of debris, and she saw no signs of anyone waiting above.  She replaced the probe and lifted the grate, clambering out as quietly as she could.
Another explosion rocked the mechyard, but this one was more distant and somewhat muted.  Benning climbed into the hollow and quickly found a path leading outward.  She had to get down on her stomach and crawl through the dirt and gravel, but she managed to claw her way free of the pile and rose to a crouch.  A true mech towered above her, one of the old, giant robots that could be remotely piloted by a person and had ruled the battlefield for a few generations until more modern weapons rendered them obsolete.  The huge robots were tough and would make a good sniper perch, so she watched it for half a minute to see if anyone had claimed it, yet.
Sure enough, after about ten seconds, she saw a flash from the chest area of the mech, followed by a thunderous explosion.  Her grenadier was up there; if she could take them out, the battlefield would be much easier to clear.  She holstered her pistol and attached her negablade to the connection on her thigh, then began to slowly scale the robot.  Her gloves gripped the rough metal firmly, the syleather palms allowing her to hold even the sharpest chunks of protruding metal without harm, and she made her way steadily to the top.  Another flash lit the chest above her, and she halted as the ground shook, rattling the mech. 
It took her a full minute to scale the ten ems to the gash in the mech’s back that allowed her access, and she stopped as she neared the opening.  She moved her head slowly to peer into the entrance since quick movement drew attention.  The innards of the robot were mostly gone, cannibalized by the various soldiers that battled across the mechyard daily, and what was left was a metal floor, some hanging optical cables, and a few shattered components clinging to the walls.  The interior was dully lit in the red glow of an LED; red was a good choice, since it wouldn’t be visible from very far over the flashes and explosions of the battlefield.
She peered inside for long seconds but couldn’t see anything moving.  Finally, she decided her quarry was either on another level or was out of sight.  The safest and easiest thing to do was to get into the mech, where she had some cover, and see if she could track down the grenadier from there.  However, that was also the most predictable thing she could do, so she kept climbing.  When she reached the next level of the mech, she crawled inside, peering around cautiously. 
Another flash burst up ahead of her, so she slipped forward, one hand sliding in front of her, palm placed on the floor, the other touching the hilt of her negablade.  She moved soundlessly, although when the distant explosion erupted and shook the mech, she nearly tumbled and fell, and only the hand placed on the deck below her stabilized her.  The flash had come from a hole in the floor up ahead, and she practically crawled toward the hole, lying prone on her stomach and peering through it to the level below.
Her quarry crouched before a long crack in the hull of the mech, laboriously loading a blinking, cylindrical fusion grenade into the long, tubelike launcher.  A silver box lay open beside the man, displaying another ten or so of the grenades; the soldier had brought a full case of florking fusion grenades to the mechyard.  The grenades worked by slamming tiny bits of deuterium together to make helium, then immediately smashing the helium atoms together to make beryllium-6, which almost instantly decayed back into helium and released even more energy.  It was like creating a tiny star on the battlefield, and that case of grenades could obliterate a fair chunk of the mechyard, especially as liberally as the man was using them. 
His position gave him too much cover for Benning to be able to effectively shoot him from where she lay, so she waited until the man had inexpertly loaded his launcher and began aiming it out of the crack.  She took advantage of his inattention to sit up at the edge of the hole and drop through, landing almost noiselessly on the floor below.
Almost.
The man’s head jerked toward her as one foot kicked an errant piece of metal with a soft clink, and he swore as he accidentally depressed the trigger on his launcher.  “Scrit!”  Benning swore and slammed her eyes shut as the launcher flashed, the firing mechanism dumping plasma into the chamber and allowing it to expand explosively, propelling the cylinder out to who-knows-where at excessively high speeds.  Still, even with her eyes closed, the flash was bright enough to put dark spots before her eyes for a few seconds.  Benning dropped and rolled, expecting a blast of plasma or laser light to burn into her, but when she opened her eyes, she saw the soldier holding one of his grenades, one finger on the arming switch.
“You kill me, and we both die!” the man stammered.  “Now, drop your weapons and surrender!”
Benning grunted and rose to her feet, dusting herself off.  “Those things have a proximity trigger, plantrash,” she said tiredly.  “They won’t arm until they’ve traveled at least 30 ems.  Put it away and accept what’s coming.”
“I’ve removed the safeguards,” the man shook his head.  “If I push this, it’ll arm, and three seconds later, we both die.”
Benning stared at the man, her jaw hanging open.  “You did what?” she demanded.  “Why would you do that?  If one of your shots hit something close, or you had a misfire, it would take you out!”
“But now I can throw the grenades if I want to, so I can hit targets closer than 30 ems.”
Benning didn’t even bother to reply, she was so stunned.  The effective blast radius of a small fusion grenade like the man held against a hard target was 25 ems, although one could kill an unprotected human out to 50 or even 100, easily.  The man was lucky he hadn’t offed himself already, although Benning was happy to do it for him.  She unholstered her pistol and aimed it at his skull; a quick shot would end him before his brain had a chance to send the signal to his finger to press the switch.  “Better luck next time,” she murmured.
Before she could pull the trigger, though, a huge explosion rocked the mech.  Someone had taken advantage of the man’s last wild shot to come out of cover and blast the robot with their own explosive round, it seemed, and while whatever they’d used hadn’t been powerful enough to penetrate the thick, multi-layered armor of the mech, it had been enough to disrupt Benning’s aim – and to startle the soldier in front of her so that he dropped the grenade in his hand.  Benning’s eyes widened as she saw that the arming switch was depressed, and she leveled her pistol at his skull, firing as she screamed her frustration.
“YOU HOLE FLORKING SON OF A…”
White light blasted through her eyes, wiping out the image of the bot, the already-dead soldier, and the entirety of the mechyard.  A moment later, the light dimmed in brightness, and Benning found herself staring at a familiar, gold-colored screen.
[image: ]
GAME OVER!
Thank you for playing MECHYARD ARENA, Benning Kidd.
Total Playing Time: 3:14:51
Total Kills: 24
Rating: First Sergeant

To play again, earn another Game Credit by completing your daily tasks!

Work hard, play hard, Benning Kidd!

[image: ]
As the game faded into blackness and Benning was kicked into her sleep cycle, she felt her enhanced awareness and knowledge fade inexorably from her mind, no matter how hard she fought to keep it.  Soon enough, it was gone, leaving her with nothing more than a vague memory that, for a brief time, she’d been more than plain, old, Benning Kidd, hivemember of Subwarren 7.  The same thing happened each time the game ended, and each time, the same desire raced through her mind as she descended into slumber.
She would do whatever it took to be able to play again.




Chapter 2

Benning led the cleaner through the tunnels of Subwarren 7, her eyes scanning for the telltale patches of black that her cybernet assured her were mold that needed to be cleansed.  She spotted one and activated her cleansing laser.  She couldn’t see the ultraviolet beam the laser emitted, but she could see the patch of mold quickly turning to ashes that the maintenance bot following behind her swept up.  She continued on, ignoring the clutter, refuse, and mildew that had accumulated in the tunnel and looking only for the occasional patches of mold that she inevitably found.  It seemed that the mold was absurdly plentiful in the tunnel – at least, she seemed to recall that she’d already vaporized quite a lot of it. 
Benning didn’t know why that was; she just accepted it.  She had a vague idea that since the Subwarrens were deep underground, they were dark and damp, and that made unhealthy things grow, but thinking about it too hard made her head hurt.  Really, thinking about anything made her head hurt, especially about things she wasn’t supposed to think.  For instance, the em-tall cube of a robot behind her had cleaning lasers just like hers – she knew, because she’d seen it use them when she’d missed spots – and that made it seem like there was no real point to her walking this hallway.  Surely, she could be doing something more fun, like jacking into a game or maybe using her cybernet to find out why mold kept regrowing here…
She winced as a dull ache started to form in her temples, spreading to her forehead and making her squeeze her eyes shut.  The LED lights overhead weren’t particularly bright, but suddenly they stabbed into her eyes.  She turned her thoughts away from the robot and its capabilities, and immediately the pain began to ease.  Once it vanished, she resumed her patrol, determined not to think about such things again.
The hallways in the Subwarrens were simple stone, an em and a half wide and three tall.  The stone was perfectly smooth and seamless except for the floor, which had a strange, wavy pattern in it.  Benning didn’t know why that was, but she did know that it made it easier for her to walk on the perpetually damp stone without slipping.  She also knew that there were bots that came through the hallways every so often and repaired the floors when they became too worn or smooth, because she used to work with them – at least, she was pretty sure she had.  She thought she remembered that, although she couldn’t be sure.  It might have been a dream, or one of those false memories that her cybernet assured her were glitches in her flawed, human brain.
In truth, Benning couldn’t remember very much of her past.  She was pretty certain she’d always lived in the Subwarrens because she couldn’t remember ever having seen anything other than these tunnels.  She was an adult, of that she was certain; she’d asked her cybernet about that, and it had reminded her that only physically mature female humans had breasts and body hair.  She didn’t remember not being an adult, although she supposed she had to have been younger at some point.  After all, time passed, which meant she got older, which meant she had to be young.  It felt obvious.
She frowned as she realized that she couldn’t remember what had happened to her yesterday, or the day before that.  She knew there had been a yesterday because she was sure she’d played Mechyard Arena then – or had that been earlier today?  She remembered playing the game and a score of others, she remembered that thinking about things hurt, and she remembered all the tunnels of Subwarren 7, but beyond that, she couldn’t remember much at all.  Trying to was making her head hurt again, so she stopped and let the thought lapse.  It wasn’t worth worrying about, really, and she had a job to do.
The tunnel she was in ran for kims, and hours passed while she worked almost mindlessly.  At least, she thought it was hours.  She didn’t have any real way to measure the passage of time, and she couldn’t really remember when she’d started her job today.  She assumed it had been hours, though, because her feet were sore even through the soft, durable boots she wore, and she felt the faint stirrings of hunger and thirst.  The cybernet kept her from feeling either of those very often, so she knew she was getting close to the end of the day. 
Sure enough, after what felt like only a few minutes, a simple, gray box appeared in her vision.  She could easily see through it, but she focused on the words to be sure they said what she thought they did.
[image: ]
ATTENTION!
You have successfully completed your task:
SCOURING THE SUBWARRENS
As a reward, you receive:
+2 GAME CREDITS!

Return to your hive for nourishment and socialization.

Work hard, play hard, Benning Kidd!

[image: ]
Benning smiled; two game credits meant she could spend most of the night playing instead of wasting time in sleep mode.  She turned to the cleaner, which retracted its various brushes, scrubbers, and nozzles.  Its center depressed into a hollow, and she gratefully sat down on it.  Straps wound across her lap, and a pair of handles rose from the top so she could hold on. 
The trip back was much faster than the initial journey had been.  The cleaner could drive at speeds that Benning would have found uncomfortable had she not been strapped in, and its wheels never slipped or skidded no matter how fast it turned.  Benning wondered if it could clean at these kinds of speeds; if it could, the bot would probably be able to clean the entire Subwarren in a day by itself, and Benning thought she remembered that there were other cleaners just like this one.  Her head started to pound again, and she quickly turned her thoughts away from how the cleaner did its job.
The cleaner zipped soundlessly through the tunnels, making the cool, humid air whip through Benning’s short, brown hair.  She never cut her hair; it simply never grew past about three cims in length.  She was sure that it could, because she seemed to remember that once it had been much shorter and had grown to this length.  The same had happened with her fingernails before; she’d broken one off before, and she remembered that pain quite distinctly.  It had grown back to its current length of one cim and simply stopped there.  She suspected that was the work of her cybernet, as well, but she wasn’t sure how it happened. 
It didn’t matter, really, any more than did the fact that whenever she sweated or got dirty, it simply vanished from her body in seconds.  The same thing happened when she urinated, had a bowel movement, or even got her period.  Contaminants disappeared from her skin, no matter what they were, and her body required practically no upkeep from her.  That was fine with her; she wouldn’t have known what to do about any of that if it had been her responsibility, anyway.  She supposed that her cleaning laser might be useful in that sort of situation.  She glanced down at it consideringly, and immediately, a red box popped up in her vision.
[image: ]
WARNING!
Using the item CLEANING LASER for anything other than its intended purpose can cause severe injury.  Any attempt to use an item in an unintended manner will result in a loss of game credits or a suspension of game privileges.

[image: ]
“I wasn’t really going to do it, cybernet,” she murmured under her breath.  The ‘net didn’t respond, of course.  It never did, so if it had, she’d have been shocked. 
The cleaner stopped before a sealed, metal door, and the straps slid off Benning’s lap without a sound.  She rose from the bot and stepped to the door.  It chimed briefly, then faded from view.  She walked through the doorway, feeling a strange tingling against the skin as she did, and entered her hive.  The space was filled with long tables, along which sat the other members of her hive.  She didn’t know how many there were, since she couldn’t count past ten, but she guessed that there would be tens of tens of tens of people here, many times over, from how the place teemed with people. 
There were males and females of many different appearances, skin tones, and hair colors, but there was a regularity about them all that Benning found oddly comforting.  All were garbed as she was, in a gray, long-sleeved shirt and matching pants, both made of some sort of warm but breathable fabric.  Despite the varying hair colors, everyone’s hair was straight and exactly the same length as hers, and they all had nearly identical bland expressions on their faces.
Benning grabbed a smooth, plastic bowl and went to the nearest food dispenser.  She held her bowl under the nozzle; a moment later, a flow of smooth, creamy nutrigel dropped into her bowl, filling it to about the halfway point before stopping.  She picked up a spoon made of the same, indestructible plastic as the bowl and sat down at the nearest open spot. 
The nutrigel tasted delicious, of course.  Her ‘net assured her that the gel was designed to not only taste excellent to each individual person but to provide her exactly the amount of liquid and nutrition she needed in all the correct proportions.  As she ate mechanically, a chime sounded in her ear, followed by a notification.
[image: ]
Hivemember ANGUS BOWMAN wishes to speak with you.
Would you like to accept his communication?
[image: ]
Benning thought for a moment.  She had a dim recollection that she’d spoken with Angus before, and she couldn’t recall any reason not to do so again.  Shrugging, she agreed to accept the communication, and his voice suddenly echoed in her ears.
“Hivemember Benning Kidd, you were out an exceptionally long time today.  Was everything okay with your tunnel?”
“Was I?” she thought back unconcernedly.  “I wasn’t aware.  Yes, all was well.  I received two game credits for the work.”
“Two credits? You won’t have to enter sleep mode at all tonight!” Angus’ voice, which was deeper than Benning’s but not as deep as many others, sounded a bit impressed.  “I’d work longer if I could get two game credits instead of one!”
“There’s no point to not working, Angus Bowman,” Benning pointed out.  “If we’re not working the Subwarren, we’re cleaning the hive or tending the bots.  I simply work until I feel hungry, then my ‘net tells me it’s time to return.  Anything else will either hurt or lose credits.”
“That’s very wise.  I seem to recall that you often say things that are clever.” 
“I don’t know that I’m any cleverer than anyone else, but thank you for the compliment.”
“Of course.”  Angus’ voice hesitated, and Benning suspected she knew what he was about to say.  “I have a credit for the Lust Chambers,” he said after a moment, confirming her guess.  “I find myself attracted to your form.  I was wondering if you would wish to join me there for some time.”
Benning pursed her lips.  “I do not recall your form or features,” she admitted.  “Which hivemember are you?”
A man across the table and two seats to her left sat up straighter, inclining his head.  He was in good condition, with blonde hair that was maybe a bit lighter than she would have preferred and very pale skin that contrasted sharply with her own, more common coffee-colored flesh.  Still, he was reasonably attractive, and she considered the offer for a moment.  Credits to the Lust Chambers were rare rewards, and a visit to one was pleasurable.  She had a hazy recollection that she might have entered the Chambers with Angus previously, and if so, that she’d enjoyed herself.  Still…
“If I didn’t have two game credits, I would join you,” she said after a few moments of careful thought.  “However, I would prefer to jack into the Overnet than to use the Lust Chambers.”
“I would feel the same,” he agreed.  “I’ll seek out another, and if I don’t find one who pleases me, perhaps I’ll think to ask you again tomorrow.”
“Perhaps,” she shrugged.  Tomorrow was something distant and hazy; she didn’t know what would happen tomorrow, although she suspected it would be very similar to today – except for the two credits, of course.  That was even rarer than a credit to the Lust Chambers.  She hoped he found someone; if he didn’t, he would probably have to spend all night in sleep mode, which was a waste of valuable gaming time.
She finished her meal and placed her bowl and spoon in the waste receptacle.  She felt content but not full, as always; the dispensers provided her with exactly the amount of sustenance her body could comfortably accept, never any more or less.  On days where she was thirstier, she thought she recalled that the nutrigel was more liquid; on days where she was hungrier, she was sure she remembered that the nutrigel felt denser.  It was always the same amount, though, and that never seemed to change – at least, not in her memory.
She made her way to the nearest bathroom and relieved her body’s physical needs before heading to her cell.  Her space was on the third level of the second ten of levels and was marked with her name so she could recall where it was, although if she forgot, her ‘net would guide her.  She stepped onto a levitator and rode an invisible current of energy to the correct floor, where she reached out and touched the oblong cover for her cell.  The door was an em or so wide and half that in height, and when she touched it, it slid out to reveal her bed.  She lay down on it and closed her eyes as the bed slid back into the wall, taking her into her softly lit cell. 
The space was just large enough that she could move freely on her bed without striking anything, but that didn’t matter.  She only did two things in her cell: jack into the Overnet for a game or enter sleep mode.  Otherwise, she would be out with her hivemembers working or, if she had a credit from the Lust Chambers, enjoying herself inside them.  Her cell didn’t need to be large, because she only experienced it for brief minutes every day.
She called up her cybernet console, and three whirling icons filled her vision.  The first was an image of her face in full three-dimensions.  That would show her status screen, telling her how many credits she had, if she had any effects she needed to know about like injuries, hunger, or thirst, and if she had any tasks outstanding.  The second was an image of a faceless crowd of people; that was her communication icon, allowing her to message another hivemember or check any messages that had been sent to her.  The last was a series of spinning globes, and this was the one she selected.  Immediately, a brilliant, golden screen appeared.
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WELCOME TO THE OVERNET!
You have 2 Game Credits to spend!
Would you like to play a game?
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Why else would I be on the Overnet? she thought, puzzled.  There’s nothing else on here except games – is there?  Maybe other hives get other options?  I wonder what else it could be used for…
Her head started to pound, the pain bad enough that it made it hard to concentrate on the golden screen in her mind.  Suddenly, she felt a surge of anger spike in her.  It wasn’t right that she wasn’t allowed to think about things; it wasn’t fair that the cybernet could make her head hurt just for wondering.  The pain increased, but she stubbornly refused to give in.  She knew where this would lead; she’d been obstinate before, she remembered, and in the end, the pain always won, but she didn’t care.  She wanted to think about the Overnet, wanted to wonder if the cleaner could do its job better without her, wanted to imagine what other hives might look like…
Suddenly, the pain vanished, and its absence jarred Benning in a way she couldn’t describe.  The golden Overnet screen vanished, replaced with a simple gray one again.
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CONGRATULATIONS!
Benning Kidd, you have a new task: SELECTED FOR UPGRADE!
TASK: Report to the transport vehicle outside your hive.  
URGENCY: Immediate.
REWARD: 3 Game Credits.
Work hard, play hard, Benning Kidd!
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Benning sighed and touched the wall of her cell.  She wanted to jack into the Overnet, but it seemed that she’d been given a task, instead.  The reward for the task was amazing – she’d never heard of anyone getting three credits before – but that also made it odd.  Normally, a hivemember only got one task reward per day, even if they finished a task early enough to be assigned a second or third one, and usually you wouldn’t get more game credits until you spent the ones you had.  Still, five game credits would be amazing, and using them would grant her almost a full day of uninterrupted game time.  She didn’t mind doing another task in return for that.
Her bed slid out, and she sat up, dangling her feet over the edge.  She felt the rush of upwelling energy surge into her feet immediately, and she stood up, allowing the energy to carry her effortlessly to the ground while her cell slid shut behind her.  She walked back through the hive, noticing several curious glances as she made her way to the door, but no one questioned her.  If she were doing something she wasn’t supposed to be, the door simply wouldn’t allow her out, and she might be punished with a loss of game credits. 
The door faded into insubstantiality as she neared it, though, and the eyes turned away.  It wasn’t their business what she was doing or what task she had, and if they wondered too much about it, it would probably hurt their heads just as it hurt hers.  She stepped through the portal, enjoying the tingle on her skin, and the door sealed itself shut behind her.  A long, capsular device stood before her, covered in a smooth, white skin.  As she moved toward it, a panel on the side slid upward, revealing a single, padded seat made of a black version of the same material as her boots.  Shrugging, she stepped inside and sat down on the seat.
Immediately, two straps wrapped around her chest, adjusting themselves to cross between her breasts and locking down by her waist.  They tightened around her, pulling with somewhat more force than the simple lap belt the cleaner employed and forcing her into the padded seat.  She tried to shift around to give herself some extra space, but her torso was held tightly in place.  It was an odd sensation; practically everything in her limited memory adjusted itself to maximize her comfort.  The food dispenser, her cell, her clothing, and the cleaner all seemed to be designed to make her feel as relaxed and content as possible.  This was the first time she could recall feeling something that she didn’t like, and it wasn’t a particularly pleasant experience.
A moment later, the experience worsened.  Her back was pressed even more tightly into the chair, and it took her a moment to realize that the transport was moving.  It had to have been moving fast to press her against the seat like that, but she couldn’t see outside to judge.  The interior of the capsule was covered with a dark gray fabric exactly like the seat she was on, dimly lit by muted LEDs that created an interesting, varicolored pattern across the gray fabric.  Benning had never seen colorful patterns like that before, at least not in the Subwarren; bright colors were mostly the province of games in the Overnet.
She quickly lost track of what direction the transport was moving.  It turned and twisted rapidly, picking up speed with every second, and Benning felt the odd sensation of the nutrigel in her stomach trying to creep back up into her mouth.  She swallowed hard, but with every turn, the uncomfortable feeling grew stronger.  To make things worse, her ears were starting to feel full, as if some weird pressure were building inside her head and trying to escape.  She shook her head repeatedly in an attempt to dislodge whatever was trapped inside, but the pressure simply increased until it was slightly painful. 
Suddenly, the transport slid to a halt, stopping so abruptly that Benning was thrown against the straps holding her.   Her head spun crazily for a moment, so when the straps retracted and the door opened, she could barely manage to stagger to her feet and exit.  As she stepped out into a brightly lit space, she stumbled, but before she could fall, a strong hand wrapped around her upper arm and pulled her upright. 
“Come on, Drone,” a deep, rough voice spoke in her ear.  “Your Task is this way.”




Chapter 3

Benning froze in shock; hivemembers never touched one another except in the Lust Chambers, and having someone put their hands on her was startling.  She looked to the side and saw a tall man standing next to her, dressed in an outfit similar to her own but impeccably white and clean rather than the dull, gray fabric she wore.  Its brightness actually hurt her eyes after being in the dimly lit transport, and she blinked repeatedly and looked away to let her eyes adjust to the light before glancing back at the man.  His face and form were appealing, probably more so than in any hivemember she’d seen, and he looked strong and healthy.  His hands were inordinately smooth, without the normal layer of callouses that covered the hands of every person Benning could remember seeing, and his hair was a rich, dark brown. 
“What – what did you call me?” she stammered, confused.  “My designation is…”
“Your designation is Drone,” he cut her off.  “Come this way.”  He turned and walked away from her, down a brightly lit, white corridor made of some smooth material that felt cool on Benning’s hand when she reached hesitantly out to touch it.  She’d never seen anything like it in the Subwarren; it felt slightly spongy but resisted her best efforts to scratch or mar it with her fingernail.  Even the air here felt different; it was dryer, for one thing, and it didn’t have that ever-present touch of a chill that Subwarren air held.  If anything, it was a bit too warm for her, and she felt tiny beads of sweat start to break out on her forehead.
For a moment, she remained stock-still, too stunned by what she was seeing and hearing to move or obey the oddly dressed man, but a sharp pain spiked in her skull, jarring her back to reality.  Her cybernet wanted her to follow the man, obviously, and while she was again tempted to disobey it out of spite, she didn’t see any point.  She’d never heard of a place like this, and she wanted to see more of it; it looked like following the man would allow her to do just that.  She hurried to catch up to him, her booted feet making a soft, tapping sound on the floor as she walked.  That man’s steps, she noticed, were utterly silent, and he wore shoes that only came up to his ankles instead of full boots like she did.
“What’s a Drone?” she asked, still shaking her head in an attempt to relieve the pressure in her skull.  She stuck a finger in one ear and wiggled it to no avail. 
The man glanced back at her and sighed.  “You are,” he said tiredly.  “Here, do this.”  He opened his mouth in a yawn.  “It’ll help your ears.”
She obediently complied, and the pressure in her ears suddenly vanished with an audible pop.  The sense of relief that swept over her was tremendous; that was the longest she’d felt pain in her life, and she’d never realized how good it felt when it vanished.  “Thank you.  What was that stuff in my head?”
“Don’t thank me; I just didn’t want to watch you struggling for the next five minutes.  And there’s no point in telling you, because you won’t remember it.”
She frowned.  How did the man know about her lack of memories?  Was there something wrong with her?  Was he here to fix her?  Maybe that was why she kept having the pain in her skull, and it wasn’t her ‘net trying to make her stop thinking.  “Why won’t I remember?”
“Because you’re a Drone.  Drones only remember what they have to.”  He approached a sealed, white portal that faded into insubstantiality at his approach.  Beyond lay a large room with rows of upright, white capsules.  Most of the capsules had people standing in them, all nude.  Their eyes were closed, and their capsules pulsed with a strange, violet light. 
“Who are they?” she asked. 
“Former Drones, which is what you’ll be in a few minutes,” the man shook his head.  “Come this way.”  He led Benning over to what looked like a silver circle set into the floor, with a woman dressed in the same white clothes standing beside it. 
“Disrobe,” the woman said without looking at Benning. 
“Why?” Benning asked.  She wasn’t worried about being nude – hivemembers saw one another nude in the Lust Chambers all the time, and clothing was only worn for warmth and protection, after all – but something about the woman rubbed her the wrong way.
“Because it’s part of your Task, and if you don’t do it, you won’t get your credits,” the woman said flatly, still not looking up.  “Now, disrobe and stand on the evaluation disc.”
“No,” Benning said, crossing her arms.  Pain spiked in her temple, making her wince, but she straightened defiantly and ignored it.  “I already have two game credits.  I don’t need five.”
The woman looked up, surprise evident on her face, then exchanged a slightly worried glance with the man standing beside Benning.  He grimaced and turned to face the gray-clad Drone.  “Please do as she asks,” he said in a voice that was much nicer than it had been before.
“Why?  What will it do?”
“It will read your cybernet and tell us about you,” he replied.  “It won’t hurt.  You won’t even feel a thing.”  He smiled at her, and she found herself warmed by it.  “You remember how I helped you with your ears?  This will help you, too.  You won’t be a Drone anymore, and you’ll be able to do things you can’t even imagine, now.”
She frowned, considering his words, then began to strip her clothing off briskly.  “I like you,” she told him directly.  “I find your body and face attractive.  The next time I get a credit to the Lust Chambers, would you like to join me there?”
He glanced up and down, eyeing her body, then sighed.  “Sure, Drone.  Why not?  Now, please step on the disc.”
Benning took a step forward, placing her feet on the cold metal of the silver circle.  A tingle rushed through her body, and her feet suddenly felt stuck to the floor.  Her arms came down to her sides of their own volition, and she felt her back straightening and her chin lifting as if she were being modeled or displayed.  At the same time, she heard the woman beside her give out a low whistle.
“Look at those stats,” the woman murmured.  “Her Acuity is right up there with most Workers.”
“Yeah, but look at that Willpower,” the man said in a low voice.  “For a Drone, that’s off the charts!  It’s as if her ‘net didn’t limit her correctly.”
“It can’t have.  Drones never have a Willpower over 5, and hers is 8.1.  That’s low Citizen level!”
“Makes sense. That’s why she was resisting your orders, even with the pain from her ‘net.  It also explains why she was chosen this time.”
“Chosen?  It’s a lottery, you know that.”
The man snorted.  “I know we’re told that, but I don’t really believe it.  I’m sure it’s a lottery most of the time, but I’ll bet the Nobles can override the results whenever they want to, and you can bet they’d want to make sure a Drone with this kind of Willpower got erased.”
The woman sighed.  “Probably.  It doesn’t matter.  She’s suitable; put her in the capsule.  There’s a Citizen waiting on respawn right now.”
“It’s almost a shame.  Part of me wants to study her and see what went wrong.”
“Well, you can’t.”  The tingling in Benning’s body ended abruptly, and she nearly fell as her body was once more under her control.
“Okay, Drone, come with me,” the man spoke.  “You’re about to become a Citizen.”
“Citizen?” Benning replied, puzzled.  “I don’t know what that is.”  She struggled to recall the man and woman’s conversation, but it kept slipping from her thoughts.  They’d said something about ‘drones’, and ‘nobles’, and…it was gone. 
“It’s something much better than being a Drone,” the man assured her, once again startling her by taking her arm and leading her toward an empty capsule.  “All you have to do is step into here, and you’ll become a Citizen.  It won’t even hurt.”
Benning frowned; something about their conversation earlier was tickling the back of her mind, and she was getting a bad feeling about the capsule.  She hesitated, but as she did, pain flared in her skull once more, this time the most severe it had ever been.  She winced, squinting her eyes shut, and slowly groped her way into the pod.  The moment she stepped inside, the pain vanished, and she sighed with relief.
The capsule’s interior was simple and austere.  It was coolly lit by a faint, blue light, and it consisted of a tall, upright pad that almost looked like someone had taken her bed and stood it on end.  The rest of the capsule was smooth and unmarked.  It was fairly small, smaller than her cell, with only enough space for her to stand in and maybe turn awkwardly around, but she wouldn’t be able to reach her hands out very far in any direction before she hit the walls of the capsule.
“Turn around and stand with your back to the pad,” the man said in an almost bored voice.  Benning hesitantly obeyed, turning around and pressing her bare skin against the pad.  She winced as she touched it; she’d expected it to be warm like the bed in her cell, but it was cool to the touch.  The moment her flesh made contact with the pad, it shifted, forming itself around her body’s curvature until it was melded perfectly against her. 
Benning let out a startled cry as bands whipped out from the pad, encircling her chest, hips, and knees, pinning her against the pad.  A thinner strap snaked across her forehead, pulling her head back and locking it in place, and Benning felt the first stages of panic.  She struggled against the straps, but they were inflexible and immovable; she was bound tightly and securely in place, held totally immobile.
The man looked at her strangely for a moment, then glanced up and down her nude body one more time.  “Just so you know, I find your body appealing, too,” he told her.  “I would have joined you in those chambers you Drones use to satiate your urges.  It’s a shame that once the download’s complete, you won’t have the slightest interest in me anymore.”  He sighed.  “Well, try to relax.  The more you fight, the more painful it’s supposed to be.  It was nice meeting you, Drone.”
“My designation is Benning Kidd, not ‘Drone’,” she said.  “What’s happening?  I don’t want…”
“What you want doesn’t matter,” the man cut her off.  “Goodbye, Drone.”
He shut the door, and the capsule flooded with a sudden pale, violet light.  At the same time, her ‘net flashed two screens in her vision.  The first was familiar, but she stared at the second with rising horror.
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ATTENTION!
You have successfully completed your task:
SELECTED FOR UPGRADE
As a reward, you receive:
+3 GAME CREDITS!
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CONGRATULATIONS!
You have been chosen to be the recipient of a Citizen.  This will require your current personality to be overwritten.
Please relax as your consciousness is uploaded to the servers for possible rebirth in another body. 
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“Overwritten?” she repeated, panic rising in her as she slowly understood what the message was telling her.  “I don’t want to be…”
Her voice fell silent as a tingle ran through her body, paralyzing her muscles.  She struggled to speak, but all she could do was breathe and make inarticulate moaning noises.  She couldn’t blink, couldn’t wiggle her fingers, couldn’t turn her head.  Fear swelled in her, and she felt the sudden urge to urinate, but even that relief was denied her.  She was utterly helpless, and the feeling was something she couldn’t comprehend.  It was beyond her experience, outside of any of her memories, and she didn’t know how to deal with it.
The tingling sensation grew more pronounced, and her eyes snapped shut of their own accord as a new screen appeared in her vision.
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Physical Scan Commencing…complete.
Subject’s physical stats are compatible for upgrade.  Boosting stats to Citizen-acceptable levels:

Physicality: 7.1 to 8.5
Coordination: 7.2 to 8.6
Resistance: 7.3 to 8.8
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Pain exploded in Benning’s body, more pain than she’d ever felt before.  Her bones felt like they were melting; her skin was on fire; acid flowed through her instead of blood.  Her world was agony; she would have screamed if she could, but all she could do was force out a guttural, inarticulate moan.  The pain went on and on seemingly forever, and she felt her body shifting and changing beneath her skin.  Her muscles thickened and swelled; every nerve became more sensitive and attuned; her body felt tougher and more durable.  She had no idea how long the agony lasted, but finally, the pain ebbed and ceased, and she would have cried in relief had she been capable.
Another screen popped up in her vision, but this one was followed by an angry, red square that flashed ominously.
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Mental Scan Commencing…complete.
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WARNING!
Subject’s Willpower stat is Citizen-level!  Subject may be a Citizen!

ERROR!
Citizens are not acceptable receptacles for download and respawn!  Elevating issue…
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WARNING!
Citizen designation Veera Meijers is awaiting download.  Citizen data has been transmitted and cleaned from server.
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Error Mitigation Protocol: THE SIDE OF CAUTION enacted.  No Citizen may be accidentally deleted by the system, and all measures must be taken to prevent this.

Subject designation BENNING KIDD will be upgraded from DRONE to CITIZEN status.  Citizen designation Veera Meijers will be recovered from the most recent backup copy and sent to next available processing area. 

Error resolution complete.  Upgrade proceeding.
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Benning read over the screens uncomprehendingly; none of them meant anything to her.  It sounded like something had gone wrong; would that mean more pain?  She didn’t want more pain!  She struggled to move, to escape, but she was totally immobile.  Before the panic could rise in her again, a new notification appeared in her screen, this one shining gold.
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CONGRATULATIONS!

BENNING KIDD, you have been upgraded from Drone to Citizen status!  As a Citizen, you receive all rights and privileges of full members of the Human Collective, including unlocking your cybernet and full access to the Overnet.

You will now be upgraded to Citizen-acceptable standards.  Do not be alarmed; as a Citizen, you will benefit from all pain-blocking protocols during this procedure.

Please relax, and welcome to the Collective!
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Mental Scan Commencing…complete.
Some mental stats are incompatible with Citizenship.  Upgrading these to Citizen-acceptable standards:

Acuity: 4.9 to 8.0
Social: 4.5 to 8.0

Willpower stat is exceptional and exceeds the norm for a Drone.  Enacting protocol: FAVOR THE FORTUNATE.  The system may not inhibit the exceptional nature of Citizens.  Upgrading this stat to maintain exceptional status:

Willpower 8.1 to 15.4

Unlocking cybernet.  Removing memory blocks and proper-think protocols.  Downloading basic educational primers.
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Benning drew in a sharp breath as her awareness suddenly seemed to expand.  It felt like her mind was growing, becoming deeper and wider at the same time.  What was happening immediately made perfect sense to her: the system, whatever that was, had been attempting to overwrite her personality with that of a Citizen, someone with the designation Veera Meijer.  However, an error had occurred, and the system was worried that Benning might be a Citizen herself.  Since it appeared the system couldn’t harm Citizens, it had preserved her and given her official Citizen status, whatever that meant.
Her thoughts froze as information poured into her mind.  She suddenly knew things that she hadn’t even had words for, before.  She understood concepts of math, science, logic, and reasoning that had never existed as far as she knew.  She could count as high as she wanted, understood how her body and biology functioned, and realized that she was on some sort of planet, one of many inhabited by the Collective, another name for the mass of humanity spread out across the solar system and nearest stars. 
She froze again as her clouded memory suddenly became perfectly clear.  She remembered her entire existence as a Drone, every detail etched perfectly in her mind.  She recalled being raised in a creche with other Drones, receiving a bare minimum education and lots of physical conditioning.  She understood that she’d spent day after day performing meaningless, mindless tasks, never aware of the monotony of her drudging existence thanks to the limitations of her memory.  She didn’t understand the point of that, but her mind reeled beneath the sudden weight of that knowledge, and she struggled to reconcile what she thought she knew with what she suddenly remembered.  As she did, a red screen flashed in her vision.
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WARNING!
Subject’s previous memories are not fully compatible with new mental stats.  Enacting protocol: NO MIND WASTED.  The system must take all steps to ensure the mental stability of Citizens.

Memory blocks restored.  Memories will be released gradually, rather than all at once.  New, compatible memories will be created to replace lost ones.
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Benning hesitated.  She was sure that a moment ago, she’d been bombarded with terrible thoughts, but she couldn’t recall them anymore.  In fact, she couldn’t really recall anything; her memory was a complete blank.  She knew that she’d existed before this moment, but she had zero recollection of that existence.  As far as she could tell, her consciousness had begun at this precise moment, even though she knew that couldn’t be true.  Could it?  The screen that popped up before her seemed to suggest otherwise.
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Welcome to Citizenship, BENNING KIDD!

As a newly fashioned Citizen of the Collective, you have nearly unlimited freedom to choose the path you’ll take.  You can act for the good of the Collective or for your own benefit, as you see fit.  Your actions are restricted only by your own moral compass and desires.

As a new Citizen, you receive:
+1 Citizen Credit
Private Overnet Domain

To assist you in learning how to navigate the Collective, you are being assigned a helper AI that will guide and instruct you, helping you make the decisions that will best suit your desires and fulfill your needs. 

Please choose the avatar for your AI. 
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As soon as Benning finished reading the screen, it vanished, and she found herself staring at six, small images.  The top left image was a shadowy, human body, and focusing on it made it grow larger in her vision, rotating and displaying an androgynous, nude, hairless human.  Once it was centered, obscuring the other five images, the word “Humanoid” appeared beneath it in large, glowing letters.  Benning frowned and turned her eyes to the top right, which showed an image of something like a gearshift.  The human shape shrunk instantly and dropped back to its spot, and the gear grew to fill her vision, spinning freely, with the word “Bot” appearing beneath it.
Benning sighed in relief as she understood.  She was picking an avatar for whatever AI they were assigning her, nothing more.  She scrolled through the other four choices.  The canine image had the word “Animal” beneath it as it ran around and barked silently; the tree that shook and waved as if being stirred by a breeze displayed the word “Plant”.  The creepy, elongated wire loop with eyes and a mouth was underscored with the word “Object”, and the glowing, white orb simply read “Polygon”. 
She returned her gaze back to the human shape, then glanced at the bot icon.  Those two appealed to her; the others simply didn’t stir anything within her.  She had a feeling the frolicking dog was supposed to be cute, but its antics annoyed her.  The tree was certainly impressive, but it was something she was aware of in a clinical way; it didn’t carry any emotional weight for her.  The double wire loop was frankly obnoxious-looking, and she didn’t really want some floating, glowing orb following her around telling her to look and listen all day.  That would be beyond annoying.
At last, she settled her gaze on the human.  It grew large in her vision, and she selected it.  She felt like she should be comfortable with a bot, but something about the idea of a bot following her all the time was strangely unsettling.  The image expanded, and she had three new choices: Standard, Alien, or Fantastic.  Her eyes were drawn to the Fantastic icon; it looked like a tiny woman with thin, filmy wings sprouting from her back.  The Alien icon was a barrel-like creature with four arms and legs that radiated evenly from its sides, giving it excellent symmetry, and the Standard icon was, well, standard.  It was the same androgynous human she’d seen before.
She selected Fantastic, and a veritable slew of odd creatures appeared before her.  The tiny, winged woman was one of them, but there were so many choices that it made her head spin.  She saw em-high things with green skin and giant ears, a woman with serpents for hair, and a three-em-tall monstrosity with an undersized head and huge muscles, among myriad other creatures.  She shook her head; there were simply too many choices.  She needed a way to filter them.
As she thought that, a series of sliders appeared on the side of her vision.  She focused on them; they allowed her to filter by gender, size, number of legs, and a few other, less interesting options.  She decided she wanted a guide that was female, simply because she was female.  She also didn’t want something that hulked over her, or anything that was too inhuman.  She tweaked the bars until only four choices stood before her. 
One looked like a shorter, slimmer human with a narrow face and sharply pointed ears.  When she focused on it, it swelled into prominence in the center of her vision, and a box of text appeared beneath it.
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Elf
Elves are mythological creatures whose legends are thought to have originated in the Scandinavian or Germanic regions of Earth.  They were considered to be wiser than humans and were often depicted as immortal and magical beings who rarely told all they knew.
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Benning dismissed that image; she had no use for a guide that would be mysterious and might purposefully conceal information.  She turned to the next, a blue-skinned creature with long, black hair tied in a topknot that streamed down her back. 
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Jinn

Jinn or djinn are creatures from the legends of the Arabic peoples of Earth.  They were originally considered to be helper and teacher spirits but could be easily angered and tended to violence when provoked.
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That wasn’t exactly ideal, either.  Benning didn’t know if her AI would display a personality commensurate with the avatar she chose, but she had to consider the possibility.  If that were the case – and why would the screen tell her the creatures’ personalities if it weren’t – she didn’t need an AI that might turn psychotic if she annoyed it.  She turned to the next, a creature that looked like a lushly curved woman with pale skin and pronounced epicanthic folds in her eyes.  Oddly enough, she had two orange, tufted ears sticking out of her black hair, and a long, reddish tail swirled behind her. 
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Kitsune

Kitsune is the word for fox in the Japanese language from Earth.  For centuries, Japanese foxes were considered to be magical creatures, guardian spirits, and teachers to great heroes and magicians.  They were often playful and even mischievous but were generally only malicious when greatly provoked.
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That was more promising, at least.  Benning wasn’t sure if she wanted someone who was playful and mischievous accompanying her, but she had no intention of greatly provoking her AI guide.  Still, she looked at the last option, an em-tall woman wearing some sort of strange, elaborate goggles, with her blonde hair in fancy braids and wearing a leather apron.
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Gnome

Gnomes were helpful creatures in the folklore of the European continent on Earth.  They were skilled at building, crafting, and finding things and would often train humans in their crafts.  Gnomes were considered highly intelligent but somewhat erratic and often had to be bribed or cajoled to help humans.
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Benning examined her choices silently.  She supposed she could just go back and choose a standard person, or even a bot, but she liked the idea of being guided by some strange creature from mythology.  The jinn she ruled out immediately; its mercurial nature made it a less than stellar choice for a guide.  The elf she dismissed similarly, since she couldn’t imagine always wondering if her guide was telling her everything she wanted to know.  The kitsune was a possibility, but she had a feeling its playful nature might get on her nerves eventually.  She didn’t remember anything about herself, but something told her she’d never been particularly happy-go-lucky.
That left her with the gnome, and it seemed like a decent choice.  She had a feeling that the selection was mostly aesthetic in any case, and the gnome’s personality felt like one she could at least tolerate.  With a mental shrug, she selected the gnome, and the creature expanded to fill her vision, fleshing out and solidifying before her.  As the other icons faded, the gnomish avatar opened her eyes and pushed the goggles up onto her forehead, giving Benning a wide, friendly smile.
“Hi, Benning Kidd!” the gnome spoke, her voice high-pitched but melodic and ebullient.  “My designation’s Tiddlywoobym Gollyknockles, but you can just call me Tiddly.  You made a great choice, by the way.  I have it on very good authority that gnomes rule!”




Chapter 4

Benning blinked, and suddenly she found herself standing in the middle of an endless, flat, white expanse.  She looked around and realized that she was no longer trapped; whatever force or restraint had been holding her in place was gone.  “Where am I?” she said aloud, wondering at the sound of her own voice.  She couldn’t remember hearing herself speak before, and the sudden realization that she could make a sound – that she really existed outside of her own internal monologue – was quite a relief.
“This is the Overnet,” the gnome’s voice spoke as the short woman suddenly appeared before Benning, dressed just as she had been in her image.  “Do you remember the Overnet?”
“No,” Benning shook her head.  “I don’t remember anything.  Why is that, gnome?”
“You became a Citizen in an – unusual fashion, Benning Kidd.  Oh, and you should recall that my designation is Tiddly or Tiddlywoobym.  I would prefer you refer to me in that fashion, as it’ll speed up the process of our bonding.  Do you prefer to be called Benning, or Benning Kidd?”
“I don’t know,” Benning answered honestly.  “Is one better than the other?”
“In the Collective, most humans refer to themselves with their full designation unless they’re particularly close to one another.  After all, there are something like 47 quadrillion humans in the Collective, so even in a single habitat, there are likely to be multiple people designated ‘Benning’.  However, if you wish to drop the patronym, it’s not considered rude.”
Benning considered the choices for a moment.  “I think I should follow the standard until I see a reason not to,” she said at last.  “Benning Kidd, please.”
“Very well, Benning Kidd.  This is the Overnet.  The Overnet is a massive, multi-system network of negaton servers that can transmit signals almost instantaneously across interstellar distances.  It contains the accumulated information of the entire Collective, although most Citizens can only access a very small part of it.”
Benning looked around.  “It doesn’t really look like that,” she admitted.
“Well, no, it doesn’t really look like anything.  You’re not even really here, Benning Kidd.  You’re in a capsule back on Mars Station 213, Overlevel 1, awaiting your upgrade to Citizenship.”
Tiddly spun around and gestured expansively at the white expanse surrounding them.  “This is your part of the Overnet,” she proclaimed.  “Every Citizen is entitled to a domain in the ‘net, and this is yours.  This is where you’ll come when you need transport, while you’re awaiting respawn, or if you want to redeem credits for upgrades and information.  It’s your place, and you can make it look however you like.”
Benning frowned.  “I don’t know what I like, though, Tiddly,” she said slowly.  “I don’t remember anything about myself.”
“Not yet, you don’t.  We’ll create memories for you based on the choices you make here in the ‘net, though, don’t worry.”
“Create?  You mean they won’t be real?”
“They’ll seem real to you, Benning Kidd, and that’s all that matters.  You’ll have a lifetime of memories to fall back on, and as your real memories are slowly returned to you, you’ll be able to place them in an appropriate context and process them.”
Benning thought about that for a bit, then nodded her head.  “As long as I get my real memories back, eventually, I guess that’s acceptable.”
“Good.  Now, before you can choose, you need a quick lesson on the Collective, and your possible roles in it.”
The white space around them vanished, and suddenly, Benning was standing in space, floating in the void.  Off to her right, she could see the blazing orb of the sun, partially obscured by a vast cloud of what looked like debris.  A planet hung near her, but it was similarly shrouded by layers of orbiting debris; on closer inspection, she realized that the debris might be some kind of orbiting habitats.
“This is Sol System, the birthplace of humanity,” Tiddly said grandly.  “Earth, your original planet, is off that way somewhere.”  She waved absently to her left.  “It doesn’t matter; only a fraction of humanity lives there, and it’s only important as the best source of easy raw materials in the system.
“The seeds of the Collective were sown over two thousand solar years ago,” Tiddly explained.  “Humanity discovered how to produce sustainable fusion power and used their new capabilities to leave their small, crowded planet and begin colonizing their solar system.  They began with their own moon, then Mars, but within a hundred years, they’d built colonies on and orbital habitats around every planet and large moon.  They even began the process of creating a Dyson Swarm, cannibalizing the planet Mercury to produce a vast network of solar collectors and habitats, intending to fully shroud their star and harness all of its light for power generation.”
Tiddly gestured again, and a dark orb of some strange material appeared, hovering before Benning.  “All that changed with the discovery of negative matter,” she said dramatically.  “Did your education download include advanced physics?”
“I don’t know, but I don’t know what negative matter is.”
“Then it didn’t.  That’s fine.  For the moment, you don’t need all the details.  You just need to know that negative matter responds oppositely to any force applied to it compared to regular matter.”  Tiddly held up a simple, white ball.  “This is normal matter.  If I apply a force to it…”  She threw the ball into the void.  “It accelerates in the direction of the applied force, with a final velocity related to its mass and the force applied.  Understand?”  Benning nodded.
“Good.”  Tiddly held up her hand again, and this time, a black ball appeared in it.  “This is negative matter.  When a force is applied to it…”  She attempted to lift the ball, but it remained still, as if stuck in the air.  “It accelerates in the direction opposite to that of the applied force.  So, if you lift it, it pushes down against your hand with an equal amount of force and remains still.”
She gestured, and the ball vanished, replaced by two tiny spheres, one white and one black.  “Negative mass became the basis of an entirely new system of power generation and construction.  Two similarly charged particles, one of positive mass and the other of negative, can provide endless power generation.  The positive particle pushes on the negative one, which responds by moving closer.  As it does, though, its charge pushes the positive particle farther away.  The negative mass particle will endlessly chase the positive one, drawn toward it as it pushes its partner away.”  The two particles began to move in a circle, slowly at first but whirling faster and faster until they were a blur of light.
“Similarly, structures sheathed in even a thin layer of negative matter can’t be destroyed conventionally.  An impact applied to them causes them to push outward against the impact with an equivalent force, negating the impact.  Indestructible habitats coated with negative matter replaced the earlier, standard ones, and entire shells of negative matter were built around worlds to support massive populations.”
She gestured again, and the spinning ring vanished, replaced by a giant, three-dimensional whirlpool that appeared in the space before them, twisting and gyrating chaotically and emitting a slew of colorful light.  “The next discovery was how to produce negative energy,” the gnome explained.  “Negative energy has strange properties that allow it to move sideways in time, to bend space far more than gravitational forces can achieve, and to bore holes in the fabric of spacetime to connect far-distant locations.” 
As Benning watched, a dark-hulled, spherical ship floated near the maelstrom in space.  It hesitated for a moment, then seemed to plunge into it, elongating and stretching as it did, vanishing into the multihued whirlpool.  “Negative mass and energy allow faster-than-light travel to nearby stars, limitless power generation, and the creation of negative-energy-ion or negaton computers that can process information sideways in time, basically performing incredibly complex calculations instantly.  With this came the creation of the Overnet – and the birth of Citizens.”
The view shifted, and suddenly Benning was standing on a flat, metallic surface, with buildings towering over her and masses of people milling around, dressed in every conceivable manner, speaking in hundreds of languages, all seeming perfectly happy and content. 
“Limitless power, instantaneous travel, and practically infinite computational abilities meant that humans no longer wanted for anything.  Nanotechnology and genetic engineering eliminated disease and ensured that every human was a superlative example of the race, physically and mentally.  Almost all tasks were automated, leaving humans very little to do but endless resources to use.  Apathy and discontent started to rise, so the rulers of the Collective created Citizenship.”
“Citizens are the elite of humanity, and you are now a Citizen, Benning Kidd.  That means that you’re allowed to live your life however you wish, and you’ll receive rewards or penalties for how well you pursue your goals.  It doesn’t matter what those goals are; all that matters is that you actively work to pursue them, and you’ll be rewarded for it.”
“It doesn’t matter?” Benning repeated.  “What if my goals are, say, to kill all Citizens?  That won’t matter?”
“Nope.  In fact, there are Citizens who pursue the life of an assassin or serial killer.  Since Citizens can’t be killed permanently, it doesn’t really matter if you go around slaughtering them.  All that matters is that whatever you decide to do, you do your best at it, and you’ll be rewarded.”
“How?” Benning asked curiously.
“Credits,” Tiddly grinned.  “Credits and levels.  Credits are money in the Collective.  They allow you to requisition more and more valuable resources, to implement upgrades to yourself, or to buy additional influence and favor.  Even though the Collective has basically unlimited resources, the implementation of the credit system gave humanity something to strive for.  Credits separate minor, unknown Citizens like you from powerful, influential ones whose actions impact entire star systems.  With enough credits, you can purchase a patent of nobility and upgrade yourself even further.
“Levels, on the other hand, measure how far you’ve come along your path.  As you achieve higher levels, you’ll become more powerful and influential naturally.  Your body and mind will improve, and you’ll gain new skills and abilities that Citizens farther back on your path can’t match.”
“Okay, so how do I get credits and levels?” Benning asked.
“Glad you asked!” Tiddly said enthusiastically.  “Benning Kidd, it’s time to create your character!”




Chapter 5

Tiddly gestured once again, and Benning found herself surrounded by a thousand images of herself, each dressed differently or holding different objects.  One image looked almost cybernetic; much of Benning’s face was covered with electronics, and one eye glowed with a bright blue light. Another was wearing simple robes, and various objects floated around her, seeming to hover of their own accord.  Some images had only subtle differences – one looked just like Benning except for a book in her hand, while another held a musical instrument. 
“What is this?” she asked, wonderingly.
“These are your career choices, Benning Kidd,” Tiddly laughed.  “Or, in the parlance of the Collective, your possible characters.”
“Characters?”
“It’s an old gaming term that managed to hang around,” Tiddly shrugged.  “It’s appropriate, too.  Once, humans would play games where they would pretend to be someone else, often someone with abilities that were superhuman, and they’d behave in the game as if there were very few consequences for their behavior.  That’s remarkably similar to being a Citizen, in fact.”
“How do I choose?” Benning asked, a bit overwhelmed.  “I don’t even know what these things are!  How is that person floating things?  And why is that one made of bot parts?”
“I’ll help you choose, don’t worry,” Tiddly said reassuringly.  “The robed image, by the way, is a representation of you as a nanomancer, someone who learns how to use their personal nanofield to do things that might once have seemed like magic.  The other one is a cybernaut, someone who’s upgraded their cybernet to the point that they’re more bot than human. 
“Every career has benefits and downsides, Bennett King.  Nanomancer, for example, can eventually make you very powerful, but it’s very hard to earn levels in that path, and it takes a long, long time to get to that point.  Fledgling nanomancers are all but powerless for a long time since they’re just learning to access their nanofield and manipulate it.  Cybernaut has the opposite problem; they’re powerful early on, when their upgrades give them a big advantage, but as time goes by, they reach a limit.  If they replace too much of themselves, then they’re not really human anymore, they’re an AI, and AIs can’t be Citizens.  Eventually, they max out their advancement and just stagnate.”
“So, how do we decide?” Bennett asked.  “We can’t just go through all of these and discuss them…”
“Oh, no, that would take forever!” Tiddly laughed.  “Well, not forever, but longer than we’ve got.  Right now, a lot of your neural processing is happening in isotemporal time – in other words, it’s happening sideways in time, so time outside is passing much, much slower than time in here – but it would still take longer than your body can handle to go through all of these. 
“So, we’ll limit them a bit.  First, let’s take a look at you.  Can you access your cybernet?”
“You keep talking about that, but what is it?  Do I have one?”
Tiddly sighed.  “Wow, they really locked off your memories, didn’t they?  Yeah, you have a cybernet.  Your cybernet – most people just call it their ‘net – is your personal body network.  It’s linked to an array of nanobots – your nanofield – that exists within and around you, maintaining your body and clothing, keeping you clean, and recycling your wastes into nutrients and liquid for you.  Your cybernet tracks and monitors your status and links with the Overnet to determine your career level.”
“You mentioned levels before.  What are they?”
Tiddly shook her head.  “It’s easier to show you.  Just think about displaying your status.”
Benning frowned but did as asked.  Immediately, a light green screen popped up in front of her, displaying an image of her body – totally nude for some reason – with her name and some text beside it. 
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BENNING KIDD

Citizen Path: None Chosen
Level: 0
Credits: 5 Game Credits

Physicality: 8.5
Coordination: 8.6
Resistance: 8.8

Acuity: 8.0
Willpower: 15.4
Social: 8.0
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Tiddly whistled appreciatively as she examined the light green screen.  “Wow, your Willpower is amazing!” she said in a low voice.  “That’s Noble-level Willpower, Benning Kidd.”  She frowned.  “You’re either going to need to avoid displaying your status or pick up the Cyberfeiting skill so that you can hide that.  It’s going to cause problems with the nobility if they see it.”
“Why?” Benning asked nervously.
“Because usually, Citizens are locked to a maximum of fifteen Willpower,” Tiddly explained.  “Even nobles can only go up to twenty-five typically, so you’ve got the Willpower of a low-ranked Noble.  They won’t like that.” 
“I don’t even know what these things mean, Tiddly.  What are these numbers?”
“Well, these six stats kind of rate your physical and mental abilities.  They’re comparative, but they encompass a lot of different aspects.  Physicality, for example, is just that: it’s a rating of how fit your body is.  It’s a number that combines things like physical strength, foot speed, and overall health, so two people with the same Physicality might have different strength and speed levels, but they sort of balance out. 
“Coordination does the same thing, but it’s an amalgam of your reflexes, fine motor skills, hand-eye coordination, and general proprioception.  Resistance is how tough you are against wounds, toxins, and other physical damage to your body.  When you’re wounded or incapacitated, your Resistance will drop, and if it drops to 0, you’ll die and have to respawn.
“Acuity is your ability to learn, reason, and remember.  It’s kind of like how smart you are and how quickly you understand things.  Willpower is how resilient you are against mental manipulation, attempts to coerce you, and pain.  Your Social stat is a measure of how well you interact with others, including your ability to befriend or manipulate them.”
“A lot of those seem to have overlapping areas,” Benning observed.  “Resistance and Willpower, for example.”
Tiddly shook her head.  “Think of it this way, Benning Kidd.  Physicality is how far you can throw a rock and how fast you can run to catch one.  Coordination lets you hit your target with the rock or catch one that was thrown at you.  Resistance lets you get hit with a bigger rock without dying.  Acuity lets you identify a specific type of rock.  Social is how easy it is for you to convince someone that a rock is edible, and Willpower keeps you from being tricked into breaking your teeth on a rock.  Does that make sense?”
“It does, yes, but – what do they mean, comparatively?  I mean, what’s the difference between an eight and a nine in Physicality?”
“It’s not quite that simple, I’m afraid,” Tiddly shrugged.  “You can’t just say, ‘An eight can bench press 150 kigs, and a nine can bench press 200’.  It’s an aggregate score, so that nine might be physically weaker than the eight but much faster or in better overall health.  As well, the higher your stat becomes, the less of a bump you’ll be getting with each full point.  The difference between a four and a five is a lot bigger than that of a 500 and 501, for example.”
“Okay, but how much different?”
Tiddly sighed.  “Well, mathematically, it’s a logarithmic scale based on the hypercube or fourth power of the ratio of the higher level divided by the lower one.  Does that help?”
“Not really, no.”
“I didn’t think it would.  Let’s just say that at very low scores, a point increase means you’re around twice as fit, smart, or tough as you were.  For an average Citizen, going up a point means you’re about a half to a third better than you were.  For the highest ranked Nobles, gaining a point might mean a ten percent increase in intellect, charisma, or whatever.” 
“Oh, and as a point of comparison, before the Collective began genetically perfecting humans, most would have fallen between a six and seven, and the truly exceptional, once-in-a-generation individuals would qualify as around a ten – which makes you almost supernaturally gifted in Willpower!”
Tiddly seemed to shake herself, as if regaining her focus.  “In any case, we’ll worry about that later.  For right now, besides Willpower, your stats are basically that of a normal, low-level Citizen.  Your physical stats are a bit higher than standard, but your mental stats – again, except Willpower – are baseline for a Citizen.  That makes sense, since you’re a brand-new Citizen, but it does eliminate a bunch of choices for your career, sorry.”
Benning blinked as about a third of the images vanished from her sight.  She considered the gnome’s words and nodded.  “I take it those were careers where I needed a higher Acuity or Social stat?”
“Exactly.  Not that your stats are bad – as a part of the Collective, you’re an exceptional member of the human race inherently – but compared to most Citizens, you’re pretty weak.  Fortunately, you can fix that!”
Tiddly pointed to the line below Benning’s level – whatever that was.  “You’ve got five game credits, which is good.  Game credits can normally only be used to play games on the Overnet – that can be useful, because there are games that can let you gain or improve skills, and it’s a safe way to improve yourself in multiple skills quickly – but for now, we can trade them in for standard credits in a 1:2 ratio.  Five game credits give you ten standard credits, which we can use to improve you a bit.  You get one standard credit upon reaching citizenship to pick a base class, so you’ve got eleven standard credits.”  Tiddly laughed.  “I’ll bet they’re wishing they hadn’t given you those, now!”
“Who are they?” Benning asked curiously.
“The people who gave you those game credits.  Where you came from, they were cheap and plentiful, because you weren’t allowed to play the valuable, skill-boosting games.  You just played mindless entertainment ones.  Now, though, those credits are going to help you a lot, and there’s nothing they can do about it.”
“Why would they want to do something about it?” Benning asked.  “Am I in trouble?”
Tiddly sighed.  “Yes and no, Benning Kidd.  You’re going to start with some significant resistance to you, I’m afraid, but it’ll be subtle and hidden.  No one’s going to walk up and laser you or anything.  You just might find things harder than normal.  So, let’s make the best use of these credits, right?”
“Okay,” Benning agreed.  She was curious, and she wanted to know more, but she had a feeling she’d gotten everything from Tiddly that she was going to.  “So, how can we spend credits?”
“Well, for you, the best way to spend them is going to be through a career path.  Each path will grant you upgrades to your stats and automatically give you a set of skills that makes it possible for you to pursue that career.”
“Can I pick more than one career?” Benning asked curiously.
Tiddly looked thoughtful.  “I’m not sure,” she said after a moment.  “I mean, normally, no, you only get one career.  You can change it and upgrade it with new skills over time, but you only get the one…but that might be because every Citizen only starts with one credit rather than a hard limit in the system.  As far as I know, it’s never been tested.  It might be possible for you to choose two or three paths if you wanted.”
Benning considered her words and nodded.  “Okay, so let’s narrow these down a bit.”
“Absolutely.  First, let’s decide if you want to do something that keeps you in one place, or something where you travel.”
Benning thought about it silently.  She wasn’t sure – she had no recollection of herself – but the idea of journeying to distant places spoke to her.  Plus, if there were people who were going to make her life difficult, it seemed that staying in one place would make that much easier for them.  “Travel,” she said after a moment.
About half of the remaining images vanished.  “Do you want something peaceful, or adventurous?”
“Adventurous,” Benning said after a brief consideration.  Peaceful sounded – monotonous.  She didn’t know why, but the idea of monotony – of doing the same things over and over, endlessly – filled her with a sense of panic.
Another half of the images vanished.  “Do you want to help others, hurt others, or serve yourself?”
That was a harder question.  Benning felt that the ‘right’ answer was to help others, but – this was going to be something she was doing for the rest of her apparently immortal life.  She might be able to shift her career a bit, from what Tiddly had said, but whatever she chose was going to be her entire existence for probably hundreds of years, at least. 
And really, why did she care about anyone else?  She didn’t know anyone.  She didn’t remember anyone.  Thinking about other people meant absolutely nothing to her.  She didn’t dislike people, but she certainly didn’t care about them.  They were just – things.  Why would she spend her existence in the service of things, possibly to her own detriment?
“Myself,” she said finally.  “I want to look out for myself.”
Most of the images vanished, leaving ten or so remaining.  “That helps,” Tiddly nodded.  She looked at Benning contemplatively.  “Hmm.  You know, I have an idea.  You want to travel, you want to look out for yourself, and you want adventure?  You might want to try picking these two careers and see if the system will let you have them both.”  Two images shone brighter than the others, and when Benning examined them, a screen popped up describing each.
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STARSHIP CAPTAIN
You are on the path to command your own starship!  Further your career by serving on ships, advancing in command, and finally captaining a ship of your own!

STATS
Coordination +0.5
Acuity +0.5
Social +0.5

SKILL SET
Starfaring
Leadership
Naval Tactics
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MERCENARY GLADIATOR
You fight for glory and fame in the arenas of the galaxy!  Further your path by mastering new weapons, defeating enemies in combat, and gaining greater glory for yourself!

STATS
Physicality +0.5
Resistance +0.5
Willpower +0.5

SKILL SET
Martial Combat
Weapons Expertise
Conditioning
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“Okay, it seems like most of those skills are pretty self-explanatory, but what are Starfaring and Conditioning?” Benning asked.
“Starfaring is another name for space navigation,” Tiddly shrugged.  “The higher your rank in it is, the better control you’ll have over a starship, and the more effectively it will function for you.  You’ll use less gas, or hydrogen fuel, you’ll get more speed from your ship, and you’ll have fewer problems with diving, or faster-than-light travel.
“Conditioning, on the other hand, is how well you can withstand extreme stresses to your body, those that are beyond your normal Resistance and Physicality.  It will allow you to exceed the normal limits of your stats and will reduce the damage you take from any source.”
Benning nodded.  “Do the skills give me some kind of bonus to those things?”
Tiddly laughed.  “Your skill rank is a measure of how good you are at a skill, so yes, having a higher rank will make you better at that skill.  You can artificially boost a skill with skill credits or a purchased download, and the Overnet will give you the requisite knowledge for that skill level.  You can also practice with weapons, let’s say, and your Weapons Expertise will go up on its own.  Either way, every skill rank will mean you’re better at that skill.”
“Wait, you mentioned a skill – Cyberfeiting, I think you called it,” Benning said.  “Should I get a career with that?”
“You can grab that separately.  Just think about acquiring these two careers and Cyberfeiting.  I want to see what happens; if I’m right in what I’m guessing, I think you’re going to like it.  If I’m wrong, you’ll have the chance to change your mind.”
Benning hesitated.  So far, Tiddly had been helpful, but this was the rest of Benning’s existence she was talking about.  How much did she trust this AI disguised as a gnome?  Of course, Benning had no better ideas.  She supposed she could look through the other eight careers here, but really, even that was placing a great deal of trust in Tiddly.  The gnome might have hidden all the best careers from Benning already, but she knew that there was no way she could go through a thousand paths looking for that perfect one.  Plus, both Starship Captain and Mercenary Gladiator sounded – exciting.  She could see herself zipping through the stars, traveling from arena to arena, fighting for glory, maybe even engaging in ship combat…
She selected both careers and thought about getting the skill Cyberfeiting.  As she did, an angry, red screen filled her vision.
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WARNING!
A Citizen may only choose one Career Path per credit!  Checking available credits…sufficient credits found.

ERROR!
Denying a Citizen’s Career Path is unacceptable.  Elevating…
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A moment later, the red screen vanished, and a new screen appeared.
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Enacting Protocol: A PLETHORA OF CHOICE.  The system must avoid placing arbitrary limits on Citizens.  New Career Path created.  Error resolved.

You have chosen the Career Path: STELLAR CORSAIR!
A Stellar Corsair is a specialized type of starship captain who exists outside the boundaries of the law, serving only themselves and their crew, seeking out battle and glory for its own sake rather than for profit or vengeance.  Corsairs can be pirates, smugglers, or privateers, or they can simply rain havoc on unsuspecting ships for their own enjoyment.  Stellar corsairs revel in combat and can advance by battling in the arena, naval combat, and boarding actions.  Further your path by hiding your true nature from others, committing acts that skirt or violate the law, by boarding ships and attacking their crews, or by gaining glory in the arenas!

STATS
All +0.5

SKILL SET
Starfaring
Leadership
Naval Tactics
Martial Combat
Weapons Expertise
Condtioning
Cyberfeiting

COST: 3 credits

Please confirm this choice.
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“Awesome, it did what I was hoping,” Tiddly laughed. 
“What’s this about protocols?” Benning asked curiously, reading the screen.  “And creating a career path?  No one has ever chosen to be a pirate before?”
“Not a pirate, a stellar corsair,” the AI corrected.  “Pirates seize ships for their cargoes and for profit.  Apparently, you’ll be doing it for the glory of combat.  A Pirate captain would prefer to hit unmanned and undefended cargo transports; you’ll seek out manned, armed escort ships and just take the cargoes incidentally.  And while I’m sure people have done that – there are just so many people in the Collective, it’s impossible that someone hasn’t – no one’s made it their designated path before, probably because it's usually impossible for someone to start Citizenship with three credits – or more than one, to be honest.”
“What about the children of wealthy people?” Benning said dubiously.  “Surely, their parents could give them all the credits they need, right?”
“It doesn’t work that way,” Tiddly shook her head.  “Until someone reaches their majority and becomes a Citizen, they can’t own property or credits, so their parents can’t give them an advantage that others don’t have.  They still have advantages – they can get skill training while young and train their stats to start above the Citizen baseline – but choosing a path like this isn’t one of them.
“And as for protocols, well, you can imagine that the designers of the first isotemporal negaton computers were more than a little worried about such powerful computers taking over and ruling humans.  You wouldn’t know this, but human literature and art for the past few thousand years has been filled with stories about computers either enslaving or destroying humanity.  So, the designers created immutable protocols that force the Overnet to serve humans and prevent the ‘net from harming, limiting, or overly restricting Citizens.  ‘A Plethora of Choice’ is one of those: it’s a protocol designed to prevent the ‘net from keeping Citizens from doing things just because it doesn’t like what they’re doing.”
Benning nodded; that seemed reasonable.  After all, computers that could think sideways in time could surely outthink even the most advanced humans, so it could probably rule them fairly easily.  “How many protocols are there?”
“No idea.  There could be a few hundred or several trillion.  The ‘net has used existing protocols to create new ones as needed over time since there was no way for the original designers to anticipate every possible situation.  It doesn’t matter; all that’s important is that the protocols will keep the Overnet from harming you – and keep anyone else from using the ‘net against you.  So, do you like the career path?”
“What are the downsides to it?” Benning asked.  Everything, she was sure, had a downside.
“Well, it’s a split path, which means you have to advance it through commanding a starship and engaging in combat at the same time.  A Starship Captain can travel to new places and constantly grow their path; a Mercenary Gladiator could basically live in arenas and do the same.  You’ll have to do both to level up.  You won’t be able to advance just by flying a ship or just by battling in the arena, and that will slow you down, especially at the higher levels.  Plus, since this is a new path, I have no idea what abilities you might get.”
“Abilities?”
“Yep.  Every path gets certain abilities as they level up.  A Starship Captain, for example, gets the ability As It Is at level three.  It’s very useful for diving – traveling vast distances quickly using the fifth dimension.  A Mercenary Gladiator gets the ability For Glory at the same level, which boosts their physical stats briefly at the expense of their mental ones.  I have no idea what you’ll get, or at what levels.”  Tiddly shrugged.  “Are you still interested?”
“Yes,” Benning replied after a moment’s consideration.  “It sounds like it will be challenging, and if I’m able to travel from place to place, it won’t be boring.  I – I can’t stand the thought of being bored, or being trapped in one place.”  She shuddered.  “Why does that bother me so much?
“It’s because of how you became a Citizen,” Tiddly said, her voice slightly sorrowful.  “Before you ask, I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you about it.  For the moment, though, I can tell you that what you’re feeling is very understandable.”
Benning frowned.  “Why can’t you tell me?”
“Because I’m restricted the same way the ‘net is,” Tiddly sighed.  “I can’t do anything that would harm or hinder you, Benning Kidd, and knowing your past would do both.  As time goes by, you’ll come to understand, and that’s all I can say.
“In the meantime, go ahead and accept the career.”
Benning frowned.  She wanted to know more about her past, but it seemed she wouldn’t be getting it from Tiddly.  The best she could do was wait and hope that the AI was being truthful.  She accepted the career path, and another notification appeared.
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CONGRATULATIONS!
You have chosen a Career Path.  Because of your unique origin, you will now receive memories matching that career path. 

Move Ever Forward, Citizen!
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Benning winced as information flooded her mind.  She remembered her childhood, growing up in a creche with other young Pre-citizens here on Mars.  She’d never been able to grow close to the other children; she simply hadn’t had the interest in them or their lives to make those sorts of connections.  She’d played their games, shared their secrets, and put on a show of friendship, but in truth, she’d never been able to see them as anything other than tools to be used to make her own life easier or better.
She recalled her years of virtual school, learning advanced math and physics, genetics and biology, and the histories of Earth and the Collective.  During that time, she’d honed her abilities to manipulate and deceive others for her benefit but still hadn’t connected with any of them.  Many of her classmates thought of her as their friend, and she encouraged that, but she’d never returned the sentiment.  She remembered graduating and telling everyone that she was going for Captain’s training, that she was going to join a crew and command her own ship one day.  Her creche-mates were proud of her; most of them had selected careers that kept them planetside, and few had the daring to venture into the void when the death rate was so high.  Death wasn’t permanent, but it also wasn’t pleasant.
And she had taken the training.  There, she’d learned the mechanics of operating, maintaining, and piloting a starship.  She’d mastered the intricacies of traveling through wormholes, how neg-drive systems functioned, and how to use the negaputer to get the most from her ship in combat.  It wasn’t easy, and the training challenged her mentally and physically, but she’d made it and was on the path to being a starship captain.  The creche-mates she’d stayed in touch with – the ones who she felt could still benefit her – wished her luck and assumed she’d be seeking a berth on a ship somewhere to begin her fledgling career.
What they hadn’t known was that Benning Kidd had learned the skill Cyberfeiting before even reaching her majority thanks to an unscrupulous Citizen who’d agreed to teach her in exchange for credits upon reaching her majority.  It hadn’t been a great deal, but it had been a necessary one because Benning had a secret: her Willpower was incredibly high, far too high for a normal Citizen, and it attracted all sorts of unpleasant attention as she grew up. 
She’d learned how to fake her cybernet and nanofield, making them give off false beacon signals to disguise her identity.  She knew how to bypass security systems, how to trick computers into accepting her false signals – and how to create a false ship transponder signal, so that her vessel looked like something other than what it was.  When she’d learned all the man was willing to teach her, she’d used her new skill to anonymously turn him in to the Mars authorities, who considered Cyberfeiting a forbidden skill.  He’d been forcibly deported, sparing Benning the need to repay her part of their agreement.
She’d used her new skills to falsify her ID and join gladiatorial training.  Normally, a Citizen could only choose one path, but Benning Kidd wasn’t satisfied with simply hopping from planet to planet.  She wanted adventure, danger – and she wanted the thrill of being on the wrong side of the law.  When she’d been learning Cyberfeiting, she’d been flouting the law, and her successful deception of her mentor was one of the few times when she’d felt genuinely happy and excited.  She wanted more of that; she wanted to live as she chose, not as others dictated, and that meant learning to defend herself and take what she wanted. 
The two careers had originally been incompatible, but her AI assistant had instructed her how to coopt a respawn pod to trick the ‘net into treating her like a brand-new Citizen.  Her two careers were now merged into a new path, one that she’d never heard of before: she was Benning Kidd, Stellar Corsair!




Chapter 6

“Way to go, Benning Kidd!” Tiddly grinned at her.  “It worked!  Take a look at your status,”
Benning called up her status and willed it to display the way she remembered doing a thousand times before, and it appeared before her.
[image: ]
BENNING KIDD

Citizen Path: Stellar Corsair
Level: 1
Credits: 8 Standard Credits

Physicality: 9.0
Coordination: 9.1
Resistance: 9.3

Acuity: 8.5
Willpower: 15.9
Social: 8.5

SKILLS
Conditioning 1
Cyberfeiting 1
Leadership 1
Martial Combat 1
Naval Tactics 1
Starfaring 1
Weapons Expertise 1

[image: ]
She focused on her skills, making sure she knew what each did and verifying that they gave her the benefits her trainers had promised.  Benning took very little on faith, after all.
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CONDITIONING
+1% x rank max physical exertion
-1% x rank damage from all sources

CYBERFEITING
1 + 0.1 x rank to scan level required to pierce spoofed ID

LEADERSHIP
+1% x rank to skills of all under your command
+1% x rank to Social stat with all under your command

MARTIAL COMBAT
+1% x rank melee damage
+1% x rank melee defense

NAVAL TACTICS
+1% x rank starship weapons damage
+1% x rank starship defense

STARFARING
+1% x rank max dive range
-1% x rank fuel consumption
Deleterious effects of diving reduced by 10% + 1% x rank

WEAPONS EXPERTISE
+1% x rank damage with any weapon
-1% x rank enemy defense against your weapons
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Benning smiled; those were exactly what she had been hoping.  One percent bonuses weren’t much, of course, but they added up, and her trainers had assured her that every ten ranks, the bonuses would get better and would allow her to use the skill in different ways.
“That’s not technically true, you know,” Tiddly reminded her.  Tiddly was her AI, one she’d stolen from the Overnet using her Cyberfeiting skill, and was the only companion she’d ever had for whom she felt actual affection.  The AI was devoted to helping her, which meant that Benning never needed to hide her true self or her desires from Tiddly.  “Those bonuses are just a rough way of tracking how good you are at the skill.  Technically, to achieve rank ten, you have to learn how to use the skill in those other ways.  Once you do, you’ll be granted rank ten as a reward.”
“I remember, Tiddly.  I also remember that I can’t buy rank ten with a skill credit; I have to earn it.”
“Exactly.  Okay, now we need to use up those credits.”
“Before someone tries to steal them back from me, you mean,” Benning agreed.  She’d siphoned these credits from her former creche-mates, her last usage of them before she removed them from her life forever – not that she’d ever be welcome among them again once they realized that they’d each lost their starting credit.  They would have to earn a credit through service before picking a career path, now, which wasn’t uncommon.  Some people spent their starting credit on equipment, skill training, or to boost a stat in order to open up the career path they wanted, after all.
“Or before a random scan spots them and someone starts asking questions,” Tiddly added.
“That too.  Any suggestions?”
“Well, each credit will give you a 0.1 boost to a stat, or 0.2 to a skill,” Tiddly reminded her.  “Or you could use 2 to get a new skill.”
“I can’t think of any new skills that could help me; can you?”
“Not really,” Tiddly shook her head.  “You might want to use a credit to buy a crew kit or gladiator kit – or both, I suppose.  That would give you an advantage over most new Citizens who have to earn a credit to buy their first kit.”
“That’s a good idea.  What about boosting a skill to rank 2?”
“You could do it, but which one?  If you’re joining a ship right away, you might want to boost Starfaring; if you want to spend some time in the arenas, first, you could rank up Martial Combat.”
“What about Cyberfeiting?” Benning questioned.  “It’s the skill that’s brought me the most benefits so far, and with it, I could get more credits for the future.”
“It’s possible, but Benning Kidd, remember that you got very lucky with this haul.  It probably won’t ever happen again, and doing it means that you’re going to have to go offplanet fairly quickly.”
Benning thought it through carefully.  Cyberfeiting was a fairly rare skill; most Citizens didn’t want it because there was no need for them to hide their natures, and Nobles frowned on anyone who had it.  That same rarity, though, made it easier to use, since no one expected to see an ID spoofed.  Tiddly was right; Benning would probably never get a credit haul like this one again, since true Citizens locked their credits behind a biometric firewall that Benning didn’t know how to even try to penetrate, but even an occasional extra credit here and there would add up – and once Benning commandeered her first ship, being able to spoof the transponder would be vital. 
All of that was down the road, though, and in the short term, a rank in Cyberfeiting wouldn’t help her very much.  She needed practical experience on ships before she could command one, and she needed to engage in true combat in the arenas before she would be allowed to join the real fights, the ones where actual glory and credits could be won.  Instead, she purchased a gladiator kit and a crew kit for one credit each, boosted Martial Combat up to rank 2, and put the last credit into her Physicality, increasing it to 9.1.  It wasn’t much, but for what she planned, it would hopefully be sufficient. 
“All set?” Tiddly asked her, rubbing her small hands together gleefully.
“All set,” Benning nodded.  “Let’s get out of here.”
“Okay, but first, set your ID to read Veera Meijer,” Tiddly warned.  Benning looked curiously at her, but the gnome simply shook her head.  “Trust me.  It’ll avoid questions with the Workers.  They’re expecting to see Veera Meijer exit the pod you coopted to join your paths together.”
“Makes sense.”  Benning closed her eyes and dove into her cybernet.  Tweaking the ‘net to make it beacon a different ID wasn’t simple, but it wasn’t particularly difficult, either.  She adjusted it to read the name Tiddly had advised and altered her stats to hide her true path, high Willpower, and physical abilities.  She was now Veera Meijer, Starship Captain, with decent Coordination, Acuity, and Social stats but just above baseline everything else. 
She accessed the Overnet and triggered her logout sequence; the white expanse faded away in her vision, but before she could open her eyes, a new notification popped up in her vision, this one a tantalizing gold.
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WELCOME TO THE COLLECTIVE!
Benning Kidd, as a newly minted Citizen, you gain the following:
+1 Renown
+0.5 Standard Credits 


You may now choose to alter your outward appearance.  All changes are permanent unless changed with credits.  Your appearance can be changed again during any respawn for zero credits.
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An image of her still-nude body appeared before Benning, along with a series of sliders that she could adjust.  She could change her hair from its currently short length, setting it anywhere from bald to the middle of her back, and could alter the color and style of it to pretty much anything she could imagine.  She was able to lighten or darken her skin color, change the shading and shape of her eyes, and even adjust the shape of her nose, head, and jaw.  Everything on her body was customizable, including her height, curvature, and bust size. 
She played with the sliders a bit, finally deciding on an image she liked.  Her nose was a bit smaller, her face a bit rounder, and her eyes turned to deep violet.  Her hair became the color of molten gold and lengthened to her shoulders, so she could pull it back out of her face as needed.  Her shoulders and hips widened slightly, but she left her breasts alone; they were small enough to be out of her way but large enough to attract notice if she wanted them too, which she figured might be useful if she needed to talk her way into or out of a situation.  Once the changes had been made, she locked them in, and another screen appeared.
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Commencing body adjustment.  Please be patient.  You may experience odd sensations during this time.  Do not be alarmed!
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Benning wondered what ‘odd sensations’ she might feel, but she didn’t have to wonder for long.  Her skin began to tingle, especially around her shoulders, hips, and face.  The bones in her cheeks and jaw seemed to soften and shift, as did the bones in her shoulders, ribs, hips, and legs.  Her head itched slightly as she felt her hair falling down the back of her neck, and her eyes ached for a few, brief moments.  Soon enough, though, the sensation eased, and Benning breathed a sigh of relief.
The violet light shining around her faded to a cool blue, and Benning opened her eyes as the straps slowly loosened from her, allowing her to regain her balance before they withdrew completely and freed her.  The door to the rebirth capsule slid silently open, and Benning blinked as the bright light of the Spawning Chamber beyond pierced her eyes.  She stepped out a bit unsteadily; her new body moved a bit differently than her old one had, and it took her a few moments to find her balance as she took her first steps into the Collective as a stellar corsair.




Chapter 7

A pair of white-clad workers stood before her.  The male walked forward and held up a portable scanner, pointing it at Benning and reading the display almost mechanically.  “Welcome to Mars Station 213, Citizen Veera Meijer,” the man said in a respectful tone of voice, as he should.  Workers existed to serve Citizens; this man had been raised from birth to provide for and remain dutiful to every Citizen he encountered, and proper servility was a part of that.  “What are your preferences for clothing?”
“I have requisitioned two kits, Worker,” she said a bit imperiously; that was the way that Citizens were supposed to address Workers, after all, and anything else would have raised questions.  She didn’t feel any inherent sense of superiority over the Workers – like most people, they were simply objects as far as she was concerned, and their existence didn’t matter much to her – but she knew she needed to act her role.  “Bring them to me at once.”
“Of course, Citizen,” the man nodded, walking over to his fabrication console.  He held his hand over it, linking his cybernet to it, and the console sprang to life.  Inside the cylindrical fabrication tube, a ring of microthene plastic rose slowly up in the air, leaving a silver case of the same material behind.  The Worker opened the tube once the ring reached the top and removed the case, setting it on the floor.  The ring descended to the base of the tube and rose once more, creating a second, nearly identical case that soon joined the first, and the Worker picked both up and brought them over to Benning.
“Here you are, Citizen,” he placed the cases before her.  “Is there anything else you require?”
“No, Worker.  My ‘net will provide me all else I need.  Return to your duty.”
“Thank you, Citizen,” the man bowed to her before turning and walking away.  Benning leaned down and touched each case, linking them to her ‘net so that no one else could open or use them and analyzing the contents.
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Starship Crew Kit contains:

1 standard ship-compatible navlink upgrade
3 sets of standard crew uniforms
1 set of gravboots
1 standard mass driver sidearm
1 auto-updating flight log
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Gladiator Kit contains:

1 set basic composite armor
1 collapsible HDM weapon blank
1 standard mass driver rifle
1 standard photon sidearm
1 HUD-equipped helmet
5 doses injectable medigel
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The kits were more or less what she’d been expecting.  The crew kit would allow her to link directly into a ship’s drive net, walk and move normally in free fall flight, and track her travels, accomplishments, and promotions electronically.  That way, when she joined a new ship, she wouldn’t lose any seniority or acclaim she might have gained with the previous captain.  The gladiator kit was equally useful.  The basic comparm or composite armor and helmet would protect her from being immediately killed by a photon blast or a single magnetically accelerated mass driver bullet but wouldn’t do much against advanced weapons or any sort of explosive.   The high-density metal weapon blank could be turned into a single melee weapon through her nanofield – she already knew what sort of weapon she wanted – and medigel could temporarily boost her nanofield’s healing properties.
She opened the crew kit and took out one of the uniforms, slipping on the shirt and pants and regaining what little modesty she retained.  The uniform was made of molex, a soft fabric made from a continuously connected silicon-based molecule.  The fabric was very hard to tear or burn, soft, flexible, and very elastic.  It would shield its wearer from fairly high extremes of heat or cold, and it was resistant to photonic radiation, the kind someone was most likely to experience in space.  The material stretched to fit Benning’s body closely but was nearly frictionless and had enough give that it didn’t bind or chafe her anywhere.  The uniform was black with silver lines along the arms, sides, and legs, but those could be altered easily to match the colors of any ship she chose to join.
She removed the sidearm in its holster and slipped it onto her hip, then attached her two kits to the connection ports on her back and walked to the door.  As she did, she glanced at the two workers, suppressing a frown.  For some reason, she felt a surge of anger toward them both, especially the woman.  It was irrational – she couldn’t recall anything that either might have done to annoy her – but it was there.  The man was attractive enough, but there was something untrustworthy about him.  The woman seemed cold and uncaring, and Benning almost sensed a certain amount of contempt coming from her, even though she couldn’t see any outward signs of it. 
The more she stared at the two, the angrier she became.  Something in her told her that the two deserved punishment; she didn’t know how, but they’d harmed her in some way – or at least, they’d tried to.   That was it – somehow, they’d tried to hurt her and failed.  Her hand drifted to the sidearm at her hip, but she restrained herself.  The Workers were unarmored, of course, and her pistol would fire a hyperdense tungsten and lead bullet at three times the speed of sound.  The bullet would pass through them and probably heavily damage the consoles behind them, and that might interfere with other Citizens spawning.  She didn’t really care about that, but the system would, and she wanted to keep a low profile for a bit longer.  Fortunately, thanks to her gladiator training, the pistol wasn’t her only option for chastising the pair.
She took a deep breath; the Workers wouldn’t have any combat training, of course, but they might be stronger or faster than her.  Considering their jobs, they probably weren’t – the system would have maximized their Acuity and Social stats so they could deal with Citizens more appropriately, but she doubted they’d need high Physicality or Coordination – but it was better to assume the worst.  She relaxed her bod and activated her combat ‘net.  Instantly, a blue bar that tracked her Resistance appeared at the very edge of her vision, only visible peripherally, while the image of the two Workers shifted in her mind.  Each was overlaid with a light green aura that showed that they were uninjured; no glowing red spots appeared to outline any weapons, but that only meant that she couldn’t see any.  She’d need to purchase a combat scanner if she wanted better information. 
She tensed and rushed forward at the closer of the pair, the tall man standing over the console.  Her foot lashed out, taking the man in the side of the knee, and he cried out in pain and surprise as the joint crumpled beneath her blow.  He fell, his arms windmilling wildly, and as he did, Benning’s left elbow slammed into the side of his head.  He dropped to the ground, limp and unconscious, now surrounded by an angry, orange glow that showed that he was moderately wounded.  Benning knew he’d only stay that way a few seconds before his nanofield eased the swelling from the concussion she’d given him.  That was fine; a few seconds was all she’d need.
The woman spun in her chair, her eyes wide and her mouth agape, frozen in terror.  Benning snapped her foot up in a roundhouse kick that caught the woman in the jaw, shattering the bone and dislodging a pair of teeth.  Benning spun with the motion, returning her right foot to the floor, and thrust her left foot out in a spinning back kick that took the woman in the chest, knocking her and her chair over with the snapping sound of fracturing ribs.  The woman coughed once and clutched her chest, writhing on the floor in pain, now surrounded in an a dark orange aura that showed that she’d been seriously wounded.
Benning turned back to see the man slowly rising to his knees, one hand clutching his head where she’d struck him.  He looked up at her, his eyes wide and fearful, and fell back as her snap kick caught him in the chest, knocking him onto his back.  Benning dropped onto him, her knee pressing into his chest, and slammed her clenched fist into his nose, crushing it and slamming the back of his head into the floor.  The man cried out, his voice oddly distorted by his broken nose, and wrapped his arms around his face, cowering away from her as his aura flashed to a darker orange.  
Benning rose and went over to the woman, still lying on the ground, clutching her shattered ribs that hadn’t yet healed.  Obviously, the woman had a low Resistance score, or her bones would already be repairing themselves.  It didn’t matter; Benning grabbed the Worker by her hair and pulled her upright, then slammed her knee into the woman’s temple.  The woman cried out and fell limp as her skull cracked beneath the blow, and Benning repeated the movement.  The woman’s body convulsed once as Benning’s knee crushed her brain and severed the artery beneath her temple.  Benning dropped the now-dying woman whose aura was a deep crimson and stalked over to the man, who crawled away from her, whimpering and dragging his broken knee.
“I don’t understand,” the Worker bawled, his white molex pants yellowing as he lost control of his bladder.  “Why are you doing this?”His nanofield would clean that in moments, but the sight of it pleased her at a deep level.  He feared her, and he should.  Unlike Benning, these Workers wouldn’t be reborn when they died.  Death was a deep and primal fear for them.
“Because you betrayed me,” Benning said flatly, grabbing the man’s short hair and hauling him toward her.  She was sure of her words, even if she didn’t know why she was so certain.  “Betrayal has consequences.”
“Betrayed…wait!  Benning Kidd?” the man gasped, his eyes going wide.  “No, it’s not possible!  How?”
That was enough for Benning.  If speaking of betrayal told him who she really was, then there was no doubt that he was guilty of treachery.  Her instincts were right, and he deserved his fate.  She wasted no more words on him but slammed the edge of her rigid hand into his throat, shattering the hyoid bone and collapsing his windpipe.  As he choked and gagged for air, she moved behind him and slammed her fist as hard as she could into the man’s spine, striking between the third and fourth vertebrae.  The Worker slumped as her blow fractured those bones and ruptured the disc, compressing his spinal cord and cutting off the signals to the rest of his body.  She gave his head a final jerk, being sure to sever the spinal cord as completely as possible, and dropped him to the ground, where he lay, limp and unmoving.  He wasn’t dead, yet – neither of the Workers were – but his crimson aura showed that he soon would be, soon, as his body ran out of ohtu, or oxygen.  His nanofield would never be able to repair the damage to his spine before he asphyxiated, just as the woman’s wouldn’t be able to patch the bleeding artery before she bled out internally.  They were both dead, they just didn’t know it, yet.
Her retribution complete, Benning wiped her hands clean on the man’s shirt and checked either of them for credits.  The woman had a single game credit that Benning swiped, using her Cyberfeiting skill to switch the credit into her account before the Worker died and the credit was erased.  She rose and strode to the door, where Tiddly assured her that a transport would be waiting.  No one would care about the deaths of the Workers, and their own nanofields would quickly reduce their bodies to their composite elements for recycling, so there would be no mess to clean up.  She put the encounter from her mind; whatever they’d done, she’d paid them back for it, and now they didn’t matter anymore. 
It was time to get away from Mars and move on to better things.  It was time to head to the starport.




Chapter 8

The Mars Station Starport was an orbiting, cone-shaped platform high above the planet’s surface, removed from its gravity well.  It wasn’t large enough to accommodate colossal interstellar barges or dreadnought-class warships, but that was fine.  Benning wasn’t looking for anything like that.  She wanted to join a small crew on a fast, intrasolar ship, one that traveled around the Sol system hauling cargoes of water, gas – hydrogen fuel – or heavy metals between the outer Oort habitats, up to a lightyear or so from the sun, and the inner solar or Dyson ones.  Such runs weren’t glamorous, but for a beginning officer candidate, they were perfect – plus, she could find one that spent a significant amount of time in the Oort Cloud, where the rule of law was a bit less heavily enforced.
The starport was a bustling place, filled with people and bots moving about constantly.  The floors were glossy, stone tile, the ceilings were high and arched overhead, and the place was brightly lit by LEDs that mimicked solar light.  The main terminal was a two-kim or kilometer long and 100-em-wide cylinder that held temporary housing and small offices for corporations that traded in the goods and passengers that moved through the port, as well as storefronts for smaller businesses that catered to the crews and tourists passing through.  The cylinder was divided into levels, and each level had multiple rings, the first being the innermost and then moving outward as the numbers climbed. 
There were ten levels in all, each assigned to different classes of ships.  The first level was reserved solely for passenger and colony ships, since those vessels tended to be larger than others and the rings at the first level were bigger and more numerous than those above.  The second was Fleet-only, housing the warships that defended the system from attacks from pirates, terrorists, and hostile systems.  While the Collective was supposed to be a harmonious whole, the simple fact was that each system was sort of its own empire, and not all of them looked favorably on humanity’s home system. 
Each level could handle anywhere from a few hundred to over a thousand ships, which meant there were thousands of vessels in port, and any of them could be hiring a new officer.  That was far too many for her to go around looking randomly for a berth, though.  Technically, there was a job board on the local ‘net that she could peruse, but her school training had warned her that only the worst jobs were posted on the boards, those designed for Citizens on the crew or engineering path, not for officers.  No one hired openly for officers; the academy would usually arrange for a berth for its graduates if asked, but it was common knowledge that the best officers found their own ways into space.  How they did that, Benning didn’t know, but fortunately, she wasn’t alone in making this decision.
<Okay, I’m pulling up a map of the starport,> Tiddly’s voice spoke silently in Benning’s mind.  Technically, the AI wasn’t speaking, she was just sending thoughts directly into Benning’s cybernet, and the ‘net was turning them into sounds for Benning, but it worked out the same way.  <There are currently 5,233 ships in port, Benning.  What filters do you want me to use?>
I honestly have no idea, Tiddly, she thought with a touch of desperation, looking around her.  I mean, I have no clue what kind of ship will work best for me or my career path.
<Well, if you want to see more combat and action, you’ll want to head away from the sun into the Kuiper or Oort stations, Benning Kidd.  Everything closer than Pluto is fairly tame and law-abiding.  There are more arenas out there, as well, and fewer restrictions on who can join what combats.>
Okay, but I don’t want to get stuck on a sublight freighter heading out that way.  It should at least have an AM or KB plant.  For a ship to be able to dive and travel faster than light, they needed a more powerful power plant.  Obviously, negmass plants were ideal, but an antimatter or Kugelblits black hole power generator would produce enough energy to allow a ship to travel FTL.  Older fusion plants were primarily equipped on ships running large cargoes at sublight speeds, and Benning didn’t want to be stuck on years-long trips to and from the Cloud.  Those ships required a fair bit of time to accelerate to relativistic speeds, and that meant that once they were going, they didn’t stop until they were nearing their destinations, so she could be stuck for two years or more onboard with people who annoyed her and no chance to jump ship if she needed it.
<That narrows the list a bit,> Tiddly acknowledged.  <We’re down to 1,683 ships.  What about tonnage and crew?  Do you want to be a little fish in a big pond, or a big fish in a little pond?>
Big fish, definitely.  I don’t want to be just another junior officer on a corporate freighter hauling iron out to the Oort Cloud.  I’d rather be on a small, fast ship that spends most of its time jumping around the outer stations and is only here for a brief stop.  Maybe something that might be a smuggler.
<That brings us down to ten, and looking at them, I’d suggest the Heliopause.  Its sensor logs are surprisingly bland considering that it just spent six months out at the edge stations.>
Bland?  What do you mean? 
<Well, the Oort stations are infamous for having trouble with piracy, theft, organized crime, and so on.  They’re anywhere from a couple of light-weeks to lightyear from the sun, and they’re so spread out that it’s hard to police them effectively – and there’s lots of places for criminals to hide.>
Benning considered the AI’s words for a moment.  So, if the Heliopause has boring sensor records, either they somehow managed to avoid problems with all of those people, or they managed to alter their logs to make it look like they did.
<And either way, that’s a captain you want to learn from, right?  They’re docked in level 8, ring 4, bay 16.>
Level 8, as it turned out, was reserved for small, FTL freighters, of which the Heliopause was apparently one.  Benning rode the elevator to level 8 and walked down the ramp to ring 4.  Each ring was set somewhat lower than the one before it, to allow ships to enter and exit the docking bay safely with practically no wasted space.  Benning walked the short distance to bay 16 – she’d entered the ring at bay 31, so it wasn’t a long trip – and was greeted there by an older Worker dressed in a battered crew uniform that was an odd shade of green with gold trim. 
“Captain Argus Leon isn’t here right now, Citizen,” the man told her, his voice a bit hoarse and roughened, something that his nanofield really should have fixed for him, and nowhere near as deferential as it should have been.  “He should be back in four or five solar hours.  Check back then.”
“I’d prefer not to wait,” Benning told the man evenly, eyeing him up and down.  The Worker looked fit and strong – if he was a laborer on the ship, his Physicality score might actually significantly exceed Benning’s – but he also radiated a faint air of contempt.  That, at least, she understood; she was a newbie officer candidate, fresh out of school, while he might have been working ships for half a century or longer.  Even so, as a Citizen, she outranked him and had more respect and privileges than he ever would as a Worker, and for some Workers, that rankled.  “Tell me where he is, and I’ll go meet him there.”
“The captain asked not to be disturbed, Citizen,” the man shrugged.  “If you’d like, I can tell him you were here, though.”
“I told you to tell me where he is, Worker,” Benning said flatly.  “He can decide if he wants to see me or not.  It’s not up to you.”
“I’m sorry, Citizen, but the captain told me not to tell anyone his whereabouts, and his orders outrank those of some plantrash officer fresh out of academy.  You’ll just have to come back some other time.” 
Benning stiffened at his words.  ‘Plantrash’ was one of the more offensive insults to anyone who traveled through space, since it implied that they were nothing but trash clinging to the surface of a planet.  She wasn’t particularly offended, because she didn’t care in the slightest about this man’s opinion, but no Worker would ever speak to a Citizen that way normally.  She couldn’t imagine how he dared talk to her that way, and while she tried to read his facial expressions – that wasn’t something she was good at.  Her lack of connection to others made it hard for her to understand their emotions, and she’d never learned how to read their facial cues well.
<It’s satisfaction,> Tiddly told her to Benning’s great relief.  <He must think that you’ll be too afraid of offending his captain to respond.>
Benning wasn’t great at reading emotions, but she understood the concept of predator versus prey instinctively.  If she allowed this man to speak without retribution, it would be a sign of weakness.  Even if she got a berth on this ship, she’d be seen as a target for anyone who thought themselves stronger than her.  She had no choice but to act.
Her right hand lashed out, grabbing the man’s right wrist, pulling his arm straight and twisting it.  He squawked as she yanked his arm up and to his side, pressing his extended elbow against her flat, muscled stomach and pulling.  No matter his Physicality or Resistance, the elbow was a weak spot on any human, and with his arm straight and twisted as it was, his muscles couldn’t get the leverage to resist her.  He bent forward, placing his left hand on a nearby railing to stop himself from falling, and tried to break free, but she just increased the pressure on his arm until he cried out and fell still.
“Now, where is Captain Argus Leon?” she asked him in a calm voice. 
“Captain ordered me…”
“Yes, yes, you told me.  And once he takes me aboard, I’ll have to follow his orders.  For now, though, I don’t, so tell me what I want to know or lose the arm.”  For emphasis, she yanked up on the arm, and he yelped in pain.  She was careful not to pull too hard, though; hurting a Worker was one thing, crippling them was another.  Granted, the man’s nanofield would repair the damage eventually, but if this Worker needed his arm to do his job, his Captain Argus Leon wouldn’t be happy with a potential officer that rendered the older man unfit for work.
“Fine!  He’s at 4-Forward!” 
“4-Forward?  What’s that?”
The old man barked a laugh.  “I was right, you are fresh from the academy, newbie!  4-Forward is a – social gathering place, let’s say.  It’s a place where officers and corporate reps meet to do business and relax.”
“Fine.”  She released his arm.  “I’ll go speak to him.”
“You do that,” the old man snorted.  “Tell him that Artemis Gentry sends his regards.”
4-Forward, as Benning had surmised from the name, was at the forward part of the station on level 4, which in an orbital habitat meant the part farthest away from the planet below.  Once upon a time, these habitats rotated to provide artificial gravity for those onboard, but now each ring in the station had a hyperdense layer of dark matter contained beneath its decks that did the same thing, so the starport was in a geosynchronous orbit.  The ring here had a viewscreen that mimicked a giant window and gave a view of the distant sun, shining wanly through the haze of Dyson habitats that lived off of collected solar energy.  There would be another aft that gave a similar view of the planet below.
The bar was a relatively open, clean, well-lit place, not the rundown dive Benning had been half-expecting.  It was two-hundred ems long by a hundred deep, a huge compartment in a small starport like this, and the entrance was guarded by four heavily armed Soldiers, members of the caste that were bred to fight and die in battle.  Soldiers naturally had high physical stats, often higher than the average Citizen’s, and low mental ones, and they were trained from childhood to ignore pain or fear and to place their duty above all else.  Even her trainers in combat school had spoken of Soldiers with respect.
The place had something like a hundred tables, most of which were occupied by ship officers wearing standard crew uniforms with rank bars on their collars, as well as people in various types of dress that she assumed were representatives of the various corporations that had offices in the station.  Benning moved to enter, but before she could, one of the Soldiers held a hand in front of her, and she halted at once.
“Wait, Citizen.  Only ship officers and corporate officials can come in here.”  The Soldier was male, heavily muscled with obviously high Physicality and Resistance scores and probably a decent Coordination score – but doubtlessly not very much in the acuity department.
“I’m on the Starship Captain career path, looking to meet with Captain Argus Leon,” she said evenly to the man, being careful to keep her hands away from her weapons.  Soldiers could be touchy, and she had no desire to start a fight with one – especially when she’d probably lose quickly.
“We have to do a scan,” the man said after a moment, obviously conferring with his ‘net to get orders.  “You pass, you come in.  You don’t, you find out where the nearest respawn center is.  That work for you?”
“That’s acceptable,” she nodded.  A second solider, this one female but just as large and muscular as the first, stepped behind Benning while the male lifted a portable scanner and held it out to her.  The scanner would read Benning’s ID from her ‘net – at least, it should read the ID she’d chosen to broadcast, which she just realized was still that of Veera Meijer.  If the scan was advanced enough, it would see through her disguise, but that would be fine, as well.
“Citizen Meijer,” the man said after a moment.  “You’re welcome in 4-Forward, so long as you follow the rules.”
“What are the rules, so I can follow them?” she asked coolly.
“Simple enough, Citizen.  Don’t start fights.  Don’t cheat anyone or steal anything.  All weapons stay in their holsters.  Break the rules, and you get broken.”
“Those do seem simple,” she agreed with a faint smile.  “Thank you.”  She walked past the Soldiers and into the bar, noticing as she did that there were two more Soldiers inside, watching the patrons warily, and that the noise level was surprisingly low for such a crowded place.
<Careful here, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly warned her cautiously.  <I have a feeling this place is more than it seems.>
What do you mean? she asked as she made her way over to the long bar, which was fairly packed with people.  I can certainly tell it’s not a cheap pseudohol hole, but I’m not sure what else is wrong with it except that it’s very quiet. 
<I mean that there are four Soldiers guarding the entrance and two more here inside,> the gnome said seriously.  <One or two would be enough to convince drunk Workers or an unruly Citizen to behave themselves.  Sure, a properly trained Citizen of high enough level could take a Soldier in a fight, but most don’t get that kind of training, and the ones who do wouldn’t waste it to rob or destroy a simple bar.  That means that either this place tends to get way out of hand, or there’s something here that needs a lot of protection.>
Benning considered the AI’s words and nodded.  That made sense; she probably couldn’t handle a Soldier on her own, right now, although she was sure once she got far enough down her career path, that would change.  Six of them in a place like this was a bit extreme.  I’ll be careful.  Any idea which one of these is Captain Argus Leon?
<Probably the one over there in the crew uniform that matches Artemis Gentry’s,> Tiddly laughed.  <Come on, Benning Kidd, you didn’t need me for that!>
I shouldn’t have, no, she sighed silently.  I’m feeling a bit – overwhelmed right now.  Hearing about all this stuff in training is one thing; actually seeing and doing it is harder. 
<Well, yeah, but that’s why it’s part of your career path.  If it were easy, Workers and Soldiers could do it, right?>
Benning didn’t respond but slipped onto an empty barstool and touched the screen set into the bar in front of her.  A selection of drinks raced across the screen, none of which she recognized.  Benning had never been much for alcohol; thanks to her nanofield and cybernet, the effects of any standard alcohol she drank would be minimal and very short-lasting unless she drank a ridiculous amount of it.  Of course, nano-enhanced pseudohol would get anyone intoxicated, but the substance was highly addictive – which was why the places that served it didn’t need to look nice, according to rumor.  Benning had never tried the stuff and had no interest in doing so.  She hated the thought of being controlled by anything or anyone, and she’d seen how desperate addicts were for their next dose.
Still, she was in a bar; sitting here without drinking something would look unusual and suspicious.  She just had no idea what to order.
<Why not let the bar’s AI pick for you, then?> Tiddly suggested.  <It can access your ‘net to find out what would taste best to you if you let it.>
That made as much or more sense than anything else, so Benning chose the ‘Autoselect’ option.  A few seconds later, a bot stopped in front of her, carrying several dozen glasses filled with various liquids in a carrying case atop it.  A flexible, articulated hand dipped smoothly and fluidly into the case and removed a tall, slim glass filled with a pale, amber liquid that looked dense and almost syrupy, holding it out for Benning.  She hesitantly reached out and took the drink, and the bot zipped off to its next customer. 
Benning turned and surveyed the room, lifting the glass to her lips a bit awkwardly.  Oddly enough, something felt off about the motion; she’d obviously drunk from a glass before, but holding to her lips felt – wrong.   She shook off the feeling and took a small, careful sip.  The liquid flowed slowly, just as its appearance suggested it would, but even so, some of it managed to spill out of her mouth and run down her chin, dripping onto her shirt. 
Wow, you’d think I never took a freaking drink before, she thought as she watched the liquid slowly fade and vanish beneath the actions of her nanofield.  What’s wrong with me?
Fortunately, enough liquid made it into her mouth for her to taste the drink, and she was immediately glad for it.  She’d expected it to be sweet, but it was actually smoky and a bit savory.  The liquid had a touch of heat to it, enough to tingle but not enough to burn, and the alcohol in it gave it just a bit of a bite.  She blinked; it was amazing!  She took another, larger swig – again spilling some down her chin, to her chagrin and embarrassment – and sighed contentedly.  She held up the drink and accessed her ‘net; it informed her that the liquid was a Sirian Smokebrew, a drink that had nothing to do with the nearby star but had been linked to its name, nonetheless.  Well, I know what I like to drink now, at the very least.  No matter what, today hasn’t been a total waste.
She scanned the bar and quickly sighted Captain Argus Leon, examining him as surreptitiously as she could while he spoke to a woman with lavender hair who was dressed in a cream and gold uniform.  The man was tall, fit, and looked to be in his mid-twenties, but that described all adult Citizens.  He had short, black hair that laid flat and straight against his head and tan skin, but again, that described the majority of humanity.  His eyes, though, were bright yellow, and he had a white line that looked like a healing wound along his jawline and the stubble of a beard along his jaw and chin.  Benning frowned; she’d never seen someone with a superficial injury that didn’t fade in minutes.  What sort of wound took that long to heal?
<A fake one,> Tiddly laughed.  <It’s cosmetic, Benning Kidd.  He’s got that scar because he wants to have a scar; otherwise, his nanofield would have removed it a long time ago.  Same for the beard stubble; that’s part of his deliberate look.>
Why would anyone want to look injured?
<Some people believe it makes them look more dangerous.  I guess the idea is that it shows that you’ve been in battle and were wounded.>
That seems ridiculous, Tiddly.  That doesn’t prove that he’s been in combat.  He could have scratched himself loading cargo or falling out of his bed. 
<You’re right, Benning Kidd.  It tells you, though, that this captain wants to be seen as dangerous, whether or not he actually is.  Keep that in mind when you’re dealing with him.>
She waited patiently until the man finished his discussion, sipping her drink as she did.  After the first few drinks, she stopped spilling it; it was as if her lips had forgotten how to drink from a glass for some reason and needed reminding.  After ten minutes or so, the lavender-haired woman bowed her head and rose from the table, walking away and leaving the captain sitting alone.  The man leaned back in his chair and lifted his glass of clear liquid, taking a deep drink from it, and Benning took the moment to walk over to him.
“Captain Argus Leon?” she asked in a polite but neutral voice. 
“That’s me,” the man nodded, glancing at the woman and grimacing.  “Is that a newbie crew uniform, or did some corporation think it would be funny to dress their people that way?”
“I’m a recent academy graduate,” she nodded.  “I’m looking for a berth.  Would you mind if I joined you at your table?”
“I might,” he grunted.  “Citizen or Worker?”
“I’m a Citizen.  My career path is Starship Captain.”
His eyes narrowed at that.  “You’re an officer trainee?”  He eyed her carefully, then nodded.  “Have a seat.  What’s your designation?”
“Benning Kidd,” she said, taking the chair that the woman had just vacated.  The seat was soft, malleable plastic that was strong enough to support her but flexible enough to mold to her body shape so that no part of her was pinched or unsupported
“How did you locate me here?” the man asked.
“One of your Workers told me.  I had to force him, but…”  She shrugged.  “By the way, I was told to say that Artemis Gentry sends his regards.”
“He does, does he?” Leon sat up, straightening in his chair.  “I’m surprised.  He must have a decent opinion of you.”  The man stared at her for a minute, then nodded.  “What do you think a Starship Captain does, Benning Kidd?”
“I think it depends on the captain,” she said evenly.  “I’m sure there’s a huge difference between the captain of a luxury liner transporting Citizens to Barnard’s Star and that of a gas transport making the run between the sun and inner stations.  I believe there’s an even larger difference between those and the captain of a short-haul fast freighter that spends most of its time in the Oort Cloud.”
“All of that’s true, but you didn’t answer my question,” the man shook his head.  “What does a captain do?”
“The textbook answer is that a captain commands and controls their ship and crew, maintains safety and morale, and speaks for their ship and crew in all dealings with outsiders.”
“Correct.  What do you think of that?”
She shrugged.  “I think that it sounds nice, but it doesn’t really mean anything.”
He grinned at her.  “Also correct.”  He leaned forward, placing his hands on the table.  “Once a vessel leaves port, a captain is a law unto themselves.”
“That could be said of almost any Citizen,” Benning pointed out.
“Ah, there you’re incorrect, Benning Kidd.  Citizens in habitats or – even worse – those planetside are limited in a thousand ways they can’t even see.  They’re limited by social pressure, by the presence of Soldiers, by the system itself and its protocols.  They think they’re autonomous, but really, they’re living in a gilded cage.”
The man turned and looked toward the bar’s viewscreen, which also showed the wan, distant sun.  “The closer you live to old Earth, the worse that is.  Haven’t you felt it, here on Mars?  The pressure to conform, to become a proper, upstanding Citizen?”  He shook his head. 
Benning considered, searching her memories.  She hadn’t ever felt that, probably because she cared so little for others’ opinions of her, but she’d seen that behavior in her creche-mates and classmates.  She’d seen them stifled and stunted by the full Citizens around them, all of whom ‘knew’ what was best for their charges.  One of her creche-mates, a young man designated Demetrius Paulson, had taken the career path of an artist because his elders had pushed it on him.  Demetrius Paulson didn’t enjoy art and wasn’t terribly talented, but he would be spending the rest of his immortal existence doing it unless he could find the training and time to push his career path in a different direction.  She nodded at the captain; she understood.
“A starship means freedom from all that,” the man told her.  “Once you’re captain of your own vessel, you can go where you want, when you want – at least, so long as you weren’t idiotic enough to take a command on one of the big, corporate vessels.  When you’re in space, you are the ultimate law, the final authority on all matters.”  He looked at her directly.  “Do you understand what I’m saying?”
“I do,” she nodded.  “If you offer me a berth and I take it, I’m under your command – within limits, that is.”
“Then you don’t understand.  In space, there are no limits.  If the captain tells you to jump, you jump.  If he tells you to clean the heads, you clean the heads, even though the nanofield already did it.  If the captain orders you to accompany him to his cabin…”  The man shrugged.  “You don’t argue; you just do it.  That’s what being a captain means, Benning Kidd.”
“And if a crew member refuses an order?” she asked, careful to keep her voice emotionless.  “What if you order something that’s suicidal, or obviously dangerous for the ship and crew?”
“A crew member who refuses an order gets punished, of course,” he snorted.  “The captain has full control over the ship’s cybernet, Benning Kidd.  That includes who eats, who has access to their quarters, and whether or not an airlock door opens at exactly the moment someone’s walking past it, jettisoning them into space.”
<Remember what I said, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly spoke softly in her head.  Benning paused for a moment before understanding.  This was a man who was trying to present himself as dangerous, even if he wasn’t necessarily.  She nodded and leaned forward, lowering her voice as she spoke.
“Look, Captain, I’m going to be blunt with you.  I’m not going to join on as an indentured servant or slave.  I’m not interested in becoming your concubine or mistress.  I sought you out because you spend your time in the outer regions of the solar system, out where the law doesn’t have the same meaning, and because your sensor logs are a bit too clean for someone who’s out there all the time.”
“I’m not sure I understand,” the man replied, his face and voice both flat.
“Then let me be clearer.  I’m looking for a captain who can teach me how to operate in those regions, because that’s where I want to spend my time.  I want that freedom you were talking about, and it seems like you’ve found a way to get it.  Either you’ve gotten very good at avoiding trouble, or you’ve gotten very good at making it look like you’re avoiding trouble.  Either way, that’s something I’d like to learn.  I think you can teach me, and in return, I can be a valuable crew member, with skills that your Workers and other crew probably don’t have.  If that works for you, great.  If not, I’ll find someone else who’s looking for an officer and not a bedwarmer or lapdog.”
Leon leaned back and stared at her for long moments, stroking his chin reflectively.  He glanced down at her sidearm.  “You know how to use that thing, or is it just for show?”
“I can use it just fine,” she smiled at him.  “I’ve also trained with a rifle and done some hand-to-hand combat.”
“That’s more than most full captains, much to their regret,” he nodded.  “I see now why Artemis Gentry recommended you.”  He leaned forward.  “Whatever credits we make first go to any repairs or resupply needed for the Heliopause and to purchase the next cargo.  Whatever’s left after that gets split three ways: 2 shares for the ship, for maintenance and upgrades, a share for me as captain, and a share for all other Citizens in the crew.”
“How many Citizens do you have aboard?” Benning asked cautiously.
“Two: an engineer and a pilot.  You’d split a share with them.”
“That’s fair,” she nodded after a moment’s thought.  Typically, an officer would get paid more than an engineer or pilot, but a newbie, untested officer – not so much.
“Good.”  He rose from his chair.  “Go ahead and set your uniform to my colors.  I’ll have you added to my roster.  We depart at 1800, local time, not one minute later.  Got it?”
“Yes, sir,” she said, also rising and bowing her head slightly, receiving a similar bow from him in return.
“Good.  Don’t make me regret this, Ensign Benning Kidd.”
“I’ll do the best I can, Captain.  I can’t promise any more than that.”
“Then it’ll have to do.”  As the man strode away, Benning couldn’t stop herself from frowning.  She’d gotten her first berth, and it was taking her out into the outer reaches of the solar system, exactly where she needed to go.  It was a step on her career path, hopefully the first of many, and it should have been a moment of joy for her.  Yet instead of being triumphant or excited, she felt – anxious.  The thought of leaving Mars Station and heading out into the void, filled her with trepidation.  She felt a strong urge to head back down planetside; the thought of someplace dark and damp was oddly comforting for some reason.
<You’re just nervous, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly assured her.  <Don’t worry; once you’re on the ship, you’ll feel fine, I promise!  Now, we’ve got three solar hours to kill before we leave.  How about another of those Smokebrews?>
Benning smiled.  Fine, but just one, Tiddly.  I don’t need to show up to my first berth drunk or anything.
Tiddly laughed silently.  <Captain Argus Leon might just like that, you never know!>




Chapter 9

While Benning waited, she’d had Tiddly access the local ‘net and pull up what was publicly available on her new ship. 
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HELIOPAUSE
Comet-class brigantine hull cargo vessel
Last port: McNaught Station 41, Oort Cloud

Dive-capable
Deep-dive capable

Captain: Argus Leon
Owner: Argus Leon

…
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Brigantines, she knew, were a small, fast type of cargo vessel designed to carry small loads quickly.  Like all of the older Comet-class brigantines, the Heliopause was a cylinder 150 ems long and 40 ems wide with a dome-shaped prow and stern.  The front 50 ems held quarters for the crew of 8, including a galley and lounge, as well as the bridge and the ship’s negaputer.  Behind that, it had a hundred thousand cubic ems of cargo space, putting it on the smaller side for a freighter.  Comet-class vessels were built with an AM power plant and very little in the way of armor or weaponry, but they could be upgraded fairly easily, so Benning had no idea what sort of
Benning arrived twenty minutes early for departure and was met once more by a much friendlier Artemis Gentry.  “Welcome aboard, Ensign Binning Kidd,” the Worker grinned at her, bowing his head in acknowledgment.  “Captain Argus Leon told us you’d be joining our crew.”
“Artemis Gentry,” Benning said without inclining or lowering her head in return, as was appropriate for a Citizen dealing with a Worker.  “How about a tour of the ship?”
“Pilot Annie Hatfield has already arranged for that, Citizen,” Artemis Gentry said, his face creased with a sly grin.  “She’s waiting for you in the airlock.”
Benning stared suspiciously at the man’s almost gleeful face.  What expression is that, Tiddly?
<Amusement.  He thinks something’s funny – and it looks like it’s not something nice.>
Benning was immediately suspicious, but she didn’t really have any choice.  She walked past the Worker into the yawning, brightly lit portal leading into the Heliopause.  A ramp led up into a wide, fully enclosed tunnel with springy but resilient flooring that would cushion dropped cargo.  Portholes set every two ems or so allowed Benning to glance out into the void – and to get a glimpse of her new vessel. 
The Heliopause was an older ship but had been well maintained and kept upgraded.  The stern had a series of em-wide cowlings jutting from the very end, which suggested to Benning that the ship’s sublight drive was probably a momentum-based one that fired enormous quantities of highly energized particles out the back to generate thrust.  How much impulse that granted the ship would depend on the power plant being used, of course, since the more power the engines could generate, the faster particles could be ejected, and the more momentum would be imparted to the ship.
The airlock was small, only about 25 square ems, but Benning supposed that made sense for a ship like this.  After all, the airlock would probably only be necessary when coming into port or when someone needed to spacewalk to effect repairs on the ship – or, more likely, to inspect repairs done by the ship’s ‘net.  If the ship were larger, the airlock would have to function as a docking station for shuttles – the big cruise ships, colony ships, and military vessels were all so large that they had their own gravity wells, and their mass could dislodge a station from orbit if they got too close – but for a small ship like the Heliopause, she guessed there really wasn’t much need for a larger entryway.
A tall, slim woman stood waiting for Benning in the airlock.  Her skin was light brown, matching her short hair so well that it almost made her head look overlarge, and her figure was lithe to the point of looking boyish.  She was five cims or so taller than Benning, and while her face was creased with a friendly smile, that expression didn’t make its way into her eyes.
“Ensign Benning Kidd?” the woman spoke, her voice surprisingly deep.  Benning inclined her head in acknowledgment, since the woman was obviously a Citizen.  “Pilot Annie Hatfield,” the woman continued, also inclining her head.  “Captain Argus Leon informed us that you’ll be joining our crew.”
“A pleasure to meet you,” Benning told the woman evenly.  She kept her face open but not friendly; she didn’t know this woman, and she certainly didn’t trust her.  “I understand that you’re giving me a tour of the ship?”
“The captain asked me to, so…”  The woman shrugged.  “Here I am.  Follow me, please.”
The Heliopause was set up like most spacefaring vessels, at least as Benning recalled from her lessons.  Its halls were just wide enough for two people to pass one another without having to squeeze around each other, and its overheads were just high enough that a human wouldn’t bang their head on anything.  The decks ran parallel to the outer hull, with higher decks being closer to the center of the cylinder. 
“This is the Outer Deck, or OD,” Pilot Annie Hatfield explained as they walked through the narrow passageways.  “Obviously, no one lives on this deck since it’s the closest one to space.  It’s mostly here to make traveling through the vessel easier and to house the ship’s various bots and their repair stations.”  They walked easily along the deck, the nearby station having wrapped the ship in a dark matter sheath that generated enough gravity to keep their feet on the floor, if just barely.
“The front 30 ems of the Heliopause are reserved for crew quarters, including the lounge and galley,” Hatfield continued.  “The rest of the ship is given over to the negaputer, cargo, power generation, fuel storage, and the engines.  The bridge is on deck 4 forward, with deck 5 reserved for the captain’s quarters and negaputer core.  Weapons and Ops are deck 3 forward, where I can usually be found, and Engineering is deck 3 aft, closest to the KB plant.”
“We use black hole power generation?” Benning asked.  “Not negmass?”
“Too expensive, I think, and the Kugelblitz plant seems to provide all the energy we need,” the pilot shrugged.  “I don’t really know, though.  The captain could tell you more about the economics, and Engineer Leroy Cook can explain about the power plant and the engines.  I can tell you about our weapons and armor, and that’s about all.”
“So, what kind of armor and armament are we carrying?” Benning asked curiously.
“For armor, we’ve got charged, reactive shielding with a microlayer of neutronium,” Hatfield said with satisfaction.  “We can reflect 99% of photons into the gamma range and survive a direct fusion or antimatter blast up to about 10 pijins.  The hull has 2 cims of neutrino shielding layered into it, as well.” 
Benning frowned.  That wasn’t very heavy armor.  A 10 petajoule blast sounded like a lot, but a single fusion warhead would punch through it, and a kig of antimatter would tear it apart.  “That’s pretty light armor, isn’t it?  Someone with a heavy graser or antimatter cannon could punch through it in a few seconds.”
“They’d have to hit us, first,” the pilot explained.  “Our armor’s good enough to shrug off an initial attack from anything less than a destroyer-class warship, and after that, we can outrun most things that might be chasing us.  The captain installed an inertial dampening system, so we can maneuver up to 500 g’s safely.  If we can get a lecond of distance between us and them, we can dodge too well for even their luminal weapons to have a chance of hitting us directly.”
That was a good point.  According to Benning’s training, ships tended to fight at distances of a several leconds or light-seconds or more.  The vessels were often moving close to a tock, ten percent of the speed of light, and at distances closer than that, the angles between them simply changed too quickly for even a negaputer to accurately track them.  If the Heliopause could get up to two tocks while other ships were still at one, they could outmaneuver even luminal weapons.  A ship moving at two tocks that could make turns up to 500 g’s could be anywhere in a cone about 40,000 cubic kims in volume.  Since the ship itself was only about a ten-millionth of that volume, the odds of an enemy randomly hitting them weren’t very good.
<Exactly.  This ship is designed to run from fights, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly explained.  <I’ll bet the weapons are similarly light.  Most of the ship’s power plant must go into propulsion.>
“So, we run instead of fight,” Benning echoed her AI.  “Do we have light weapons, too?”
“We’ve got a battery of two 1-pow grasers for long range and four 100-tow plasma cannons for short range.  We’ve also got twelve point-defense mass drivers around the ship, but those only accelerate a one-kig slug of HD steel to about a tock, so they’re not very useful for anything except intercepting incoming attacks.  So, yeah, light enough to not drain too much power but significant enough to make threats think twice.”
Those were fairly light weapons.  The petawatt gamma ray beam grasers were harder to deflect than longer wavelength lasers, but they’d need to stay focused on an armored target for several seconds to have any chance of cutting into them.  The 100-terawatt plasma cannons would actually be more damaging, since none of their energy would be radiating or reflecting into space, but they’d lose coherence and thus power quickly and only be useful over a hundred thousand kims or so, very short range in navel combat.  The mass drivers could send a kig of matter up to 10% of the speed of light, but that meant they would need ten seconds to cross a single lecond – standard combat range – and thanks to the wave of heated gas they’d push in front of them, they’d be easy to detect and evade.
“We must have great engines, then, and decent thrusters to let us maneuver well.”
Hatfield shrugged.  “Again, you’ll have to ask the engineer or captain about that.  I wouldn’t know; I just fly the ship where he tells me and man the weapons as needed.”
Annie Hatfield led Benning through the rest of the ship, chatting amiably as she did.  The galley and lounge were side-by-side on deck 2, allowing crew members to eat and socialize together as much or as little as they wanted and still be able to move freely through the ship using the deck below, while the Citizen quarters were on Deck 4 amidships.  The single Soldier and 3 Workers aboard slept on Deck 3 in one large cabin, but each Citizen had their own, private berth, all identical to one other. 
Benning’s cabin was a long rectangle, 3 ems across and 4 deep.  Its only furnishings were a low bunk with a padded cover that would swing down whenever Benning wanted it to or went into a sleep cycle – Tiddly informed Benning that would keep her from falling out if the ship lost gravity or had to make high-g maneuvers – a pair of chairs, a slim dresser, and a safe that could only be opened or closed with her personal ‘net. Everything was an integral part of the deck or bulkheads so it wouldn’t move in flight.  Benning stashed her gladiator kit in the safe and put the items in her crew kit into the dresser. 
“I’ll show you Engineering next, then Ops, and we’ll end at the bridge,” Pilot Annie Hatfield said as she led Benning aft.  The passageways here were narrower and had airtight doors every few ems.  These would slam shut if the power plant had a radiation leak or the pressure in a passage dropped below 60 kPa, indicating a likely hull breach, according to what she remembered from her training.  The passageways were bent and twisted a bit to slow down any non-photonic radiation that might escape the plant or drive, which would give the negaputers an extra, few milliseconds to slam the doors shut.
As they approached the sealed door to Engineering, Hatfield stepped aside, allowing Benning to go ahead.  The newly minted officer hesitated; there was no good reason for Benning to go first that she could see.  In fact, it made more sense for Hatfield to go in front, rather than standing to the side and making Benning squeeze past.
“What’s going on?” Benning asked evenly, trying not to let suspicion color her voice. 
“I can’t open the door to Engineering,” the pilot smiled wanly.  “You’ll have to do it, if you don’t mind.”
<She’s lying, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly warned the woman.  <Look at her face.  Her left eye is narrower than her right, and her cheek has a tiny, little twitch to it.>
Really?  I didn’t notice any of that. 
<You did, or I wouldn’t know it, but you didn’t realize what you saw.  It’s easier for me, because I can sort of pause time and take a look at what you’ve seen.>
Well, that was useful.  In any case, what mattered was that the pilot wasn’t being entirely truthful, which meant that she had some other reason for Benning to go first.  That suggested that something bad was going to happen to whoever walked through that doorway.
“That’s fine,” Benning smiled, stepping forward and surreptitiously setting her feet.  “Here, let me.”  She stood before the door and willed it to open, causing her ‘net to send an almost instantaneous signal to the ship.  The door slid open at once, and Benning lifted a foot as if she were going to walk through it. 
Instead, she spun to her left and slammed her right knee into the pilot’s stomach.  The woman’s breath flew out of her in a rush, leaving her gasping silently for air.  Benning grabbed Hatfield’s short hair and twisted to her right, jerking the woman forward and sending her stumbling helplessly through the open door into the room beyond.  Annie Hatfield took no more than two steps before two figures appeared from beside the door, each holding a long, metal bar that they slammed into the woman’s back, knocking her to the ground. 
“Welcome to the Heliopause, Ensign!” one of the men spoke.  He was shorter than Benning by 10 cims or so but broader in the shoulders and more muscular, with skin several shades darker than hers and very short, tightly curled hair.  “As you may have guessed, you aren’t particularly welcome, here.  Maybe you should go back…”  The man stopped as the pilot flipped over, clutching her back, her eyes blazing with fury and pain.
“Leroy Cook, you florking son of a plantrash whore!” the woman groaned.  “It’s me!”
Cook took a step back, then spun toward the door, his metal bar raised, but froze when he saw Benning standing there with her pistol aimed squarely at the center of his skull. 
“Engineer Leroy Cook, I’m guessing?” Benning said calmly, staring at the man.  His hand tensed around the length of metal in his fist, but she shook her head.  “You might want to drop that.  I can put two slugs in your skull before you can take a step.”
“Big lady with a gun,” the man sneered.  “Without that…”
Benning shifted her aim slightly and fired.  The Worker cried out and dropped, clutching his shattered left leg.  “Let me rephrase that.  Put that weapon down immediately, or I will put two in your skull, and you can explain to the captain why we had to wait for you to respawn – assuming he doesn’t just leave you here.”
Cook stared at her, his eyes narrow, then dropped the bar, letting it clang loudly to the metal deck.  “Fine.  What now?”
<If you don’t do something about him, he’s just going to keep coming after you, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly advised.  Benning made a silent acknowledgment; she was coming to the same conclusion.  This was a classic power struggle, and she understood those well.
“Now?” Benning asked, holstering her pistol and stepping into the room.  “Now, I give you a shot at me when you’re not hiding with my back turned.” 
The man crouched immediately, reaching for his weapon, but Benning drew hers faster, shaking her head.  “I thought engineers had higher Acuity than that,” she said mournfully.  “Leroy Cook, if you use a weapon, so do I, and only one of us brought a stick to a gunfight.  Put that down and take a florking swing at me, or admit that you’re scared and walk away.”
Cook roared in anger and rushed at her, exactly as she’d hoped.  His musculature suggested that he’d put a lot of credits into Physicality, and he probably assumed he could just beat her senseless with brute force.  Technically, he probably could – Benning’s Physicality wasn’t all that great, after all – but she wasn’t going to give him that chance.
She slipped to the side and lashed out with her instep, striking his ankle and pushing that foot in front of the other.  Cook stumbled and tripped as his feet tangled, catching himself on his hands and knees.  He started to scramble to his feet, but Benning’s foot snapped out, slamming into his floating ribs and doubling him up for an instant in pain.  Before he could recover, she stepped in front of him and slammed her fist like a hammer onto the back of his head, forcing him down toward the deck. 
She stepped over his left shoulder and grabbed his right arm, falling to the deck on her right sideand hooking her left ankle under her right knee as she did.  Cook gagged and coughed as her left leg wrapped around and squeezed his throat, and she pulled his arm tight against her stomach, arching her back as she did.  Despite his obvious Physicality, Leroy Cook’s elbow joint couldn’t withstand the force of her entire upper body, and it broke with a loud crack.  He tried to shout, but his face was turning darker, and he thrashed about noiselessly for a few seconds before falling still.  No matter how good his nanofield was, it couldn’t help him when there wasn’t enough blood reaching his brain.
Benning released the man and rolled back, then turned to the cowering worker.  “Engineer Leroy Cook will wake up soon.  Tell him that next time, I won’t be so gentle with him.”
“Y-yes, Ensign,” the man stammered, bowing his head low.  “I’ll tell him.”
“Good.”  She turned to face the pale pilot.  “Now, take me to the bridge so I can report to Captain Argus Leon.  Assuming we have no other problems, I won’t mention this incident.  Are we clear?”
“Yes, Ensign,” Hatfield bowed her head.  “We won’t have any problems.”
“Good, because if there are, I’ll send one of you to respawn and enjoy the larger share for myself.  Now, let’s go see the captain.”




Chapter 10

<Benning Kidd, congratulations!  You’ve leveled up!> Tiddly said, and Benning caught a mental image of the short, goggled woman jumping up and down, pumping a fist in the air.  <Way to go!>
Leveled up?  What does that mean?
<It means that next time it’s quiet, you can log into the Overnet and advance yourself.  You’ll get a slight boost to any of your path-related stats – which is all of them for you – and you’ll get some skill credits to assign.  You can also use that game credit you spoofed from the Worker to train.>
That does sound good.  How did I do that?
<Oh, by following your path.  When you take actions related to your path, the Overnet tracks them.  When you take enough of them, the ‘net grants you a level in your path, meaning that you’re farther along it than you were, and you get a reward for it.>
Did it happen because I got my berth on the ship?
<Well, among other things.  You killed those two workers, which was a minor step on your combat path.  You found a ship, located the captain – using combat techniques to do it – and…>  Tiddly broke off and remained silent for several moments.  <You know, I could probably make this graphical for you.  Each thing you do on your path will push you a certain percent of the way toward the next level, and I could represent that in your ‘net and status display.  Let me work on it, and I should have something set for you when you enter the ‘net tonight.>
That’s fine.  You can explain what you’re talking about then, too.
“From here, Ops and Weapons are down this way,” Hatfield spoke up in a subdued voice, interrupting Benning’s silent conversation and pointing down a hallway.  “Do you want me to take you there?”
“Not right now.  The ship’s ‘net can guide me when I need to go there.  In fact, why don’t you report to your station?  I can make my own way to the bridge.”
“Yes, Ensign,” the woman bowed her head, walking off down the passageway she’d indicated. 
<Head down the righthand passageway and make your way up the first hatch,> Tiddly directed the woman.  Benning obediently followed the AI’s directions and soon enough passed through a sealed door into the small but functional bridge. 
Captain Argus Leon sat in the captain’s chair, peering at a holographic display of the nearby planets and planetoids.  Benning stopped inside the doorway and cleared her throat.  “Ensign Benning Kidd, reporting, Captain.”
“Welcome aboard, Ensign,” the man said without turning toward her.  “That was quite the performance in Engineering.”
Benning paused for a moment before realizing that the ship’s ‘net had probably alerted the captain to the incident and might even have given him video of it.  “Was I out of line, Captain?”
“Not at all.  Had you killed someone, we’d be having a totally different conversation, but you restrained yourself admirably.”  The man spun his chair toward her, and the holoscreen or holo winked out behind him.  “I have to ask, though: why spend the credits on hand-to-hand training when you’re planning on being a Starship Captain?”
“As I told you, Captain, I’d prefer to make my path somewhat removed from the rule of law.  That means that both I and my ship might have to deal with unfriendly boarding parties from time to time, though, and being able to defend myself felt important.”
The man inclined his head.  “Of course, the hope is that you’ll rarely need to repel boarders.  I’ve seldom had to, personally.”
“Pilot Annie Hatfield was telling me about that.  She says that we prefer to run than to fight – which suits me fine – but what if you meet a larger ship equipped with a glaser or singularity sink?”
“Both of those require so much power and space that they generally aren’t worth the trouble and expense to use on a small ship like this.  You’d need the entire output of a standard negmass plant to power one decent gravity laser – as opposed to a graviton cannon, which would just slow us a bit – and anyone with a dark matter shroud could slip right out from under it.  A sink is more effective, since it locks a ship into an artificially created event horizon, but it’s got a ridiculously short range and requires at least three negmass reactors just to power it.  No one’s going to waste that kind of energy on someone like us when they could use it to take an interstellar freighter.”
He turned away from her, and his holo reappeared.  “What do you see, Ensign?”
“It’s a local map, Captain,” she replied.  “It looks like it’s got all the nearby massive bodies up to the Kuiper Belt on it.”
“That’s what it is,” he corrected.  “What do you see?”
She peered more closely at the image, looking at the various bodies floating within it.  “It looks like there’s a minor conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn,” she noted.  “We could use the two planets’ gravity wells to slingshot us out to Neptune if we plotted a course along the edge of their atmospheres.”
“Very good,” he said approvingly.  “Now, tell me why we won’t do that.”
Benning looked at the map, frowning.  It made perfect sense to slingshot around the two planets.  Both had enormous gravity wells, and the ship would gain acceleration faster by circling each at least once.  It was an obvious way to turn gravity into speed, so obvious that it was literally in the captain’s training manual…
“Because every ship leaving the inner stations will be doing the same thing, Captain,” she said at last, as she understood.  “We’d end up stuck in a holding pattern waiting our turn for days.”
“Weeks, in all likelihood,” he corrected.  “Which is why we’re going to make a stop at Ganymede Station to refuel – gas is ridiculously cheap there, since they just haul it up from the planet below – then head out past on a ballistic trajectory that will skip the traffic.”
Benning was frowning at the display as a thought occurred to her.  A ballistic trajectory would carry them in an arc above or below the ecliptic, the of the sun along which the planets all rested, but that would add time and require extra gas to escape the plane’s gravity.  “Captain, why not head starward, instead?”
Leon snorted.  “Other than the fact that it’ll add a few hundred million kims to our trip?”
“That’s true, but even if we head to Pluto Station, the closest TN station in the direction you’ve indicated, we’re looking at a trip of almost 40 AU, or six billion kims.  What’s a few hundred million to that?”  The TN or Trans-Neptunian stations were the edge of the outer system, the place where the more civilized and regimented inner system ended.
“It’s not about the distance, Ensign.  It’s about fuel and time.  Both of those are valuable.”
“I disagree about time, Captain.”  She pointed toward the blazing sun in the center of the system.  “We could refuel at one of the Sol stations – if gas is cheap on Jupiter, it must be practically free at the sun – and then slingshot around it along the ecliptic plane.  We’d gain a lot more velocity that way, and we could shoot off toward Orcus or Circe.  Both are closer to their perihelion than Pluto right now, so we’d probably reach them in the same amount of time.”
Argus Leon stared at the map, his eyes considering, then inclined his head.  “That’s a solid suggestion.”  He spun back around and looked at her appraisingly.  “My ‘net tells me that we might even shave off a few hours that way, and you’re right: gas is cheaper at the Sol stations.  They all run off solar power, anyway, and they have literal tons of it sitting in storage.  We’ll give it a try, but first…”  His eyes glazed for a moment, and a notification pinged in her ‘net, telling her that someone had sent her a message.
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INCOMING MESSAGE!
Citizen ARGUS LEON is sending you a message with an attachment.  This attachment is deemed safe to open. 

ATTACHMENT: Proffered Contract

Would you like to open this attachment?
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Benning opened the contract and scanned through it, reading carefully. 
<This is pretty standard, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly said helpfully a second or so later.  <It lasts for a solar year.  You agree to obey Captain Argus Leon while in his service, to only leave the ship in port and with a solar day’s notice, and to place any credits you earn while serving into the common pool.  You agree to a third of a share in profits, and you agree that if either of you breaches the contract, they’ll have to buy out the remainder of the contract at the rate of one-tenth of a credit per day.>
Benning frowned and read the contract more carefully.  Let’s make two edits and return it, Tiddly.  Add ‘within the performance of the path Starship Captain’ after ‘obey Captain Argus Leon’, and replace the phrase ‘my path’ with ‘the Starship Captain path’.
<On it,> the gnome replied cheerfully.  <And…it’s sent.  See?  He’s looking at the changes, now.  Uh oh, he doesn’t look happy.>
Leon was indeed frowning as he stared into the air, obviously reading her changes.  “Why the changes?  This is a standard contract.”
“It is, Captain, but I think contracts should be as specific as possible.  What if you ordered me not to eat anything for a week, or to join you in your cabin each rest cycle?  The contract would force me to obey those orders, and I won’t do either of those.  However, I’ll follow any of your orders as they relate to my Starship Captain path – which means any orders regarding the operations, maintenance, and oversight of the Heliopause.”
He inclined his head slowly.  “I can live with that,” he said slowly.  “And the change to the specific path?”
She shrugged.  “I’m just starting out, Captain.  We all know that paths can change.  If mine takes me in a different direction, I don’t want to pay you credits I’ve earned that had nothing to do with the ship.”
He snorted.  “Your path isn’t going to change that quickly.  It takes years to shift your path, Ensign.  Fine.  This all looks good to me.”  He accepted it, and a notification pinged in her ‘net once more.
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CONTRACT ACCEPTED!

You have agreed to a contract of employment with Citizen ARGUS LEON for a period of one solar year.  If either party breaches this contract, they are subject to the penalties ascribed within.

This contract may be dissolved as stated within.  After expiration, it may be extended for an amount of time with agreement by both parties.

Do you accept this contract?
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No changes to it, right?  He didn’t try to sneak something in?
<Nope, it all looks good.>
Benning accepted the contract and bowed her head to the captain. 
“Good,” he told her, rubbing his hands together and turning back to the holo.  “Now, let me show you how this system works…”
Benning watched as the captain filed his final flight plans with the Mars Station, received clearance, and maneuvered away from the docking ring under thruster power.  The thrusters fired beams of ionized gas accelerated to very near the speed of light, hurling huge quantities of hot gas into the void.  The incredible momentum of the tiny particles pushed the vessel slowly but inexorably away from the ring, but by itself, that thrust wasn’t enough to accelerate the ship to relativistic speeds in a reasonable amount of time.  Benning couldn’t feel it, but she knew the Alcubierre or AB drive had to be active for the ship to be accelerating so quickly.  The drive used negative energy to compress space in the direction the ship was traveling, reducing the physical distance they needed to travel, while expanding it behind the vessel, increasing their distance from the station.  Even with that extra push and pull, though, it was an hour before they were fully clear of the station. 
“Secure the ship,” Leon spoke calmly, although Benning suspected the words were broadcast across the vessel.  “Dark matter shell dispersing in ten seconds.  Engaging local gravity.”  Benning looked around and saw a navigator’s chair.  She sat hurriedly in it, and as she did, straps snaked out and bound her securely to the seat.  A few seconds later, she was glad it had; as the station’s dark matter shell vanished, Benning found herself pulled aft toward the station rather than down toward the deck.  The sensation was unnerving; while her eyes told her she was sitting upright, her body told her that she was lying down on her back with her legs propped up.  A faint wave of nausea swam through her, and she swallowed hard to keep the contents of her stomach securely in place.  She’d trained in a free fall chamber, of course, but for some reason, her inner ear was having trouble adapting to this sensation.
She forced herself to remain calm and impassive as the thrusters began moving the vessel out.  A moment later, her vertigo increased as the vessel started to spin.  Slowly at first but with increasing velocity, the vessel began rotating, and the angular motion and shift in apparent gravity from aft to below made the gorge rise in her throat.  She swallowed it back down, though, irritated; she’d spent countless hours training in a centrifuge exactly for this.  Why am I having so much trouble?
It took almost thirty minutes for the ship’s rotation to reach the speed Argus Leon seemed to want.  Once it was there, he activated the dark matter shroud, increasing the apparent gravity to human norm.  Benning sat for a few seconds, letting her body and mind adapt to the movement and new gravity, before unstrapping herself and rising to her feet.  Vertigo swept through her for a moment, and she wobbled briefly, but she managed to regain her balance quickly enough.
Her body adapted as she spent the day watching Argus Leon at his work, asking questions where she could, obeying orders as he gave them.  By the time her shift had ended, she barely noticed the ship’s movement at all. 
“Get some rest,” the captain instructed her at last.  “You’ll need it; tomorrow, we’re engaging the negadrive, and if you think it was hard dealing with your first departure, wait until you feel that.”
Benning made her way back to her cabin, following Tiddly’s directions.  She kept her eyes and ears peeled as she went, watching for any more ambushes.  The ship was in flight, so theoretically the pilot and engineer should be at their stations, but each of them had a Worker to assist them.  They might be waiting for her anywhere along the path from the bridge to her berth, and she was fairly certain that Captain Argus Leon wouldn’t interfere if they decided to attack her.  He seemed to think that dealing with the two Citizens was part of her training.
She reached her cabin without incident, though.  The door sealed behind her; in theory, only she or the captain could now open it, but Benning wasn’t so sure about that.  She thought she might be able to spoof the door’s security with Cyberfeiting if she really wanted to, and she couldn’t be sure that neither of the other Citizens had the same skill.
<It’s really, really unlikely, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly assured her.  <Seriously, for most Citizens, it would be a waste of a credit.  Changing your broadcast ID just isn’t useful unless you’re a spy or assassin – or a Stellar Corsair trying to hide her true nature.  There’s no reason for an engineer or pilot to have it.>
Even so, let’s set my sleep cycle to ‘light’ tonight, just in case.
<You got it.  Speaking of which, you should lay down so that you can level up!  So exciting!>
Benning shrugged; Tiddly was far more eager about this than she was.  She guessed that was because she had no idea what all of this entailed.  She stripped off her uniform, used the head for its intended purpose, and lay back on her bunk, pulling the cover down until it locked in place overhead, giving her just enough space to turn on her side if she wanted.  The confined, almost capsule-like space the cover created was oddly comforting; a strange tension flowed out of her as the padded cover blocked her view of the large cabin.  An image flashed in her mind, one of lying in a space similar to this, and with that image came a wave of excitement, as if something incredible were about to happen. 
<Something incredible is about to happen!> Tiddly said enthusiastically.  <Let’s get you leveled up!  Go ahead and pull up your current status.>
Benning closed her eyes and accessed her personal ‘net.  The darkness behind her eyes was replaced with the familiar icons, and she chose the slowly spinning image of her head.  Instantly, a screen popped up with her current stats, including a new vertical bar on the righthand side that was flashing brilliant gold.
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BENNING KIDD

Citizen Path: Stellar Corsair
Level: 1
To Next Level: 126% LEVEL UP!
Credits: 0.3 Standard Credits, 1 Game Credit

Physicality: 9.1
Coordination: 9.1
Resistance: 9.3

Acuity: 8.5
Willpower: 15.9
Social: 8.5

SKILLS
Conditioning 1
Cyberfeiting 1.1
Leadership 1.1
Martial Combat 2.1
Naval Tactics 1
Starfaring 1.2
Weapons Expertise 1
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<Do you see what I did?> Tiddly asked enthusiastically.  <I upgraded your interface so that you can see how far down the current level of your path you are!  The bar on the side is just a graphical representation of it, but this way, you can tell at a glance how you’re doing on your path!>
It’s very useful, Benning acknowledged.  Can I tell if something moves me along my path?  Or how far it pushed me?  That way, I can focus on doing things that will advance my career.
<Ooh, good thinking!  Okay, give me a second…there!  Concentrate on your path bar, and see what happens!>
Benning obligingly turned her thoughts toward the gleaming, golden bar, and immediately, a screen appeared over her main one.
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RECENT PATH ACTIONS
The following actions affected your career path progress:

Training with Captain Argus Leon: +0.5%
Finding a more profitable route: +13%
Accepting an officer contract: +5%
Altering an officer contract to be more favorable: +2%
Defeating a Citizen of higher level: +46%
Dealing with a threat in one-on-one combat: +10%
…
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Benning read through the notifications, seeing that most of her actions pushed her forward by about 1% to 5%.  Is that normal?  It seems like I’ll advance very quickly this way.
<No, so don’t get used to it, Benning Kidd.  Right now, you’re such a low level that almost anything you do toward your path is a milestone and gives you big bonuses.  As you advance, though, things like finding a new berth or plotting a course might not grant you any growth at all, as they become routine.>
Benning silently agreed; that made more sense.  Right now, she was such a novice that any new experience had major impact for her.  After a few months, she’d have settled into a routine, and doing the same things probably wouldn’t help her to grow much.  That meant that she’d have to constantly stretch herself and try to reach beyond her routine to advance.
Okay, so how do I do this ‘level up’ thing?
<Just concentrate on the idea of leveling up.  It’s that simple!>
Benning dutifully focused her thoughts on leveling up, then blinked as she found herself standing in the endless, featureless plain that was her domain in the Overnet. 
“You really have to do something with this place, Benning Kidd,” Tiddly’s voice spoke.  Benning turned and saw the little gnome, still wearing her leather apron, her light blonde hair hanging from her overlarge head.  Her goggles were down, covering her eyes, but she pushed them onto her forehead and shook her head.  “Seriously, this is where you’ll have to hang out while you wait for respawn.  Do you want to stare at nothing the whole time?”
“If that happens, then maybe I’ll take care of it,” Benning shrugged.  “It’s not really a priority for me now, though.”  In all honesty, Benning didn’t mind the space the way it was.  It was plain and featureless, to be certain, but something about an endless, featureless space spoke to her. 
“No, I suppose it wouldn’t be,” Tiddly sighed.  “You’re very practical sometimes, Benning Kidd.”
“That’s because being sentimental is a waste of time and energy, Tiddly.  And speaking of wasting time…”
“Oh, yes, let’s get you leveled!” Tiddly said, bouncing on her toes as she did.  “Just say, ‘Level Up’.”
Benning stared at the gnome for a moment, then sighed.  “Level Up.”
The domain was suddenly filled with the sound of an enormous, echoing chime, and the light around Benning turned golden.  At the same time, a feeling of extreme pleasure rushed through her body; she’d slept with a half-dozen men before, and even her best memories of those times couldn’t hold a candle to the wave of ecstasy that flowed through her.  Her body shuddered in the grip of that feeling, her eyes rolled back in her head, and she arched her back involuntarily. 
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CONGRATULATIONS!

You have leveled up in the Career Path of
STELLAR CORSAIR!

Your new level is 2.

As a STELLAR CORSAIR, you gain the following with every new level:

All stats +0.2
All path Skills +0.5
2 Standard Credits
2 Skill Credits

Skill credits must be spent before leaving the Overnet, or they will be randomly assigned. 

Move Ever Forward, Citizen!

[image: ]
At last, the incredible euphoria faded, and Benning fell to her hands and knees, gasping and shuddering uncontrollably.
“See?  I told you you’d like it!” Tiddly laughed.  “Pretty good, huh?”
“That...” Benning panted, having trouble catching her breath.  “That…most incredible…ever!”
“Well, it should be.  You just had every pleasure center in your body hyperstimulated at once!  It’s like eating your favorite food, winning a tournament, falling in love, and having an orgasm all at the same time.”
As the aftermath of leveling faded from her body, Benning regained control of herself and frowned.  “Wait a second, Tiddly,” she said, rising unsteadily to her feet.  “This isn’t the real me.  It’s just a mental image in the Overnet, right?  So, why did my body react that way, here?  And why am I feeling so…spent?”
“Well, your mind is still attached to your real-world body.  Anything you feel out there will make its way in here if it’s a strong enough sensation to overcome the spinal gate the ‘net places on you.  And your real body was panting, trembling, and weak, so you feel all of that in here, too.”
Benning nodded slowly.  “So, if I’m hurt out there, I’ll feel it here?”
“Yep.  No escaping reality by running to the ‘net, I’m afraid.  At least, not without using a game credit, in which case you won’t feel anything that happens out there while you’re playing the game.  In your domain, though, if you’re hurt, or hungry, or have to go to the restroom, you’ll feel it.”
Benning took a deep, shuddering breath as the last of the side effects faded.  “Why?” she asked curiously.  The gnome glanced at her, and she expounded.  “Why make leveling up feel so…good?”
“Think of it as an incentive,” Tiddly grinned.  “Right now, gaining a level is an exciting thing, and you might be willing to gain them just for the sense of accomplishment.  In a century, though, you might find yourself lacking in ambition or motivation.  Citizens live forever, Benning Kidd, but that means that they have to find ways to keep themselves productive and entertained – well, forever.  When you’re five-hundred years old, that can be hard to do.
“The leveling euphoria, though, is the single, most pleasurable thing you can possibly experience.  There isn’t a way to match it; no drug, no game, no device can mimic its effects; your ‘net would prevent it, for your own safety.  Only the Overnet can so thoroughly stimulate your body, all at once.  Once you’ve felt it – well, Benning Kidd, are you looking forward to your next level up?”
“Yes,” she said earnestly.  She was; the thought of experiencing that again made her entire body shiver with anticipation.  Even now, she could only sort of recall what it felt like.  The pleasure had simply been too intense for her to truly remember it, and she felt a deep yearning to experience it again as soon as possible. 
“Exactly.  Now, you’ll pursue your path even more eagerly, and even a hundred years from now, you’ll still be excited for that next level.”  Tiddly shook her head.  “It’s one of the system protocols: Pleasure over Pain.  The system knows that humans are much more effectively motivated by dangling a reward in front of their faces than by punishing them for incorrect behaviors.  The protocol states that, when possible, the system must choose to reward positive choices over punishing negative ones.”
“Well, it worked.  I’m looking forward to feeling that again.”  Benning shivered once more and forcibly turned her thoughts away from that reward.  Even as she spoke, a part of her was uneasy.  She was longing for her next level, and that longing wasn’t something she could control.  “Okay, so I got two skill credits.  Any ideas on how to spend them?”
“Well, right now, you’re focusing mostly on the Starship Captain portion of your path.  Maybe you should put them into something like Starfaring or Naval Tactics?”
Benning frowned.  “Maybe…” she said slowly.  “I’m not sure, though.  I mean, you said that in low levels, I advance in my path quickly, right?  Is that the same for skills?”
“Yeah,” Tiddly affirmed.  “Right now, you know so little about how to navigate the stars effectively, for example, that just coming up with the idea to head starward instead of rimward moved you 20% of the way to the next skill rank.”
“So, for right now, if I can train a skill, I think it makes more sense not to waste a credit on it, don’t you?  I think it would be better to spend the credits on something I won’t be training all the time, or that it will be hard for me to train.”
“Oh, that’s a good idea!” Tiddly gushed.  “You’re right; later on, it’ll be harder to gain skill ranks, and those credits will be a lot more valuable, but for right now, a few days of doing something will probably be enough to push you ahead a rank.”
“Good.  Okay, I’m probably going to improve Leadership, Naval Tactics, and Starfaring just by following my contract.  Conditioning I can improve on my own if I just put together a daily routine.  That leaves Cyberfeiting, Martial Combat, and Weapons Expertise.”
“Well, you might get some practice in Martial Combat if those Citizens keep pestering you,” Tiddly laughed.  “Which I’m sure they will.”
“Cyberfeiting and Weapons Expertise it is,” Benning smiled, spending the two credits and watching the skills jump a rank each.  Instantly, knowledge flooded her mind.  She understood more completely how IDs were radiated and thus how to more effectively spoof one.  She knew how different classes of weapons best functioned and which weapon to use for which situation.  It felt like she’d always known these things, but she was aware that she’d just gained the knowledge a few seconds ago.
“Okay, go ahead and check your status, now, so you can see what’s changed,” Tiddly instructed, and Benning silently called up her status page.
[image: ]
BENNING KIDD

Citizen Path: Stellar Corsair
Level: 2
To Next Level: 26%
Credits: 2.3 Standard Credits, 1 Game Credit

Physicality: 9.3
Coordination: 9.3
Resistance: 9.5

Acuity: 8.7
Willpower: 16.1
Social: 8.7

SKILLS
Conditioning 1
Cyberfeiting 2.1
Leadership 1.1
Martial Combat 2.1
Naval Tactics 1
Starfaring 1.2
Weapons Expertise 2
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“Do you want to spend your credits or game credit?” Tiddly asked.
“I think I want to save my standard credits,” Benning said after a moment’s thought.  “The game credit, though – I could use that to train my skills and path, right?”
“Absolutely, and now – when you’re a low level – you’ll get the best results from that!”  Tiddly frowned for a moment.  “There’s not really a game designed for a Stellar Corsair, though, to be honest.  I’ll put in a request to make one, but for the moment, you’ll have to pick.  Do you want to train your Starship Captain or Mercenary Gladiator path?”
“Gladiator,” Benning said after a moment.  “Is there one that will train all my skills and give me path credit at once?”
“There is, and I think you’re going to love it,” Tiddly laughed.  “In fact, I know you will, and you might find it surprisingly easy.  Benning Kidd, let’s get you to the Mechyard!”




Chapter 11

The trip out to the edge of the inner system took five solar days.  During those days, Benning developed a routine.  She began each dayrise after her rest cycle training her Conditioning; as it turned out, the Heliopause had a compartment for this purpose, since the single Solider onboard needed to train daily, as well.  Soldier Geraldine Dickerson didn’t have a Conditioning skill, of course, but her training was necessary to keep up her Physicality, Coordination, and Resistance stats.  Plus, while Dickerson didn’t have the ability to track and improve her skill set the way a Citizen could, she still had to work to keep her proficiency with various weapons. 
The first dayrise that Benning had walked into the training compartment, she’d nearly collapsed under the weight of several g’s pressing down on her.  She’d barely been able to stand upright and drag herself out the door, where gravity returned to normal, and she was able to stand without feeling the blood pooling in her feet.  She stared through the open doorway and saw a tall, muscular woman with short, white hair performing a series of exercises, seemingly unaffected by the room’s immense gravity.  After a couple minutes, the Soldier glanced toward the door and saw the officer standing outside.  She straightened with a grunt – the first sign that Benning had seen that the gravity affected the woman at all – and held her fist across her chest in a Soldier’s salute. 
“Ensign,” the woman said in a voice that was smooth and mellifluous.  “Give me a moment to turn down the gravity.”  The woman’s eyes unfocused, then cleared.  “There.  It’s safe to enter, now.”
“Soldier,” Benning inclined her head as she stepped into the compartment.  “How many g’s was that?”
“Ten,” the woman shrugged.  “That’s what I use for my normal sessions.  I go up to twelve for my high-intensity training and down to five for low-intensity and cardio.”  The Soldier looked her up and down.  “I heard that you know how to fight, Ensign.  Is that true?”
“I’ve had some martial combat training, yes,” Benning agreed. 
“How much is some, and what kind?” the Soldier asked curiously.  “If you don’t mind my asking, that is.”
“I’d like to know why you’re asking before I answer,” Benning hedged.  “My welcome on this ship has been – less than friendly, you understand.”
The tall woman snorted.  “That’s got nothing to do with me, Ensign.  I don’t care about those Citizens or their squabbles.  I report directly to Captain Argus Leon, and no other.  I’m just interested to see if I’ve got a possible training and sparring partner, is all.”
Benning eyed the woman carefully, then inclined her head in agreement.  “I’m still a relative novice in Martial Combat and Weapons Expertise,” she admitted.  “Also, I could barely stay upright under the g-load you were using, so I doubt I can train with you.”
“If you could stand at all, that’s fairly impressive,” the white-haired woman countered.  “Here, try this, and tell me what you think.”  The woman’s eyes unfocused, and a moment later, a heavy weight settled across Benning’s body, pressing her down toward the floor.  It felt like someone had wrapped her in chains; every part of her body felt heavier.  She had to work to breathe, and her muscles ached from the effort of holding herself upright. 
“How does that feel?” the Soldier asked. 
“Very heavy,” Benning admitted, taking a slow, ponderous step.  “I can function, but probably only for a half hour or so.”
“That’s 5 g’s, and that should probably be your maximum high-intensity load,” the muscular woman nodded, seemingly unfazed by the increased gravity.  “I’d do low-intensity at 2 g’s, at least for right now, and work up to 3.”  The Soldier frowned thoughtfully.  “I’m assuming you came here to train, is that right?”
“Yes.  I need to improve my Conditioning skill.”
“I can help you,” the Soldier said decisively.  “I’ll help you develop a training plan and keep you on it.”
“In return for what?” Benning asked evenly, trying not to sound suspicious.
“For two things.  First, you also let me train you in Martial Combat, and second, once you’re good enough, you spar with me.”
“Why?” Benning asked bluntly.  “I mean, why is that so important to you?”
“Because there’s only so much training I can do on my own, Ensign,” the woman sighed.  “You won’t provide much of a challenge for me, at first, of course, but as you improve, you can help me be better just as I’m helping you.  Cred for cred, as they say.”
“That seems fair,” Benning finally nodded.  “I agree to your suggestion, Soldier…”
“Geraldine Dickerson.  Okay, Ensign, let’s lower this gravity and get you training.”
After that, twice a day, Benning joined the soldier for a training session.  The dayrise training focused on Conditioning, while the dayend routine was about combat techniques and weapons.   Dickerson was skilled in many weapons, both hand-to-hand and ranged, and she taught Benning how to use as many weapons as she could.  Benning took to the pistol and long blades better than other weapons, but she became at least minimally skilled with a rifle, polearm, staff, and truncheon. 
The rest of the day was spent working with either the captain or, occasionally, with Pilot Annie Hatfield learning the ropes in Ops.   Benning practiced navigating the ship – or, more precisely, nudging the Heliopause’s ‘net to shave off time here and there, since the negaputer did all the actual flying.  They spent most of the trip traveling at subluminal speeds, interspersed with quick dives using the negadrive to cross a few linutes or light-minutes in a matter of seconds. 
Leon had been right; Benning’s training hadn’t prepared her at all for her first dive, or trip through negative energy space.  The captain had warned the ship, and everyone secured themselves to something, just as when they’d shifted from the station’s gravity to the ship’s.  Benning had once more fastened herself into the navigator’s chair and sat nervously as the captain counted down from five to one, then engaged the negadrive.
To Benning, it was as if the universe suddenly imploded around her.  Everything in her vision went flat, and the three spatial dimensions were squashed and stretched out, compressed into one another.  Her body felt squeezed, it seemed her heart and lungs were moving sideways instead of in and out, and the colors around her became muted and dull. 
A new dimension rolled out before her, one that seemed to pop out of the three flattened ones.  Brilliant colors burst from it, shades that she couldn’t describe, much less name.  The new dimension rose up over her like a wave before crashing onto her, engulfing her in its enormity.  For a moment, she could see the entire ship at once, from every possible angle.  She could clearly see the ship’s hull but also the interior of the miniature black hole inside the KB drive.  She could see Pilot Annie Hatfield forward in Ops and Engineer Leroy Cook aft in Engineering at the same instant.  Even worse, she could see not only their outer appearance but also the inside of their bodies, the blood in their veins, the filaments of their ‘nets running along their nerves, the inside of their bowels and the depths of their brains.
The image was overwhelming, almost too much information for her to process at once, and her mind reeled away from it.  For a moment, she was stunned, and she felt her mind wavering against the onslaught, but an instant later, she recalled her training.  Focus on one thing, Benning, she instructed herself.  Don’t look at everything; just see one thing completely.
She focused on the safe in her room, something that was safe enough.  She could see the long, silver tube of the gladiator’s kit tucked inside, the plain metal of the weapon blank, the packs of medigel inside holding their loads of specially programmed nanobots.  She focused on each item, one at a time, seeing it as completely as possible, and her mind slowly drew away from the awful precipice upon which it had just been resting. 
A moment later, the titanic dimension unwound from around her and splashed back into the fabric of reality, shrinking and folding itself back into a tiny, Calabi-Yau manifold below the grain of the universe.  The three standard dimensions burst forth, and she took a deep breath as her body seemed to pop back into its normal shape.  She blinked rapidly, taking a mental inventory of her body; everything seemed intact, fortunately.  Distances were strange in negaspace, and something like a wave of her hand or shift of her finger could have caused that appendage to reappear anywhere from a few cims to several kims distant.  She’d held herself as motionless as possible, though, and it looked like everything came through intact.
“We are clear of negaspace,” Leon said, his voice carried to the entire ship.  It wasn’t a necessary thing to say, as certainly they all knew when the negadrive stopped unfolding a fourth spatial dimension for them to travel along and allowed it to descend back into the deep fabric of the universe, but it was protocol to say it, just in case.  “Resume ship functions.”
Benning unstrapped herself shakily from her chair and rose to her feet.  She was wobbly and uncoordinated for a moment, as if her mind had lost its sense of the normal dimensions, but after a few seconds, she steadied. 
“Congratulations on your first dive, Ensign,” Leon turned and grinned at her.  “True, it was a shallow one, but you handled it well.  You wouldn’t be the first Citizen to go insane in negaspace.”
“How…” Benning began, her voice weak.  She took a deep breath and forced herself to calmness.  “How far did we dive?”
“Two linutes,” Argus Leon answered.  “Not a long trip, but it brought us in range of the Sol Stations.”  He indicated his main viewscreen, which showed a string of large, flat stations, each over a thousand kims long and wide, with the brilliant glow of the sun bursting behind them.  “Those are about a linute distant, so under sublight power, we’ll reach them in an hour.”
They hadn’t stopped or docked at Sol Station 2917.  Instead, Leon arranged to purchase a few thousand kigs of gas, and they moved into a synchronous orbit with a tanker vessel that connected a hose to them and pumped the gas into their tanks.  The gas was compressed into a metallic state that was about as dense as the hydrogen could get without running the risk of undergoing fusion.  Once they were topped off, they disengaged and entered a low orbit around the sun. 
They dove toward the surface in a spiral, accelerating their engines as they did, and looped around it as close to the surface as they could.  The plane of the ecliptic was the only part of the sun where this was possible; everywhere else, the Dyson swarms were too dense to safely circumnavigate the star.  As they reached the point where they were aimed at where Orcus would be in five days, they dove into the star and activated the negadrive.  The world compressed around Benning once more as they slipped through the fifth dimension, using their accumulated momentum to jump ten linutes with the power drain of only five. 
They proceeded in that fashion for the entire trip.  They took a shallow dive each dayrise, jumping no more than five linutes at a time, then cruised the rest of the time at about 0.3 tocks.  At that velocity, time dilation wasn’t an issue, so they wouldn’t have to worry too much about their clocks matching with the station’s when they arrived, and the additional mass they gained by relativistic travel was practically unnoticeable.  They dove a second time around midday, then once more at dayend.
Things weren’t all smooth sailing on the trip, though.  Engineer Leroy Cook and Pilot Annie Hatfield made two more attempts to attack Benning.  The first time was after one of her dayend training sessions, which had been a huge mistake, since Benning was armed with a staff and truncheon that day.  She beat Hatfield unconscious easily and broke both of Cook’s arms, leaving him swearing and sobbing in pain as she walked past. 
The second time was more serious since the pair had gotten hold of a sidearm somehow and shot Benning in the shoulder with it when she stepped into Ops.  At that point, Benning had enough.  She snatched out her own sidearm and shot down both Citizens in seconds.  As they bled on the deck, she walked over to the engineer and yanked the pistol and a knife he was holding out of his hands.  She slipped the pistol into the back of her waistband – she could give it to Soldier Geraldine Dickerson that dayend to secure – and grabbed the engineer’s left hand, slamming it into the deck. 
“I’m taking these,” she said calmly, laying the blade against the man’s first two fingers.  Cook struggled and shouted, but Benning cut down with a sawing motion, and a moment later, both fingers flew free.  Benning scooped them up, then went over to Hatfield and did the same, elbowing the woman twice in the face to stun her enough to pry open her fingers and remove them.
Benning stepped back and held up the severed, dripping digits.  “These belong to me, now,” she said flatly.  “Every time you attack me, I’ll take more.  Next time, all your fingers, then the hand, then the arm.  We’ll move to the other arm, and then the feet and legs.  After that, I’ll get creative.”
She leaned closer to the now-terrified pair.  “This will continue until you learn that I will not be driven from this ship; I will not be intimidated; I will never answer to either of you.  Are we clear?”
Cook clamped his lips shut, but Hatfield nodded her head, sobbing and gripping her mutilated hand.  “Yes, Ensign,” she said earnestly, bowing her head low as she did.  “We’re clear.”
“Good.”  Benning rose, still holding the fingers.  As she did, she remembered the protocol Tiddly had told her about, Pleasure before Pain.  The Citizens’ fingers would regrow over the course of days, but it would be a slow and uncomfortable process.  If they still had their fingers, though, they could reattach them in an hour or so. 
“Now that you know I’m serious, I’m giving you these back.”  As Hatfield’s face lit up, Benning held the fingers back.  “However, they still belong to me, and I can take them whenever I like.  So long as the two of you give me no reason to do so, I’ll let you keep them.  If you cross me in any way, though, I’ll take them and mount them in your respective compartments as a trophy, so you can look at them all day and remember.”  She glared at Cook.  “Are we clear?”
“Yes, Ensign,” the man muttered after a moment, bowing his head.  “We’re clear.”
“Good.”  She tossed back the fingers.  “Now, get yourselves patched up.  Pilot Annie Hatfield, I’ve got Ops while you recover.”
“Th-thank you, Ensign,” the woman stammered. 
Benning hoped that was the end of their attacks on her, but if not, she was perfectly willing to follow through on her threat.  She’d borrowed a larger combat knife from Geraldine Dickerson and now wore it openly at her side as a constant reminder to the pair what would happen if they attacked her again.
The fourth day out, they’d been trailed by a ship for several hours, one that stayed just beyond practical combat range.  Captain Argus Leon had watched it the entire time, muttering under his breath as he did, but he made no attempts to outrun or evade it.  Finally, close to dayend, the ship dropped off their screen, and rather than showing relief, the captain seemed far more agitated. 
“I don’t understand, Captain,” Benning admitted.  “Were those pirates?”
“Probably,” he nodded.  “The odds of another ship being within a lecond of us are incredibly small.  It’s possible that it’s another freighter making the Orcus run, but it’s more likely that they tracked us from our bow wave after we exited our dive this dayrise.”
Benning understood; although space seemed empty, it wasn’t.  A ship moving at a decent fraction of the speed of light pushed the tiny particles of gas it encountered, compressing them against the bow of the ship and causing them to radiate energy in the infrared spectrum.  “So, why didn’t they try to intercept us?  And why didn’t we just outrun them?”
“For the first, my guess is that they didn’t want to spook us.  That means that they’ve probably tracked our course well enough to set up an intercept somewhere up ahead.  For the second, we didn’t want them chasing us directly into that intercept, did we?”
“So, what do we do?”
“Only thing we can do, Ensign.  Accelerate and dive.”  He took a deep breath.  “All hands, prepare for rapid dive!  Repeat, prepare for rapid dive!”
Benning practically hurled herself into the navigator’s chair as the ship began to accelerate.  The rotation of the tiny black hole in the center of the power plant slowly increased, hurling a jet of high-energy photons behind the ship and flinging the vessel forward.  Several seconds later, the universe flattened around Benning as they dove into negaspace, remaining there for only a few moments before bursting back into normal space. 
She took a deep breath, but before she could move, the universe flattened once more, and she felt the titanic wave of the fifth dimension crash over her once again.  Another few moments, and the ship erupted into normal space again.  Benning froze, but the captain had a satisfied look on his face. 
“That should do it,” he nodded.  He looked over at the woman.  “We just did two one-linute dives in different directions.  It’ll take them at least a few minutes to detect our new bow wave, and by that time, we’ll be moving at almost a tock.  Even if they can dive – which I doubt – they’ll have to find us in a space about seven million kims across.  By the time they have a lock on us, we’ll be in range of Orcus Station’s defenses, and they won’t tangle with those.”
True to his predictions, they didn’t see another sign of that ship or any other until they were a few hours out from Orcus Station.  Orcus was a small, trans-Neptunian body about a third the size of Pluto, normally far too small to maintain the planetside habitats and orbiting stations Benning saw clearly on the viewscreen.  The dwarf planet was so tiny that the gravity from the ships and stations surrounding it should have affected its rotation and orbit, but neither seemed perturbed, to Benning’s surprise.  That suggested that the dwarf planet was far more massive than it seemed, somehow.
<The planetoid’s core was removed a long time ago and replaced with a dark matter singularity,> Tiddly explained silently.  <That gives it gravity of about point-seven-five g’s, plenty to support the colonies and stations.  It’s a common practice in the outer system and Oort Cloud.>
“Orcus Station 11, this is Captain Argus Leon of the Heliopause, requesting a docking clearance,” the captain spoke into the air as they approached.
“Received, Heliopause, declare your point of origin and cargo,” a bored-sounding voice came back, filling the bridge. 
“Departure point was Mars Station by way of Sol Station for refueling.  We’re carrying heavy metals and depleted uranium.”
There was a brief pause. “Heliopause, you’ve been cleared to dock in level 2, ring 3, berth 42.”
“Acknowledged, Orcus Station.”
Benning watched as Leon shifted the ship from the KB engines to simple thrusters.  The vessel looped around the conical station several times, drawing nearer with each pass.  “All hands, prepare for station gravity,” the captain intoned at last.  “Station gravity will commence in five seconds.”
The ship jolted as the station’s dark matter generators seized the vessel and wrapped it in a shell of massive particles.  The Heliopause’s rotation quickly slowed to a halt, giving Benning a faint wave of nausea that quickly passed as the station-induced gravity settled her inner ears.  The Heliopause slowed noticeably under the extra mass, and Leon crept it forward, aiming for an empty docking collar.  It took an hour for the ship to lock into the docking collar, and another for an inspection team to come aboard and scan the cargo in the rear part of the ship.  Every crew member was scanned and verified, but eventually, the Heliopause was cleared to enter the station.
“I’ve got a meeting with a potential buyer for our cargo at 1800, Ensign,” Captain Argus Leon told Benning once the docking was complete.  “I want you to be there, so meet me here no later than 1730 hours.”
“Of course, Captain,” she bowed her head, checking her internal clock.  That gave her three hours to kill.  “Any suggestions on what I should do here between now and then?”
Leon shrugged.  “Do you have a credit to your name?  Without one, there’s not much point in worrying about it.  If you do, there are a few shops in the Promenade on level 1, nothing fancy, but it’s all relatively inexpensive.  Otherwise, the officer bar on station is the Afterburner and is on level 2 aft, thus the name.  Oh, and I think there’s an arena on this station; most of the Kuiper and Oort stations have one.  They might have some matches going on.”
“I think I’ll go walk the Promenade and see what there is to see,” she shrugged, her mind actually turned toward her gladiator kit – and the station’s arena.  If there was an armory on the station, she might be able to get her sidearm or rifle upgraded, or perhaps her armor, depending on the cost and upgrades available. 
<There are two, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly assured her.  <There’s a branch of Isullon Armorers here, if you want to purchase a better model than what you’ve got, and there’s a place called Sasha’s Armory that advertises custom upgrades for weapons and armor.>
Orcus Station was, if anything, much smaller than Mars Station, and it was obviously designed with function in mind over form.  The decks and walls were metal with a thin coating of carbon nanotubes impregnated with other elements to insulate them and give them color and texture.  The passageways were wide enough to move cargo along – unlike Mars Station, the passages on Orcus were shared by humans and cargo – and the place was more dimly lit, casting long shadows along the edges of passageways and into yawning compartments.  Despite its remote location, the station was packed; Orcus was an entrance into the Kuiper Belt, which was the boundary between the inner and outer parts of the solar system.  Water, entu – the gaseous form of nitrogen – and ohtu from the outer system were shipped through here to the inner planets, while heavy elements were shipped from the inner regions outward.  Orcus, Pluto, Circe, and Ixion Stations – those orbiting the massive bodies closest to the sun – were the gateway between these two sections.
Unlike Mars Station, Orcus Station didn’t have a ring for interplanetary or interstellar cruise vessels since there was no real reason for the megaships to come out this way.  Most of those went no farther out than Neptune; TN space was fairly empty, and most of the massive bodies there were small and widely spread out.  There were a pair of medium-sized battlecruisers in the port from the Fleet, and each of those brought over a thousand Workers, Soldiers, and Citizens to the station, but every other vessel was a trader or freighter of some kind, ranging from kiloton junks that were smaller and slower than the Heliopause to multi-gigaton carracks over a kim and a half long and half a kim across.  The largest cargo vessels, the teraton and petaton barges, were simply too large for most of the Kuiper and Oort stations; they were so massive that they generated their own gravity wells that would yank smaller stations out of orbit.
Sasha’s Armory was a small place lit with eerie, blue-white lights.  The walls were holos, one of which displayed a mirror image of the store while the other showed 3-D images of various firearms, explosives, and pieces of armor.  A simple, flat counter ran across the back of the store, itself with a viewscreen that, it turned out, was an interactive catalog of the offered weapons and services.  Benning walked to the counter and began scrolling through the offered items; each of the displayed weapons was a used model that had been refurbished or upgraded.  A few were base IMP1 and IMAR1 models like her pistol and rifle with significant upgrades to their power, performance, and accuracy, but others were higher-end models or brands.  All were well beyond her price range, as well.
A door that she hadn’t even noticed in the back wall slid soundlessly open, and a slim, light-skinned man in a silver uniform wearing a black, syleather smock stepped out.  The heavy material was made from layers of carefully wound carbon fibers and was soft, flexible, and difficult enough to pierce that it was a standard component of composite armor like the kind she had tucked in her gladiator kit.
“Welcome to Sasha’s Armory, Citizen,” the man spoke in a friendly voice.  “I see you’re scanning our catalog.  What can I help you with?”
“I need to upgrade my weapons,” Benning told the man, removing her sidearm carefully and laying it on the counter before her.  As she did, a holographic screen appeared above it that closely matched her notifications.
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IMP1
Mass Driver Pistol, Tier 1
Manufacturer: Isullon Armorers
Upgrades: None
Damage Rating: 1.0
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“Ah, good, old, IMP1,” the man sighed, picking up the pistol and examining it carefully.  “Standard magnetic coil, low muzzle velocity of 1 kim per second, imprecise, holds twelve 10mm tungsten and lead slugs,” he added, pronouncing mm ‘em-em’.  He peered at it closely.  “And it’s seen some use recently.  You a pirate?”
“What if I am?” Benning asked archly. 
“I don’t care,” the man shrugged.  “If you are, though, then I’ll need payment upfront for any mods.”
Benning smiled.  “I’m the new Ensign on the Heliopause.  My crewmates were somewhat – unfriendly.  I convinced them to be respectful.”
The man looked startled for a moment, then barked a laugh.  “Ha!  That might do it.  Kill any of them?”
“Not yet.  We’re only a few days in, though.”
He put the pistol down.  “What did you want to do with it?”
“Expanded magazine and better efficiency of the magcoil,” she shrugged.
“Not power or accuracy?  What if your crew finds some armor or a firearm of their own?”
“That’s what these are for.”  She opened her gladiator kit and removed the rifle and photon pistol.  Once more, a screen appeared above them.
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IMAR1
Mass Driver Rifle, Tier 1
Manufacturer: Isullon Armorers
Upgrades: None
Damage Rating: 2.0

IPOP1
Photon Pistol, Tier 1 (Visible Light)
Manufacturer: Isullon Armorers
Upgrades: None
Damage Rating: 0.75
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The man laughed and shook his head.  “Are you sure you’re not a pirate?  You’re armed like one – or maybe a mercenary.”
“I’m not a pirate yet,” she said simply.  “I don’t know what the future will hold.”
“That’s honest of you.”  He picked up the photon pistol.  “Standard issue Isullon Photon Pistol.  Fires a half-tow beam of visible spectrum light, coherent to a kim or so.  Good against standard comparm and useless against anything reflective.” 
He tossed the pistol down and picked up the rifle.  “And another Isullon, the Mass Driver Rifle.  Fires a 20-mm slug at 3 kims per second, not very accurate for a rifle but can hit a human-sized target at two kims in trained hands.”  He looked up at her.  “You have armor, too?”
“Standard comparm,” she said, pulling out her composite armor and unrolling it in front of him, no longer surprised when the screen appeared.
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Bulwark Comparm
Composite Armor, Tier 1
Manufacturer: Bulwark Industries
Upgrades: None
Defense Rating: 1.5
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“Bulwark Industries’ base Composite Armor,” he nodded.  “Plates of HDM in a weave of syleather and Molex, layered to provide protection against most projectiles moving up to 2 kims per second and rated for five seconds against that IPOP of yours, which is usually enough to get under cover before you start cooking.” 
He raised his eyes and looked at her.  “Why do you really need all of this?”
She frowned at him thoughtfully, then decided there was no harm in honesty.  “I’m planning to enter the arena,” she told him.  “I’m looking to make some extra credits on the side to supplement my officer’s pay, maybe enough to eventually buy my own ship.”
“You won’t make that in the novice group,” the man laughed.
“Novice group?  I thought that we’d be ranked by ability and fight close to our ranks.”
“You’re from the inner system,” he smiled at her.  “They’re civilized, there, so that’s how they do it.  In the Kuiper Belt, if you aren’t a professional soldier, gladiator, or mercenary – someone with a combat career path, in other words – you get lumped into the novice group and join the grand melee.”
“Grand melee?  You mean, everyone fights at once?”
“Exactly.  It’s a messy, chaotic, free-for-all.  Fun to watch, at least until you’re down to a handful of people with no weapons training trying to shoot one another from across the arena.  Then, it gets kind of monotonous.”
Benning nodded.  “Well, I’m planning to enter, and I’d like to have appropriate weapons and armor.”
“I can do that,” he nodded.  “Giving your IMP an expanded magazine and replacing the superconductors is practically trivial; I could do it in five minutes and charge you a tic.”  Benning withheld a frown; a tenth-credit, or tic, wasn’t a lot, but if everything else cost several tics, it was going to get pricey fast.
“The IMAR isn’t much worse,” he told her, seemingly unaware of or unconcerned by her distress.  “I can upgrade the barrel for improved accuracy, increase the coil strength to add muzzle velocity, and slap on a holo-sight for three tics.
“The IPOP is a bit different.  You could go cheap and bump it from visible to UV, but…” He grimaced.  “That’ll give you maybe a 50% increase in power at a cost of 3 tics, and most things that refract visible will refract UV.  If I converted this to an xraser, though, using x-ray frequencies – well, your armor is rated in nanoseconds against that, and it would cost 5 tics.  It’s the best power increase for your credits, in my opinion.  To do better, you’d have to turn it into a graser, and honestly, I’d have to almost do a full rebuild for that.  It would cost about the same to just buy an IPOP5, really.”
“And the armor?” Benning asked quietly.
“Simple enough.  Replace the HDM with transtanium, which is lighter and stronger than high-density metal and lets visible light through but reflects UV and x-ray spectrums; coat the syleather with an absorptive layer to distribute visible photons around the armor; replace the molex with fulleron, which is 40% stronger and 200% more resistant to compressive force.  That’ll give you armor rated for projectiles up to 3 kims per second, and most half-tow lasers up to sixty seconds.  You’ll still only get a few seconds of protection against grasers and it’ll do nothing against neutron, neutrino, and antimatter weapons, but you shouldn’t see any of those in the novice groups.  They’re too expensive.  That upgrade will cost you 6 tics.”
Benning considered the possible upgrades.  Everything together would cost her 1 credit and five tics; that was a big chunk of what she had right now, and she had no idea how long it would take her to win it back in the arena.  “You said earlier that the novice group wasn’t a way to make credits,” she said slowly.  “What kind of payoffs would I be looking at for doing well there?”
The man shrugged.  “Depends on how you do, obviously.  There are usually a hundred or so entrants; if you place in the top ten, you might win a few tics.  If you place in the top five, that’s more like a credit, and the winner might get two.  Like I said, not a way to quick wealth, but if you win enough, you might get to join the professional circuit, where the real money is.  Winners there walk away with anywhere from a dozen to a hundred credits, depending on the venue.  Biggest Kuiper arena is on Charon 1, and that’s where the best prizes are, as well.”
So, if I want to pay for these upgrades, I’ll need to be in the top two or three.  Otherwise, it’ll take a few tournaments to break even, assuming I don’t need repairs or upgrades.  It could take decades to earn a ship that way.
<That’s true, Benning Kidd.  Most Starship Captain candidates take that long to go from officer to captain for a reason.>
Well, I’m not most captain candidates, am I?  I think there might be a way to make more money off this if I do it right.
“So, a credit and a half in total,” she frowned.  “That’s a bit more than I was thinking.  What about a credit and two tics for it all?  After all, if I do well in the arena, I’m going to need to keep upgrading my gear.  You could make a lot of money from me in the long run.”
He shook his head.  “If you’d already done well in a match or two, I might consider that.  For all I know, though, you’ll be out in the first ten seconds – most contestants are.  That’s not a great investment for me, sorry.”
She nodded.  “What about a wager, then?  Three tics that I place in the top three.  In the next tournament – which is when?”
“Tomorrow,” he said absently, rubbing his chin.  “Top three, eh?  That might work.  You place in the top three, and I’ll refund you three tics – and give you a 10% discount here, but only as long as you keep placing in the top three in tournaments.  Deal?”
A notification appeared in her vision, and she pulled it up to examine.
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SASHA’S ARMORY wishes to offer you a contract.
You will receive the following upgrades for 1.5 credits:

…

In addition, it is agreed that if BENNING KIDD places in the top three ranks of the novice group in the next tournament of the ORCUS 43 ARENA, she will receive a refund of 3 tics from this price and an ongoing 10% discount at all SASHA’S ARMORY locations, so long as she remains in the top three in tournaments.  If she does not, she will pay an additional three tics for the above services.

Do you agree to this contract?
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She quickly agreed, and the man began collecting her gear.  “I forgot to ask.  What’s your designation?”
“Ensign Benning Kidd,” she supplied.  “And yours?”
“Citizen Viktor Vidak.  A pleasure to meet you, Ensign Benning Kidd.  I should have all this ready for you in three solar hours.  After that, I’ll hold it for one week, at which point I’ll consider it abandoned and try to sell it myself.”
“That’s perfect.  I have a meeting with my captain and a buyer for our cargo in two hours.  I can return and pick it up after that.”
“Oh?  What cargo are you carrying?”
“Heavy metals,” she shrugged.  “Depleted uranium, to be specific.”
“That’s a good cargo for right now,” the man told her.  “Solnepril Distributions out in the Oort Cloud is building a new trading post at the heliopause, and they’re buying up all the heavy metals they can get.  The price has skyrocketed recently; last I heard, it was going for a tic for ten gigs, which is ten times the price last year.”
Benning frowned.  A tic for ten gigagrams, or ten thousand tons of metal didn’t seem like much.
<Don’t forget how dense uranium is, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly reminded her.  <A cubic em weighs 19 tons, and the Heliopause has space for tens of thousands of cubic ems in her hold. Captain Argus Leon could be sitting on a couple hundred credits right now.>
Benning looked back at Viktor Vidak curiously.  “Why just tell me this?  That’s valuable information; you could have sold it to me.  What’s in it for you?”
Vidak laughed.  “Two things.  First, I have to deal with the shipping consortiums all the time; it’s the only way to get refills for my nanoprinters, and they’re not exactly friendly.  I’m happy to see them get screwed a bit.  Second, I want you to make credits, because if you do, you might spend them here.  Capitalism 101, Benning Kidd: rich customers make for rich merchants.”
She smiled in understanding.  “That makes sense.  Anything else you can suggest to help me get rich?”
He frowned thoughtfully.  “Maybe,” he said.  “How sure are you that you’re going to do well tonight?”
“I’m not certain, but I’m reasonably confident.”
“Well, then I can suggest two things.  The first is that if you truly are confident – you might want to bet on yourself.  As a newbie Starship Captain, you’ll have long odds of making it into the top ten, or even top five.  The only downside is that if you bet on yourself and win, people will pay extra attention to you, wondering who you are and how you were so certain you’d win.  That might be attention you want to avoid.”
Benning nodded.  “That seems like sound advice, and I’ll consider it.  The second?”
The man hesitated, then shrugged.  “If you want a bit of an edge, try going to Mysticworks and asking for Napha Patalung.  Tell her I said you could use some help, and she’ll fix you up.”
“Thanks, I’ll do that.  I’ll return after my meeting.”
“Good luck, Benning Kidd, and I hope that you screw the corporation for hundreds!”




Chapter 12

After leaving Sasha’s, Benning found Mysticworks easily enough.  The store sold cybernet upgrades, which Benning could certainly use.  It was lit in shifting, pink light, and the walls were holos with examples of some of the available upgrades.  Benning ignored these and moved to the catalog, scanning through it quickly and realizing that almost everything here was out of her price range, since she really only had five tics to her name right now.  Some items that were in her price range, though, seemed almost too good to be true – which, she had a sneaking suspicion, meant they probably were.
“Oh, yeah, those are custom builds.” Napha Patalung explained.  She pointed to a flashing, red triangle next to the item’s name.  “We allow modders to sell their designs here, but we make sure people know that they’re unverified by Mysticworks and we take no responsibility for any viruses, backdoors, Trojans, flaws, or incompatibilities that may arise from their use.”
“Wait,” Benning said a bit disbelievingly, “people design these things – and other people upload them into their ‘net?  Without anyone testing them first?  Who would do something like that?”
“Risk takers and people with little to lose,” the woman shrugged.  “Most of these builds are okay but have one or more serious design flaws that will probably result in respawn at some point.  Others are actually decent, and you might get a Mark 3 ‘net for a Mark 2 price, or maybe a few nice upgrades at no extra charge.  Somewhat more likely than that is that you’ll upload something malicious into your ‘net, and when that happens, you’re usually forced to respawn from a backup copy, meaning you lose out on any levels or gains you got since your last sync.  Some gambling types think the reward is worth the risk, though.”
The woman turned to face Benning.  She was a small, petite woman with a chipper voice, and her short, hot pink hair bounced merrily as she moved, but there was something predatory about her manner.  “So, Viktor Vidak sent you?”
“Yes.  He told me you could ‘fix me up’, whatever that means.  I’m going to be fighting in the arena, and he thought I could use an edge.”
“I can help you with that,” the woman nodded slowly.  “Have you ever heard of stim?”
“Stim?” Benning repeated quizzically.  “No, sorry, never heard of it.”
“You’re from the inner system, then,” the woman chuckled.  She reached into a case at her leg and removed a blue vial of what looked like medigel.  “This is stim.”
Benning looked at it curiously.  The substance in the vial was thick and viscous looking, flowing slowly as the woman tipped it from side to side.  “What is it?”
“It’s what you might call a performance enhancer, similar to medigel.  The difference is, when you add this to your injector, all your physical stats get a big boost.  You can ignore pain, as well.”
“That does sound useful,” Benning admitted.  “How long does it last, and what’s the catch?”
The woman laughed easily.  “It lasts for anywhere from a minute to five minutes, depending on the dosage.  And the downside is that stim works by forcing your body to exceed its normal limitations, which causes some damage.  When it wears off…well, you won’t feel great until your nanofield heals the damage.  It’s called stim-down.”
“Is this legal in the arena?” Benning asked curiously.
“Not in the professional ranks,” the woman shook her head.  “In the novice group, though, no one cares.  Stim doesn’t make you competent at fighting, but if you are competent, it can give you an edge.”
“And how much is it?” Benning asked cautiously.
“A tic for a vial like this, nothing more.  However, I can only sell it to you if you also buy an upgrade of some kind.  Stim isn’t – precisely legal to sell around here.”
Benning stared at the container suspiciously.  Do you know anything about this, Tiddly?
<Yes, Benning Kidd.  She’s telling you the truth; stim is a moderately illegal nano-enhancement that temporarily boosts your physical stats.  She’s kind of downplaying the stim-down, though.  It really sucks, apparently.>
Benning shrugged.  “As tempting as it is, I don’t think I can afford it,” she sighed.  “I’ve got my eye on an upgrade, but I can barely afford it as is..”
“Oh?  Which one?  Since Viktor Vidak sent you, I can work with you a bit on the price.”
Benning pulled up what she was interested in from the catalog.  “Radiant Cybernet,” she told the woman.  “That’s the one I’m looking at.”
The pink-haired saleswoman twisted her lips.  “Really?  Usually, only engineers and mechanics take that.  You know that all it does is let you expand your ‘net out to five ems, right?  For an engineer, that means being able to access engine parts directly through your own ‘net; for a mechanic, it means being able to diagnose problems in machines more readily.  Otherwise, it’s not very useful.”
“I think I can find a use for it,” Benning smiled.  “I can only afford three tics, though, and it costs five.”
The woman looked at the catalog for several moments, then shrugged.  “Tell you what, it’s such an unpopular download, I’ll give it to you for three and include the stim.  You know, just in case you need it.”
Benning considered the vial carefully.  Is this stuff dangerous, Tiddly?
<Well, it can be addictive, but with your Willpower, that’s not likely to be an issue.  If you go into stim-down and you’re in combat, obviously, that will get you killed, but otherwise, it’s not really safe and not really dangerous.>
“Okay, deal,” Benning decided.  After all, she didn’t have to use the stim if she didn’t need it, and if it turned out to be useful, then she’d be glad to have it.  She made the exchange, and her ‘net downloaded the upgrade while she secreted the stim in her kit.  Tiddly checked both and determined they were safe, and Benning installed her new upgrade.  Immediately, her sense of the area around her seemed to expand enormously.  She could feel the devices around her, all beaconing under the touch of her cybernet.  When she tried to access them, though, she was rebuffed, as if a wall stood between her and the objects.
<Well, there is, sort of.  It’s an encrypted firewall, Benning Kidd, designed to keep hackers and nanomancers from seizing control or ownership of other people’s gear.  You’ll be able to access your own items and anything public, but most public items are ported to the Overnet, so you could access them anyway.>
Encryption can be hacked, though, right?  So, we could get through those firewalls if we really wanted.
<Technically, yes.  I mean, the only way to hack it is to either trick the owner into installing a bypass into the item – which is what I’ll bet a lot of those supposed custom ‘net mods really are – or to brute force hack it, which would take…well, longer than the expected lifespan of the sun, even with the stellar mining to keep it shining longer.>
Benning was disappointed, but she shrugged it off.  Really, she wanted the upgrade for her own items, anyway, not to hack into other people’s – at least, not yet.  That might still be something for her to look into at a later date. 
Captain Argus Leon was waiting for her when she returned to the Heliopause’s docking bay at 1720.  “Good, you’re early,” he told her as she approached.  He looked her up and down.  “It doesn’t look like you bought anything.  Just went looking?”
She touched her hip, where her holster usually rode.  “I’m upgrading my sidearm.  I never know when I might need to use it again.”
“After that last incident, probably not very often,” he chuckled. “Pilot Annie Hatfield is genuinely afraid of you.  Every time you walk into Ops, she rubs those two fingers without even realizing it.  Even if Engineer Leroy Cook wanted to get her to act against you again, I don’t think he could, now.”
“That was the idea,” she inclined her head.  “So, are we meeting the buyer at the officers’ bar again?”
Leon shook his head and began walking, gesturing for her to follow.  “Usually, that’s a bad idea,” he explained.  “Bars on most stations aren’t exactly secure.  You can walk into an ambush in one if you’re not careful who you’re meeting, and there are usually scouts in them listening to conversations to see where ships might be heading and what they might be carrying.  They can sell that information to pirates, smugglers, or just competitors for a few credits.”
“But on Mars…”
“Ah, the Mars Stations are different.  The officers’ bar on any Mars Station is owned by Ares Security, and they make sure that the places are safe and private, in return for a small transaction fee for any deal done in one.  Anyone who tries to cause trouble or sell information from those are dealt with – harshly.  Even the largest cartels are careful around Ares.
“No, we’re heading down to the Promenade to meet with Sanguinius Shipping, one of the larger shipping consortiums in the Kuiper belt.  I’ve made an appointment, which is the only way to get in to see them.”
“Do you usually work with consortiums, then?” she asked.
“It depends.  We’re carrying a lot of DU, Ensign, and most smaller traders would only be able to afford to buy a few gigs of it.  We might be able to get a better price by staying for three days and shopping around, but that’s also time lost and thus credits lost.  Time is credits, after all.  We might not get as good a price from Sanguinius, but they’ll buy everything we’re hauling at once, and that frees us up to pick up a more valuable cargo here for transport deeper into the Belt or out into the Oort Cloud.”
“Speaking of getting good prices,” Benning spoke up, “I heard some information you might be interested in for the meeting today.”  She quickly related what Viktor Vidak had told her, and Leon smiled as she did.
“Well done, Ensign,” he said approvingly.  “Knowing the going sale price for items is valuable information.”
“Can’t you just get it off the station’s ‘net?”
He snorted derisively.  “As if the corporations would allow that!  No, they’ve worked hard to declare financial transactions confidential material, so the system won’t display them unless you have permission.  The corporations share buying prices with one another, just so that none of them accidentally haul the price up for everyone, but the info’s blocked to outsiders.”  He glanced at her.  “You may have just made us a hundred credits or more.”
“If you do better, I do better,” she shrugged.  “To paraphrase Viktor Vidak, rich captains make rich crew members.”
Leon laughed.  “I like that.  That should be our ship’s motto.”
The door to Sanguinius Shipping was deep scarlet, with the company’s name and a fanciful depiction of a star surrounded by teardrop-shaped flames radiating out from it, both in gleaming chrome.  As the pair neared the door, it faded into insubstantiality as its nanofield pulled apart the individual molecules comprising it.  After they passed through, the nanofield returned the tiny bits of metal to their previous state, and the door solidified behind them. 
The room they entered was obviously some sort of lobby.  The bulkheads and overhead were an odd off-white matte color that was strangely relaxing to Benning’s eyes.  The deck was coated with soft, springy microthene foam that was just firm enough to support her completely without feeling hard beneath her boots.  A barely audible hum filled the air, a weirdly comforting sound that Benning could only hear when she actually focused on it.  The walls had holos with images of sand-covered beaches, dark forests, and drifting, white clouds displayed on them, and Benning found her eyes drawn to the idyllic scenes. 
A pair of tall, green, live plants stood behind and to each side of a large, crimson desk that dominated the room.  A young-looking man sat behind it, smiling at the pair as they entered.  He had a perfectly proportionate face, with a strong chin, a slightly Roman nose, brilliantly blue eyes, and strong cheekbones.  His shoulders were wide, and his red uniform with black trim revealed his excellent physique.  Benning was startled as she felt her heart begin to race and her body react at the mere sight of the man; that was a reaction she’d never had to someone before, male or female.
<That’s because he was designed to make you react that way, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly informed her seriously.  <Everything about him is literally perfect.  His face is the ideal size and shape; his shoulders are exactly the width that humans find most appealing, and his eyes are a precise shade of blue that draws attention to them.  He’s obviously using his nanofield to maintain an utterly perfect appearance at all times, probably so that you’re so distracted by your body’s reaction to him that you’re not thinking clearly.>
Benning blinked and forced herself to look away from the almost frighteningly attractive man.  She had to admit a certain admiration for the man’s deviousness; it was an effective tactic, and were she in his shoes, she’d probably do the same thing.  As she looked around, a realization dawned on her.  The whole place is set up like that, isn’t it?
<Absolutely.  The colors, textures, and lighting are designed to maximize visibility while minimizing glare, so your eyes are as relaxed as they can be.  The floor is meant to give you optimum support and minimum stress.  That white noise in the background is supposed to mimic the sounds an infant hears in the womb, a sound that humans find very comforting, and those images on the walls tap into your species memory of life on Earth millennia ago.  Everything here is designed to make you feel relaxed, comforted, and at your ease.>
The perfect-looking man rose from his seat with a friendly, open smile that once more made Benning’s heart race and sent a strange warmth through her body.  “Captain Argus Leon,” the man said in a deep but smooth voice, bowing his head low but not so low that Benning couldn’t still see his face.  “Welcome to Sanguinius Shipping.  And this would be Ensign Benning Kidd?”
The man turned his attention and winning smile on Benning.  His gaze was open, frank, and appraising.  His body leaned toward her, and his smile seemed especially for her.  Somehow, she knew that he was interested in her, and that were she but to ask, he would gladly share his body with her.  The thought ran through her like an electric current, sending shivers through her spine and lower – and as it did, anger flashed through her, overwhelming the surge of lust.  The man was utterly perfect, but he was too perfect, and that perfection was designed to manipulate her.  This man was trying to control her through her own body, and Benning was tired of being controlled.  She was tired of being manipulated.  She was tired of her hive…
She froze.  Where did that thought come from?  My hive?  What in the Hole…?  The profane term seemed to jerk her fully to awareness, and when she looked at the man again, instead of desire, she felt a wave of revulsion.  His perfection no longer appealed to her, and she found his obviously feigned interest infuriating rather than flattering. 
The man’s gaze flickered for an instant, revealing an emotion that Benning couldn’t interpret, and he turned his gaze away from her and back to the captain.  “Citizen Valeria Carita is expecting you, Captain,” he told the man, his voice still perfectly friendly.  Benning could detect just the tiniest hint of something different in it, though, something she couldn’t place but that felt jarring.  “She’ll be here in a moment.”
<It’s disappointment, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly said quietly.  <I think he was hoping that the two of you would go somewhere private while the captain handled the negotiations himself.  I’m sure this Valeria Carita is just as perfect a female as that man is a male, and if you aren’t present, Argus Leon might be more – pliable.  He failed because you’ve got that ridiculous Willpower stat, so manipulating you is very, very difficult.>  Benning smothered a smile; she liked the idea that she was hard to control or manipulate. 
No sooner had the man finished speaking than one of the doors on the wall faded away, revealing a woman standing behind it.  Tiddly had been right; Valeria Carita was just as perfect in her way as the receptionist was in his.  She was tall, but not as tall as the captain; her skin was dusky olive, her hair was an odd shade that seemed to shift from black to red depending on the angle at which it was viewed, and her face was oval and elfin.  Her eyes were gleaming emeralds, her nose was small and curved, and her cheekbones were high but not prominent.  Everything about her seemed designed to inspire lust, from her long lashes to her lush curves that were perfectly highlighted by her form-fitting uniform. 
“Captain Argus Leon,” the woman spoke in a voice that was deep, slightly husky, and flowed like liquid.  She smiled with her full lips only, her teeth never showing, and she spared only the briefest flicker of a glance toward Benning.  “Please come with me.  I’m excited to make your acquaintance.”
The woman turned, her gaze and smile lingering on Leon longer than it should have as she did, and began to lead the pair down a short corridor.  Her hips swayed almost exaggeratedly as she walked, and she kept glancing back and favoring the captain with a shy smile.  When her gaze flicked to Benning, though, it hardened slightly in a way that the ensign couldn’t interpret.
<That’s irritation, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly said slyly.  <You were supposed to be in a lust chamber with the receptionist right now, remember?  I’ll bet her office is just a lust chamber with a desk in it.>
Again, Tiddly was right.  The room the three entered was dimly lit with glowing, red lights that made Valeria Carita’s hair seem to blaze with flame.  Soft, barely heard sounds filled the air, and a musky, spicy scent hung in the atmosphere.  A simple, crimson desk stood on one side of the room, while the other side was open and empty but obviously had space for one of the large, soft beds used in lust chambers, complete with rings on the wall for restraints if those were desired.  Despite herself, Benning found her body becoming aroused at the sights and smells, but she firmly decided to ignore it and not think of the receptionist, or what they could be doing in a space like this…
“Please, have a seat, Captain,” Valeria Carita spoke in a sultry voice, moving behind the desk.  Her lower lip protruded slightly in a near-pout.  “Forgive me, but I only have one chair.  Would your ensign prefer to wait outside?”
“Ensign Benning Kidd will have no problem standing,” he replied easily, settling himself in the chair.  “Thank you for seeing me, Valeria Carita.”
“Of course, Argus Leon,” the woman replied warmly, also sitting down.  “Is there anything I could provide for you before we begin?  Perhaps a drink, or something to eat?  Something else that you desire?  I’m quite eager to please.”
“No, I’m fine, thank you,” he replied smoothly.  Benning was impressed; even she was contemplating taking the woman up on her offer – it wouldn’t be the first time she’d joined a woman in a lust chamber, after all, since pleasure was pleasure regardless of its source – and Carita’s performance wasn’t even directed at her.
“As you wish,” Carita sighed.  She leaned forward over the desk, her arms quite deliberately pressing her large breasts together, Benning was sure.  “So, what can I do for you?”
“I have a modest cargo of depleted uranium that I’m looking to offload,” the man shrugged, seemingly unperturbed by the Citizen’s obvious appeal.  “I was hoping that you might be interested in buying.”
Carita leaned back and worried her lower lip with her perfect, white teeth.  “DU?  Hmm.  Well, heavy metals are always useful in the outer reaches, of course, even when demand isn’t particularly high.  How much are you carrying?”
“Two thousand gigs.  It’s all single-processed, with a low incidence of 234 and 236 and guaranteed 238 purity of 99.9%.”
“High quality, then,” she said appreciatively.  “Unfortunately, demand for uranium isn’t particularly high right now, but I could certainly take it off your hands for, say a tic per hundred gigs.”
Leon laughed gently.  “Demand isn’t high?  Even with Solnepril building a new trading post at the heliopause?”
An expression of dismay that even Benning could read crossed the woman’s face very briefly before it returned to its pout.  “Well, yes, that has increased demand,” she admitted silkily.  “However, in response, traders have been flooding the station with heavy metals.  Obviously, a high demand only boosts prices when there’s also a low supply.  We’ve currently got more heavy metal in storage than we can conveniently ship out.”
Leon shrugged.  “That’s fine, since I’m sure I could get a tic per 5 gigs from one of your competitors.”  He rose to his feet.  “In fact, I’m thinking that if some people are willing to pay that, I could probably do a deep dive to the Oort Cloud and deal with Solnepril directly.  If they’re paying a tic per gig, it would absolutely be worth it.”
A quick expression crossed Carita’s face that Tiddly interpreted as irritation, and the woman sighed.  Her body language shifted; suddenly, she seemed less sensual and more predatory to Benning.  “I can do a tic per ten gigs, Captain,” she said in a voice that was businesslike and not remotely sultry.  “That’s the best price you’ll get on the entire station; to get better, you’d need to head out to the Oort Cloud, and the cost of a deep dive like that will eat up whatever profits you might make.”
Leon sat down and leaned back.  “That seems likely,” he admitted.  “I can agree to a tic per ten.”  He paused, and his voice grew cautious.  “I do have one gig of DU that mysteriously transformed into californium en route, though,” he told the woman.  “Would you be interested in buying that?”
“Californium?” the woman asked archly.  “Captain, that’s a controlled substance due to its usage in antimatter cannons and grasers.  It’s illegal to buy or sell it.”
“Technically, it’s illegal to knowingly transport it,” the man corrected.  “After all, californium is in the natural decay chain of certain trans-uranium isotopes, and if it happens to occur naturally, it’s legal to purchase with the intent to resell it to the Fleet.”
“U238 isn’t one of those isotopes, though, is it?”
“Not normally, no,” the man shrugged.  “Stranger things have happened on a dive, though.”
“They have, that’s true.”  She looked at him speculatively.  “You came from Mars Station, right?”
“Yes.”
“Then I have no choice but to believe you, as the scanners on Mars Station would certainly have picked up an attempt to load a controlled substance into your hold, and you would have had to buy a license to transport it – which you obviously don’t have.”
“Well, I would never knowingly transport a controlled material, so I don’t need one,” he said easily.  “Are you interested?”
She touched her index fingers together and tapped them on her lips.  “Yes, I think we could deal.  I could take that gig off your hands for, say, ten credits?”
Leon laughed.  “I’ll sell it for fifty,” he countered.  “I happen to know that the Fleet is building a new Titanosphere, and each of those needs thousands of gigs of californium, so you’ll be able to resell it fast.  I also suspect that the odds of your seeing another batch of californium here – legally, that is – are very close to nil.  This is a one-time windfall for both of us.”
“I couldn’t go higher than twenty,” the woman shook her head.  “We can sell it to the Fleet, but we can only ship it to them using a licensed captain.”
“Of which I’m sure you have plenty on payroll,” Leon countered.  “Forty.”
The woman eyed him speculatively.  “Thirty,” she said at last.  “That’s as high as I’ll go.  If you say no, you’ll have 48 solar hours to dispose of it before the Fleet can legally seize it, and we both lose out.  You might get a better price; you might get nothing.  What do you say?”
“Thirty it is,” he sighed, bowing his head in acknowledgment. 
“Very well, Captain.  I’ll have an inspector verify the cargo, and we’ll send over a purchase contract.”  She hesitated.  “Are you looking for an outgoing cargo, as well?”
“Of course,” he nodded.  “However, I like to unload one cargo before I make a deal on the next.  You understand.”
“Indeed, I do, Captain.  Once we’ve concluded this deal, perhaps we can speak again.”  She leaned forward, and her entire body exuded sexuality once more.  “Maybe of things that are less – business related.  You intrigue me, Argus Leon.”
“I’m flattered,” he grinned at her.  “I might just be interested in that sort of discussion, once our business is fully concluded.”
As they walked out of the office, Benning glanced at the man behind the desk.  His expression was now one of bored disinterest, and while he was pleasant to look at, he no longer exuded that raw, animal lust that she’d felt before.  It was faintly disappointing, in all honesty; she was half-hoping to feel that rush of desire once more.
<It was probably a pheromone-based effect,> Tiddly suggested.  <He and Carita can likely both use their nanofields to produce pheromones that, combined with their appearance, induce unnatural levels of sexual excitement in others.>
Captain Argus Leon seemed to do a good job resisting it, Benning noted silently.  His Willpower must be even higher than mine.
<That’s incredibly unlikely unless he’s a Noble in disguise, slumming it with the Citizens,> Tiddly laughed.  <It’s more likely that he’s dealt with Carita’s kind before and came prepared somehow.>
Benning muddled that idea over for a moment before stepping up beside the captain.  She opened her mouth to speak, but before she could say a word, he held up his finger to silence her.  A moment later, a notice appeared in her mind.
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Captain ARGUS LEON wishes to send you a message.  Do you accept?

[image: ]
She accepted at once, and the man’s words simply appeared in her mind.
Speaking aloud isn’t secure in the station, he said silently.  This is much harder for someone to overhear. 
Harder? Benning repeated.  Is it possible for someone to eavesdrop on us this way?
Of course, it’s possible.  Most things are, with enough resources and technology.  It’s just difficult and expensive, so people rarely bother unless they think they’ll overhear something really important.
Benning frowned.  So, why don’t people in officers’ bars negotiate like this?  They wouldn’t be overhead, right?
Leon snorted aloud.  And if you were a scout for pirates, which conversations would you listen to?  The audible ones, that anyone can overhear, or the mental ones that are hard to pick up?  Which ones are most likely to net you the best profit?
I understand.  If you speak aloud, you’re more likely to be overheard but less likely to be listened to; if you speak silently, fewer people can overhear you, but those who can, will make every effort to do so.
Exactly, he agreed.  It’s a closed loop: making yourself easy to spy on makes people less likely to spy on you, but they still might incidentally or randomly.  Speaking silently protects you from being randomly overheard but makes you a target for serious surveillance.  Now, you wanted to ask something. 
She nodded.  How did you resist Valeria Carita so effectively?  Women are not my standard preference, and yet I was tempted by her.
He barked a silent laugh.  Is that all?  I thought you would ask about the californium.  That was why I wanted to speak silently.
I understand the situation, there, she said dismissively.  I would like to know how you fooled the Mars Station scanners, as that seems like a useful bit of information, but that feels like a conversation for when we’re back aboard and away from here.
Wise of you, he agreed.  As for dealing with Carita, I’ve got an upgrade to my ‘net that lets me manage my endocrine system, he explained.  It’s meant for combat types, so they can use epinephrine to counter fear and pain or get a boost to their Physicality.  However, it also lets me temporarily suppress the production of testosterone in my body.  I began the process when I made the appointment with Sanguinius.  By the time we saw her, she was nothing more than a pretty face to me, and her pheromones were basically useless.  He grimaced.  It’s a common tactic.  She would have lain with me and tried to work out a deal in the middle of the act, using the pheromones and her natural talents to get me to agree to anything just to achieve orgasm.  After I fell for it a couple of times, I got the upgrade.  It’s paid for itself many times over since.
He glanced at her.  You also did a good job resisting the receptionist, though, which surprised me.  I was sure that you’d let yourself be led off into a lust chamber.  I was the first time I came to one of these meetings.  How did you do it?
He made me angry, she shrugged.  I knew that he was trying to manipulate me, and I don’t like being manipulated.  The anger overwhelmed any desire I might have had.
I’ll keep that in mind, he said musingly.
Why didn’t you take the offer of a cargo from Carita?  Do you already have another one lined up?
He shook his head.  Here’s a tip for you.  Never take a cargo from a consortium unless you’re using it to fill empty space you can’t otherwise fill in your hold.  They pay off a flat wage scale, and it’s a florking scrit wage.
So, why agree to haul for them at all?  And why not just buy a cargo from them and carry it yourself?
They won’t sell like that.  A company like Sanguinius has dedicated space in most of the large carracks and barges you’ll see, and that’s their main source of income.  They buy cheap from people like me, sell it to buyers like Solnepril, and use the barges to move it.  However, sometimes they’ve got a cargo that’s time-sensitive or too fragile to move on the barges, so they pay a short-hauler like me to carry it for them.  Technically, you can make money that way, but in the long run, with the price of fuel and inevitable repairs, you’ll more or less break even.
Why does anyone work with them, then?
Some people aren’t in this job for profit, he shrugged.  They like the travel and freedom, and hauling for a shipping concern is regular work – and safer than freelancing, since most pirates try not to cross the big concerns.  A company like Sanguinius has the money and power to get the Fleet involved, and that’s the last thing a pirate wants.  A single battlecruiser could wipe out an entire base from a lightyear away using diving weapons before the pirates could even think about a defense. 
Other people, he added, find themselves indebted to a concern, and they’re working off the debt.  That can take decades, but it gets you clear without having mercs hunting you.  He shrugged nonchalantly.  Most haulers, though, set aside a little space for the concerns, just to keep a good reputation with them.  I’ll pick up a cargo today or tomorrow – maybe a couple, depending on what’s available – and leave 10% or so open for Sanguinius.  They’ll give me a small cargo that’s going where I’m already headed.   He grinned at Benning.  And maybe afterward, Valeria Carita will be interested in other things.  At that point, what’s the harm?
None that I can see, she agreed.  How will you find a cargo, though?  Will you just check the trade board?
Normally, but tomorrow, there’s a tournament going on in the arena here, and that’s a great place to make deals.  Every major player in the sector will have a broker there, just for that purpose, and we might be able to pick up something more valuable like nano-refills or power cores, something I can buy cheaply here and sell at the heliopause for twice what I paid.
I was planning on going to that tournament myself, she hedged.  Did you plan to get here the day before it?
Of course.  I knew it would make getting a new cargo easier.  An hour of planning can save a day of fuel, after all.  And you should go; most of the crew will.  They’ve got something for everyone: old-fashioned honor duels with melee weapons, fast draw competitions, and contests between champions, in addition to the normal matches.  There’s also the novice melee, if you’re in the mood for a laugh.
A laugh?
Oh, absolutely.  The novice group is a bunch of non-combatants with minimal skills at best all pretending to be soldiers.  Half of them die in the first ten seconds; half of those accidentally shoot themselves or forget to take cover.  The rest just scramble and shoot randomly until a couple who can actually aim are left.  It’s pretty funny if you appreciate that sort of humor.
Benning concealed a smile.  I actually do, Captain.  I really do.




Chapter 13

Benning stepped off the lift platform into level 6 and stopped, blinking at the scene before her.  The overhead soared 30 ems above her, glowing with sunlight LEDs that bathed the area below in illumination.  The bulkhead curved away to her left and right and consisted of nothing but viewscreens that displayed the twinkling void of space outside, including the tiny, cim-wide glow to Benning’s right that was the sun and looked like little more than an exceptionally bright star at this distance.  Figures seemingly floated just outside the hull, humans that Benning guessed were probably former champions based on the fact that they were all dressed in elaborate armor and carrying advanced weapons.  A gaze at one of them confirmed this.
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CHAMPION JOHN YOUNG
Wins: 2,917
Losses: 411
JOHN YOUNG is a Fleet Vanguard whose incredible durability and martial prowess earned him the nickname ‘Juggernaut John’.  He is depicted here in his custom-built Cirrus Negarmor and wielding his Relea Stellar Cannon…
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She turned away; she wasn’t interested in biographies of former champions.  Those were probably interesting for tourists to read, but she was here on more serious business. 
The Orcus Arena took up the entirety of the level, except for the wide space before her that was obviously used as a gathering area before and after events.  The main entrance loomed before her, a massive, open doorway that led into what looked like flickering flames but she was sure was just a hologram to block people from seeing what happened within.  A few Citizens were standing around this doorway, talking quietly.  Some of them turned toward her, gave her an appraising look, then turned away dismissively. 
She didn’t blame them; in fact, that was the very reaction she was hoping for.  It looked like her spoofed ID and item transponders were working, but to be sure, she quickly glanced at her status.
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BENNING KIDD

Citizen Path: Starship Captain (Stellar Corsair)
Level: 1 (2)
To Next Level: 88%
Credits: 0.4 Standard Credits

Physicality: 8.2 (9.4)
Coordination: 8.3 (9.4)
Resistance: 8.1 (9.5)

Acuity: 8.7
Willpower: 8.9 (16.1)
Social: 8.7

SKILLS
(Conditioning 3.2)
(Cyberfeiting 3.4)
Leadership 3.0
(Martial Combat 4.3)
Naval Tactics 3.3
Starfaring 3.1
(Weapons Expertise 3.8)
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She smiled to herself; she’d hidden her true physical stats, Willpower, Cyberfeiting, and combat skills.  In addition, thanks to her Radiant Cybernet upgrade, she was spoofing the IDs of her gear, as well.  She glanced down at her IPOP, on her right hip, and suppressed a grin – not that anyone would see it through her helmet.
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IPOP1
Photon Pistol, Tier 1, Visible Light (Xrays)
Manufacturer: Isullon Armorers
Upgrades: None (Xraser package, Enhanced Power Pack)
Damage Rating: 0.75 (1.85)
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All her items radiated as if they were base, unmodified equipment, despite the excellent work Viktor Vidak had done.  Hopefully, that would give her something of an advantage: she’d be underestimated, if nothing else.
She looked past the main entrance off to the left, where a somewhat larger crowd was already gathering before a smaller doorway marked ‘Contestants’.  Viktor Vidak had warned her to arrive early, and she was glad she did; even a solar hour before the battle was scheduled to start, a line was beginning to form.  She dutifully moved to the back of it, falling into place behind a large man in what looked like foam tungsten armor, far more advanced than Benning’s own, and carrying a pair of rifles that gleamed wickedly on his back.  He turned and spared a single glance at the smaller woman, then turned away and ignored her, exactly as she’d hoped.
As Benning approached the front of the line, a notification appeared in her mind.
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PLEASE NOTE
All contestants consent to a full scan of their IDs and items by passing through the Contestants’ Entrance.  Refusing or blocking a scan is grounds for disqualification. 
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Benning took a deep breath, concealing her nervousness.  She’d fooled scanners before, but scanners had various levels of quality just as everything else did.  It was possible that the arena’s scan would pierce her Cyberfeiting.  That wasn’t a huge issue, except that it might push her into the main group instead of the novice melee, and she didn’t know if she was ready for that just yet.  As she passed through the doorway, no alarms sounded, and no notifications appeared warning her of her deception.  Did that mean she’d pulled it off, or that they just didn’t care?  There was only one way to find out.
At last, she stood before a short, slim Citizen in silver and blue, who peered at a holo before him.  “Citizen designation Benning Kidd,” he read aloud.  “Novice Group.”  He shook his head.  “Are you sure about this?  Base weaponry, no combat skills, minimal stats – you’re not exactly prepared for this, Citizen.”
“I should be fine,” she shrugged.  “I’ve done some target shooting.”
“Wonderful,” he sighed.  “Very well.  Move ahead to the registration area.  Please read and agree to the standard entrant contract releasing the arena and its holders from all claims and agreeing to the tournament rules as you do.  Good luck, Citizen.”
A contract appeared in her mind, and she quickly scanned it with Tiddly’s assistance.  <It looks pretty standard, Benning Kidd,> the gnome supplied helpfully.  <It says that you agree not to use nanoweapons, gravitational weapons over 10g magnitude, antimatter or fusion explosives, and aerosol weapons.  You agree to abide by all rulings made by the arena and to arbitration if you wish to protest.  There’s nothing in here that’s a problem.>
Benning accepted the contract and moved ahead to where a silver-clad woman dressed identically to the man who’d greeted her was directing contestants.  “Designation Benning Kidd?” the woman said loudly.  Benning inclined her head, and the woman locked her eyes on her.  “Novice Group.  Through there.”  The woman pointed, and Benning dutifully walked down a well-lit corridor leading to a large room filled with humans, almost all wearing various low-quality armors and holding various low-quality weapons.  Before entering, though, she turned down a side corridor that Tiddly assured her led into the main arena – and, just as importantly, past a lavatory.
Benning stepped into the head and quickly slipped out of her armor and gear, stowing it in her gladiator kit, slipped on her crew uniform, and moved out into the arena, shifting her broadcast ID as she did so.  Tiddly led her unerringly up into the main arena, where people were just starting to enter, and over to the betting booth, where again a line was already starting to form.
As she reached the front of the line, a bored-looking man in the now-familiar silver and blue greeted her.  “Welcome to the Orcus Arena, Citizen.  How can I assist you?”
“I’m wondering what the odds are on Citizen Benning Kidd in the Citizen group,” she replied evenly.
“Citizen Benning Kidd is a newbie with no appreciable skills or stats,” the man looked at his holo.  “Two to one against her living past the first thirty seconds, ten to one against her placing in the top 50%.”
“What about the top ten?” she asked.  “Or top three?”
The man’s eyes narrowed.  “Fifty to one against the top ten, and one hundred to one against the top three,” he said.  “Why?”
“I met her earlier today,” Benning shrugged.  “She seemed determined.  I’m only going to bet a single tic, though.”
The man grunted.  “What bet would you like to place?”
“Might as well go for the top three.  If I lose, it’s only a tic.  If I win, it’s ten credits.  Not a bad gamble.”
“Please accept the contract, Citizen Veera Meijer,” the man spoke, obviously reading Benning’s spoofed name from his scanner.  She did so, and he shrugged.  “Best of luck.”
Benning turned away and made her way back to the lavatory, changing back into her gear and slipping into the even more crowded waiting room.  There were low benches all along the walls, upon which most people were sitting.  Benning chose to stand beside the doorway, her back to the wall, her eyes roving constantly.  The room wasn’t very well-lit, and the more distant contestants were shadowy figures.  Those closest to her, though, were wearing their armor awkwardly and fumbling nervously with their weapons.  She refrained from shaking her head; she understood why Captain Argus Leon had said that a quarter of these people would probably end up shooting themselves.  The man beside her was literally sitting with his pistol in his lap, his finger through the trigger, bouncing it with his knee.   Benning cautiously rose from the wall and moved away from the man, just in case.
She found another clear spot to stand and settled in, watching.  The minutes crawled by, and the tension in the room rose steadily as time passed.  People began to get up and move around, shifted in their seats, or leaned forward with their heads in their hands.  Benning ignored these; they were the ones likely to die quickly.  Her gaze was focused on those like her, who stood quietly and calmly, taking it all in without making a sound.  Those, she realized, were the dangerous ones.  Make a note of them, Tiddly, and track them when we go out in the arena.
<You got it, Benning Kidd!> the gnome replied enthusiastically.  <I’m so excited!  Whatever happens, this will probably push you to a new level, you know!>
Benning was hoping for the same thing; while she didn’t truly crave it, she definitely felt a longing for that sensation once more. 
Finally, a man in silver and blue stepped into the room.  “Alright, novices!” the man called out.  “Here are the rules for your contest.  For those of you who don’t know, this is a grand melee style combat: everyone against everyone.  There are no partners or teams; one person will be declared the winner, and that will be the last person still able to fight.  You can be eliminated by death, surrender, or being rendered unable to continue.  Are there any questions?”
The man’s face frowned as someone apparently sent him one.  “I repeat, there are no teams.  If you choose to work together, fine, but at some point, all but one of you will have to either forfeit or be eliminated.”
He waited a moment, then inclined his head.  “No more questions?  Good.  Let’s get you started, so we can get to the real contestants.”
Benning followed behind the others, being sure to fall in at the end of the shuffling line of novices as they moved down a wide passage and finally exited into the main arena.  Benning blinked; the arena had been transformed.  The landscape looked scorched, blasted, and pitted with giant craters.  Huge, smoking hulks of metal and piles of what looked like burned corpses dotted the vast plain, and the sky overhead was a fiery orange, filled with smoke and ash that obscured the sun.  The plain looked endless, but Benning reached out beside her and felt the solidity of a glass surface; they were surrounded by holos that made the place look vast, while really the area was probably sharply limited in size.
<This is a representation of the 26th century, by the old Earth calendar,> Tiddly whispered in her mind.  <The entire planet was locked in warfare, and much of the atmosphere was irradiated and unbreathable.  This was what finally pushed humanity to leave their homeworld and start colonizing space; they wanted to escape the perpetual wars.>
I don’t blame them.  This place looks like a nightmare.  Benning began scanning the area around her, looking for likely cover.  The craters looked tempting, but she knew that anyone atop one of the metal mounds would be able to shoot into them.  The mounds themselves were a possibility, but that had the same problem: she would only have cover from one side.  What she needed was to get to the edge of the battlefield, where no one could get behind her… 
She glanced over her shoulder, touched the wall again, and smiled.
“Nobles and Citizens!” a voice boomed out, causing many of the contestants to jump and one to accidentally fire their pistol, fortunately not hitting anyone.  “Welcome to the Orcus 42 Arena!  We begin the day’s entertainment with the usual Grand Melee of the Novice Group.  Contestants, prepare yourselves, for the battle begins…now!”
A bright flash filled the arena, causing many of the contestants to cry out in shock and pain – mostly those without helmets or with their visors up.  Benning’s visor reduced the glare to a comfortable level, though, so she wasn’t blinded as she dove to the ground, rolled sideways, and struck the outer wall.  She waited a moment as gunfire roared through the arena, followed by screams and curses.  When, a half-minute or so later, the gunfire stopped, she rose to her feet, peering at the maelstrom of images surrounding her.  As she’d hoped, the holos were so large that the holographic image they projected extended almost a full em from the glass screen.  While she was probably visible if someone were close and watching carefully, she would be camouflaged from anyone at a distance.
She closed her eyes – the swirling lights surrounding her made seeing out of the hologram just as difficult as seeing into it – crouched low, and moved slowly along the glass, keeping her side pressed to it so that she would stay as close to it as possible.  She was sure her passage was making a disturbance, but she hoped that it was no more that an odd ripple or strange shimmer.  If her shadow was being cast in the image, well – she’d know about it when the bullet or laser hit her, she supposed.
It took her two full minutes to reach the point that Tiddly assured her was the farthest end of the arena.  She stopped, pulled out her IPOP, and lay down on her stomach, activating her combat ‘net.  She slowly shifted until the swirling images cleared, and her head emerged from the hologram.  The nearest hulk was ten ems in front of her and slightly to her left; she lay still and watched it for a moment.  She was rewarded as a figure with a green aura atop the pile of smoking metal shifted, raising their head to look around.  Benning almost shook her head; that was foolish, since a good sharpshooter could have hit their upraised helmet at much greater distances than this small arena. 
Benning slowly raised her pistol and aimed it at the center of the upraised head.  She depressed the trigger, and the pistol warmed slightly in her hands as it delivered its deadly payload.  The figure above didn’t react for a full second as their aura shifted from green, through yellow, into dark orange.  Suddenly, their aura flashed to dark red, and they stiffened, clapped their hands to their head, and dropped, falling off the pile as their body spasmed and shook.  Benning holstered the pistol and pulled out her rifle, moving not to the top of the pile, but to the base of it and around the side opposite the one her victim had fallen from. 
She lay down once more and slowly eased around the pile.  As she’d hoped, a pair of heads were upraised, both turned toward the fallen body and radiating a green aura, likely to watch it fall.  She took a deep breath, sighted down the scope, and targeted one of the helmets.  She let her breath out and held it, then pulled the trigger.  The rifle’s report was no louder than a hiss as it accelerated the bullet from zero to four kims per second almost instantly.  The figure jerked as the bullet punched into their helmet and slumped; her shot hadn’t been perfectly accurate, but from the dark red aura now surrounding the fallen enemy, it was good enough.  She quickly shifted her barrel to the second helmet.  Its owner was looking around frantically, and she had to wait a moment before pulling the trigger again.  Once more, her aim – while not perfect – was close enough, and the opponent slumped, sliding down their pile.
Benning slipped back behind the pile of metal just in time, as the clang of several bullets slapped against the bulk with a metallic whine.  She rose to her crouch and shuffled back to the wall, slipping into the hologram again and moving sideways once more.  If it were me out there, I’d be trying to move sideways and box me in, she thought.  She stayed low and moved to her right, sliding along the side until she heard the sound of voices. 
“…around that hulk,” a man’s voice spoke.
“We should split up and get around them,” a woman’s replied eagerly.  “Then we can hit them from both sides!”
“And shoot each other if we miss,” the man said patiently.  “Let’s stick together, move to the next hulk, and cover one another if they appear again.”
“Sounds…”  Benning never found out what the woman thought it sounded like, since she emerged from the wall, snapped her IMP from its holster, sighted on the woman, and pulled the trigger twice.  The idiot had her visor up to speak to the man, and Benning’s bullets punched into her face, ricocheting off the inside of the helmet and bouncing around in her brain.  She dropped instantly, not even making a sound as her aura went from light yellow to crimson in an instant.  The man spun quickly to face their attacker.  His rifle was rising, but too slow; Benning snatched the long blade from her back with her left hand, grabbed the man’s rifle with her right, and shoved the tip of the blade through the man’s open mouth and into the spinal cord behind.  The thrust wasn’t pretty, and it ended abruptly when it hit the inside of his helmet, but the damage had been done.  While the man’s bright red aura showed that he wasn’t dead, yet, with his spine severed just below the base of his skull, he wouldn’t live long, no matter what his nanofield tried to do.
Benning took cover behind the bulk of metal and glanced around her.  The nearest hulk was seven ems to her right, the direction she wanted to go, but seven ems was a long way in a place like this.  She could slip back into the holos, but she didn’t want to be seen doing that, and she had a feeling people were starting to pay attention to her.  What she needed was a distraction.  She narrowed her eyes and looked at the dying man.  Tiddly, what are the rules about touching people who are out?
<You can use dead bodies as cover, but nothing more, and you can’t move or carry them,> the AI replied promptly.  <There aren’t rules about living people, specifically, though, whether they’re out or not.>
Benning smiled and hefted the dying man with two hands.  She took a deep breath, then hurled him to her left, sending him flying beyond the hulk.  Immediately, gunfire rang out, and she snatched out her rifle and swung around. 
<Here and here,> Tiddly said, highlighting two glowing spots in Benning’s vision.  The woman sighted her rifle on a head and fired, then swung to the second and fired again, not bothering to see what effect her shots had.  Instead, she sprinted across the ground to the next pile of metal, not really surprised when she felt the impact of a bullet against her left arm.  Fortunately, her upgraded armor held the bullet out, leaving nothing more than a stinging bruise she knew would fade in moments as her nanofield worked. 
Now, she moved to the top of the bulk.  People had seen her, and they would be expecting her to slip around the base once more.  Sure enough, a minute later, a green-glowing head popped up, sighting toward the bottom right of the pile.  It dropped again, a second later, as Benning’s rifle bullet punched through their basic helmet and shredded their brain.  A few down…Tiddly, any idea of how many more to go?
<Six, Benning Kidd,> the gnome said instantly.
Six?  How do you know?  Can you track people like that?
<Look up when you get a chance, Benning Kidd,> the gnome chuckled.  Benning slid farther down the pile and glanced overhead; there, in the sky, burned a flaming, red, number seven. 
So, me and six more.  We’re getting closer. 
She slipped down the bulk and moved back to the wall once more, entering the holo.  She moved to her right for a solid minute before Tiddly stopped her.
<There’s someone close by, Benning Kidd,> the AI said quietly.
There is?  How do you know?
<I can feel their gear through your radiant ‘net.  Can’t you?>
Benning frowned and reached out with her ‘net.  Sure enough, she could feel several items just at the edge of her net.  They were all blocked, of course, but she could feel them, and they were just at the edge of her range, about five ems.  She took a deep breath and slowly drew her IMP with her left hand and her blade with her right, then plunged toward the target, bursting out of the holo.
To their credit, her victim reacted swiftly to her assault.  They lifted their rifle, one that had a short, stubby barrel, and spun toward her, but her movements were too swift.  Her blade clanged down on the rifle, knocking it to the side, and her IMP pointed directly in the man’s visored face, firing three times in rapid succession.  The first bullet sparked as it deflected from the visor, but the second cracked it, and the third punched right through.  The figure cried out and dropped as the bullet tore into their skull.
At the same moment, Benning felt a sharp pain as a bullet lanced through her left thigh.  She bit her lip, stifling a cry, and dove for the pile of junk.  Did you see where it came from?
<No, sorry.  You’re down to only three opponents, though!  Kill one more, and you’ve won your bet!”
Benning didn’t reply; instead, she grabbed a pack of medigel and slapped it into the injection port on her armor.  She felt a pinch and a wave of coldness as the flood of nanobots rushed into her bloodstream, seeking out any damage and repairing it rapidly as possible.  Medigel was great for patching wounds, but the job it did wasn’t as seamless or lasting as a nanofield.  The ache in her leg subsided as the bleeding stopped, but it didn’t vanish entirely, and it wouldn’t for several minutes while her nanofield fixed the scar tissue left behind.  That would slow her down, and on a battlefield like this, slowing down was the worst thing she could do.
Her brain raced as she considered ways to find and distract the sniper who got her leg.  If she were in their place, she’d be moving right now, taking advantage of Benning’s dive for cover to get to a place where they could hit her in a more critical or lethal spot.  Benning needed to move, but if she did, she’d be opening herself up to another attack.  What I really need is a better hiding spot, she realized.
<Benning Kidd,> Tiddly said hesitantly.  <What about the door you’re leaning against?>
Door? Benning repeated, spinning to examine the pile of metal.  Why would there be a door here?
<Well, this is a replica of an old fusion tank.  It used to hold a crew of four, and it looks like the nanobots who rebuilt it put in everything except the chemical explosive shells and the tokamak fusion reactor.>
Benning scrabbled at the metal beneath her; sure enough, there was a latch, and there were the hinges.  She strained at it with all her might, but it didn’t budge.  Finally, she gave up.  Locked.  Good idea, though, Tiddly.
<Benning Kidd, maybe try to unlock it with your ‘net instead of brute force?  You have that radiant upgrade, after all.  I think we should practice paying attention to it.>
Benning frowned and reached out with her ‘net.  Sure enough, she could feel the hulk of metal, and a quick mental command sent her nanofield to access it.  The metal clicked beneath her, and she yanked open the door and slipped inside, closing the door behind her. 
The interior of the tank was dark, practically lightless, but her visor and ‘net lit it up perfectly for her.  Even so, she closed her eyes and reached out with her ‘net.  If someone came looking for her, she’d be able to feel their gear long before she could hear them.
She waited five minutes before something moved into the edge of her new sensory input.  She froze, feeling the multiple items move closer to her.  She shifted slowly toward the door as the items – and presumably the person attached to them – moved around the tank, slowly at first, then making a sudden rush.  This person knew how to clear an area or a room.  She waited until the person was next to the door and opened it, intending to rush out…but froze as she heard the person speaking.
“She was right here,” a man’s voice said, its tone frustrated.  It was silent for a moment, then spoke again.  “I don’t know where she went.  I was watching her the whole time!  She couldn’t have left this tank.”  Benning blinked at the disjointed speech for a moment before realizing that the man was speaking with someone through a communication device.  That sort of communication was usually silent and mental; she wondered why they were using slower, verbal communication, instead.
<Because it doesn’t leave records in the Overnet,> Tiddly said darkly.  <Silent communication does, and anyone who knows how can find it and read it if they try hard enough.  Whoever this is, they don’t want a record of their conversation.>
Benning didn’t wait for more; she slammed open the door and burst forth, her IMP spitting and her blade thrusting.  The man fell back with a hasty, “Flork!” that was cut off as Benning’s blade struck his visor, slid down it, and found the narrow gap below the edge of the helmet and top of his armored vest.  A collar of what was probably fulleron was wrapped around his throat, but Benning’s blade was incredibly sharp, constantly honed to a razor edge by her nanofield.  Her weight knocked him backward onto his back, and as she landed on him, the force of her impact shoved the blade through his collar and into his throat, turning his aura from green to dark orange in an instant.  Benning twisted the blade, and a jet of blood shot from the wound.  The man grabbed feebly at his throat as his aura flashed to a deep crimson, and Benning rolled off him, leaving him to bleed out. 
Benning rose and began to seek cover, but before she could move, something heavy and hot slammed into her back between her shoulder blades with a crack.  She took a step forward, twisting as another bullet cracked into her helmet, then fell as a third hit the center of her chest.  Her armor held, but only because the sniper had hit the transtanium plates; their bullets were powerful, and if they struck between the plates, they’d certainly punch through.  She rolled, trying to reach cover, but another bullet hit her side – and this one sunk in, burning as it spread through Benning’s intestines.  Instantly, her Resistance bar plunged by a solid quarter, and it continued to creep slowly down as the bullet ripped apart her insides.
Benning grabbed another vial of medigel and slammed it home, just as Tiddly shouted, <Wait, Benning Kidd, that’s not medigel!>
Benning froze as a wave of ice rushed through her body, running through her veins and crawling along her nerves.  The pain in her side faded into a distant throb, and energy roared through her body, filling her with a fierce strength.  She took a deep breath; this felt…good!  She felt strong, potent, invincible!
She grabbed her rifle and charged around the pile of metal.  A flash from one of the nearby bulks drew her attention, and she felt the bullet slam into the plate on her heart.  At the same time, she raised her rifle and fired, snapping off a hasty shot.  It wasn’t well aimed or accurate, but it was enough to force the sniper to drop down into cover, and in that instant, Benning covered the distance between her and the bulk as if the wind were carrying her effortlessly along.
She sprinted up the ruined fusion tank, stumbling slightly but regaining her balance without effort.  She crested the top just as the sniper’s rifle reappeared; the sniper froze as Benning surged over the fallen hulk and slammed into them, her foot lashing out and kicking her enemy squarely in the chest.  The sniper fell back, rolling down the blackened metal and crashing into the ground below but managing to keep their grip on their rifle.  They rose to one knee, their aura still bright green as Benning leaped down at them, her own rifle poised and ready to fire…
“HOLD!” a voice shouted, and suddenly the lights over the battlefield shifted from orange to bright white.  “CEASE COMBAT IMMEDIATELY!” 
Benning froze as the voice roared across the arena.  She hesitated for a moment, then started to raise her rifle again.  Energy still surged through her, and it demanded to be released.
<Stop, Benning Kidd!> Tiddly said urgently.  <If you shoot, you’ll be disqualified, and you’ll lose everything you’ve accomplished!>
Benning stopped again, struggling.  The stim coursing through her wanted her to move, to fight, to do anything!  She was unstoppable, unkillable, and no one could make her do anything…
<Are you sure, Benning Kidd?  It seems like the stim is trying to make you do something right now.>
Benning blinked.  Tiddly was right; she could feel the stim in her body, demanding that she act, no matter the consequences.  She gritted her teeth and lowered her rifle with shaking arms, fighting to do so.  Benning Kidd wouldn’t be controlled, not by some nanobots raging through her system.  She forced herself to stand still, ignoring the demands of her overcharged muscles and nerves.  She was in charge, not the nanobots.
How badly am I hurt, Tiddly?  Benning still couldn’t feel anything more than a dull ache in her stomach, but her Resistance bar was down to below half at that point.  She was sure that when the stim wore off, she’d be feeling the damage her running and fighting had probably done to her already shredded organs.
<Well, the bullet did a number on your intestines, but you haven’t eaten much recently, so you shouldn’t be in any danger before your nanofield patches it up if you just don’t overexert yourself.  It’s going to slow your movements down, though, and it’s going to hurt to twist for about ten minutes.>
The voice spoke again, and Benning felt her heart sink as she heard its words.  “An irregularity in the contestants for this match has been detected.  It is being investigated.  Please remain in your positions and do not resume hostilities.”
So, they’d pierced her Cyberfeiting skill.  She sighed; this would probably mean a disqualification, the loss of her last four tics, and possibly a ban from this arena.  She’d need to practice the skill and advance it before trying this again.  She glanced up at her opponent; oddly enough, their shoulders were slumped in defeat, as well, as if they were the one in trouble.  What was happening here?
“The investigation is complete.  Contestants Manuel Marcos and Eileen Kennedy entered the contest fraudulently.  Both are career mercenaries, a fact revealed upon Contestant Manuel Marcos’ death and processing for respawn.  Both are ejected from this and all Kuiper arenas for a period of one solar year and are assessed a ten-credit penalty.” 
A wave of relief flooded Benning as she realized that they hadn’t discovered her; somehow, two others had faked their way into the competition.  She blanched as she realized that could have been her, though.  Ten credits was a harsh penalty, and if she couldn’t pay it, she’d be indebted to the arena, forced to fight for them until her winnings paid off the debt.  It made sense that the system would want to keep professionals out of the novice category, but Benning would have hated being forced to leave her berth on the Heliopause to work here for free.
“As Contestant Eileen Kennedy seriously wounded one of the last remaining legitimate contestants, this match is considered a draw, and no winner is declared,” the voice continued.  “A bet on either of the remaining contestants to win the match will be returned to the bettor.  Bets for either to place in the top two or worse will be considered winning bets.  Congratulations to our victors, Citizen Raymond Daniel and Citizen Benning Kidd!”




Chapter 14

A smattering of confused applause arose as the holos faded, and Benning found herself staring at stands filled with puzzled or angry-looking people.  At the same time, a screen appeared in her mind.
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RENOWN GAINED!

For tying for first place in this battle in a unique fashion, you have gained +1 Renown
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What’s Renown? she asked Tiddly silently.
<It’s like a measure of how well known you are.  The higher your Renown, the more likely people will be to recognize your name.  As a Stellar Corsair, you want a high Renown.>
Benning was about to reply, but before she could, pain suddenly lanced through her body.  The energy coursing through and sustaining her was starting to ebb, and with its retreat, the pain of her injuries was starting to return.  She gasped at the fire spreading through her stomach and nearly fell as her arms and legs started to tremble and shake.  Weakness flooded her body, and with it came pain.  Every part of her burned; her muscles felt bruised and torn, her joints felt strained, and even her bones throbbed painfully.  Bile rose up in the back of her throat, and she swallowed it down with an effort.  Her head began to pound as if she’d taken a bullet to the skull after all.
What’s happening?
<Stim-down,> Tiddly said grimly.  <I told you it really sucked.>
That was an understatement.  Everything hurt, from her skin to her tattered intestines, and it took every ounce of will she had just to remain standing.  She slowly and painfully returned her IMAR to the port on her back, needing three tries to get it to lock into place.  As she did, the woman in front of her – Eileen Kennedy, apparently – locked her own, much nicer rifle onto her back and looked Benning up and down speculatively. 
“Who are you?” the woman demanded, her hands clenched by her side. 
Benning didn’t say anything for a moment but merely looked around for the exit.  Her body was badly damaged – her Resistance bar was down to just above 10% – and she needed to sit for a while and let her nanofield restore her.  She still had to pick up her winnings, but showing up at the betting booth with a wound in her side would be a dead giveaway.  She didn’t think there were rules prohibiting her from betting on herself, but as Viktor Vidak said, doing so and then winning big would be attracting even more attention than she’d already gotten.  Renown was probably a good thing – but too much of it too quickly might cause problems.
“Who are you?” the woman repeated.
“My designation is Benning Kidd, as you apparently know,” Benning said.  “The better question, Eileen Kennedy, is who are you?”
“I’m a merc, nothing more,” the woman shook her head.  “I watched you, though.  You’re no Starship Captain.  Who are you?”
“Someone who got very lucky, I guess,” Benning shrugged, then looked at Kennedy, her voice turning icy.  “Either that – or maybe someone you should be very cautious around.  Are you willing to find out which?”
The mercenary stared at her for a long moment and shook her head.  “No.  We were paid to do a job, and we did it.  Now, we’ll have to either find a ship that’s diving into the Oort Cloud or serve in the florking Fleet for a year.”  She snorted in disgust.  “Either way, I hope not to see you again, Benning Kidd.”
“The feeling’s mutual,” Benning inclined her head, watching as the woman walked away. 
Benning began to stagger toward the exit, trying not to aggravate her wound any further.  She was feeling terribly weak, and her body wanted nothing more than to collapse on the ground and lay there until it healed.  That wasn’t an option, though, so she forced herself to press forward.  She reentered the darkened contestants’ chamber after what seemed like an hour, watching as the other winner – Citizen Raymond Daniel, apparently – strode off ahead of her and vanished through the entryway.
Sitting in the darkness felt nice, and Benning closed her eyes as she gave her body a chance to heal.  Okay, Tiddly, what was all that about?  What job were they paid to do?
<I don’t know for sure, Benning Kidd, but – I can make a reasonable guess.>
Benning sighed.  So can I.  They were hired to attack me, weren’t they?
<It kind of seems that way, yeah.>
And why would they do that?
<I don’t know, Benning.  Let me think on it a bit, okay?  You just focus on healing and getting over this stim-down.  You should be feeling better in ten minutes or so.>
Healing up took a bit longer than the ten minutes Tiddly had predicted, mostly because Benning’s mad run had exacerbated the damage to her organs.  Once she’d healed, she collected her prize money – the arena decided to split the three-credit award between her and Raymond Daniel evenly – then changed back into her uniform and went to collect her gambling winnings.
“That’s ten credits,” the man in the booth said, a bit sourly, eyeing her carefully.  “How did you know she’d do so well?”
“As I said, I met her in the Promenade,” Benning lied easily.  “She said she’d been training with a Soldier on her ship.  I thought that even that small amount of skill would give her an advantage.  It turned out, I was right.”
“You certainly were,” the man sighed.  “That trick with the holos?  I knew she was there, and I still couldn’t see her.  Sneaky.”
“But effective,” Benning shrugged, accepting the transfer of ten credits, directing them into her account instead of Veera Meijer’s.  “My thanks.”
“Enjoy the rest of the matches,” the man said, his voice still bitter.
Benning did enjoy the rest of the day.  The other matches were all professional gladiators, soldiers, or mercenaries and were mostly one-on-one combat.  The arena shifted for each match, once resembling a dense jungle, another time a ruined city that Tiddly informed her was from the Atomic Era, whenever that was.  She watched honor matches where the gladiators fought with melee weapons and a champion battle where the two combatants fought in a null-gravity field filled with floating, spinning asteroids.
That one was particularly exciting, as the winner pulled a trick similar to Benning’s by using his plasma rifle to bore into one of the larger rocks and concealing himself inside, his advanced armor apparently shielding him from the heat.  When his opponent drew too close, he hit her with a point-blank plasma blast and put her away with a burst from a neutron rifle.  The high-energy neutrons ate through her armor quickly, and she yielded before they could tear apart her DNA and send her for respawn.
When the tournament ended, Benning walked back to the Heliopause’s docking bay and went onboard, stowing her kit back in the safe before making her way to the bridge.
Captain Argus Leon sat, waiting for her, his eyes strangely hooded as he peered at her.  “Welcome back aboard, Ensign Benning Kidd,” he said easily, although Benning detected a strange tone in his voice.
“Thank you, Captain.”  She had a feeling she knew why he was acting strangely; surely, he would have heard her designation as she was declared the dual winner of the novice group.  She wasn’t going to bring up the subject if he wasn’t, though.  “Did you acquire a cargo for us?”
“I did,” he nodded.  “Although you may expect that my negotiations were somewhat disturbed when I noticed that my Ensign had not only entered the novice group, she’d won it – in a manner of speaking.  You look to have healed well enough.”
She inclined her head; of course, she’d healed.  It had been hours ago, and her nanofield could have repaired a hole in her heart or brain damage in that amount of time, much less perforated intestines.  That comment struck her as particularly inane, so she didn’t dignify it with a response.
“So, how much did you win?” he asked innocently.
“A credit and a half,” she shrugged.  “Just enough to cover the cost of my equipment upgrades.”  Of course, that didn’t count the three tics Viktor Vidak had refunded her.  The weapon maker had been happy to pay her the money and hoped she’d get plenty of use from her discount.
“Sadly, it doesn’t work that way.  Those credits go into the pool, along with whatever gambling winnings you made.”
Benning shook her head and smiled easily.  “I’m afraid that’s not correct, Captain.  You may recall that my contract stipulates that I share any money I make in pursuit of my career as a Starship Captain.  While the gladiatorial combat was somewhat lucrative – and the gambling more so – neither had anything to do with the running of this vessel.”
Leon’s face darkened.  “You did that on purpose, didn’t you?” he snarled.  “You changed the contract so that you wouldn’t have to share your winnings because you knew you’d be doing this.”
“Of course,” she said, puzzled.  “Why else would I do it?  I wanted to make some extra money.  I’m fine sharing the ship’s earnings with the crew, since they worked to make that money, too, but why would I want to share my winnings with you all when you did nothing to help me?”
Leon stared at her, his face stunned.  “I could throw you off my ship,” he threatened.
“You could, but you’d have to buy out my contract, since I’m not in breach of it.”  She frowned.  “But really, Captain, why would you want to?  I just earned us all a hundred or more credits today with my information, and I brought some more attention to the Heliopause and thus its captain.  I’ll bet that after you told brokers I was your crew member, they were a bit more interested in dealing with you just to learn about me.”
“That’s true,” he admitted with a sigh.  “Ensign – this is going to cause more problems with the crew.  If you’ve got a secondary source of income that they aren’t sharing in…”
“Why would you even tell them that, though?” she asked in a curious voice.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I certainly won’t.  If they ask, I’ll tell them that you took my winnings.  You made hundreds today, Captain.  An extra eleven credits won’t make much of a difference.”
“You won ten credits gambling?  That’s not bad.”
“I made a smart wager,” she shrugged.  “If I tell them that you have my winnings, and you agree, they’ll be satisfied.  I can join tournaments when we’re in port, you can use the fame I bring to make better deals – oh, and I now get a 10% discount on all purchases at Sasha’s Armory.  I don’t know if that matters.”
“If it applies to ship weapons, then it might be worth all the winnings you’ll make in a year, just by itself,” Leon groaned.  “Fine, Ensign.  I’m not happy with this situation, but I can live with it.”
“I’m glad to hear that, Captain,” she smiled.  “Now, when are we departing?”
“Dayrise tomorrow,” he told her, twisting his lips.  “It was a long day for everyone, and we could all use some rest.”
In her cabin, Benning stripped out of her uniform, locked her door, and laid down on her bunk.  She didn’t really need the cover for it since the ship wasn’t going to be traveling.  When she tried to lie down without it, though, a stab of panic rushed through her; the bed felt too open, too exposed, and she had a strange terror that she was going to fall out of it.  She hastily pulled the cover down and locked it, and immediately her panic subsided.
She closed her eyes and pulled up her status with a smile. 
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BENNING KIDD

Citizen Path: Stellar Corsair
Level: 2
To Next Level: 111% Level Up!
Credits: 11.8 Standard Credits

Physicality: 9.4
Coordination: 9.4
Resistance: 9.5

Acuity: 8.7
Willpower: 16.1
Social: 8.7

Renown: 1

SKILLS
Conditioning 3.8
Cyberfeiting 3.9
Leadership 3.0
Martial Combat 4.7
Naval Tactics 3.3
Starfaring 3.1
Weapons Expertise 4.2
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Entering the tournament had given her some minor boosts to her skills – specifically, to Conditioning, Cyberfeiting, Martial Combat, and Weapons Expertise – but more importantly, almost winning it was enough to push her up to the next level.  She activated her Overnet and was suddenly standing on the endless, featureless plain of her domain. 
“Well done, Benning Kidd!” Tiddly seemed to appear from nowhere, her face excited and her hands clapping together eagerly.  “You get to level up again!  You’re really doing great.”
“Compared to what?” Benning asked curiously.  “Or, I suppose, compared to whom?”
“To a standard Citizen.  The first level is easy, but they get harder after that.  It usually takes about a month to get to level three, and several months to get to four.  After that, it’s about a year in between levels for a while, and it gets longer from there.”
Benning frowned.  “So, it might be five years before I reach level 10?” she asked.
“If you keep moving at this pace, then that seems about right, yep.”
Benning looked seriously at Tiddly.  “Then, really, what’s the point, Tiddly?”
Tiddly looked taken aback.  “What do you mean?  You get skill credits, stat boosts – and don’t forget how it feels!”
“It does feel good,” Benning admitted.  “But the rest – Tiddly, in five years, leveling will give me, what, two points in every stat and twenty skill credits?  Hard work will give me the equivalent in a year, won’t it?  Granted, you said that as my stats and skills level, they get harder to improve, but that just means I need to challenge them more, and honestly, what else do I have to do with my time except work and train?”
“Don’t forget about your path abilities,” Tiddly reminded her.  “You might be getting one at level three, you know; Starship Captain and Mercenary Gladiator both do, after all.  Those are things that you can’t really duplicate, because the Overnet won’t allow mods or upgrades that mimic them to be sold.  If a Starship Captain wants to ignore the effects of diving, they have to reach level 3.  There’s no other way to do it.”
“Didn’t you tell me once that gladiators got an ability that boosted their physical stats at the expense of their mental ones, though?” Benning recalled.  “I could do the same with stim, couldn’t I?”
Tiddly looked concerned.  “That stim boosted your stats by about 50% for a minute or so, Benning Kidd, but they dropped by half for ten minutes afterward – and despite your Willpower, you felt how hard it was to not use the stim when it was in your system.  It can become addictive, and getting off it is supposed to be really painful. 
“For Glory, on the other hand, boosts physical stats by 50% but does so by dropping mental stats the same amount.  It lasts for a full minute, as well, and there’s no backlash after because the neural load is balanced.  Way, way better.”
Benning took a deep breath and thought about leveling up.  Instantly, euphoria surged through her body.  Pleasure burned along every nerve, and she gasped and moaned as her body shook in the throes of ecstasy.  She fell to her knees as her legs buckled, and her body shook and shivered in the grip of the leveling euphoria.
As she did, though, a small part of her screamed in frustration, deep within her.  I’m being manipulated again! the voice seemed to shriek.  Fight it!  Benning couldn’t, though; she wouldn’t.  This was the greatest feeling she’d ever had, and she never wanted it to end. 
The world came crashing back in on her as, to her great sorrow, the wave of pleasure finally receded.  She found herself on her hands and knees, shaking and panting as the sensation subsided.  She ached to feel that again; her entire body longed to recapture that moment.  Another part of her, though, felt nothing but disgust.  She pushed that part aside and rose unsteadily to her feet, facing a smiling Tiddly.
“Isn’t that awesome?” the AI asked, smiling happily. 
Benning took a deep, shuddering breath, forcing her thoughts away from the level-up.  It was amazing, but – some part of her wasn’t happy about that.  The pleasure made her feel strangely dirty afterward, and her desire to feel it again brought her a tinge of shame.  She didn’t want to think about it, but she knew that at some point, she’d have to.  Instead, she pulled up her leveling notification, realizing as she did that there were two of them this time.
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CONGRATULATIONS!

You have leveled up in the Career Path of
STELLAR CORSAIR!

Your new level is 3.

As a STELLAR CORSAIR, you gain the following with every new level:

All stats +0.2
All path Skills +0.5
2 Standard Credits
2 Skill Credits

Skill credits must be spent before leaving the Overnet, or they will be randomly assigned. 

Move Ever Forward, Citizen!
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NEW ABILITIES!

As a STELLAR CORSAIR, you gain lesser versions of the path abilities of both the Starship Captain and Mercenary Gladiator career paths, so as to hide your true nature more easily.  In addition, you gain specific abilities related to your path. 

For achieving level 3, you have gained the abilities:

AS IT SHOULD BE
This weakened form of the ability As It Is allows you to function and perceive reality 50% more effectively when in a dive.

FOR FAME
This lesser form of For Glory allows you to boost your physical stats by 25% for one solar minute while reducing your mental stats by the same amount.

HONOR THE FALLEN
In combat, you gain a bonus to all stats or skills when others are defeated or slain.  Every fallen combatant within 100 ems of you in physical combat boosts your stats by 1%.  Every disabled or destroyed vessel within 3 leconds of you in naval combat boosts your skills by 1% or more, depending on the size of the vessel.  This includes combatants or vessels friendly, neutral, or hostile to you defeated by any opponent.  The bonus fades if no combatant or vessel falls for 5 minutes.
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“Wow, you get the abilities of your base paths and your own?” Tiddly breathed, her face stunned.  “Benning Kidd, that’s amazing!  Granted, those are lesser versions of the real abilities – As It Is makes you immune to the deleterious effects of diving, and For Glory gives you a 50% boost – but you get both of them, plus a third that could make you a terror in a large-scale battle.  Think about it: in that melee today, it would have bumped your stats to double!  That’s ridiculous!”
Benning nodded.  “It’s basically useless in a one-on-one combat, though.  One ship against another or one person against another, it won’t help at all.”
Tiddly nodded.  “That’s true, which balances it out somewhat.  So long as you’re in the novice group, you’re good, but once you move to the professional group – where the real money and fame are – you’ll be at a disadvantage.  Mercenary Gladiators there will have the full-powered version of For Glory, and you won’t.  It’s fair; full Starship Captains can handle diving better than you, and full Gladiators can fight better one-on-one, but in a big battle?  You’re number one, there!”
Benning wasn’t sure how many big battles she’d be in, but she supposed if that was going to be where she shined, she’d better make sure to get into them whenever possible.  “Okay, so I have two skill credits.  Thoughts?”
“Well, you’re probably going to want to put one in Cyberfeiting,” Tiddly sighed.  “After all, if the arena had used an intensive scanner instead of a low-field one, you’d have been in trouble today.  Plus, I don’t know if your ID will be revealed when you die the way that merc’s was today.”
“Okay, so one for Cyberfeiting,” Benning agreed, examining her skills.  “For the other – I’m not sure.  Between training with Geraldine Dickerson and Captain Argus Leon, my skills are all advancing on their own, and only Naval Tactics is falling behind a bit.”
“You could advance Cyberfeiting twice,” Tiddly said thoughtfully.  “Or…you could purchase a new skill at level one.”
“I could, I suppose.  Is there something related to scanning someone?  That could be useful.”
“You just need to purchase a scanner,” Tiddly shook her head.  “Cheap ones only cost a couple of tics, and you can certainly afford that.  No – I was thinking about what you said earlier, about using your Radiant Cybernet upgrade.  You – you could purchase the Cyberhacking skill.  Here, let me show you.”  A notification appeared in the air, hanging overhead.
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Skill: CYBERHACKING
Primary Ability: Acuity

Allows access to restricted cybernets.
+2% chance of success per minute per level
+1% hacking speed per level
-1% chance of detection per level

Warning: this is a proscribed skill in most ‘civilized’ parts of the Collective.  Possession of it can result in penalties or even incarceration, and usage of it can have greater consequences.

Cost: 1 Skill Credit or 10 standard credits.
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“So, I could hack into someone else’s ‘net?” Benning asked with a frown, reading through the text.  “I’d have to buy a hacking suite first, though.  Are those expensive?”
“Ridiculously, and they’re hard to find because most reputable merchants won’t sell them.  However, I think you could use your radiant ‘net to do the same thing.”
“Why would I want to hack into someone else’s ‘net, though?”
“The skill doesn’t just work on people, Benning Kidd.  It works on objects, too.  You might be able to, say, hack into an enemy’s armor and command their helmet visor to open.  You could make their weapon fire spontaneously or power down, forcing them to reboot it and giving you a second of advantage.”
A smile slowly grew on Benning’s face as she considered the possibilities.  She could make a grenade explode while attached to its owner, or drain a power pack so that a gun wouldn’t fire.  It would only work at short range, but if she could get close to an opponent, she might be able to seriously mess them up.  “That could be useful,” she admitted.
“It could!  And the best part is, you can hide the skill with your Cyberfeiting, and since you aren’t using hacking tools, no one will think to suspect you.”
Benning nodded.  “Okay, let’s buy the skill.”  Her skill credit disappeared from her status screen, and immediately, she felt knowledge flooding her mind.  She suddenly understood how cybernets worked, how they used an incredibly complex encryption system based on quantum keys, biometrics, their owner’s DNA, and multi-dimensional arrays of prime numbers to create a firewall that even a negaputer couldn’t simply hack through brute force.  She also knew that there were ways around this protection, ways to trick the user into granting access or to fool a ‘net into believing that she was its owner.
“Awesome,” Tiddly gushed, clapping her hands.  “Go ahead, Benning Kidd, take a look at your leveled up self!”
Benning obediently pulled up her status and felt a surge of satisfaction as she saw the changes.
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BENNING KIDD

Citizen Path: Stellar Corsair
Level: 3
To Next Level: 11%
Credits: 13.8 Standard Credits

Physicality: 9.6
Coordination: 9.6
Resistance: 9.7

Acuity: 8.9
Willpower: 16.3
Social: 8.9

Renown: 1

SKILLS
Conditioning 3.6
Cyberfeiting 4.9
Cyberhacking 1
Leadership 3
Martial Combat 4.7
Naval Tactics 3.3
Starfaring 3.1
Weapons Expertise 4.2
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She had no frame of reference to compare what all this meant or how it compared to others, of course, but she was happy with it, nonetheless.  She’d come a long way in a couple of weeks from that woman fresh out of the academy, but she still had a long way to go.  Benning frowned as she suddenly recalled that someone, at least, didn’t seem happy with her progress at all. 
“Tiddly, have you had a chance to think more about what happened today, and why those mercs were hunting me?”
Tiddly sighed, her face taking on a resigned cast that Benning hadn’t seen on it before.  “I have, yeah.  The only thing I can come up with is that you upset the wrong people, I’m afraid to say, Benning Kidd.”
“The wrong people?  Who have I upset?  My creche-mates, for taking their credits?  Certainly not Argus Leon.  Maybe Sanguinius, because I resisted that receptionist?”
“No, it can’t be any of those.  Benning, somehow, between the time that you entered the tournament and its start, someone found those mercenaries, hired them, and provided them with enough credits to buy their way into the novice group.”
“What do you mean, buy their way in?  Didn’t they just use Cvberfeiting, like I did?” Benning asked.
Tiddly shook her head.  “I don’t think so.  If they were spoofing their IDs, the arena only would have caught Manuel Marcos and not Eileen Kennedy.  I think they paid someone in the arena to move them into the wrong group, and whoever they paid is certainly no longer going to be employed with the arena.  The odds are that no one in the Kuiper Belt will hire them for any legitimate purposes now.  The mercs had to pay them enough credits for them to catch a deep dive to the Oort Cloud or out of system entirely, which is a lot of money.”
“So, it still could have been Sanguinius, right?”
“They’ve got no reason to do that.  They didn’t get ripped off or anything; they paid a fair price for a valuable product they can resell for a large profit, and it had to be obvious to Valeria Carita that Argus Leon wasn’t falling for her act whether you were there or not.  Your resistance cost them nothing, and they wouldn’t spend fifty credits or more just because one of their agents was embarrassed.”
“Who would have done that, then?”
“Only a Noble,” Tiddly sighed.  “Nobles have basically unlimited authority and resources, Benning Kidd.  One could have dropped fifty or a hundred credits and not batted an eye over it, and if one put out a contract on the Overnet, the system would make sure it was fulfilled as quickly as possible.  It seems like a Noble’s after you – and I can’t think of any way to make that seem like a good thing.”




Chapter 15

“Captain, it looks like another vessel has bracketed us,” Benning reported from her position in the navigator’s chair, staring at the holo before her.  The display was complex and convoluted, but in the last month or so, she’d figured out how to read it effortlessly.  The screen gave her a three-dimensional, spherical view of the space surrounding the Heliopause, with the ship itself centered in it.  As the ship maneuvered, the display spun dizzyingly so that it always showed the surrounding space from Benning’s perspective.  The front quadrant of the sphere was directly ahead of the ship, the top quadrant was above them from the bridge’s perspective, and so on. 
“Scrit,” Leon swore from his place in the captain’s chair, examining the same display that she was.  “That’s three dives already.  They’ve got us completely boxed in!”
Benning almost reflexively sent a set of instructions to the navputer, the navigational negaputer that actually controlled the movement of the Heliopause.  They were moving at two tocks, now, twenty percent of the speed of light, meaning they were traveling about 200 ems every microsecond.  There was simply no way for a human to effectively steer at those velocities; instead, the navputer was programmed with labeled sets of specific maneuvers, and Benning only had to use her ‘net to trigger one of those batches.  Immediately, the ship’s momentum shifted as it turned, using its full 500 g’s of maneuverability to twist and spiral around.  Anyone trying to target them with a luminal weapon beyond the vessel’s scanning range would find it nearly impossible to hit them without closing in, first.
“Orders?” she asked the man calmly, although she felt excitement rising within her.  In the last month, they’d come close to combat six times, but each time, they’d managed to lose their pursuers.  As Annie Hatfield had warned her, Argus Leon vastly preferred running to fighting, and he’d gotten pretty good at it.
Now, though, it looked like whoever was after them was more determined to keep them from running.  The Heliopause could dive greater distances, of course – technically, it could deep dive into the Oort Cloud if it really had to – but diving had its limitations.  Ships couldn’t dive for very long; adding energy to the vacuum of the fifth dimension created virtual particles in it, and the nature of the fifth dimension made these particles far more massive and gravitationally powerful than their three-dimensional cousins.  Staying in a dive for longer than a minute risked having these particles heavily damage or even destroy a ship, and staying in a dive for five minutes all but guaranteed running into a higher-dimensional singularity that would tear even a titanosphere to shreds.  That meant that, at best, a ship could dive a light-hour’s distance in a single jump, and even that had some risk.  Plus, diving used up gas at an exponential rate, and that would eat into the run’s profits quickly.  If they were boxed in tightly enough, the only way out would be a dive of a full light-hour, and that was an expensive trip…
“All hands, prepare for long-distance dive,” Leon ordered, answering Benning’s question.  She suppressed a sigh; she’d honestly been looking forward to a chance to experience naval combat and perhaps deal with a boarding party.  Of course, that’s easy to say when it’s not your ship on the line, she realized.
Instead, she began to issue the Heliopause the necessary instructions for it to dive a full light-hour, a billion kims or so.  It was a vast distance, and since it would be in a random direction, it was likely to set them days behind on their schedule.  It meant she would miss the tournament scheduled at Eris Station 19, and Leon might decide to sell their current cargo of weapons-grade power cells and shielded plutonium at a station closer to wherever they ended up, just to save on gas.  “Dive set, Captain,” she told him.  “Preparing for…” 
She broke off as a sudden surge of energy erupted from the fabric of space just over 100 megameters off their port bow, a third of a lecond and well within weapons range.  In her display, the power looked like a fountain that bubbled out of nowhere; she knew that if she could actually see it, it would resemble a blue-white blaze of energy exploding outward in a ring.  That power slammed into their shielding, passing harmlessly around them, but some of the radiation went up their exhaust and into their power plant, causing a brief surge that shut down their dive engine for a microsecond.
“Ship emerging from dive!” she said abruptly.  “100 mims, port forward!”
“Ops, firing solution!” Leon barked.  “Navigation, evasive maneuvers!”  He needn’t have bothered; the moment the energy of the enemy ship’s massively blue-shifted bow wave emerging from negaspace had appeared on her display, Benning had sent three sets of evasive instructions to the Heliopause.  At this range, though, she didn’t know how much good they’d do. 
“Got it, Captain,” Annie Hatfield’s voice spoke through the bridge, carried by the Heliopause’s ‘net.  “All weapons, aimed and ready to fire in a dispersal pattern.”
“Are we set to dive?” the captain asked.
“Five seconds, Captain,” Benning shook her head.  “The bow wave fouled our dive engine.”
“Scrit!  Too long,” he swore.
As if underscoring his words, the ship shuddered and shook.  “Captain, we’ve been hit with a graviton beam,” Annie Hatfield’s voice spoke over the bridge’s intercom system.
“That screwed our dive again, Captain,” Benning observed as the waves of gravitational energy rolling past the ship wrinkled spacetime and pushed the fifth dimension further below the Planck horizon.  “Ten seconds to dive, now.”
“Scratch the dive,” Leon ordered.  “Ops, open fire.  Benning Kidd, go with Geraldine Dickerson.  We’re looking at a boarding action, here.”
Benning didn’t respond but spun her chair and rushed to her cabin, grabbing her gladiator kit from the safe and donning her gear as rapidly as possible.  Leon was right; the only reason for the attackers to use gravitational weapons was to allow them to board the Heliopause.  Gravity was such a weak force that using it required ludicrous amounts of power; a graser using the same amount of energy as that graviton wave that had just hit them would likely have gone right through their hull.  However, the intense gravity had slowed the ship’s passage through time compared to the attackers for a microsecond or two, allowing them to catch up to the Heliopause without needing to accelerate to more than two tocks. 
Soldier Geraldine Dickerson was already suited up in her full gear and behind cover in the passageway leading to the Heliopause’s airlock.  Theoretically, a boarding party could cut into the hull anywhere they wanted, but doing that anywhere but the airlock would get them a face full of dark matter that would screw with their gravity.  If they were unlucky, the dark matter could coalesce into a point singularity, one that would last for only a few nanoseconds but that would shred the attackers with its gravity during that brief time.  The airlock was a weak point, and there was no good reason to attack anywhere else.
It was also unlocked, as was usual during a boarding action.  Anyone with enough power and weaponry to catch the Heliopause would also be able to blast open the airlock, but doing so would cause a tremendous amount of structural damage to the ship that would take hours or days to repair.  It was more cost-effective to lose their cargo than their airlock, in all honesty. 
Benning did, however, seal the blast doors behind her as she took station opposite the Soldier.  That wasn’t to keep the boarders out of the rest of the ship; it was so that any stray fire in this area wouldn’t damage crucial parts of the vessel. 
“Citizen Benning Kidd,” Dickerson said as Benning crouched behind the em-high barrier of neutronium-sheathed foam tungsten and began loading and checking her weapons.
“Soldier Geraldine Dickerson,” Benning replied, her voice quavering faintly in her excitement.  She was about to fight a real boarding action, and she eagerly awaited it.  The last month of traveling the Kuiper Stations and fighting in arenas had been exciting and had pushed her path advancement up to 90%, but it stalled there.  To go further, Tiddly told her, Benning needed to fight large-scale battles against skilled opponents, and this was finally her chance to do so.
A notification appeared in her mind, forcing her to focus her thoughts.
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Soldier GERALDINE DICKERSON wishes to communicate with you.  Do you wish to accept this communication?

[image: ]
Benning quickly accepted, and the Soldier’s voice began ringing in her thoughts. 
That’s much better; it’s faster and harder to overhear once combat begins, Citizen, the Soldier’s mental voice spoke with a faintly deferential tone.   Technically, as a Citizen and officer, Benning was in command, here, but Benning had no illusions that such was really the case.  I’ve set up drone cannons in the airlock and an auto-firing graser targeting the airlock door, as well. 
Do we have any mobile defense bots? Benning asked curiously.  Defense bots were basically mobile firing platforms that could zip around their vessel and engage hostile boarders.  They were almost useless for attacking an enemy vessel, because they relied entirely on their ship’s cybernet to function, but they would be very useful if any attackers got past Benning and Dickerson.  They were difficult to damage, fired with perfect accuracy, and didn’t feel pain or fear. 
No, the Soldier replied simply.  Captain Argus Leon never saw the point.  We get boarded very rarely, and no one’s ever made it past the airlock. 
That’s impressive, Benning said admiringly, her respect for Geraldine Dickerson’s abilities growing. 
The woman shrugged.  It is what it is.  Do you have any orders?
Yes.  Don’t let me do anything stupid, and tell me if I’m making a mistake.  This is my first boarding, after all.
I’ll look out for you, Dickerson nodded.  My advice is to stay behind cover, use your rifle and fire carefully, not erratically, and if you see me withdrawing, do the same.
Got it, Benning replied silently, feeling the excitement mounting within her.  The minutes ticked by, and the ship shuddered and shook several times as waves of excited gravitons swept over the hull, compressing the dark matter shell surrounding it, robbing it of momentum, and slowing its clocks enough for the enemy to match their velocity. 
Benning examined her IMAR once more; using her winnings, she’d switched out the barrel with a frictionless one and upgraded the magcoil that propelled the bullet to a lossless one that imparted very close to 100% of its energy to the bullet.  The result was that her accuracy was better, and the bullet left the muzzle moving 6 kims per second.  She also had two magazines of special, neutronium-tipped bullets in case she faced someone in heavy armor.  She’d similarly upgraded her IMP, but she hoped not to use it today.  If things got that close, they were in trouble.
Her armor now had a faint, prismatic sheen to it when viewed at certain angles thanks to the gamma-refractive coating she’d had put on it; she’d taken a graser to the back at one point in a grand melee, and after that, she’d added the layer of nanometer-sized crystals.  Gamma rays that hit them were scattered, meaning they couldn’t be concentrated in one area of her flesh.  They still damaged her, but the damage was spread out over a wider area and diffused, allowing her nanofield to repair it more quickly.
At last, a different sort of shudder rolled through the ship, and the gravity beneath Benning’s feet seemed to lessen significantly.  They’ve latched onto us, Dickerson sent grimly, shifting position and leveling her rifle.  Benning nodded as she copied the woman’s motions; she recalled from her training that when a boarding vessel connected to a ship, the extra mass slowed the ship’s rotation, which could be felt as a lessening of gravity.  Remember, Benning Kidd; don’t fire until they clear the airlock.  Let the cannons and graser do most of the work while they can, and save your ammo.
Benning didn’t respond; instead, she sighted on the airlock exit and ranged it and several stationary objects beyond it.  She watched with mounting excitement as the heavy, circular lock to the exterior door turned, clicking into the open position.  A moment later, the door flew open, and the assault began.
Several armored bodies charged into the airlock, heading for the door opposite them that would give them access to the ship.  The figures weren’t wearing uniform armor or carrying similar weapons; their gear seemed to be a mishmash of items, probably whatever they could steal assuming that they were pirates.  The lead figure was large and wore white, solid armor plate that Benning guessed was enn-steel, a non-Newtonian metal alloy that liquified on impact, spreading any strikes out along the entirety of the armor and reducing their local energy to practically zero.  As the four drone cannons in the airlock opened fire, she saw that she was correct; the man’s armor was covered with ripples and swirls as it spread out the impacts of hundreds of bullets, reducing each one’s overall energy to almost nothing.
The figures behind the leader weren’t so lucky, as tungsten and uranium slugs ripped through their armor and shredded the flesh beneath.  Even so, the leader reached the airlock door and spun the lock, flipping it open with a hiss as air pressure equalized between the two connected vessels.  Benning’s ears popped, and she yawned to clear them, sighting her rifle on the hulking figure.  Before she could touch the trigger, though, Dickerson’s rifle hissed, and a hole appeared in the center of the invader’s chest as whatever she’d just fired tore through their enn-steel armor and obliterated their heart.  The large figure dropped, lifeless, to the deck as more boarders swarmed forward.
Benning activated her combat ‘net, filling her vision with flickering auras and glowing, red pulses of deadly weaponry.  A moment later, power rushed into her, flooding her muscles and sharpening her mind as her Honor the Fallen ability boosted her stats.  The cannons continued to fire, but the next wave of boarders was carrying large, rectangular shields held out before them.  The glossy black shields were 2 ems tall and one wide, easily large enough for the attackers to hide behind.  They sparked and rang as bullets ricocheted harmlessly from them, and those behind the shieldbearers opened fire on the cannons, quickly silencing them.  Benning knew that the ship’s nanofield would already be repairing the cannons, but she doubted they would be in usable condition before the battle was ended. 
The shield-bearers pressed forward and quickly reached the open airlock door.  The first took a single step through and froze, stiffening and screaming as smoke began to pour from their body and their aura plummeted from green to red in an instant.  The next suffered a similar fate as Dickerson’s graser streamed through their shields and armor effortlessly, the gamma rays ignoring the metallic shielding and cooking the bodies beneath.  Those still standing held back, trying to avoid moving forward.  The press of bodies behind them gave them no real choice, though, and they, too, fell unmoving and crimson-auraed to the deck, roasted by the ultra-high-frequency radiation.
The power pack will only hold for a few more shots, Citizen, Geraldine Dickerson told Benning mentally.  I have it linked to my ‘net, so I’ll let you know when to begin firing.
Another group of boarders rushed forward, and again, they fell just past the airlock door, victims of the silent and invisible gamma-ray laser.  A final pair died before Dickerson’s voice spoke in Benning’s mind once more.  The graser’s out; it’s up to us, now.  I’ll take those on the right and center; you take the left.
Benning grinned beneath her helmet and sighted on the leftmost figure, aiming her scope at the base of their helmet.  She’d learned that for most armors, that was a weak point; the armor had to sacrifice protection there for mobility.  She squeezed the trigger, and the bullet shot out with a hiss; at this range, the drop from the now-reduced gravity was practically nonexistent, and her slug punched through the figure’s collar and buried itself in their neck.  She saw their aura plunge to scarlet as the bullet fragmented in their neck, severing arteries and tearing into their spine.
As they dropped, she moved to the next target.  Her aim was slightly off this time, but her slug still tore through their light armor and dropped them.  She moved to the next, and the first bullet shattered their visor.  A second tore through the faceplate and into their skull, killing them quickly.
The next boarder was smarter and snatched up one of the fallen shields as they rushed forward.  Benning’s first bullet spanged harmlessly off the shield, as did the second.  The attacker fired back at her, and her head rang with the impact as a bullet smacked off her helmet.  She ducked her chin instinctively, and as she did, her eyes locked on the attacker’s boots.  She grinned beneath her visor and fired; the bullet struck the deck just below the shield and shattered, spattering the boarder’s legs with shrapnel.  The attacker jumped back and reflexively dropped the shield for a moment to protect their legs; in that moment, Benning’s next bullet punched through their exposed helmet and into their brain.
Heads up! Dickerson’s voice rang in Benning’s ears as a small, cylindrical object flew through the air and clanged to the deck just past the airlock door.  It rolled to a stop against one of the fallen bodies, and Benning heard the Soldier’s voice again.  Gamma flash!  Get down!
Benning hunkered down behind the barricade as a loud buzz filled the air.  Immediately, her skin tightened and burned, as if she’d been standing unprotected in solar radiation for too long, and a wave of nausea rolled over her.  She blinked as her vision blurred from the massive dose of gamma radiation that had just passed through her body, but she could clearly see that her Resistance bar was down a solid 15% from that single grenade.  A moment later, her sight cleared as her nanofield repaired the damage sufficiently for her to drag herself back up over the wall and raise her rifle. 
Two people were crouched inside the airlock, both in heavy armor, using the transparent walls to each side of the doorway as cover as they poked their rifles out and fired.  Benning ducked reflexively as their weapons pointed at her, and bullets whizzed over her head, passing right where her skull had just been.  She fell prone to the deck and moved around to the side of her barrier, poking her rifle out and firing rapidly; she saw her bullets strike one of the armored figures and spark harmlessly off their helmet before she jerked back behind cover.  Bullets whanged against the deck where she’d just been as she rolled back.
Look out! Geraldine Dickerson’s voice called out just as an armored figure soared over the barrier protecting Benning and landed in a crouch an em from her, their heavy rifle swinging to face her.  Without thinking, Benning snatched the blade from her back and slashed with it, striking the rifle’s barrel and knocking it down and away from her.  The rifle fired, spitting rounds past her, but Benning was already moving. 
She sprang to her feet with superhuman swiftness thanks to her enhanced stats, her left hand lashing out and grabbing the wrist of her attacker.  She pulled them toward her as she dove past them, jerking them forward.  The armored figure cried out in pain as they struck the barrier Benning had been hiding behind.  Benning rolled to a crouch and spun to see the person fall weakly to one knee, their aura flashing from green to orange.  They twisted toward Benning, and she saw a small cluster of bullet holes punched into the center of their chest – they’d been shot by their own shipmate.  They raised their rifle weakly, but before they could, her blade lashed out.  The sharp point slipped into the gash in their armor and sliced into the flesh beneath, tearing into their heart and sending their aura plummeting to crimson.  Benning twisted the blade, ripping the hole in their heart wider, and they dropped to the floor, nearly jerking her weapon from her hand in the process. 
“Hold!” the last figure called out, and Benning glanced at them to see their hands upraised, their finger off the trigger of their rifle.  “Parley!”
Florking mercs, Geraldine Dickerson’s voice growled silently at Benning. 
What’s going on? she asked, puzzled.
They’re mercs, not regular pirates.  They’re asking to be allowed to surrender and return to their ship.  They want to know what terms we’ll give them. 
Why don’t they just withdraw to their boarding ramp? Benning asked in confusion.  They could make it back to their ship and their own defenses.
But then we could follow and board them, instead.  I’m guessing that they sent everyone who could stand up and shoot straight over here, expecting to overrun a small and untrained crew with sheer numbers, Dickerson snorted.  I’ll bet that if they retreated, we could have followed them onto the ship and taken it over, no problem.  I doubt they set up a fallback point.
So…what do we do?
Not we, Citizen, the Soldier laughed silently.  You. You’re the officer and the Citizen, not me.
Me? Benning repeated, baffled.  I have no idea what to do!
It’s simple.  They want to be allowed to take their ship and their dead and run away.  You, obviously, want payment for that privilege, and maybe a share of the equipment left behind.  You probably also want a guarantee that they won’t come back and attack us for some time, but that’s up to you.  Oh, and you might want the location of their friends that boxed us in, so we can escape this trap.
Benning silently thanked the Soldier and rose to her feet.  “Power down your weapons and return them to their ports,” she instructed.  “Then, we can talk.”
The merc nodded, and Benning felt their rifle shutting down through her ‘net.  It could be powered back up in less than a second, of course, but in that time, Dickerson could put several bullets through their armor.  The mercenary latched the rifle onto their back and stepped into the open, their hands still held out to the side.  They remained silent, and Benning stared at them, unsure of what to say or do.
As the victor, you speak first.  Ask them why they want to parley, Dickerson instructed.
“Why are you asking for parley?” Benning said dutifully.
“I’d like to collect my fallen, return to my ship, and leave,” the merc responded. 
Benning shook her head.  “You attacked us for no reason.  We can’t just let you leave after that.  Why did you attack us?”
The mercenary shrugged.  “It was a contract.  We were tasked with boarding the Heliopause, killing the Citizens on board, and stealing the cargo.”
“Any idea who put it out?”
“Not a clue, not that we tried very hard to find out.  The contract was for a lot of credits.”
“Were you paid upfront?” Benning asked at the Soldier’s silent prompting.
“Half,” the figure said heavily.  “Two hundred credits up front, two hundred more upon completion of the contract.”
“Well, as recompense for delaying us, the gas we’ve lost, and the equipment you destroyed, you’ll need to give us that advance.”
“I can’t give you all of it,” the figure shook their head.  “I can split it with you, 50/50.”
“60/40,” Benning countered.  “Also, half of the gear left behind by the dead.”  The mercenary remained silent for a moment, and Benning added, “Or, we can kill you, take your ship, and sell it and all the gear, instead.  We won’t get the credits, but we’ll make far more than that from selling the ship alone.”
The merc sighed, and their shoulders slumped.  “Deal.”
“Oh, and you and your group agree not to take any contracts on us for one solar year,” Benning added, again at Geraldine Dickerson’s prompting.  “And we’ll need the current locations of your fleet so we can safely get around them.”
“Fair enough,” the mercenary bowed their head.  A moment later, a notification appeared in Benning’s mind.
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ACCORD OFFERED

Mercenary NADIRA PHELPS offers you the following accord:

NADIRA PHELPS is free to take her vessel, the Stargazer, and depart without aggression or interference.
She may claim all the fallen bodies of her comrades and half of the gear from them.
 

In return, she will transfer 120 standard credits to the Heliopause.  The Heliopause can claim half the gear from the fallen.
She will give the Heliopause the current location of every ship in the GILDED BLADE fleet within one light-day.
The mercenaries of the GILDED BLADE will take no contracts against the Heliopause or any of its crewmembers for one solar year.

Is this acceptable?
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Before accepting, Benning sent a quick, silent message out to Argus Leon through the ship’s ‘net.  Captain, the boarders have been repelled.  They’ve asked for terms for surrender, and I’ve offered them some. 
What terms? his voice echoed in her mind an instant later.
She sent him a mental screenshot of her notification.  However, I’m wondering if it might not be better to kill the remaining merc and take their ship.  We could sell it for far more than 120 credits.
We could, but we couldn’t tow it through a dive, and without diving, we aren’t getting out of this box, he pointed out.
I could go over and pilot the – what was it called? – the Stargazer.  We could both dive out of here and meet up at Eris Station.
Leon’s voice was silent for a moment.  No, go ahead and accept the terms, he finally spoke.  If we take them, we’ll be free of this group.  If we take their ship, they’ll keep chasing us until they’ve gotten it back.  It’s not worth the extra credits.
Benning wanted to protest – the Stargazer was probably worth several hundred to over a thousand credits as it was, and it also likely had a better power plant than the Heliopause’s that could be refitted onto this ship – but she supposed the captain’s words made sense.  Being free of the Gilded Blade was likely worth quite a bit, and the mercs would certainly try to get their ship back.  There was a good chance this was the only ship they had capable of boarding another vessel.
Benning accepted, and the mercenary sighed with relief.  Benning turned to Dickerson.  “Make sure we get our fair share of the gear, Soldier,” she instructed aloud.  “I’m going to go let the captain know what happened, so he knows not to fire on any of their vessels.”
He should know already, if he’s checking his notifications, Dickerson reminded her silently. 
He does, but I have no idea what quality any of this is, Geraldine Dickerson.  If I’m the one making the decisions, I might miss out on the good stuff.
That makes a great deal of sense, Citizen, the Soldier sent back approvingly.  I’ll make sure we get some of their better gear.  I think the armor of that merc you killed would look good on you, for example, with a couple credits’ worth of repairs.
I agree, Benning replied with an evil grin.
Argus Leon was pacing the bridge as Benning entered.  When he saw her, his face broke into a grin.  “Nicely done, Ensign,” he told her.  “Report?”
“The Stargazer sent twenty-two boarders across, Captain,” she grinned back, her visor up so he could see her face.  “Soldier Geraldine Dickerson and I repelled the boarders, and I negotiated their surrender and withdrawal, as I informed you.”
Argus Leon nodded.  “It’s a good agreement.  I’ve already got the locations of their fleet programmed in, so once we detach, we can dive out of here safely.”  He grimaced.  “Apparently, our short dives haven’t been random enough; they’re arrayed about so that a ship was near every time we came out of a dive.  We’ve gotten predictable, and we’ll need to work on that.” 
<Yeah, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Argus Leon tends to dive in one of two patterns,> Tiddly pointed out.
I hadn’t noticed, but I’ll pay better attention, Benning replied silently. 
Leon looked unsure of his next words.  “Did you ask why a small fleet like this was hunting us?  We aren’t carrying anything that valuable.  I’ve got a small shipment of high-grade antimatter hidden in the cargo, but not enough for someone to hunt us for it.”
“I did.  Someone put out a contract to stop the Heliopause, kill the Citizens aboard, and steal the cargo.  It was worth four hundred credits, so the Gilded Blade took it, no questions asked.”
Leon whistled in amazement.  “Four hundred credits?  That’s ridiculous!  We’re carrying a bit over a hundred in legitimate cargo, and maybe thirty more for the antimatter.  What’s going on?”
“No idea, Captain,” Benning lied easily.  She was fairly sure she knew what was behind the attack.  Her Noble pursuer hadn’t had much luck handling her in the arenas, although not for lack of trying.  Benning had fought in three more grand melee style novice matches in the past month.  She’d taken to signing up at the last minute, and she hadn’t entered every tournament she could, hoping to throw off her pursuer.  It had worked, for the first match, but for the other two, she’d still encountered hidden professionals gunning for her.  Fortunately, with her new Honor the Fallen ability, by the time she encountered each of them, she’d had no real difficulties dealing with them. 
Leon sighed.  “Well, whoever did this isn’t just going to give up because one group failed,” he said heavily.  He glanced at her.  “I know you wanted to enter the tournament on Eris Station, but Tiresias Station is two days closer.  We can sell our cargo there, pick up a new one – and deep dive to the Oort Cloud.”
“The Cloud?” she repeated.
He nodded.  “Whoever’s looking for us probably won’t follow us out there.  It’s a lot less civilized, and any mercs they hired out that way would be just as likely to take their money and vanish as to complete the contract.  I know you’re building a name for yourself out here, and it’s been good for the ship, but…”
She shook her head.  “I’m actually fine with that,” she said firmly.  “I’m getting a bit tired of the novice groups, anyway, to be honest.  They’re getting to be too easy, and here in the Belt, I can’t join the professional groups.  Out in the Cloud, they don’t care who you are, everyone fights everyone.”
He chuckled.  “That’s true.  Although I would like to point out that you haven’t yet won one of those novice groups, Ensign.”
She snorted.  “That’s on purpose, Captain.”
“On purpose?” he echoed.  “Why?  The payoff’s better if you win, isn’t it?”
She shook her head.  “Not if you’ve figured out how to bet on yourself, it’s not.  The better I do in these competitions, the shorter the odds get.  That first tournament, I was getting 100:1 odds to place in the top three.  The last one, the odds were 5:1.  I still did okay, but I had to risk two credits instead of a single tic to walk away ten credits richer.”
He shook his head.  “Are you saying, you’ve made ten credits on each of your losses?” he asked incredulously.
“Not in profit.  Repairs and upgrades cost money, after all.  Still, between my share of the ship’s earnings and my winnings, I’m doing okay.”  That was a bit of an understatement.  Benning had squirreled away thirty-two credits so far, and most of that was from her gambling earnings.
He snorted.  “I want to complain, but honestly, having you competing has made us money, too.”  He sighed.  “Well, I’m glad you’re happy, but wait until you’re in the deep dive.  Then, we’ll see how happy you are.”




Chapter 16

Deep diving, Benning decided, was the single most unpleasant thing she’d ever experienced, even counting stim-down. 
Thinking back as she rushed through a timeless tunnel of bounded infinity, Benning almost wished that she’d stayed in Tiresias Station.  The station was small and was basically a replica of all the other Kuiper Stations she’d been on.  It didn’t have an arena, and it wasn’t on a prominent shipping route, so it wasn’t as crowded as most stations on the outer edge of the Kuiper Belt just before the Scattered Disc, the outermost part of the TN region.  There were advantages to that – Argus Leon had no problems at all finding their current shipment of neptunium to carry out into the Oort Cloud, since it had been sitting for some time waiting for a ship that was deep diving – but disadvantages, as well, since Leon didn’t get the prices he’d really wanted for his power cells and antimatter.  In fact, the antimatter was still in the hold; his buyer on Tiresias had only been willing to offer 15 credits for it, and that simply wasn’t enough to make it worth the captain’s while.
They’d spent a single day on Tiresias before heading out and performing a couple of regular dives to get clear of Tiresias.  Deep diving near any manned station was not only frowned upon but was prohibited in the inner and outer systems.  Deep diving created a huge burst of gravity in the starting location and a massive upwelling of blue-shifted radiation in the target location, both of which could be damaging to the stations and their inhabitants. 
Diving had opened the outer regions of the solar system for colonization and exploration.  With a dive, a vessel could use negative energy to force the fifth dimension to unfold from below the Planck Horizon like a wave.  The ship rode that wave, crossing vast distances in mere seconds.  With it, the closest trans-Neptunian objects were anywhere from a few hours to a few days away, depending on how much power a ship had to expend and how fast they needed to travel.  The farthest outer system objects, the Scattered Disc Objects like Alicanto or Sedna, were hundreds of AUs distant from the sun, two to five light-days out, and even the fastest ships took at least a day to reach them by diving.
The Oort Cloud, as opposed to the outer system objects, began a staggering 2,000 AUs from the sun, or 12 light-days.  Traveling there by diving was impractical unless a vessel were traveling at least 9 tocks, if not 9.9, and at that velocity, time dilation was so pronounced that the ship would have traveled for a couple weeks while months or even years had passed for everyone else.   The farthest edges of the Cloud stretched a full lightyear from the sun, and trying to fly that far by diving safely could take years.  It was doable, but not practical for trade, travel, and commerce. 
Deep diving solved that problem but created plenty of its own. 
“Do you know what a deep dive is?” Captain Argus Leon had asked her as they’d cruised outward. 
“I know the technical specifics behind it,” she shrugged.  “The ship’s negaputer probes the quantum vacuum until it finds a wormhole that leads where we want.  It enlarges it with negative energy, we encase ourselves in a shroud of negative mass particles, and we pass through.  We can travel lightyears in minutes that way.”
“That’s mostly correct,” he chuckled.  “At the same time, it doesn’t do it justice at all.”
He turned to his display, and a pair of glowing, spinning spheres appeared before him, one jet black, the other blazing white.  “As you know, the old equations of relativity work great at solar distances but are incomplete and practically worthless when discussing higher-dimensional or quantum space.  A wormhole is both of those.  To build one, we have to unfold the fifth dimension and dive, but we’re essentially encasing ourselves in negative energy and diving into a higher-dimensional, rotating spatial singularity held open by negative mass.
“When we enter the wormhole, all of our momentum is converted into movement, which means we aren’t experiencing time normally.  Cause and effect just sort of – stop.  The other end of the wormhole is the partner singularity, one of time instead of space, and as we pass through it, for an instant, our momentum technically is completely through time and not space.  That catches us up to all the time we missed out on – meaning we arrive the same instant we left, and the universe kind of crashes in on us.” 
He shook his head.  “It’s impossible for anyone who isn’t a Starship Captain to experience, thanks to our As It Is ability, and if you hadn’t reached level 3 already, you wouldn’t be able to handle it.  Everyone else on the ship will be put into deep sleep, where their brain activity drops to just the barest minimum for life.  Even for us, it’s hard, because the negaputer has to do almost all of our thinking for us.  It’s the single, worst thing I’ve ever experienced, and I’ve died a number of times, in some fairly gruesome ways.”
Captain Argus Leon, Benning decided, had a decided flair for understatement.
The wormhole itself was sort of beautiful, displayed on the main holo on the bridge.  It was a rippling sphere of distorted space, radiating shimmering colors that gave it a multihued corona, with what looked like an entire galaxy’s worth of stars filling its interior.  As it formed, the ship was pulled into it, sucked over the event horizon and tipped into the mouth of the wormhole.  There was a flash of brilliant color as they passed that boundary, an orange-red glow of photons stretched out in the infrared and beyond by the distortion of space.  The Heliopause seemed to halt for an instant – and then, the universe unraveled around Benning.
The inside of the wormhole was a maddening, chaotic place.  Light existed, stretched out before and behind them in infinitely long, constantly vibrating waves that didn’t move at all but simply stood, static, filling the cabin.  The ship moved without changing position; Benning took a breath but never inhaled; the ship shuddered but remained utterly still.  Her mind was completely empty; Benning stopped existing briefly, as the laws of thermodynamics and time that powered her reality suddenly ceased working.
That instant lasted forever, but it was over before Benning knew it.  Her mind was filled with thoughts that she knew weren’t hers, because the thoughts themselves were telling her that they weren’t.  She couldn’t see anything, because light never reached her eyes, but the strange thoughts showed her the bridge anyway, lit with an eerie light that seemed redder than red but was slowly becoming less red until it was – red.  There were no sounds, because every molecule of air was frozen and unmoving through time while simultaneously speeding with infinite momentum throughout the ship.  At the same time, the odd thoughts filled her ears with the sounds of the ship humming and rumbling through a vast void.
The bridge’s light slowly shifted from red to yellow, and from there to green and blue.  The ship hadn’t moved, but somehow it was closer to the end of wormhole, she simply knew that without knowing how she knew.  The light passed through violet to something an even darker and brighter shade of purple, and from there to a color she couldn’t even describe.  Energy was compressing as space itself narrowed, drawn endlessly forward by the singularity, and Benning’s body was similarly squeezed without changing in the slightest.
The light flashed to a brilliant hue she didn’t even know existed, and for an instant, every particle of her body, every tiny fiber of her being just…stopped.  For one, brief instant that lasted for an eternity, Benning was no more, yet she continued to exist.  She was nowhere in the universe, standing somehow apart from it and separate from everything that ever was or would be.  That moment stretched out, for how long she didn’t know, until it snapped.
A wave of energy exploded from her body as existence slammed back into her.  Every second was a lifetime of pain; reality was being rebuilt around her, through her, and even inside her.  Her thoughts stirred back to life as the strange, alien presence withdrew from her mind, and her senses began to feed her brain information once more.  The pain faded as the bridge seemed to almost coalesce around her, and Benning’s chest began to shake and spasm as the universe crashed into her once more.  Tears streamed from her eyes, and her breaths came in short, halting sobs. 
<Are you okay, Benning Kidd?> Tiddly asked, her voice slightly alarmed.
I – I don’t know what’s happening to me, Tiddly, she admitted silently, alarm filling her.  Her body was shaking and convulsing against her will, and tears flowed unbidden from her eyes no matter how she tried to stop them.  What – what’s going on?
<You’re crying, Benning Kidd, that’s all.  It’s nothing bad, just crying.>
It was an odd feeling for Benning, and one she wasn’t sure if she liked or hated.  The sensation was new to her, and she realized that she couldn’t remember ever having done this before.  That seemed strange – surely, she’d cried at least once – but as she searched her memories, she realized it was true.  This was the first time she’d ever cried.  It was a horrible feeling, really.  Her body shook, and her eyes squeezed tightly shut.  Her nose felt full, and her cheeks and eyelids were swollen.  She couldn’t stop it, and the loss of control was, frankly, terrifying.
At the same time, it felt – good.  It felt good in away that even leveling hadn’t.  Benning felt a knot of tension inside her suddenly uncoil, as if the stress flowed out of her with her tears.  She hadn’t realized how much effort it took to always remain on guard, concealing her identity, hiding her strengths, wondering when her Noble predator would strike again.  It was a strain pretending to care about and even like the people around her when all she felt was indifference.  Fighting was somewhat cathartic, but not while holding back so as to not attract too much attention to herself.  The tears were a strange release, but they seemed to be a needed one, and she let them flow for a minute or so without even trying to halt them.
When the sobs finally ended, she felt – clean.  She didn’t feel good, exactly, but she felt like something cankerous inside her had been rooted out.  Her chest ached, and her face felt puffy and bloated, but her mind was clear, and her thoughts were far less cluttered than they’d been before the dive.  In a way, she was grateful for the release, despite how out-of-control it had made her feel.
“Don’t feel bad,” Leon spoke from beside her, his voice quiet and subdued.  She looked over at him and saw that his eyes were gleaming brightly.  “I’ve never seen someone who didn’t break down after their first deep dive, Ensign.”
“Why?” she asked, sniffing and wiping at her tear-stained face.  Crying seemed to feel good, but the aftermath – that didn’t feel good at all.  She knew that her face had to look blotchy and swollen, and some part of her longed to put on her helmet and hide the damage done by her weeping until her nanofield could repair it.  “Why do people cry when they deep dive?”
“No one’s ever been able to explain why it happens, not to my satisfaction, although everyone has a theory.  Maybe it’s the shock of having the universe reform around you after being outside reality.  Maybe it’s relief after not existing for a moment.  Maybe it’s a natural result of having the negaputer run your brain through the dive.  Who knows?  Whatever the case, I’ve seen officers who’ve been through dozens of battles lose it after coming out of a dive – often for quite a bit longer than you did.”
Benning nodded and remained silent for a moment.  “You were right, Captain,” she finally admitted.  “That was the worst experience I’ve ever had.”
He laughed, and the tension in the bridge seemed to shatter.  “I did warn you, Ensign,” he reminded her.  He spun his chair back to face his display.  “Okay, we just dove – twenty-three hundred AUs or so.  We’re inside the Oort Cloud, Elenin Sector.”
“Elenin Sector?” she repeated.  “Isn’t that where Solnepril is based out of?”
“Why do you think I picked this as our destination?” he snorted.  “Any cartel would buy our cargo – either to resell it to Solnepril at an inflated price or to keep Solnepril from having it – but if we sell it directly to the shipping cartel, we’ll step on the least number of toes.”
“Cartel?” she repeated.  “I thought that Solnepril was a consortium.  Aren’t cartels usually…”
“Criminals, yes,” he finished.  “You might want to go ahead and wrap your brain around the fact that out here, pretty much every large group is a criminal one.  Solnepril Distributing does some legitimate shipping, sure, but they mostly smuggle controlled substances, weapons, armor, and prohibited tech.”
“How do they keep the Fleet from finding out?”
“Oh, I’m sure the Fleet knows.  They just don’t care.  It’s just not worth the time, effort, and expense to track the cartels down.”  He gestured to his holo, which shifted to show the ship floating in empty space.  “We’re in the Inner Cloud right now, which is the denser of the two, and look.  Not a single, solid body larger than an em across within a linute of us.  That’s normal for the Cloud.  The stations out here are usually a light-day apart or more, and they shift their orbits all the time.  The sun’s gravity is barely noticeable out here, and every time the gravity waves from two black holes colliding somewhere roll through or the galactic tide shifts, the massive bodies out here get perturbed and shift their orbits – including the stations. 
“Because of that, the only realistic way to find a station out here is to track its beacon.  Otherwise, we could head to where it’s supposed to be and find that it’s a light-hour distant, depending on when it was perturbed and by how much.  If the Fleet came out here to deal with the cartels, they would just scatter and shut off their beacons, and the Fleet would spend centuries hunting them all down.”
“So, the Fleet lets them smuggle all that into the inner systems?”
“Oh, the cartels only ship legitimate cargo starward,” Leon assured her.  “If they started sending nano-disassemblers to Jupiter, for example, the Fleet would come out here, cost and time be damned, and they know it.”
“So, where do they smuggle to?”
“Farther rimward, to other Oort stations – or to our neighboring systems.  It takes more energy to deep dive out to Proxima or Barnard’s than to the Kuiper, but it takes exactly as much time, and the governments out of system don’t always care as much about little things like how legal or dangerous a cargo is according to Sol standards.”
Benning nodded.  “So, where are we headed?”
“Elenin Prime Station,” Leon smiled.  “It’s the closest station, about four days’ travel according to their beacon, and we’ll get the best price for our cargo there.  Plus, it’ll be a good intro to how things work in the Oort Cloud.”
“How things work?”
“Oh, yes.  Things are much, much different out here, Ensign.  Just wait.  You’ll see what I’m talking about.”




Chapter 17

The days in the Oort Cloud passed swiftly and uneventfully as they traveled to Elenin Prime Station.  The Cloud was almost terrifyingly empty, and while for the first day or so Benning had kept a sharp eye out for pirates or more mercenaries, Argus Leon assured her that wasn’t really necessary.
“There’s literally no way for anyone to know exactly where we exited our deep dive,” he assured her.  “I didn’t even know exactly where we were coming out; quantum uncertainty means that the exit of any wormhole can’t be precisely predicted, and the farther you go, the more uncertain that is.”
“Someone could have been watching for the flash of our exit, though,” Benning pointed out.  “We released as much radiation there as a gamma ray burst.”
“Sure, but they won’t bother.  Unless they’re very, very lucky and have a ship within a light-hour or so that’s sitting motionless so we can’t see it, it’ll be anywhere from a few hours to a day before they read the flash, and they’ll need to have three readings of it to really pinpoint our location.  At that point, we’re anywhere from a hundred thousand to a million mims from there without diving, just moving at a single tock.”  He shook his head. “No, we’re fine until we get a day or so away from Elenin Station.  Then, we’ll have to start being careful.”
“Someone would attack us near a station’s defenses?”
Leon snorted.  “If they’ve paid for the privilege?  Absolutely.”
“Wait, someone could pay the station to be allowed to attack incoming freighters?”
“Absolutely.  The station makes money off the cargo no matter who brings it in, after all, so they don’t care much about ownership.”
Benning frowned.  “Then why would anyone risk dealing with the Oort Cloud stations?”
“Well, there are a few reasons.  First, there’s good money to be made out here.  People will buy and sell almost anything, with practically no exceptions.  Things like nanotech, illegal ‘net components and upgrades, unstable antimatter, and high-energy isotopes are prohibited items further starward, but out here, they can be bought and sold openly.  Second, the stations are very careful who they allow to prey on freighters, so while someone might lose their cargo, they don’t lose their lives unnecessarily.  Third, you can pay the station for protection, and then the pirates leave you alone.”
“So, you have to pay just to be able to safely approach a station?” Benning asked thoughtfully.  “What about docking fees?  Customs?”
“The Oort stations don’t charge any of that, and no taxes, either.  They do take a percentage of all transactions performed in the station, and that’s all.”
Benning considered the matter for a few moments.  “That’s actually – very reasonable,” she said at last.
“Oh?”
“Well, yes.  I mean, it isn’t really all that different from the inner system, is it?  There, you have to pay to have a license to move goods, to enter and dock at a station, and to bring your cargo onboard.  You have to pay taxes on every transaction, as well.  And if you don’t pay all that, your cargo or your ship can be seized, and you could be imprisoned.
“From what you said, it’s basically the same thing out here, except that the stations aren’t maintaining their own fleets.  They’re allowing pirates to do their patrolling for them, which saves them money in the long run.”  Her face shifted into a thoughtful smile.  “In fact, it’s probably a better system out here, because they don’t care what you carry, only that you pay for it.  It’s very – practical.”
Leon snorted.  “Spoken like a true pirate,” he grinned at her.  “One day, Ensign, I’m going to find myself running from your fleet, aren’t I?”
“I would never target the Heliopause,
Captain,” she grinned back.  “At least, not deliberately – unless, of course, you gave me a reason to do so.”
“Somehow, that isn’t very comforting.”
“It wasn’t really meant to be.  It’s honest, though.”
Elenin Prime Station was nothing like what she’d been expecting.  She’d assumed that the station would be like most of the ones she’d seen, tall and conical with docking rings stacked vertically along its central axis.  Elenin Prime looked almost like a titanosphere, one of the mim-wide megaships of the Fleet.  It was a massive sphere, gleaming white in color and slowly spinning in space.  It was surrounded by a thousand or so rings turning synchronously with it in orbit, all canted at different inclinations and connected to the surface by what looked like hair-thin filaments.  Ships were approaching and leaving the various rings, and what looked like elevators were moving up and down the thin filaments. 
“Elenin Prime, this is the Heliopause, requesting permission to dock,” Benning spoke aloud as they approached, allowing the ship’s ‘net to pick up her intent and transmit the words to the nearby station.
“Heliopause, this is Elenin Prime Station,” a cool but not unfriendly voice replied.  “Your payments have been received and processed.  You are cleared for docking at port 472-103.  Proceed there and await docking instructions.”
“Confirmed, Elenin Prime, proceeding to port 472-103 to await instructions.”  As the communication channel closed, she glanced at Leon.  “They didn’t ask about our cargo.”
“They don’t care,” he laughed.  “So long as they get their cut of our transactions, it doesn’t matter to them in the slightest what we’re carrying or how much of it there is.”
“What about terrorists or saboteurs?” she asked curiously.
“What about them?”
“Well, what if one of the other cartels or someone who hated the cartel docked a shipment of fusion explosives or antimatter and set it off?  Or, even worse, a nano-bomb?”
“Then the station would lose part of a ring for a while, nothing more.  The station’s nanofield would counter the hostile nanites of a nano-bomb and repair any damage done to the ring eventually, and until then, that part of the ring would be sealed off.  In fact, you can see that’s happened recently.”  He pointed at the viewscreen, and Benning noted that one of the rotating rings had a large chunk missing from it.  “Either someone deliberately bombed that spot – probably to destroy a valuable cargo – or someone’s cargo went critical on them.”
Benning nodded.  So long as the individual atoms of the destroyed piece were still in orbit, the nanofield would eventually collect them and put them back into place.  In the inner system, an explosion like that would have meant a lockdown of the entire station and possibly the nearby ones while the Overnet tracked down the perpetrators.  Here, it seemed, it was just the cost of being able to do business without interference.
They docked without issue, although the station didn’t provide the ship the normal dark matter shroud that Benning had been expecting.  Instead, as they approached, the station’s gravity seemed to reach out and grab them, pulling them toward it.  The pull was weak at first, but by the time they docked, Benning estimated it to be half a g, at least, and it was messing with her equilibrium as her body wasn’t sure which direction was down. 
“You’ll be fine once we turn our shroud off,” Leon assured her, noting her discomfort.  “Which we’ll do the moment we’re fully docked and ready to leave the ship.  Hold on a moment.”  He raised his voice slightly as he spoke next, and Benning knew the message was being carried across the ship.  “Crew, we’re currently docking in Elenin Prime Station.  Before we’re docked, let me remind everyone of the Oort protocols.  If you leave the ship, do so armed and in as large a group as possible.  Do not buy anything that your ‘net can’t verify, and don’t go with anyone alone into a private chamber, no matter how good they look.  Remember, if you die because of your own stupidity, the Heliopause will not wait for you.”
“Is it really that dangerous?” Benning asked quietly.
“Only for Citizens,” he told her.  “The Workers could get off and wander around all they want safely, because they’re not allowed to own property or standard credits, so there’s nothing to take from them.  When you and I leave the ship to go buy and sell, I’ll ask you to be fully geared up, and we’ll take Soldier Geraldine Dickerson with us.”  He glanced at her.  “In fact, the moment we’re docked, go suit up and fetch the Soldier.  I know that you’re going to want to look at the arena here and probably the shops – you’ll find items and upgrades here that you wouldn’t in the outer systems – and I’ll want to go with you.  I always upgrade the Heliopause’s armaments and defenses when we’re in the Cloud.”
“Are you worried about being attacked?” she asked.
“Not worried so much as certain that it’ll happen,” he chuckled.  “Remember how I told you didn’t have to worry about someone trying to track us after our deep dive?  Well, the opposite is true once we leave the station: you can be certain someone will track us as we leave.  Pirates watch all the trade routes, and there aren’t any patrols to keep them at bay.  We’ll definitely be attacked, so we need to be ready to run at the first sign of trouble and defend ourselves when we can’t run.”  He sighed.  “Welcome to life in the Oort Cloud, Ensign.”
It took them an hour to fully dock.  As the captain had promised, once their rotation halted, and they disengaged their dark matter shroud, the disorienting feeling of the station’s gravity faded, and Benning was able to move more easily.  Her grav boots kept her feet firmly planted on the deck, despite the low g environment, and she was able to make her way to her cabin without difficulty.  She grabbed her gear and suited up, finishing by hefting the heavy armor Dickerson had taken from the fallen merc.  It had taken Benning three days with her Cyberhacking skill to unlock the armor, but she’d finally been able to use her Cyberfeiting to trick the unlocked suit into transferring its ownership to her.  Now, it was in its compacted state and looked like a rolled-up sheet of metal, one that fit nicely into her nearly empty gladiator kit.
Geraldine Dickerson was waiting for Benning outside the airlock, also fully geared.  “I’ve been with the Captain in Oort stations before,” the older woman replied to Benning’s questioning look.  “I know that he’ll want me as an escort.”
“I thought Argus Leon might ask you to remain aboard to escort the other Citizens,” Benning admitted.
“It’s far more important that the captain be protected.  Hopefully, the other citizens will await my return before venturing out, but if not…”  The woman shrugged.  “What will be, will be.  All we can do is be prepared.”  She gave Benning a very direct look, and the ensign inclined her head.
“I’m as prepared as I can be, Geraldine Dickerson,” she said simply.  As she spoke, though, it occurred to her to check her status to be sure she had it set correctly.
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She suppressed a smile as she looked over her spoofed status.  She’d decided to allow her Conditioning and Martial Combat skills to show; they made her look more dangerous, and she had a feeling that out here, that appearance could be useful.  She was still hiding her true potential, though, going as far as to change her apparent level.  Being underestimated was always a powerful weapon, after all.
Argus Leon joined them twenty minutes later.  “Sorry, I was trying to line up a buyer for our cargo,” he told the two women with a frown as he stepped into the passageway leading to the airlock.
“Did you find one?” Benning asked.
“I’m not sure.  Something strange is going on, Ensign.  Normally, with a cargo like this, I can arrange for a buyer in a few minutes, especially out here.  Heavy metals are always needed out in the Cloud, since they either have to ship them in or create them in fusion chambers, which is time-consuming and gas-intensive.  I’ve got a meet with a buyer, but I don’t know who they are, and I’ve got no promise except to meet and discuss it.  When I try to reach out to anyone else, all I get is silence.”
“What does it mean?” she asked.
Leon sighed.  “It probably means that the cartel wants to buy the cargo directly, which is fine.  They’ll give me a good price, and I could use their goodwill.  Normally, though, they’d just give me the name of their broker, not set up an anonymous appointment like this.”
“Should we leave?” Benning asked cautiously.  “Maybe we could head to another station…”
The captain barked a laugh.  “Leave?  We wouldn’t make it a light-hour before we were intercepted, Ensign.  If the cartel wants to meet with us, we’re meeting with the cartel.”
When they exited the airlock, they found a small group of people waiting for them.  Four of these were heavily armed and armored, while the fifth was a woman with pale, blonde hair and oddly sallow skin dressed in a brilliant red and pure white uniform.  Unlike most uniforms, this one had no piping along the sleeves or pants; instead, it almost looked like someone had taken a perfectly white uniform and painted an em-wide strip of scarlet from the woman’s left shoulder down to her right hip. 
“Welcome to Elenin Prime Station, Captain Argus Leon and Ensign Benning Kidd,” the woman said, bowing her head to each in turn.  “I am designated Tereza Erdeli, assistant to Citizen Nikita Mosin, senior member of Solnepril Distributions.  It’s my pleasure to escort your party to meet with Nikita Mosin, who has expressed interest in your cargo and would like to speak with you about it.”
“We’re honored to meet Citizen Nikita Mosin,” Argus Leon bowed his head.
“Please, follow me, then.  Feel free to ask any questions you might have of our station as we travel.  I understand that Ensign Benning Kidd has never visited before.”
“I haven’t,” she agreed.  “The station’s very different from what I was expecting, to be honest.  It looks more like a titanosphere than a station.”
“Very observant of you,” the woman nodded, leading the group down the ring hallway.  The four heavily armed escorts fell in around them, two in front of the woman and two behind Geraldine Dickerson.  “Elenin Prime Station is, in fact, built from the hull of one of those mightiest ships in the Fleet.  It lacks the gravity drive engines, of course; those were replaced with a dark matter singularity to provide gravity.  Once we are on the surface, gravity will vary from point-nine g’s to one-point-two g’s, depending on how deep in the station you travel.”
“So, the station is built into the hull?” Benning asked. 
“Of course,” the woman nodded.  “Standard planets and planetoids have a very inefficient mass to living area ratio.  Titanospheres – and thus, Elenin Prime Station – are built to maximize usable volume.  The station goes hundreds of kims deep into the hull and can support a hundred billion inhabitants or so.  Everything below that is industrial: fusion plants to create the elements needed for our replicators and atmosphere, negmass generators for power supply, EM field generators to hold out the galactic wind, and so on.”
As they walked, Benning got a notice that Argus Leon wished to speak with her privately, and she quickly accepted the message.
Before you say anything, Benning Kidd, assume that this conversation – and every conversation you might have on this station – is being overheard and recorded.
Benning tried not to let her face show her surprise.  Thanks for the warning.  Tell me, Argus Leon, are we in danger?
I don’t believe so.  I’m sure that Nikita Mosin is someone of great importance to the cartel, and that means if he wants to kill us or take our cargo, he could simply do so, and there wouldn’t be much we could do to stop him.  For some reason, he wants to talk to us before buying the cargo, is all.
I take it this isn’t normal, then.
No, it’s not.  Normally, Tereza Erdeli would be the one negotiating for our cargo – or, more likely, one of her assistants.  She has to be pretty high up in the organization, as well, or she wouldn’t be allowed to assist this Nikita Mosin.
“I’ve heard that people can purchase gear and upgrades here in the Cloud that would be – difficult to get in the inner and outer systems,” Benning said aloud, keeping the conversation going with Erdeli.
“That’s quite true.  We here in the Cloud don’t have the same draconian outlook toward trade and commerce that those more starward do.  Supply and demand are the only regulators of our markets, and anything can be bought for a price.  Are there specific types of items that you’re seeking?”
“Weapon and armor upgrades,” she nodded.  “Also, I’m looking to get a good scanner for my helmet.”
“Weapons and armor are sold out of the Armory,” Erdeli smiled.  “Deck 71 aft.  Your ‘net should be able to guide you.”
“Only one store on this whole station sells weapon and armor?” Benning asked incredulously.  “That doesn’t sound like a very free market, really.”
“You misunderstand,” the woman laughed easily.  “The Armory is a section of the station where only weapons and armor are sold.  We’ve found that requiring all vendors of a similar type to gather in one area encourages competition and variety.  If everyone were selling the same items, none would make any profit.  Instead, there are vendors for low-end weapons and armor that can be printed out quickly, cheaply, and in bulk; there are also those who do custom, unique builds that cost hundreds of credits and can’t be simply replicated by another.  And, of course, there’s everything in between.”
And much of it’s cheaper than it would be starward, Argus Leon added silently.  No customs, after all.  Of course, a lot of what you’ll see are reps of genuine equipment, but that isn’t necessarily bad.
Reps? What are those?
Ah, yes.  You grew up in the inner system.  Reps are replicates; they’re forgeries of genuine items.  Someone takes apart a set of, say, Mithrillene armor and tries to create a template to replicate it as closely as possible, then they sell that template to a merchant, who uses it to produce reps of the armor.  It’s highly illegal starward, and the big corporations do what they can to stop it – they aren’t above sending armed enforcers out here if a specific merchant is selling too many reps, so the Oort merchants have to walk a fine line between customer demand and angering the corporations.
Benning frowned thoughtfully.  How good are the forgeries?
Depends on who made them.  They’re never exactly right.  No forger can quite replicate the cybernet linkages and nanofield interactions perfectly, after all.  Some are really, really close, though, and they’re usually about half the cost.
Benning nodded appreciatively as she spoke aloud to Tereza Erdeli.  “I’ll have to check it out after our meeting.  Also, I understand you have an arena here?”
The woman smiled.  “It’s not just an arena, Ensign Benning Kidd.  The Elenin Prime Arena is possibly the largest and most prestigious in the entire Oort Cloud!  Mercenaries and gladiators from all over come here to test themselves and gain both glory and credits.  Are you interested in watching, or participating?”
“Some of both,” Benning replied.  “In the Kuiper Belt, I fought in the novice groups regularly and usually placed quite high in them.”
“A word of caution: there are no novice groups in the Oort Cloud arenas,” Erdeli told her seriously.  “Nor are their rankings the way there are in the inner systems.  If you enter, you may find yourself fighting a complete novice or a seasoned warrior of many thousands of battles.  There is no way to be certain.”
Benning shrugged.  “Then I’ll certainly discover how my skills compare to those of true professionals,” she replied evenly.  “I won’t grow by facing shopkeepers and artists playing at soldiers, after all.”
You mean the way you’re playing at being a soldier? Leon thought at her with an amused chuckle.
Yes, exactly.  However, I play much better than they do, Benning sent back calmly.
That does seem to be true.  It won’t last out here, though.  Tereza Erdeli is trying to warn you that you’ll face actual champions out here – and that you probably don’t stand much chance.
<It’s probably not that bad,> Tiddly corrected, her voice still only audible to Benning.  <Despite Tereza Erdeli’s assurances, you probably won’t find many career gladiators out here, because the real glory and money is in the inner system.  The last time Earth held a tournament of champions, for example, the winner walked away with over a million credits, enough to buy a patent of Nobility, and that’s a fairly standard purse for Earth.  I’m guessing that people who are out here are either not good enough to do well in the inner or outer system or have a reason they have to stay away from those stations.>
“That’s a good way to look at it,” Tereza Erdeli smiled at her.  “So long as you go into the combat understanding that it’s a different level from what you’re used to, you should be fine.”
She led the group into one of the elevators Benning had seen from the outside.  The elevator was semicircular in shape, ten ems across with transparent walls that showed the curve of the station spread out below them and the expanse of stars surrounding them.  Other people were already in the elevator, but a couple of terse words from Erdeli’s escorts quickly cleared the space for the group.  Two sets of rails split the space into three sections, running parallel to the curve of the outer walls, and Erdeli and her guards each gripped one of the rails, as did Argus Leon and Geraldine Dickerson.  Benning followed suit, assuming there was a valid reason for doing so. 
She was glad she did as the floor dropped beneath her, plummeting toward the station below.  The elevator plunged rapidly, accelerating faster than it should have under the reduced gravity and racing toward the surface of the titanosphere.  Benning’s stomach lurched, and she half expected her feet to rise from the floor, but she felt the press of the deck below her firmly against the soles of her boots.  She glanced at the others; Leon and Dickerson looked ill at ease and faintly nervous, but Erdeli and her guards seemed completely comfortable with the rapid acceleration.
Perhaps seeing Benning’s gaze upon her, Erdeli smiled at the ensign.  “You might be wondering how we’re descending so quickly,” she said in a relaxed tone.  “As you may have guessed, the elevators have their own gravity wells.  The surface of Elenin Prime Station is a thousand kims below us, and free-falling there at normal gravity would take at least ten minutes.  Instead, we’ll experience an increasing acceleration up to 3 g’s and then a more rapid deceleration toward the bottom, which will cut that time by more than half.”
The elevator plunged toward the station below, rapidly gaining speed.  As their escort promised, though, as they neared the station’s surface, the rapid descent slowed drastically, and Benning suddenly understood the reason for the rails.  The deceleration was accompanied by a sudden lightening of her weight as gravity seemed to pull her upward for a few seconds, and only her grip on the rail kept her feet pressed to the floor.  Gravity returned to normal quickly, and they descended at a more sedate pace the last hundred ems. 
When they stepped out of the elevator, Benning took a moment to look around – and up.  They were standing on what she assumed was the outer hull of the station, but they were surrounded by a perfectly breathable atmosphere.  Light shone on them from the tops of the myriad structures that towered around them, and looking up, Benning could only see a pale, white glow that blocked her view of the void of space beyond.  The deck beneath her feet was firm and silvery but felt somehow softer than metal, and what looked like a series of elevated rails hung above their heads, weaving through and around the buildings.  As Benning watched, a narrow, bulletlike capsule zipped silently past them along the rail, moving at what she assumed was close to the speed of sound.
“Walking isn’t a practical means of transport on the station,” Tereza Erdeli spoke, gesturing at the rails.  “The mag-rail system connects every major part of the station, including descending to the deeper levels.”  As she spoke, another capsule raced just as silently past them.  Counter to her own words, though, the woman began leading them on foot along a path that ran along the front of the buildings.
“We have a private transport waiting,” she explained, eventually entering a building that seemed to have several rails passing into and through its upper levels.  The building was crowded, but once more, a few muttered words from Erdeli’s guards cleared a path to another, much smaller elevator.  They rode this one to the top of the building, where a single, empty capsule rested. 
Benning followed the others into the capsule.  The space was well-lit and richly appointed, with soft, comfortable seats, padded walls, and holos that displayed various images of dancers, singers, and other performers.  Benning sat beside Argus Leon at his silent instruction, and as she sat, a five-point harness snaked out of the soft, cushioned, reclining chair and connected in the center of her chest with a click.  The restraint was snug but not confining; at the same time, something about sitting in this capsule, being bound to the chair, made Benning’s heart race and filled her with a stab of anxiety.  She’d been restrained like this before, she knew, but the combination of the enclosed space, the knowledge that she was going to an unknown location, and the restraints terrified her.  She forced the fear down; there was nothing she could do but wait and see what would happen.  Fear wouldn’t help matters any.
The capsule rolled smoothly and silently out, the only sense of motion the pressure of their acceleration pushing Benning back into her seat.  That eased quickly enough, and the transport whisked through the heights of the station at breakneck speeds.  “As you can see, Elenin Prime Station has been designed to resemble a true planetoid as closely as possible,” Erdeli spoke, gesturing out the window.  Benning glanced out and saw a green field below her, covered with small groups of people.  Tall, leafy trees dotted the field, and other people sat or stood beneath these.  “This is one of our parks; the grass and trees you see are real, grown from seeds imported from Earth and modified to thrive in our reduced gravity and humidity.  We also have several zoos with creatures long extinct on Earth but cloned and regrown here using archival DNA.  If you’ve never seen a living Bengal tiger or Appaloosa horse, I highly recommend visiting one.”
As they traveled, Erdeli kept up her running commentary, describing the various landmarks they passed.  There were several massive Lust Hotels, holo-suites where people could create practically any experiences they wanted for far less than doing the same thing through the Overnet would cost, and casinos that towered two hundred ems or more above the surface, busily separating the foolish from their credits.  Of course, most of them can’t use their ‘net to hack the machines, Benning mused.  If I could get a single big win…
<That’s probably not a good idea, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly warned her firmly.  <Historically, casinos have better cybersecurity than even military installations, because if they didn’t, every hacker in the galaxy would be hitting them endlessly.  Also, they’re notorious for dealing very harshly with anyone who tries.>
So, they kill me.  I’d respawn, hopefully with thousands of credits.
<Sure, but there are lots of different ways to die, and some of them are a lot less pleasant than others.  Some of them take a heck of a lot longer, too.>
Benning sighed.  There went her idea of striking it rich and using the money to buy epic gear.  She could have walked into the arena wrapped in negmass armor, armed with an anti-neutron cannon and singularity grenades, and utterly dominated.
<Oh, Benning Kidd, a few thousand credits won’t buy you that sort of gear.  You’re talking hundreds of thousands to millions of credits, especially for the armor.  You can’t replicate negative mass, so it has to be produced in the inner system and exported out here.  You won’t find anything like that in any of these stores, and you’ll pay a huge premium to have someone make it for you.>
Benning banished images of her standing victoriously over a pile of defeated gladiatorial champions and refocused her thoughts.  The transport was leaving the surface and descending into the station, passing through a brightly lit tunnel.  The lower level was built similarly to the one above, save that the overhead was only a hundred meters above the deck, so the buildings surrounding them were slightly shorter.  Twenty minutes passed as they plunged further into the depths of the station, each level a slightly smaller version of the one before.
At last, the transport pulled into a building that resembled those around it, save the plethora of armed soldiers and guards stationed at the entrance below.  The capsule slid silently to a halt, and the restraints binding Benning in place slid free.  She breathed a soft sigh of relief as the straps released her; the strange and inexplicable panic had been nibbling at the edges of her thoughts the entire time, and she’d only been able to pay partial attention to Erdeli’s tour.  It didn’t matter; Tiddly could use the station’s ‘net to guide Benning anywhere she wanted to go, after all, so it wasn’t like she needed the tour.  She was fairly certain the tour had either been a way to pass the time or intended to impress the two Citizens – which seemed pointless to her.  After all, the people in charge of this entire station certainly had no need to impress someone like Benning or Argus Leon. 
“This way, please,” Tereza Erdeli led them past the guards in the transport room and into the main building.  They walked through wide, opulently decorated halls lined with works of art that Benning didn’t recognize or care about in the slightest.  They looked fancy – and expensive – but if Benning had the sort of money it probably took to buy these sorts of things, she would have spent it on a ship or three and better gear.  This kind of ostentation felt wasteful, and she felt a wave of disapproval pass through her as she considered what looked like an unfinished painting of some man with white hair and a prominent nose, a white strip of blank canvas running along the bottom quarter of the portrait.
Erdeli led them into a room that was, if anything, even more richly decorated, and Benning had to force her face to remain neutral.  As they entered, she noticed a man sitting in a brown, syleather chair.  He had long hair the color of copper that was pulled back into a ponytail behind him, muscular arms and shoulders, and piercing, blue eyes.   He was dressed in what looked like heavy, scarlet and white fabric but that Benning suspected was some sort of armor, especially considering the rifle at the man’s side and the sidearm strapped to his hip.  Benning tensed involuntarily; had they been brought here to be executed after all?
<Look closer, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly urged her.  <This man isn’t quite what he seems.>
Benning inspected the man more meticulously, and as she did, she felt a wave of contempt wash over her.  Tiddly was right; the Citizen wasn’t what he was pretending to be.  His arms were well muscled, but his hands were soft and smooth.  His hair was long and elegant, but it would make wearing a helmet uncomfortable at best.  His weapons were exquisitely designed but poorly maintained.  The rifle beside him was placed so that he couldn’t grab it and fire it quickly, and the way he was sitting impeded his sidearm.  This was a man who looked like a competent warrior but was merely playing at it.  The question was, why would he bother to try and impress Benning and Leon?
The man held up a single finger, and Erdeli halted, turning and smiling at the three guests.  “Just one moment.  Citizen Nikita Mosin is engaged and will be with us shortly.”
“Of course,” Argus Leon said easily.  “We’re at his disposal.” 
They waited silently for five full minutes, most of which Benning decided was an affectation.  She doubted that the man was truly so engaged in whatever he was doing that he couldn’t spare a moment for the pair.  It was more likely, she decided, that he was deliberately making them wait, although she couldn’t fathom why he would. 
<Probably to show you that he can.  He’s demonstrating to you that he’s got all the power and control, here.>
What’s the point of that?  Of course he does; this station belongs to his cartel.  There’s no need to rub it in our faces.
<Your face, Benning Kidd.  I have a feeling that he’s rubbing this in your face, not Captain Argus Leon’s.  The captain’s been here before, and it seems he never got this sort of treatment.  With the way Nikita Mosin’s dressed, I think this entire show is for you.>
At last, the man turned to face the pair, a smile on his face.  “Captain Argus Leon.  Ensign Benning Kidd.  Greetings, and welcome to Elenin Prime Station.”  As he spoke, Benning noticed that his gaze lingered on her more than the captain and his smile didn’t reach his eyes. 
“We’re honored to meet you, Citizen Nikita Mosin,” Leon bowed his head.  “How can we help you?”
“Please, sit down,” the man said, waving to a pair of chairs similar to his.  Argus Leon took a seat, but Benning remained standing along with Geraldine Dickerson.  “Ensign, please join us,” the man spoke again, his voice taking on a slight edge. 
“With all due respect, Citizen Nikita Mosin, I prefer to stand,” she replied, looking around the room at the guards.  These men and women knew what they were doing; their armor was simple but functional, and they held their weapons competently. 
Ensign, what are you doing? Leon demanded silently.  Sit down!
Captain, this man brought us here for some purpose, and I suspect it has to do with me, she replied silently.  If I sit, I vastly reduce my ability to react and respond – and to protect you. 
Protect me?  Benning Kidd, if a fight breaks out here, we’re all dead.
Probably, yes, but I won’t die sitting down.  I’ll die on my feet, fighting.  There’s no reason for me to sit; I’m not part of the bargaining, and Nikita Mosin shouldn’t have anything to say to me.
“And I would prefer you sit,” Mosin interrupted their conversation, his tone definitely colder now.   “It will make it easier to conduct our dealings.”
“Citizen Nikita Mosin, the ensign is here to observe and learn,” Leon spoke up, his voice respectful but firm.  “She’s not ready to take part in the sort of negotiations we’ll be engaged in today.”
“Negotiations?” Mosin repeated.  “Oh, no, Captain Argus Leon.  There’s no need for negotiations.  Solnepril needs both the heavy metal and the antimatter you’ve brought, and I’ll pay you 10% over current market value for them, since we aren’t going to resell them.  That’s our standard offer for both items, and if you don’t take it, you won’t be able to sell it at any of the Elenin stations.”
Argus Leon sat silently for a moment, his face unreadable to Benning.  “Then – if I might ask – why did you request our presence?”
Mosin smiled.  “I confess, Captain, that it wasn’t your presence I was truly interested in.  I was hoping to meet with and speak to your ensign.  Do you accept the offer for your cargo?”
“I – of course,” the man stammered.  Benning understood his confusion; Nikita Mosin had just agreed to pay them approximately three hundred credits for their cargo without even arguing. 
“Good.”  Mosin looked up at Benning.  “Will you join us, now?”
Ensign, sit down, Leon told her silently.  That’s an order.
Benning suppressed a flash of irritation and grudgingly took a seat on the soft chair.  She made sure to sit forward, keeping the rifle and blade on her back free, and she adjusted her sidearms until they would be easy to draw. 
“Thank you,” the Citizen smiled, leaning back in his chair.  Benning waited patiently while he eyed her up and down.  “Ensign Benning Kidd,” he said slowly, tenting his fingers in front of him and resting his elbows on his chair.
“Citizen Nikita Mosin,” she replied calmly, although her eyes kept scanning the room warily.  “What can I do for you?”
“You present something of a mystery to me, Ensign,” the man spoke, his eyes growing distant as he read some notification.  “You’re a Starship Captain candidate who recently graduated from the Mars Academy a few months ago.  You have no exceptional abilities or training that I can find, and yet, you have been consistently in the top three of every tournament you’ve entered.  How did you accomplish such a feat?”
Benning shrugged.  “As you certainly know, in the Kuiper Belt, people like me join a novice group, Nikita Mosin.  Doing well there means outperforming merchants, laborers, performers – and, of course, starship officers with no formal training.  It doesn’t mean much.”
“That’s what I thought, as well,” he nodded.  “But one of my trainers has been a professional gladiator for many decades, and she assures me that you could have easily won those fights if you’d chosen to do so, and yet, you never have.  Why is that?”
Benning chuckled.  “That’s certainly no mystery.  I found a way to bet on myself, so the better I do, the worse odds I get.  I make more by betting on myself and coming in the top three than by winning.”
Mosin nodded slowly.  “That does make sense.  Still, in those novice battles, you found yourself facing not one, not two, but seven separate professional mercenaries, all of whom seemed to be gunning for you, and you never lost to any of them.  How is that possible?”
“I nearly died to one in my first tournament,” Benning pointed out. 
“True, but after that, you made a point to take out the mercenaries quickly and effectively.”
“That just makes sense, Nikita Mosin.  After that first fight, I realized that it was easy for professionals to sneak into the novice group and started watching for them.  They’re easy enough to spot if you know what to look for, and the only chance someone like me has against someone like them is to strike quickly before they expect it.”
The man nodded slowly.  “All of that sounds reasonable – but none of it explains the bounty contracts that have been placed on you in particular, does it?  Someone is currently offering – let’s see, fifty credits to anyone who kills you in the arena in a dramatic and humiliating fashion as a general bounty.  Someone wants to see you humbled, Benning Kidd.  Why is that?”
She could feel Leon’s gaze boring into her, but she ignored it.  “I wouldn’t know,” she shrugged.  “I’m just what you said: a recent Academy graduate who wanted to fight in the arena for a little extra money and glory.  There’s no reason I can think of for someone to spend credits to kill me; I’m sure it will happen soon enough anyway.”
Mosin chuckled.  “Do you know what I find most interesting of all, Captain Argus Leon?” the Citizen asked, glancing at the captain.
“No, Citizen Nikita Mosin,” the man said in a flat tone.  “I’m finding several things very interesting, personally.”
“What’s most interesting is that she’s telling the truth.  In fact, the only person who’s lied here today is you.”
“Me?” Leon replied.  “I’m sorry, I don’t understand…”
Mosin waved a hand deprecatingly.  “Nothing to be alarmed about.  You lied when you said you were honored to meet me, but then, I didn’t need my truth scanner to tell me that.  You were puzzled and worried that you had to meet me, but then, I would have felt the same in your place.  It’s nothing significant.
“I expected her to lie to me, though,” Mosin continued, looking at Benning speculatively.  “I assumed she was somehow concealing her identity, or that she truly knew why the contracts were out on her but was keeping it from you.  As far as I can tell, though, she really is just a lucky and talented officer who has no idea whose feathers she ruffled.” 
The Citizen leaned forward.  “And that interests me more and more, Benning Kidd.”  He looked down at himself.  “You may have guessed that, like you, I am a talented novice in the arena.  Unlike you, though, I’ve been fighting against seasoned professionals for years, and I win far more often than I lose.  I want to see how you really stack up – and how I compare to you.”
“It’s my intent to join the arena while we’re here,” she shrugged.  “Perhaps we’ll meet there.”
“Or perhaps you’ll be out in your first match, and I’ll be left wondering,” he shook his head.  “No, I want you to fight me in a personal, one-on-one match.  I want to see how good you really are.”
Benning stared at the man for a moment before shaking her head.  He was trying to bully her, to pressure into doing what he wanted, and a part of her rebelled against that.  She wouldn’t be bullied or coerced.  She’d had enough of that already – although, to be honest, she couldn’t really recall a time when she’d been coerced to do anything.  At the same time, she knew that she had, and she wouldn’t let it happen again. 
“Why in the Hole would I want to do that?” she asked him.
“Because you have no choice,” he grinned back.  “The only way you’ll leave this room is by agreeing to fight me.”
She snorted.  “Or what?  You’ll kill me?  Kill the captain?  Seize our ship?  Go ahead.  We’ll both respawn, and I can find a new ship.  It’s a minor inconvenience at most to me, and the cartel’s reputation will suffer for it.”
Mosin’s face was growing red.  “I can do worse than kill you, Benning Kidd,” he growled.
“Maybe,” she nodded, her irritation rising.  He was threatening her, now, and that just made her angrier.  “But I’ll bet if I draw my pistol right now and shoot you in the brain, your guards will send me to respawn pretty quickly.  Do you think the system will bring me back here?  Or will I come back on a different station, out of your reach?  I’m willing to take that gamble.  How about you?”
Mosin’s face was beet-red now, but he forced himself to take a deep breath and lean back.  “Why don’t you want to fight me?  Are you afraid of me?”
“There’s nothing in it for me,” she shrugged.  “You aren’t famous, so facing you won’t bring me any glory.  I won’t win any credits if I beat you, and I might make more enemies either way.  Plus, you can buy the best gear possible, so it’s not going to be a real test, anyway.”  She stared at him intently.  “Make it worth my while.  Otherwise, even if you do force me to enter the arena with you, I’ll just stand there and let you kill me.   How good is that going to make you look?”
Mosin’s expression grew calmer as she spoke, and the flush faded from his cheeks.  “I can appreciate some self-interest.”  He leaned back.  “With this bounty on you, you’re going to have people gunning for you.  You’ll need better gear, and that requires credits.  I’ll pay you fifty credits just to fight with me and an additional fifty if you win.  How about that?”
She shook her head.  “A hundred if I win,” she countered.  “Plus, you can only use the same gear as me.  Then it’s an actual test of skill, not just of resources.”
“Done,” he said at once, grinning.  “However, in return, I’m setting a condition of my own.”  Immediately, a notification popped up in Benning’s vision, this one a brilliant gold.
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DUEL OFFERED!

Citizen NIKITA MOSIN has challenged you to a duel in the arena.  He has agreed to the following:

NIKITA MOSIN will match his gear to yours.
NIKITA MOSIN will pay you fifty standard credits to fight him in the arena.
NIKITA MOSIN will pay you an additional one hundred credits if you defeat him. 

If NIKITA MOSIN is declared the victor, BENNING KIDD will spend one solar day as his concubine.

As the challenged party, you can refuse this duel outright, or you can accept by choosing one of the following victory conditions:

Standard Rules – The last person able to continue fighting is deemed the victor.
Death Match – The last person alive is deemed the victor.
First Blood – the first person to suffer an injury is declared the loser.
Test of Skills – The match will proceed for a predetermined time, after which an independent referee approved by both parties will determine the winner based on the skill levels displayed.
Custom Victory Condition – Choose a specific condition to determine the victor that is agreed upon by both parties.

Do you wish to accept or refuse this challenge?

[image: ]
Why is that gold, Tiddly?  I thought gold was only for level-up notices?
<Because as a Stellar Corsair, you’ll be fighting duels as part of your career path,> Tiddly explained.  <If you accept, it’ll be a step forward; if you refuse, it’ll be a step backward, since the duel is relatively fair.>
Benning sighed silently as she read the proffered deal.  Mosin had added a condition, as he’d suggested, and it was one Benning wasn’t very comfortable with.  She didn’t find Mosin particularly attractive, and so far, she hadn’t shared lust with a man she wasn’t interested in.  A day was a long time, after all, and the phrase ‘spend one day as his concubine’ was vague and a bit ominous.  Did that mean that she’d have to share lust any way he wanted for a day?  Perhaps with anyone he wanted?  She wasn’t about to agree to that.
Instead, she changed the agreement slightly and selected Standard Rules as her victory condition.  She didn’t really care about losing, here, but she didn’t really want to die, and she was certain that Mosin wouldn’t be satisfied with First Blood.  Test of Skills was tempting, but she seriously doubted she would get an impartial referee considering how important Mosin was on this station.  She sent the challenge back to him, and he looked it over, rubbing his chin.
“Share lust with Nikita Mosin for no longer than an hour’,” the man spoke thoughtfully.  “That’s a big change from a full day.”
Benning shrugged.  “An hour should be sufficient time for you to relieve your lust, and it won’t unduly delay Captain Argus Leon and the Heliopause from departing.  Time lost is money lost, after all.”
“True.  Very well, Benning Kidd, I accept.”  A notification appeared in Benning’s vision, and she read it through quickly to make sure he hadn’t tried to slip anything extra into it.  He hadn’t, and she agreed as well, sending it back to him.
“Excellent,” he said, rubbing his hands together excitedly.  “I’ll book us a time tomorrow and message it to you.  I’m looking forward to it.”  He rose, and seeing Leon follow suit, Benning stood, as well.  “Tereza Erdeli, please arrange for transportation for these two around the station.”
“Of course, Nikita Mosin,” the woman bowed her head.  “I’ll place a private transport at their disposal.”
“Until tomorrow, Benning Kidd,” Mosin laughed.  “We’ll see how good you really are.”




Chapter 18

Benning, Argus Leon, and Geraldine rode in silence in the now-empty transport capsule that was headed toward the Armory.  At least, to anyone who might have been looking in, it seemed like they rode in complete silence; in reality, a spirited conversation was happening the entire time.
You could have gotten us all killed, Ensign! Argus Leon fumed, his thoughts angry.  What were you doing, challenging Nikita Mosin that way?
Getting a better deal, she replied calmly.  And we weren’t in any danger, Captain.
Not in danger?  Did you see all those guards?  They could have killed us in an instant.
They could have, but they wouldn’t have, she assured him.  Nikita Mosin wouldn’t have gotten what he wanted if that happened, and the entire point of that meeting was for him to get what he wanted – and to look powerful doing it.  She’d been talking with Tiddly, and the AI assured her that Mosin had been far more concerned about the appearance of strength than anything else.
And what about that?  You know that you have to fight him, now.  We couldn’t flee the station, even if we wanted to.  If he kills you, do you expect us to wait for you to respawn?
I would hope so, since he was so excited to challenge me that he didn’t even bargain with you over the cargo, she chuckled.  You probably made at least a hundred credits just from my being there, Argus Leon.
He won’t kill her, Captain Argus Leon, Dickerson broke her silence, and the others looked at her.  Didn’t you see?  He wants to humiliate her and force her to admit defeat.
The captain stared at Benning.  Why? Why does he care about you?  Why are people hunting you?
I honestly don’t know, Captain, she replied as earnestly as she could.  I’m no one important and haven’t done anything to warrant having people attack me.
For Citizen Nikita Mosin, I would guess that it’s a matter of pride, Dickerson suggested.  He claims to be a skilled warrior, but I doubt he has any true ability.  My guess is that his record of victories is bought with credits and fear of reprisals.  Perhaps someone pointed out that Ensign Benning Kidd has won her matches with true skill and cunning and compared him unfavorably to her.
Leon sighed, his anger seeming to drain away.   That would explain his interest in her, he admitted.  He glanced at the woman.  Perhaps you should let him win, Ensign.
You might be right, she admitted.  And I might do that, if he’s reasonably skilled.
What if he’s not?
Then there’s no good exit from this, Captain Argus Leon, Geraldine Dickerson said simply.  If the Citizen is inept and Ensign Benning Kidd loses, it will be obvious to anyone with skill that she did so deliberately, and he’ll be mocked for his victory and take his wrath out on her.  If she wins, then he’ll be humiliated, and his peers will use it as proof that he’s not a true warrior.  There’s very little the ensign can do to keep him from being infuriated with her.
Leon was silent for a long minute, and Benning didn’t begrudge him his silence.  What Dickerson said made sense, but it rankled her fundamentally.  She was being forced into a situation she couldn’t win, and she hated it.  She guessed that Dickerson had noticed the same things she had about Mosin putting up a pretense of being a warrior, and Benning had a feeling that Mosin wasn’t particularly skilled.  That meant that win or lose, she was in trouble, and if that was the case – she might as well win in a way that sent a message.
Well, this is a fine horizon to be stuck on, the captain finally sighed.  While I still think you could have handled that more diplomatically, Ensign, I can see that it wouldn’t have mattered what you did.  In fact, I wonder if Nikita Mosin put the contracts out on you and the Heliopause to drive us into the Oort Cloud.  In that case, there’s nothing that you could have done to have avoided this.
Benning remained silent, even though she was sure that wasn’t the case.  Whoever put the contract on her did it before her first match, and there would have been no reason for Mosin to target her at that point.  It was possible that the contract on the Heliopause came from the Citizen, but in that case, she’d have thought that the contract would have demanded her capture, not her death.  If the contract vanished after this fight, she supposed she’d have her answer.
They exited the transport several minutes later, and Benning got her first look at the Armory.  She stared in amazement; the space was huge, filling the level from deck to overhead.  Holographic displays were everywhere, depicting everything from people in simple but well-crafted armor to ships firing tiny, glowing singularities at enemies, bathing the place in a flickering, prismatic radiance that almost overwhelmed her senses.  Everywhere she looked, she received notifications that some store or merchant wanted to message her, and she was tempted to open one before Tiddly warned her.
<These are nothing but advertisements, Benning Kidd.  They’re not real messages; they’re just designed to get you to spend your credits with a specific merchant.  It’s best to ignore them.>
How will I know where to go? she asked helplessly.  Tiddly, there must be hundreds of shops, here!
<381, to be precise,> the AI laughed.  <Don’t worry, Benning Kidd.  I’ve used the station’s ‘net to filter out ones that you don’t want, the ones that are too expensive or have a bad reputation.  There are two weapon shops and three armor shops that I think are in your price range and seem legitimate enough to be trusted.>
Thanks, Tiddly.  That helps a lot. As she stared at the crowd, bathed in the multihued glow of the holograms, she realized that Leon and Dickerson were looking at her, the captain with thinly veiled impatience.
“Are you okay, Ensign?” he asked, his voice slightly waspish.
“I’m fine, Captain.  I just haven’t seen anything like this before.”  She glanced at him curiously.  “Are you interested in upgrading your personal gear?”
He snorted.  “Not particularly.  I haven’t fired my sidearm in years.”
“Then there’s no good reason for you to accompany me,” she said reasonably.  “You and Geraldine Dickerson could go shop for upgrades for the Heliopause while I look for gear.  There’s no reason for us all to travel together.”
The captain shook his head.  “Remember what I said about traveling in pairs, Ensign?  This station is dangerous, even in a place as crowded as this.”
“Normally, I would agree with you, Captain Argus Leon,” Dickerson said carefully.  “In this case, I am certain that Citizen Nikita Mosin has made it known that no one should lay hands upon Ensign Benning Kidd.  If they were to do so, any victory he might achieve would seem tainted and unearned.  She will be safer than we are.”
The captain glanced at the Soldier before grunting.  “Fine.  We’ll meet back at the transport when we’re done.  You have one solar hour, Benning Kidd, and then we’re coming to find you.”
“One solar hour,” she agreed before turning her back on the pair and slipping into the throng of people.
She followed Tiddly’s directions through the teeming crowd.  She suspected that Dickerson had been correct; as she moved, the crowd almost seemed to part around her, as if everyone were giving her an extra-wide berth.  She suppressed a grin; that would certainly make her shopping easier. 
<Which do you want to look at first, weapons or armor?> Tiddly asked her.
Armor, she decided.  I want to get the armor I got from that merc looked at and, hopefully, repaired.  I can shop for weapons while that’s being done.
<Sounds great!  There are three armorers that will probably suit you.  Do you just want to go to the closest?>
Might as well.  I don’t know anything about them, so one’s as good as another, right?
<Probably.  This one’s the most expensive of the three, which could be good or bad.  They might be better quality, or they might just be trying to seem higher quality when they’re actually not.>
Tiddly led her through the crowds into a small storefront on the second level of the Armory.  The business was tucked between two larger ones, both of which had bright, flashing displays showing elaborately geared humans.  The larger stores thronged with people entering and leaving, but the smaller place was being avoided by practically everyone.  Benning stood outside and watched for a few moments, but despite the number of people passing the store, no one went inside.  Several people looked into the place, but those who did hurried past without entering.
That’s strange.  You’d think at least one person would walk inside, right?
<Unless there’s a good reason not to, Benning Kidd.  I’m not seeing any negative reports about them, but maybe everyone here knows something that isn’t posted on the Overnet, or maybe something on the local ‘net…ooh, okay, I see.>
You see what?
<Yeah, the Mosins have issued a boycott of this place.  No details, just an order that everyone who wants to remain in good standing with the family shouldn’t go inside.>
Benning stared at the building, her thoughts turning over rapidly, then walked decisively toward it. 
<Benning Kidd, are you sure?  You might be putting yourself in danger, here.>
Possibly, but I’m also betting that the shop owner is desperate for work.  I could probably get good work at a great price – especially if they know that I’m planning to use the armor to fight Nikita Mosin.
Benning stepped into an obviously empty storefront.  The walls showed pictures of various types of armor, from simple layered Molex vests to elaborate suits of full-body armor.  Benning examined the items for a moment before walking over to the counter and scrolling through the virtual catalog there.  There were surprisingly few prefabricated items for sale, but there were some decent base sets and upgrades that were surprisingly cheap.
“Are you here for Citizen Nikita Mosin?” a voice spoke, its angry tone pulling Benning from her examination.  “If you are, tell him that my answer hasn’t changed.”
“No, I’m not here for Nikita Mosin,” she smiled, glancing up at the speaker.  The woman before her was shorter than Benning and slim.  Her skin was cocoa-colored, and her hair was a fiery red that seemed almost to glow in the dim light of the shop.  She was quite beautiful, and Benning felt a tinge of envy at her nearly flawless appearance.  “I’m actually looking for an armor repair and upgrade.”
The woman’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.  “Why?” she asked bluntly.
“Because I have damaged armor that needs repairing…”
“No, why come to me?” the woman interrupted Benning.  “Why would you come to a place that’s clearly out of favor with the station’s rulers when there are a dozen places you could go to, instead?”
Benning kept the smile on her face as she examined the woman closely.  She could come up with a lie, something to flatter and appease the storekeeper, but something told her that might not be appreciated.  At last, she shrugged.  “Do you want the truth, or a comforting lie?”
The woman’s face looked startled, but it hardened a moment later.  “The truth.”
“Well, the truth is, I thought that someone being boycotted by the Mosins would be desperate enough for work that I could get a really good deal.  Plus, I’ve met Nikita Mosin, and afterward, I’m favorably inclined toward anyone he dislikes.”
The woman stared at Benning for a moment before grimacing.  “It’s true.  I can use all the work I can get.”  She sighed.  “Fine.  What do you need?”
Benning held up a minatory hand.  “I’d like to know why you’ve been blacklisted, first, if that’s okay.”
“Why should that matter?” the woman snapped.  “If you’re willing to risk the wrath of the Mosins, is the reason for it important?”
“Obviously,” Benning said calmly.  “What if they’re mad at you because you provided Nikita Mosin armor for an arena match, and it failed catastrophically on him?  Or because you cheated them on a deal?”
“My armor doesn’t fail, and I’ve never cheated anyone,” she shopkeeper replied angrily, her eyes flashing.  “Fine.  You want to know why my shop is empty?  It’s because Nikita Mosin wants me to be his personal armorer, and I’m not interested.”
“Why not?  That seems like it would bring you quite a bit of business and renown, wouldn’t it?”
“Maybe,” she agreed.  “However, it might actually hurt my reputation.  My armor wouldn’t ever get a true workout with him wearing it, and people would look at it like – like a costume.”  She looked nervous.  “This is dangerous to say, but I don’t have much to lose.  It’s common knowledge that Nikita Mosin’s arena wins are the result of thrown fights, nothing more, and anyone who was his personal armorer would be seen as a performer, not an actual armor designer.” 
She shook her head.  “Still, that’s not the real issue.  I could deal with that, and if that was all there was, I wouldn’t care.  Well, I would, but not enough to go through this.  My employment with Nikita Mosin would require me to join him in his bedchamber, as well, and that’s unacceptable to me.”
Benning looked at her curiously.  “Truly?  You’d be willing to lose your shop rather than share lust with him?”
“Yes.  If I took him up on that offer – it would destroy my reputation as an armorer.”  She snorted.  “I would become another of his concubines, someone who’s employed for their body, not their skill.  No one reputable would buy from me; I’d have to rely on Nikita Mosin’s contacts and influence for business, which would make me permanently indebted to him.  So, yes, I’d rather lose my business and be forced to start over elsewhere than become his bedwarmer.”
Benning nodded in understanding.  “That’s fair.  Why not just leave the station, though?”
“Because I’ve got a lease here,” the woman sighed.  “I would have to buy it out to walk away, which I can’t afford to do.  That’s also why Nikita Mosin doesn’t just cut my access to nano-printing supplies; it would be a breach of the lease, he’d have to buy me out, and I’d use that money to get off the station.”  The woman grunted.  “Are you still interested in giving me your business?”
“If anything, I’m more interested.  He tried to do something similar to me – turning me into his concubine, that is.  I never considered what it might look like to others if I agreed, though.”
“To you?  What, he offered you employment with him?”
“Not exactly.  He asked me to fight him in the arena.  The loss condition is that I share lust with him for up to an hour, but he wanted me to spend the day as his concubine.”
The woman’s eyes widened.  “That’s you?  You’re the one from the Kuiper Belt that he challenged?”  Her gaze narrowed suspiciously once more.  “Wait, are you going to be like the others and just let him win?”
“I’ve been considering it,” Benning admitted.  “Assuming he’s reasonably skilled, it would make more sense for me to lose but to make it a close thing.  He’ll feel vindicated, and I’ll only be out an hour of my time.”
“And if he’s not skilled?”
“Then I’ll probably have to win.  Like you, I have a reputation to consider, and losing deliberately to someone with little skill won’t help it very much.”
“Then show me the armor you want fixed,” the woman replied with a cold smile.  “If you’d been intending to lose, I wouldn’t bother fixing it up, to be honest.  What’s the point of repairing armor if you’re just going to let it deliberately get damaged?”
Benning didn’t say anything about the implied judgment of Mosin’s skill.  She’d already come to that conclusion herself, based on what she’d seen and what the woman had said.  Mosin claimed he had a combat trainer, but if working for him was more about sharing lust and becoming indebted to him than about actual employment, as the merchant said, Benning doubted he’d gotten much in the way of serious training.  Her trainers on Mars would have thrown a fit if she’d handled her armor and weapons the way he had, after all, and that was the basic training any gladiator received.
Instead, she removed the compacted armor from her kit and placed it on the counter, activating it as she did.  It unfolded quickly into a full set of rigid plates, and the woman eyed it appreciatively as the armor’s stats displayed above it on a holo-screen.
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SHOCK PLATE
Enn-steel Armor, Tier 3
Manufacturer: Mithrillene
Upgrades: Shock absorption, Auto-injector, Self-repairing
Defense Rating: 8
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“Mithrillene Mark 3 Shock Plate,” the woman observed, picking the armor up and turning it over and over.  “Enn-steel plates that absorb and disperse kinetic impacts, duralene undercoating to reflect x-rays and grasers.”  She examined the chest holes critically.  “Someone hit you with AMA, antimatter-armed rounds, didn’t they?  Antimatter-tipped ammo is the only way to make such nice, clean holes in enn-steel.  They eat right through it, so there’s no energy to disperse.”
“Can you fix it?” Benning asked, not answering the question since she didn’t want to lie outright.  “And what sort of upgrades can you give it?”
“I can fix it, no problem,” the woman shrugged.  “I just have to replace that plate and the underpadding.  It’s already got some decent upgrades – the standard Molex padding has been replaced with Fulleron, it has autoinjectors for medigel so that you get a dose whenever your Resistance drops to 40%, so long as you keep it loaded, and you’ve got a dedicated self-repairing nanofield.  If you hadn’t been hit with AMA rounds that turned that part of your armor into photons, it’d already be fixed up.”
“Is there anything you’d recommend adding to it?” Benning pressed. 
“Well, some EM shielding would help against more antimatter,” the woman shrugged.  “The neck collar could be reinforced with syleather, and I could add a layer of boron above the duralene coating to capture neutrons in case someone hits you with a beam of them.  If this were a cheap Bulwark model, I could do more, but Mithrillene’s stuff isn’t as easy to modify – but then, it doesn’t need much modification, really.  That would all be a bit expensive, though.”
“How much?” Benning asked.
“The repairs are simple and would cost you two credits.  The EM pack is the priciest part of it, but it’ll slow down mass-driven slugs and destabilize the containment of AMA ammo.  It’ll also mean that you can’t safely fire an antimatter charged weapon, though.  That’ll cost four credits to do.  The syleather is a single tic, that’s nothing, and the boron would cost three credits.  Boron’s cheap, but layering it so that the radiation it emits when it captures a neutron reflects away from you instead of cooking you is dicey.”
Benning frowned thoughtfully.  “I also need a new helmet.  Mine is a base model, and I’d like a better one with a scanner.”
“Do you want to start with a cheap model and upgrade it, or start nice and replace it when you need to?” the armorer asked.
“It seems like starting with the cheap model would be better,” Benning observed.
“Not necessarily,” the woman shook her head.  She touched the counter and selected two helmets from the catalog, pulling up their displays.  “The Bulwark 313,” she pointed to one.  “It’s their mid-grade model.  It’s HDM with a reflective coating and syleather underpadding.  It doesn’t have a scanner, and it’s useless against xrasers, grasers, neutronium-tipped slugs, or any round going faster than 8 kims per second.  It can be heavily upgraded, though, because just about everything is meant to be replaceable, and it’s got mounts for a scanner, early warning system, or 360 optics.”
“On the other hand,” she pointed to the second helmet, “The Mithrillene Haven 2 is made of foam tungsten with a duralene coating that reflects 99% of most photons except incredibly high-energy grasers, has layers of syleather and Fulleron padding it, and comes equipped with a Enolas Tech Type 1 scanner with 360 IR optics.  It’ll give you basic info on anyone you’re looking at and let you detect heat signatures around you in all directions out to 30 ems.
“Now, the Haven is expensive at twelve credits, while the 313 only costs two.  However, to upgrade the 313 to match the Haven would cost about fifteen credits.”  The woman smiled.  “That’s kind of how it works.  The cheaper stuff will cost you more in the long run to keep it from being obsolete, but each, individual step will be less expensive than tossing it and buying new.  It’s why bulwark and Isullon are way bigger than the higher-end manufacturers.  It’s easy to buy their stuff cheap, and it always seems more cost-effective to upgrade it than to start all over again.”
Benning glanced at the Haven’s catalog description.
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HAVEN 2
Foam Tungsten Helmet
Manufacturer: Mithrillene
Upgrades: Enolas Type 1 Scanner, 360 IR Optic
Defense Rating: 5
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“Then I’d be better off getting the Haven, since I’ve got the most basic helmet out there,” Benning observed.  She stared at it thoughtfully.  “Can you do 16 for all of it?”
“No,” the woman shook her head.  “It’ll cost me that just to replicate everything.  I can do twenty, though.”
“How about eighteen?” Benning offered. 
“Sorry, twenty’s the best I can do,” the woman shrugged.  “I’ve been living on nutrigel rations for the last month, trying to keep paying my rent so I don’t go into default.  I need the credits, Benning Kidd.”
Benning gazed at the woman, thinking furiously.  “How about this?” she said slowly.  “I pay you twenty, but if I can get the Mosins to buy out your lease so you can leave here, you refund me everything over cost.  Would that work for you?”
The woman laughed.  “Okay, that I can do.  I’ll still need half upfront, though, just to pay for the replication.  Sorry, but with the boycott…”  She shrugged.
“I understand,” Benning nodded.  “Of course, if you try to cheat me, I’ll make you wish that you’d taken Nikita Mosin up on his offer, you understand.”
The woman’s eyes narrowed, but she inclined her head.  “I understand.”
“Good.  What’s your designation, by the way?”
“Ramona Gruszka,” the woman replied.  “I can have all this done in two hours, Benning Kidd.”  She snorted.  “It’s not like I have anything else to do.”
Getting her weapons upgraded was far less dramatic for Benning, thankfully.  The first store she walked into was somewhat crowded, but when she spoke to the merchant, he shook his head. 
“Can’t do rush upgrades, sorry.  I’m backlogged as it is.  The best I can do for you is a solar day, and that’ll cost you extra.”
She’d thanked the man and left, then headed to the other store Tiddly had suggested.  This one was a bit less crowded, and the man behind the counter was far more accommodating.
“Let’s see what we have, here,” the man smiled at her, picking up her IMAR and examining it.  “IMAR 1, fairly heavily modified.”  He shook his head.  “I’ll be honest, I can mod this further, but…you’d be better off upgrading from a mass-driver to a fusion rifle at this point.”
“What’s the difference, and why is that better?” she asked.
“Well, the fusion rifle uses helium fusion to power the slug instead of magnetic coils,” he explained.  “It fires a heavier slug, so more energy on impact and more shrapnel damage when it shatters, and it has a higher muzzle velocity, usually 8 kims per second minimum.  The downside is that you need a helium charge and a better power pack to drive the fusion, so it’s more expensive to maintain.”
“Couldn’t you just improve the mag-coil system to give me the same benefits with my IMAR?”
He shook his head.  “I’d have to totally rework it.  You’re using a lossless coil already, which means the only way to get more acceleration is to make the coil – and the barrel – longer.  To get 8 kims with a heavier slug, I’d have to give you an almost 2-em-long barrel, which would be hard to fight with, and redo the firing chamber and loading mechanism.  You’d go through power packs about 50% faster, as well, so you’d be paying almost the same in maintenance.  It’s just not worth it for you in the long run.”
She nodded.  “Okay, so what do you recommend?”
“Isullon makes a nice base product,” he shrugged.  “If I were you, though, I’d go with a Strora Vector Mark 1.”  He pulled up an image of a rifle from his catalog.  It hung in front of Benning, fully life-sized and rotating slowly so she could examine it.  The barrel was a bit shorter than her IMAR, and the rifle seemed more solidly built.  It was onyx in color, with a padded butt and an attached scope.  “This is a good balance of power, utility, and economy.  It fires a 24mm foam tungsten and platinum slug at 8.5 kims per second and is twice as accurate as your IMAR.  It comes loaded with an Enolas Type 2 holo-scope that gives you up to 50x magnification and an absorptive stock to cushion the recoil.  You can buy the base model or get one with a compressive firing chamber that gives you an extra 10% muzzle velocity and uses less helium but more power per shot.”
Benning examined the Vector closely, scanning its details.
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VECTOR 1
Fusion Rifle, Tier 1
Manufacturer: Strora Ltd
Upgrades: 50x Scope, Shock Absorption
Damage Rating: 7.0
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“How much would it cost to get that versus an Isullon upgraded to the same thing?”
“The Vector will run you ten credits.  Getting an IFAR 1, the Isullon base fusion rifle, modded to the same specs would probably cost double that, easy.” 
Benning nodded.  “What about my IMP?”
“It’s still better to upgrade that than to buy new,” he told her.  “Lossless coils, an upgraded barrel, and a holo-sight will run you two credits for that.  You can keep firing the standard 10mm rounds, or I can mod it to fire 20mm IMAR rounds.  For a mass driver sidearm, that’s all you really need.”  He glanced over her shoulder.  “What about the blade?” he asked.
“The blade?”  She removed it and held it out.  “Can you upgrade something like this?”
“No,” he laughed.  “I can buy it from you and return it to a blank, though.  In turn, I can sell you a better blank: transtanium or foam tungsten.  Both are lighter, stronger, and will hold an edge better.  Transtanium will cost you three credits with the trade, foam tungsten five.”
“So, fifteen for everything, including the transtanium blank and the base model Vector,” she said dubiously.  “I could go as high as twelve, I suppose.”
He laughed.  “I’ll do thirteen, but only if you pick it up in an hour.  I’ve already got the rifle printed up for a customer who never claimed it, and it’s taking up space in my back room right now.  Since it’s already printed, I don’t mind dropping the price of it a bit.”
“Deal,” she nodded.  “Are you interested in buying the IMAR?”
“I’ll give you two credits for it,” he shrugged.  “It’s literally the base model that everyone gets, but the upgrades were well done, so I could resell it pretty quickly.” 
“How about giving me ammo for the Vector instead of credits?  After all, you didn’t say that the rifle came with any.”
“Good catch,” he grimaced.  “It doesn’t.  It can fire your IMAR ammo, but it’ll lose power and accuracy that way.  I can give you two boxes of the standard tungsten and platinum ammo or four of tungsten and lead.  The lead’s cheaper and lighter, so not as good against armor, but it fragments better in a soft target.”
“The standard ammo,” she shrugged.  “I don’t need better fragmentation if I can put the slug through their helmet visor, after all.”
“Very true,” he agreed.
Benning walked out with her pistol upgraded, her new rifle, and a gleaming, two-em transtanium sword strapped to her back.  The new blade was longer, broader, and thinner than her HDM sword had been, thanks to the stronger metal it was made from.  It still had a needlelike point on it, but the wider blade allowed her to slash with it, and the longer hilt meant she could use it with two hands for extra power if needed.  The best part was that it could collapse down to half an em, an upgrade that had cost her five tics.  She window-shopped for a bit, checking out costs to upgrade and repair starship armaments, met up with Captain Argus Leon and Soldier Gerladine Dickerson to assure them she was fine, and finally went back to pick up her newly restored armor.
“I altered it a bit for you,” Ramona Gruszka told Benning blandly as the corsair removed her comparm and put on the heavier armor.  “I thought you might want it to match your ship colors.  Also, for some reason, it was sized to fit a man, and one much bigger than you.  I’m sure there’s an explanation for that, but I don’t much care.”
“Thanks,” Benning smiled, looking down at the armor, which now had the same shade of matte green with gold accents as her crew uniform.  The armor was heavy but not bulky or confining.  It only weighed about twenty kigs and was well designed to distribute the load across her shoulders, chest, and hips so it didn’t pull or drag on her.  It would take some practice to get used to wearing it, but the extra protection it offered would definitely come in handy tomorrow.
After all, Nikita Mosin didn’t strike Benning as the type to follow the rules, and she doubted he cared about his reputation as much as he cared about winning. 
As far as Benning could see, the only way forward was to either destroy her own reputation or to make an enemy out of a man with the power to do her real harm.  Either way, tomorrow is not going to be a good day.




Chapter 19

The Grand Arena, as it was called on Elenin Prime Station, was enormous.  Granted, Benning had only really been inside the Kuiper station arenas, but those had mostly been designed to seat several thousand people and provided a battleground 50 to 100 ems across.  The Grand Arena on the surface of the station was a full kim wide and could probably house a million people within it.  It had holos so that no one felt like they were too far from the action and a fighting ring in the center that was 300 ems wide.  A dome enclosed the arena overhead, allowing the arena officials to make the sky look like anything they wanted it to, and holos ringed the periphery to simulate terrain.
Almost the entire crew of the Heliopause rode in the private transport to the arena.  Argus Leon kept questioning her about what she was planning, but she told him that she honestly had no idea.  Technically, that was true.  She knew what she was going to do if different scenarios occurred, but until she knew which of those scenarios was the true one, she couldn’t say what she was truly going to do. 
When Benning arrived, she’d half-expected the arena to be empty, or perhaps to be occupied solely by Nikita Mosin’s guards and hangers-on.  Instead, there were a solid thousand people in the arena, all sitting in one section, talking with various levels of animation.   The contestants’ entrance was closed, so Benning walked to the main entrance and found a man dressed in black and teal waiting for her.
“Ensign Benning Kidd,” the man addressed her, inclining his head.  “Please, follow me to check in.”
“Of course,” she replied before turning to the captain.  “Don’t place or take any bets on or against me,” she told him firmly.  “I truly don’t know what I’m going to do, yet.”
The man sighed.  “Fine.  But try not to get a death mark put on our heads, Benning Kidd.”
“I can’t promise anything,” she shrugged.  “It’s all up to Nikita Mosin, not me.”
She followed the official into the arena, where she passed through a standard scanner.  Both she and her gear carefully radiated the IDs she wanted; although she doubted Mosin would strictly stick to their agreement, if he did, he’d be at a disadvantage, using .  “It’ll take twenty minutes or so to have gear that matches yours fabricated,” the man told her once she’d been scanned.  “Please join Citizen Nikita Mosin in the waiting area.”
Benning dutifully followed the man into the waiting area, which was large and open the way the novice waiting area was in the Kuiper stations.  Only one person was there, though, instead of the usual press of bodies.  Nikita Mosin sat, unarmed and unarmored, without guards or escorts, looking totally at ease and relaxed.
“Ensign Benning Kidd,” he called out to her as she entered. “Please, come join me while we wait for my gear to be produced.”  He looked her up and down.  “You look somewhat better outfitted than you did yesterday, I must admit.  I thought I was going to be competing in Bulwark comparm.”
“I was wearing that to present a show of being prepared to defend myself while in the station,” she shrugged, sitting down carefully, keeping her weapons free.  “This is for combat.”
He nodded.  “Smart of you.  The station’s not exactly safe since we don’t police it much.  Solnepril – and the Mosin family in particular – tend to believe that a person should be allowed to do as they wish and deal with the consequences of that.  Someone can walk up to you and kill you in the middle of the Promenade, and no one will stop them – unless you have friends or guards, that is.  If you do, they will probably kill that person in return, and everything evens out.”
Benning nodded but remained silent.  She suspected that the cartel interfered more than Mosin implied it did, but probably only when doing so was in its interests.  A random Citizen being killed in the station here and there wouldn’t really matter to them, but too many of them would make people nervous about coming here or going out to spend credits.  The cartel likely walked a fine line between administering the station and governing it, and Benning could appreciate that.  Too much regulation could drive people away, but not enough could scare them off. 
At the same time, she felt that there was more to his words than he’d really said. 
<You’re right, there, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly agreed.  <He’s looking very predatory right now.  I think he’s suggesting that he’s not planning on following the rules, and he’ll just deal with the consequences of that afterward.>
That…totally made sense.  If Mosin was one of the more powerful people on the station, he might just be using this match to show how ruthless and unconcerned for the rules he was.  Maybe this wasn’t about Benning so much as it was about him cowing anyone who might have dared mock him.  
“Yes, I think you understand, Benning Kidd,” he chuckled.  “I’m afraid this probably isn’t going to go well for you.”
She stared impassively at him.  “And?”
“What do you mean, and?”
“And how does that change anything?  Do you think I didn’t suspect that you’d cheat, Nikita Mosin?  Did you think that now that you’ve all but told me you would that I would surrender to you?  Be afraid?”
“Many would, Benning Kidd,” he replied.  “Many people – on this station or elsewhere – would be very afraid, right now.”
“Those people aren’t me,” she said simply.  “I knew that I would be facing those with better gear, better training, and more experience when I came to the Oort Cloud.  If that didn’t scare me, then I’m not going to be concerned about some rich, lazy Citizen who’s paid for his victories and is afraid to face a starship ensign without an overwhelming advantage.”
His face grew redder as she spoke, until it was so purple that she wondered if he might rupture a blood vessel.  “You dare speak to me like that?” he hissed, leaning forward.  “I could have you killed, your captain killed, and your ship seized in an instant!”
“You could, but what would that accomplish for you?  Nothing, any more than defeating me by cheating will.  It’ll invalidate the agreement, so I won’t have to share lust with you, and while it’ll tell people that you don’t care about the rules, they’ll also know that you’re too weak to succeed on your own.  All I have to do is do well against you, and even in losing, my reputation will grow.”  She shook her head.  “Your cheating is the best possible outcome for me, Nikita Mosin.”
His eyes blazed with fury.  “No, you aren’t getting out of our agreement that easily,” he growled.  “I’ll follow the letter of our agreement, and when I still beat you, your precious reputation will be ruined.”  He laughed aloud.  “No matter what you might wish, everyone will see you as just another of my concubines, especially when I refuse to allow your captain to leave the station with you aboard.  You’ll be stuck here until I decide that you can leave, and this won’t be the last time that we fight.”  He laughed again, a high, cold sound that chilled Benning.  “You’ll have a long, long time to regret what you’ve said to me today!”
His diatribe fell quiet, and Benning held her tongue.  Mosin had made her decision for her.  Losing was no longer an option, and neither was winning graciously.  There was only one way forward from here.  Silently, she sent a message to Argus Leon.  Captain, if you’d like, feel free to bet heavily on me. 
What? he replied, the tone of his thoughts startled.  Benning Kidd…
Nikita Mosin is giving me no choice, Argus Leon, she replied solemnly, repeating his words.  If I lose to him, I’ll be trapped on this station.  The same if I beat him but he feels like it’s a close match.  There’s only one way he’ll allow me to leave.
Leon was silent for a moment.  You have to humiliate him, he sighed silently.  I understand.  Can you do it?
From what I’ve seen of him?  Yes.  He’s likely to cheat, though, once he realizes that he’s losing, so there’s a chance I might not win.  Even then, though, any bets for me should be voided if he does.
Fine.  I’ll look into it.
Benning sat silently as the arena official came in bearing a set of gear that looked just like Benning’s.  She knew that it probably wasn’t, but then, Benning’s gear wasn’t exactly what it appeared to be, either.  They were both probably in for some surprises.
Once Mosin was dressed, the official led them out into the arena, along a path that led toward the center.  Benning could see what looked like lush vegetation looming before her.  Trees with wide, flat leaves toward overhead.  Walls of shrubbery bounded the path leading into a stand of trees so dense that the light overhead barely penetrated beneath it. 
<It’s a good thing you got that IR helmet, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly said enthusiastically.
The official stopped before they entered the trees and began speaking to the audience, but Benning tuned him out.  Instead, she activated her new scanner and turned it on her opponent.
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So, his armor and weapons looked like hers, at least to her level 1 scanner.  That didn’t mean much.  She knew better than anyone that it was possible to radiate a false transponder signal, and she suspected Mosin’s gear had been rigged to do just that.  What was interesting is that she was reading his Resistance to be maybe a bit lower than hers, despite his much higher level.  Perhaps he’d never really trained that stat; after all, if he were buying his wins, he wouldn’t need much Resistance.
She shifted her focus to her IR optic and peered beneath the canopy ahead.  The dark areas shadowed by the trees grew clearer as the small differences in the ambient temperature and that of the vegetation shone in her sight.  At the same time, she could see the official standing before her and Mosin at her side as the optic fed a panoramic view into her ‘net, which sent it directly into her brain.  She could literally see in every direction at once, and the effect was a bit disconcerting.
“Each contestant will receive one minute’s grace to enter the arena safely.”  The announcer was looking at Benning directly now, pulling her focus to his words.  “Neither contestant will take any hostile moves during that time.  Is that understood?”  She nodded and observed Mosin inclining his head beside her.   “Very well.  As the challenged party, Benning Kidd, you may enter first.” 
He stepped out of the way, and Benning immediately jogged into the trees, following the path until her optic showed that she was out of sight of the two men before pushing through the bushes framing the path and ducking out of sight.  A moment later, her optic showed her an outline of Mosin slipping past her down the path.  Has it been a minute yet?  I really want to shoot him.
<No, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly laughed.  <You’ve got some time.>
Even through the heavy foliage, Benning’s optic showed her Mosin walking along the path, taking a sharp turn.  Suddenly, the man vanished from her sight, and she frowned.  He’d only been ten ems from her, well within the range for her new scanner.  Where had he gone to?
She resisted the urge to head toward him and investigate; if she knew how to hide herself from an IR scanner, she’d have done so and then laid an ambush for anyone coming to investigate.  Instead, she moved away from him, deeper into the jungle.  She moved as quietly as she could, but she had no experience traveling in this sort of environment, and she knew she was being loud.  She sighed and stopped moving, looking around with her new optic.  She could see lots of trees, lots of leaves, and even a few piles of stone here and there.  What she couldn’t see was Mosin.
She hunkered down into the nearest bush, closing her eyes and examining the image her optic was giving her.  The image wasn’t as detailed as her eyes were, and the objects in it were less solid in her vision somehow, but they were clear.  She could sense the holos surrounding the jungle enclosure as solid walls, their holograms invisible to her IR sight, so he couldn’t be using her trick to hide inside the images.  She took a deep breath and buried herself deeper in the foliage.  Wherever he was, he was probably waiting for her to come looking for him, so if she didn’t move…
Something flashed in her optic, a bright flare of heat that instantly drew her attention.  An instant later, something cracked against the side of her armor, bruising her with the force of the impact but not doing any real damage.  Benning dropped to the ground and swung her rifle toward the flash; Mosin had appeared for just an instant in her mind, but before she could bring her barrel around for a shot, he vanished utterly once more.  Is he cheating already?  Using some sort of cloaking device to hide himself from me?
It didn’t matter; he’d spotted her position, so staying here would be suicidal.  She rose to a crouch and moved, once again moving away from where he’d been – which was, she suddenly realized, twenty ems from where he’d first disappeared.  Not only had he vanished, he’d traveled half the arena without her spotting him.  If he could do that – could move freely through the space without being seen – then she was in a significant amount of trouble.
She found another spot and settled in, this time placing her back to the outer holos.  She wasn’t concealed within them – she doubted that trick would work against anyone who’d seen her do it – but now she only had to focus her attention on a 180-degree field.  Hopefully, if she could focus her vision, she could…
Another flash erupted, this one to her left, and a heavier impact smashed into the side of her hip.  She dropped and sighted on the brief flicker of Mosin’s presence that popped into her view and pulled the trigger on her rifle.  Mosin had vanished again, but a loud crack sounded from where he’d been for that instant – which was thirty ems from where he’d been the last time he’d popped up.  He was moving faster than she was, and he was doing it invisibly.  She didn’t know how that was possible, but she did know that she had to move again, and quickly. 
This time, she moved toward where she’d seen the man last.  She stayed crouched and headed forward cautiously, watching her IR display as intently as she could.  She’d moved about ten ems before another flash erupted behind her, and another slug smashed into her.  Pain flared in her back, but again, it was only superficial bruising.  Her new armor was holding up, for which she was inordinately glad.  Had she been wearing her comparm, this fight might have already been over.
As she fell, she rolled forward, crashing through some brush and smacking hard against a pile of stone, which was probably what she’d heard her bullet crack against.  She rose to a crouch, but as she did, she frowned.  In her IR sight, something seemed off about the nearby stone.  She examined it carefully; it was a squarish slab of rock around three ems on each side, raised above the ground and covered with moss and vines.  It had lines cut in the sides and along the top that made it look like it had been made of smaller, rectangular rocks laid in an offset pattern and bonded together somehow.  The pattern of the stone was even, regular, and almost boringly banal…
She froze.  There, in one corner of the slab, the stonework turned into a flat, smooth sheet.  She moved over to it and opened her eyes; the stone looked perfectly mundane in her normal vision, but to her optic, it looked like a sheet of glass, one that was sunk into the stone around it.  A holo, she realized, concealing a gasp.  The stone here’s a florking holo; is that how he’s disappearing?
Benning crept over to the holo and peered down into it.  This had to be how Mosin was disappearing; something was underneath this holo, and he was vanishing into it. 
<Probably a tunnel,> Tiddly supplied.  <IR can’t see through the ground very well, after all.>
Another flash erupted from Benning’s right, and this time, the bullet cracked into the side of her helmet.  She staggered and fell back off the stone, her ears ringing and her head pounding from the impact, but her upgraded helmet had stopped the bullet.
Benning ducked down behind the stone, her mind racing.  This had to have been part of the setup against her.  Mosin obviously knew this area well; he’d gone straight into one of the tunnels and vanished within it.  Somehow, he was keeping tabs on her movements, and he was using the tunnels to pop up and attack her.  To this point, he’d been toying with her, but if she didn’t get it together fast, he’d grow bored and upgrade to better ammo that could punch through her armor. 
So far, she’d been reacting, trying to avoid being hunted.  She hadn’t yet tried to hunt the Citizen.  That wouldn’t be easy; if he knew where she was, she couldn’t just wait by an entrance and hope he came out.  No, she needed to be somewhere that she could see the ground and keep tabs on Mosin’s tunnels, somewhere she could spot him as he emerged.  Somewhere – she glanced up at the canopy overhead and grinned.  Somewhere high.
She moved toward a tree that had large branches hanging low enough for her to reach and scrambled into it.  She moved easily into the limbs despite the weight of her armor and scurried up into the canopy.  Her normal vision was totally obscured by the leaves and branches surrounding her, but her optic was working fine; with it, she had a clear view of the ground almost everywhere in the arena.  She sat quietly and waited, her back to the trunk and her eyes closed.  She just had to be patient…
A sudden movement caught her attention.  It was out in front of her, twenty ems distant; a section of a stone slab lifted up, and the barrel of a rifle poked out of it.  Benning braced herself for the muzzle flash, but the barrel seemed to be sweeping the ground before it, not targeting her.  Benning was tempted to take a shot, but it wasn’t a great angle or a large target.  She was the hunter, now, and she could wait for her prey.
Mosin’s weapon disappeared, and Benning waited silently.  Several seconds later, another section of stone lifted up, and the rifle barrel poked out once more, sweeping the area.  He doesn’t know where I am, she thought grimly.  However he was tracking me, it only worked when I was on the ground.  The rifle slipped back into the ground once more, and still Benning waited. 
Mosin slipped around the arena for two more minutes, poking just the barrel of his rifle out, and as he did, Benning mentally mapped the locations of his exits.  There were five, it seemed, set in an irregular pentagon.  Mosin kept moving from location to location, scanning the ground but never once looking up into the canopy.  After the first minute, Benning realized that the man was moving in a pattern; after the second, she realized that he was growing frustrated. 
Finally, he opened the concealing hatchway into his exit a bit too far.  It wasn’t much of a gap, maybe ten cims or so, but at only ten ems distance, it was more than enough.  Benning sighted carefully with her rifle, following the barrel of Mosin’s weapon up into the space, to where his helmet visor gleamed for a single instant.   She exhaled and touched the trigger, bracing herself against the recoil. 
Unlike her old IMAR, the Vector let out a loud crack as it ejected its slug, and a flash of white light burst from the muzzle.  Mosin cried out as her bullet slammed into his visor, and Benning saw cracks running through it as the slug shattered the protective faceplate.  The man jerked back reflexively, and as he did, his rifle lifted the tunnel covering completely open, exposing more of the Citizen.  Benning fired again, this time aiming at the man’s chest, and a long crack appeared on his breastplate as her slug slammed into it.
Mosin scrambled to return to his tunnels, but Benning had already leaped from her perch.  She landed heavily on the ground and felt a twinge of pain shoot up her ankle into her leg, but she ignored it and sprinted toward the man as best she could.  He spun toward her the moment her feet touched the ground, and he fumbled with his rifle to bring it around and point it in her direction.  The dense foliage apparently blocked his view of her, though, and in the few seconds it took him to locate her, Benning had cleared the distance and was on top of him.
Her right foot lashed out, slamming into the side of the man’s head.  The blow wasn’t close to enough to get through his armor, but it did knock him sprawling for a moment.  He grabbed his sidearm and pointed it at her, but she snatched his wrist with her left hand, twisted, and pulled.  His armor kept her from hyperextending his joints, but she locked his arm rigidly and used that leverage to haul him out of the tunnel, sending him sprawling to the ground.  The tunnel lid slammed shut behind him, and Benning turned to face Mosin, her feet wide and her hands moving.
The Citizen brought his pistol back around, but Benning snapped a kick at his wrist, knocking his weapon upward.  Before he could bring it back down, she yanked her own pistol free and fired a shot at his cracked faceplate.  Mosin screamed as the visor shattered, showering his face with shards of glass and a spray of bullet shrapnel.  He threw his arm across his face reflexively, and she used the moment to snatch the pistol from his hand and toss it away from the pair.
Mosin grabbed his second sidearm, probably a photon pistol like hers, but before he could draw it, she stepped forward and slammed her fist into his unprotected face.  He stumbled backward, his knees buckling, and she grabbed his armor with one hand before reaching her leg in between his and hooking it behind one of his knees.  She slammed her armored elbow into his helmet, and he fell hard onto his back as her entangled leg tripped him. 
He recovered quickly and pointed the photonic pistol at her, pulling the trigger.  Benning ignored it and snatched her blade from her back, but an instant later, fire exploded in her chest as her Resistance bar plummeted to 50%.  It felt as if the Citizen had hit her with a laser, but one that passed completely through her armor somehow.  It had to be a neutrino beam, but somehow Mosin had set the neutrinos to decay inside her, rather than against her armor.  Her throat felt blistered, her lungs labored to breathe, and her heart hammered in her chest.  Unthinkingly, she swept her sword at the man, aiming not for his body or head but for the wrist holding the pistol.  He screamed as the blade hit the thinner, more flexible armor there and shattered his wrist, knocking the gun free from his hand. 
She staggered, struggling to stand as the pain surged in her and her Resistance continued to drop  A moment later, she felt a rush of cold flow into her leg as her autoinjector fired a blast of medigel into her system.  Her breathing eased and her heartrate slowed as the nanobots raced through her damaged chest and hastily repaired what damage they could, bringing her Resistance back to 60%.  She wasn’t completely healed, but the pain was lessened enough for her to function, which was really all she needed.
Apparently, Mosin had a supply of medigel, as well.  The cuts in his face were healing as she watched, and his broken wrist straightened.  She wasn’t going to give him time to recover, though.  She raised her pistol and fired three shots, targeting the crack in the center of the man’s breastplate.  The armor rippled and flexed as the first two bullets slammed into it and their impact was distributed, but the third vanished into Mosin’s chest, and the citizen fell to one knee, gasping and coughing.  Benning hefted her blade and thrust it into the man’s open helmet, puncturing his eye.  Mosin tried to scream, but all that came out was a hoarse, bloody cough; the bullet, it seemed, had torn up at least one of his lungs.  Another wave of medigel would fix that damage, of course – except the destroyed eye, which would have to grow back using the man’s nanofield – but Benning wasn’t done, yet. 
She punched him in the face again, this time using the hilt of her sword, and he dropped once more, seemingly dazed.  Benning slashed with her sword again, this time targeting the man’s ankle, and she heard a snap as the impact shattered the bone beneath the soft armor there.  Mosin shouted again, his voice sounding stronger – it looked like he’d used another dose of medigel after all – and scrambled for his fallen pistol.  Benning kicked it away, though, holstered her own pistol, and gripped her sword with two hands.  She hefted it behind her shoulder and slashed down with it, over and over, chopping brutally at the Citizen’s less-armored joints and stabbing into his face.  The syleather and Fulleron protecting one elbow sheared away completely, and her blow severed his arm, leaving it connected only by the armor on the outside of his elbow, which still held.  Another blow nearly removed his foot, while a third took off three of his fingers when he tried to raise his arm to protect himself from a blow. 
At last, the holos surrounding Benning vanished, and the announcer’s voice boomed over the arena.  “Hold!” the man shouted, and Benning immediately ceased her attack.  Mosin lay below her, moaning and bleeding, apparently out of medigel.  One arm flopped as if boneless; the other was clutched against him, the wrist hanging limply and several fingers missing entirely.  Both legs were stiff and unmoving, one with the ankle dangling precariously and the other with the knee badly cut and bleeding.  The man’s face was a mass of cuts, one eye missing and the other swelling shut, and he sobbed in pain through torn and bloody lips.
The arena official walked into the forest, staring impassively at the pair.  He examined Mosin, lying on the ground, and nodded his head.  “As contestant Nikita Mosin is unable to continue, this duel is declared over.  Benning Kidd is the winner!”
A few cheers and whistles rang from the crowd, but when Benning looked out at them, most people seemed to be too shocked to say much.  She didn’t blame them; she could have beaten Nikita Mosin in a far less brutal fashion – another rifle bullet into his shattered visor, for example – but instead, she’d chosen to savage the man.  Looking down on his corpse, she supposed she should feel something – pity, perhaps, or revulsion – but she simply couldn’t bring herself to do so.  Mosin had brought this on himself, by putting Benning into this situation, and all she felt was relief that it was over.
“No!” Mosin gasped as his nanofield worked to repair the massive damage to his body.  “No, she didn’t win!  She – she cheated!”
“In fact, Nikita Mosin, you broke the rules of our duel,” Benning replied calmly, walking over and picking up his fallen pistol.  She brought it over to the official and showed it to him.  “He was using this.”
“That was hers,” Mosin gasped.  “Not mine!”
She shrugged.  “There’s a simple way to check.”  She wrapped her hand around the pistol’s grip and pulled the trigger.  As she’d expected, nothing happened.  “This weapon is locked to its owner.  That’s not me, so I can’t use it.”
The official seemed to deflate.  “Benning Kidd,” he spoke softly, his voice no longer carrying across the arena, “this gives you cause to contest this match, and if you choose to do so, no one will blame you.  However – I’m asking you not to do that.  You’ve defeated Nikita Mosin thoroughly, even though he had all the advantages and used a prohibited weapon, this neutrino gun.”  He shook his head.  “This will only grow your reputation, and if you choose not to prosecute this even when you could, your fame will spread faster, and the arena will avoid a difficult situation with the Mosin cartel.”
“I’m not interested in punishing him,” she assured the man.  “I won the duel.  The prize and fame are enough for me.”
“Thank you,” the official sighed in relief.  “Please, return to the waiting room while Nikita Mosin’s wounds heal, and then we’ll have a formal announcement of your victory, along with the transfer of credits.”
“Transfer?” Mosin repeated, dragging himself to a sitting position and wincing in pain as he did so.  “There won’t be any transfer.  This match isn’t over!”
“Citizen Nikita Mosin,” the official spoke, his voice grave and tinged with a note that Benning didn’t recognize, “when you entered the arena, you agreed to abide by the arena’s judgment.  It’s our judgment that Benning Kidd is the victor, and…”
“NO!” Mosin cut the man off, his face furious behind his shattered visor.  “There will be a rematch when I’m healed, and this time, I won’t hobble myself!  I’ll show you what it means to cross a Mosin, Benning Kidd!”
“Citizen, I urge you to restrain yourself and accept the ruling,” the official said, his voice a hoarse whisper.  “For your sake, please don’t renege on your arrangement!”
“I am Nikita Mosin!” the man shouted.  “The only rules I follow are my own!  This gassucker of a woman will get nothing from me, and we WILL fight once more!  I demand…”
The man’s tirade broke off as a notification appeared in Benning’s mind, one that had apparently also shown up in Mosin’s.
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VIOLATION!
This is a local announcement that a contestant in the arena has committed an egregious offense against the arena. 

By refusing to accept the lawful decision of the Fight Master, Citizen NIKITA MOSIN is in violation of the terms of participation in the GRAND ELENIN ARENA.  As a consequence, it is determined that NIKITA MOSIN will pay the following penalties:

1000 Credit loss to the GRAND ELENIN ARENA.
Ban from all combat in any Oort Cloud arena for 1 solar year.
Loss of any accumulated renown or rank in this arena.
Immediate respawn.

Let this stand as a warning: the terms of the arena are not to be taken lightly!
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“No!” Mosin shouted, his eyes growing wide.  “You can’t do…” 
Whatever it was the arena couldn’t do, Benning never found out.  Mosin’s voice fell silent and his face paled as he clutched his chest.  He fell onto his back, his body spasming and shaking for several, long seconds before finally falling still.  Benning stared in shock; apparently, the system had just killed Nikita Mosin. 
“The judgment of the arena is swift and certain,” the man who was apparently the Fight Master spoke, his voice sounding tired but carrying across the entire arena clearly.  “I hope everyone present learns from this.  No one, no matter how powerful, crosses the arena.”
The man turned to Benning, his face pale and drawn.  “Return to your ship, Citizen.  My advice to you is to be gone from this station before Nikita Mosin is reborn.  This won’t be the end of this, mark my words.”




Chapter 20

Benning turned away from the corpse of Nikita Mosin, her thoughts racing.  Tiddly, did the system – did it really just kill Nikita Mosin?
<I’m afraid so, Benning Kidd,> the AI replied sadly.
How?
<Well, the system ultimately controls everyone’s cybernet, which itself controls all the functions and processes of their body.  From Nikita Mosin’s reaction, I’d guess that the system stopped the signals going to his heart, causing him to go into cardiac arrest and die.>
I – I didn’t know the system had that kind of power over us, Tiddly.  That’s a little bit…frightening.
<Now you understand why the system is so heavily limited with protocols.  It literally has total control over every person, bot, and object in the Collective.>
And what protocol lets it kill someone like that?  That seems like something that the system would be designed to avoid doing.
<Normally, you’re right.  There are a lot of protocols in place to keep the system from harming humans.  However, there are times when the system is allowed or even encouraged to end a life.  For example, there’s a protocol called ‘In Extremis’ that allows the system to kill a Citizen who would otherwise be trapped in an inescapable situation.  If you were about to fall into the event horizon of a true singularity, for example, were being subjected to torture that could damage your psyche, or were imprisoned with no way to escape and no end in sight, the system would kill you and respawn you to get you out of that situation.
<In this case, though, the protocol is ‘For Every Choice, a Consequence’.  Part of the contract everyone signs to participate in the arena includes the possibility of respawning as a penalty for violating the arena’s rules.  The system decided that Nikita Mosin’s actions would best be punished by respawn.  I’m sure the fact that his death gives you a chance to escape the station played into that decision, as well.  The system likes to give everyone fair chances, after all.>
Benning was about to respond when she stepped into the waiting room and froze.  A figure stood in the darkened area, and it took her eyes a second to adjust enough to see it clearly.  The figure was a man, one who oddly looked to be middle-aged rather than twenty-something as most Citizens were.  He was dressed in the same scarlet and white that Nikita Mosin wore, although his clothes shimmered strangely and had a line of gold separating the two colors.  His skin was light, and his eyes were a startlingly vivid green.  Four guards bearing what looked like top-quality weapons and armor stood behind the man, each looking practically everywhere except at Benning.
“Ensign Benning Kidd,” the man spoke, his voice quiet but commanding, with a rich quality that almost demanded that Benning pay attention to it.  “Purported Starship Captain and amateur gladiator, hiding her true self behind a mask of digital falsehoods.” 
Benning felt a stab of alarm; if this man had penetrated her Cyberfeiting disguise and knew who and what she truly was, he could reveal her to the arena.  That would destroy her reputation and probably get her banned from the local arenas the same way that Mosin had been…
“Relax, Citizen,” the man smiled without any real warmth.  “I have no interest in revealing your identity.  There’s simply no profit in it for me, especially after what just happened between you and my son.”
“Your son?” Benning repeated, her mind suddenly kicking into gear and making the connection.  “Nikita Mosin is your son, and he’s one of the more influential people on this station, so you must be…”
“My designation is Fyodr Mosin Dmitrievich,” the man spoke without inclining or bowing his head.  “And I’m afraid that both you and Nikita Mosin have a somewhat inflated idea of his worth to this station and the Mosin family in general.”  The man sighed, then beckoned to the woman.  “Please, come sit with me.”
Benning wanted to argue, but so far, the Citizen had treated her respectfully.  It only made sense to give him the same treatment in return; if she repaid courtesy with disrespect, she’d be acting no better than the younger Mosin had.  Plus, she suspected this man had far more power than she could imagine, and angering such a person unnecessarily was foolish.  Benning was many things, but she tried to avoid being a fool whenever possible.  She bowed her head and followed the man to a place where they could sit, facing one another.
Fyodr Mosin looked around at the waiting room and smiled.  “It’s been a long time since I’ve been here,” he said conversationally.  He looked back at her.  “I once competed in the arenas as you did, Benning Kidd, a professional pretending to be an amateur.  I did well, but my path lay in a different direction – as, it appears, yours will eventually.  I’ve never heard of a Stellar Corsair before.  How is that different from Starship Captain or System Pirate?”
“I don’t know anything about the System Pirate path,” Benning shrugged.  “However, a Stellar Corsair lives on the boundaries of the law seeking glory in battle, both in the arena and in naval combat.”
“So, a smuggler and pirate who lives for glory instead of profit?” the man said thoughtfully.  “Intriguing.  Sometime, perhaps, you’ll have to tell me how you gained such an unusual career path.” 
“I’d be happy to,” she nodded, although she truly hoped she never had to share that story.
“Good.  That will have to wait, though.”  He sighed.  “You’re probably wondering why I’m here, Benning Kidd, and what it means for you and your vessel.  Part of the reason is that you’ve been wronged by my family, and it’s up to me to make amends for that wrong.  However, as I’m sure you realize, I could have handled that easily through any number of functionaries or simply a message through the system itself. 
“No, I wanted to meet you in person to see who it is that have the other Nobles so up in arms,” he continued.  “I’m wondering if you’re really such a threat that increasingly larger bounties be put on your life – and death.”  He shook his head.  “I admit that I don’t really understand the uproar.”
<Other Nobles?  Oh, flork, Benning Kidd, he’s a Noble,> Tiddly gasped.  <Oh, this isn’t good!>
What’s wrong, Tiddly?  Benning was startled; she’d never heard the AI swear before.
<Benning Kidd, Nobles aren’t bound by most of the rules of the system.  They’re each a law unto themselves.  About the only rule they have to follow is that they aren’t allowed to delete the existence of a Citizen from the system or act to directly destroy one without cause.  Otherwise, they can do pretty much whatever they want, and the only consequence they might face would be if another Noble opposes them.  You humiliated his son, which means that Fyodr Mosin could order the system to kill you, right now, and it would, Benning Kidd.  It wouldn’t hesitate for a second.>
Mosin was looking at her curiously.  “You don’t seem very alarmed to find out that Nobles are looking to kill you, Benning Kidd,” he observed.  “Most Citizens would be in something of a panic over that realization – unless you knew it already?”
Benning nodded.  “I realized it the first time I was ambushed in a tournament by mercs.  The contract happened too quickly, and it was too easy for them to get into the novice group.  I assumed either some powerful corporation was after me or a Noble was.”
“Most of the powerful corporations have one or more Nobles at their head, so those are usually the same thing,” Mosin chuckled.  “Still, very perceptive of you.  Do you know why you’re being targeted?”
“No.  Do you?”
“I do,” the man nodded.  “I won’t tell you, though, for your own sake.  You’ll have to trust me on that; for the moment, it’s far better that you don’t know.  I can tell you that it isn’t anything you’ve done, it’s who you are, and there’s nothing you can do to fix it.”
Benning peered at the man, her curiosity nagging at her.  If he really knew what was happening, perhaps she could wheedle the information from him.  She couldn’t threaten him, of course, but if she offered him something in return for that information…
<I wouldn’t push him, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly warned her.  <Remember the whole ‘law unto themselves’ thing?  There’s literally nothing you can offer him that he can’t simply demand on his own and get from the system.  If he says he won’t tell you, there’s probably nothing you can do to change that.>
“However, I do come bearing some gifts,” Fyodr Mosin continued.  “My son’s actions are inexcusable, and they reflect poorly on the whole family.  It’s only fair that I make things right.”
Benning looked at the man curiously.  “Which actions, Noble Fyodr Mosin?  Forcing me into a conflict I had no interest in fighting?  Cheating in an attempt to win?  Or refusing to accept the arena’s decision?”  He looked at her sharply, and she grimaced.  “Forgive me, but I’m genuinely curious to know what it is that upset you.  I’d rather not do it myself, if I can.”
“Ah.  Well, none of those, in truth,” the man shrugged.  “You may have heard from my son that the Mosin’s believe that everyone should be allowed to make their choices and deal with the consequences, and that’s true.  I maintain that true freedom means being allowed to act as you wish – even when those actions are foolish – and to deal with the consequences of those actions.  Nikita chose to make an enemy of you; he chose to place you in a position where you had no choice but to humiliate him; he chose to violate the agreement you’d made; he chose to ignore the arena’s decision.  All of those were choices, and they had consequences.  Because of his choices, everyone has now seen how inept he truly is, he won’t be able to show his face among his friends for years, and many of those who once felt indebted to him will abandon him to his fate.  He’ll be paying those consequences for a long time, Benning Kidd, and that’s fine, because he earned them.
“No, where Nikita erred is in believing that he could avoid the consequences of his choices.  By reneging on his promised payment to you, Nikita hoped to escape the results of his choices.”  Fyodr’s face darkened.  “That, Benning Kidd, goes against everything I believe and thus everything my family believes.  Nikita Mosin will learn this lesson once he respawns, and he’ll continue to learn it until there’s no chance of his forgetting it again.  Afterward, we’ll see if he’s truly fit to retain the name Mosin.”
Benning frowned in puzzlement.  “Isn’t he your son, though?”
“I have innumerable children, Benning Kidd,” the man laughed.  “One of the benefits of being a Noble is that I’m allowed to generate children the old-fashioned way, rather than having my DNA recombined with whatever DNA the system decides is most appropriate.  There are tens of thousands who can claim the name Mosin from me, but only a handful have my true trust and speak in my name.  Nikita is not one such, despite what he may think.” 
Mosin sighed.  “Nikita is far too enraptured with his perceived status and his petty pleasures.  He’s made so many poor choices – choosing to pay others to lose to him in the arena to falsely inflate his sense of value; choosing to place those who could serve him into virtual bondage so that they provide him with decidedly substandard service; choosing to alienate those such as yourselves who might otherwise have become his allies.  The worst part is, he doesn’t see the consequences he was paying for those things: the valuable connections he severed, the training and experiences he wasted, the lessons he could have learned through loss and defeat.  Because he didn’t see the consequences, he thought himself immune to them.”
The man laughed once more.  “In truth, I may owe you a greater debt, Benning Kidd.  Thanks to you, he was forced to face a consequence of his own making, and that was a lesson he sorely needed.  In time, perhaps I’ll be able to repay you for that, but in the meantime, we have to make things right after today’s fiasco.
“First, of course, you’ll receive the reward you were promised, both for entering the arena and for defeating Nikita.  Second, you may keep that weapon he used on you; it’s a neutrino emitter, if you didn’t know, and it’s far superior to your xraser, as it’s been modified to decay within a person rather than on their armor.  Third, I’ll buy out the lease for Ramona Gruszka, so you can keep your bargain with her; she’ll be looking to leave the station immediately, and you may want to convince your captain to allow her passage with you.  That choice is yours, however.”
Benning’s eyes narrowed.  “How did you know about my deal with Ramona Gruszka?”
Mosin laughed.  “Benning Kidd, there is very little that happens on this station that I don’t know about, and as I said, you interest me.  I’ve been kept aware of anything that happens on this station regarding you.  For example, I know that your captain placed a 200-credit bet on you to win your match today and a 50-credit one that Nikita would cheat.  The first paid well; the second had short odds, I’m afraid.  My son’s behavior towards Ramona Gruszka was outrageous, and the consequence of that is that one of the better armorers on the station will now be leaving Elenin Sector entirely.”
“So, why didn’t you step in?” Benning asked.  “I understand that you wanted Nikita Mosin to learn about consequences, but when he was refusing…”
“You’re presuming that I haven’t,” Mosin said quietly, and Benning fell silent.  “Think about it, Benning Kidd.  Despite the boycott, Ramona Gruszka always managed to find just enough work to make her rent payments.  No armed enforcers ever showed up at her doorstep to force her to comply to Nikita Mosin’s wishes.  No, I’ve been involved, but I prefer to act subtly.  It’s a valuable lesson for you: there’s a time for drama, like today, but more often, subtlety will give you better and more long-lasting results.”
Benning smiled thoughtfully.  “Thank you for the advice, and for upholding your son’s arrangement with me.”
“Of course.  While I’m giving advice, I would also recommend that you and your ship not be on the station in 24 hours when my son respawns.  While I’ll be dealing with him, he’ll still probably wish to seek some sort of vengeance on you, and that choice will still be his – as will whatever consequences you decide to bring down on his head.  I’d rather not see the station turn into a warzone, you understand.”  The Noble rose, and Benning immediately did the same.
“I understand, and thank you again,” she bowed her head.  “Your advice is valuable, and I appreciate it.”
“Advice is free, especially when there’s little profit to keeping it to myself,” he chuckled.  “Benning Kidd, when you eventually find your own ship – as you will, since you’ll soon realize that your path and your captain’s lie in different directions – I would like it if you came back to me.  I’ll always have work for someone like you.  You have a uniquely practical outlook that I find refreshing.”
“I’ll do that,” she replied.
“Good.  Now, I believe your captain is waiting for you, with a full cargo of semi-legal explosives that will probably do well in the Catalina Sector.”
“I’ll pass that on to him.”
“Do that.  And Benning Kidd – keep an eye out behind you and trust no one.  That’s good advice for anyone in the Oort Cloud, really, but it’s far more relevant for you.”
And with those cryptic words, the Noble turned away and disappeared into the main arena, leaving Benning to wonder once more what was so special about her, and why her life seemed to get more complicated with every passing day.




Chapter 21

Benning shuddered as reality suddenly slammed back into her and her brain restarted as the Heliopause emerged from its deep dive.  Spasms ran through her body, and she shook silently for almost a full minute recovering from the dive.  Tears flowed from her eyes, but at least she wasn’t racked with heaving sobs this time.  That was her third deep dive, from Catalina Sector to Siding Spring, and she was finally starting to adjust to the sensation of simultaneously not existing and existing everywhere at once.  It didn’t help that for the duration of the dive, the ‘net took over her mind, but that was a necessity.  Her brain couldn’t process through the singularity tunnel of the dive, so she’d either have to be in deep sleep like the other crew members or, apparently, go insane from the trip if the ‘net wasn’t filling in for her consciousness.  According to her lessons, that had happened to the crews of the first several ships that went through wormholes, until people learned to deep sleep or link to the ‘net to survive.
“E-Emerging from dive,” she managed at last, regaining control of her shuddering body and linking her ‘net to the Ops console before her.  “I’m restoring our SPS and navigational data.”  The deep dive technically removed them from the universe briefly, at least the three-dimensional one she knew, and that cut them off from the solar positioning system, or SPS, that told the ship’s negaputer exactly where they were.  The ship would reestablish that link by itself, but Argus Leon liked for her to do it.  Apparently, he considered it good practice just in case something critical failed on the ship’s ‘net.  That wasn’t likely to happen, but she supposed it was better to know how to do it and never need that knowledge. 
That was one good thing about working for Argus Leon.  He insisted that she learn how to run every system on the ship using her own ‘net in case the ship’s ever gave out.  It was slow and inefficient compared to using the vessel’s negaputer – much more inefficient, in fact – but just knowing how to do that was a useful skill for a starship officer. 
Benning was currently at Ops, where Pilot Annie Hatfield usually sat.  The pilot would just now be emerging from deep sleep as the ship’s net awakened her, though, and she’d need at least a few minutes to recover.  At that point, she’d relieve Benning, but until then, Argus Leon wanted someone at the ship’s weapons controls, just in case.  The captain was a cautious man, to be sure, but Benning didn’t blame him for it in this case.  The Oort Cloud was far more dangerous than the Kuiper Belt had been without a doubt.
They’d had their first encounter with the pirates that seemed to infest the Cloud two days out from Elenin Prime.  As Leon had predicted, the raiders found it much easier to hunt ships along the shipping lanes between stations rather than the vast void between.  They’d been chased by a pair of cutters, small, spherical ships a tenth of the size of the Heliopause, but had managed to dive away from them – the tiny ships had a limited range and couldn’t dive.  The hull had taken some minor damage, but the nanofield fixed it within an hour.
Their next encounter had been more serious, since it involved a corvette-class ship that dogged them for hours, diving to keep up with them.  Eventually, Annie Hatfield hit the enemy ship with the newly upgraded graser when it came out of a dive less than a lecond distant, not enough distance to dodge the beam of gamma rays, although the slower plasma beam she also fired fell behind the ship.  The shot hadn’t greatly damaged the ship, but it had apparently scared its captain enough that they didn’t follow the Heliopause into their next dive.
“How were they following us so closely?” Benning had asked the captain curiously after they’d escaped.
“They were trailing a pair of fish,” Argus Leon explained.  Seeing her puzzled look, he explained.  “A fish is a passive scanner on a long tether, usually a kim or so.  Normally, when we come out of a dive, an enemy ship gets one quick look at our bow wave as it passes them, just enough to know what direction we’re in but not enough to get a range or exact bearing.  With a fish, the ship gets a second look, which is enough for them to get a range on us but not a bearing.  With two…”
“They could triangulate our exact location,” Benning finished.  A thought occurred to her.  “Is that why Pilot Annie Hatfield fired behind the ship with the plasma cannon?”
“Exactly.  After they followed us through the first dive, I was pretty sure they had the fish; after the second, I was certain.  They could have gotten lucky with the first dive, but two in a row?  Not very likely.  Between the graser and maybe losing their fish, they lost interest in chasing us.”
The newly upgraded weapons array was somewhat impressive, Benning had to admit.  Leon upgraded the graser array from two 1-pow beams to four 2-pow beams and boosted the plasma cannons to 500-tow.  He’d also added a dark matter shield that would protect against mass driver and gravitational weapons.  The problem was, the KB plant they used couldn’t power everything at once; if they fired all weapons, it dropped the shield, and when the shield was up, they were limited in the number of weapons they could fire.  Diving made it impossible to run any of the grasers or shield, as well. 
Still, the Heliopause was much more formidable than it had been.  Benning’s ‘net linked to the weapons system and scanned through the array.  Everything seemed normal; the weapons and defenses were all online, and the power banks were cycling normally.  It looked like they’d come through another dive undamaged…
A sudden burst of radiation erupted in Benning’s holo, a spherical blast of bright, blue photons that heralded the emergence of a diving ship.  “Captain, I’ve got a ship coming out of dive, 1.8 leconds, 12 degrees port and 22 inclination!  Corvette-class attack ship!”  As Benning spoke, she charged the graser array and instructed the negaputer to plot a wide dispersal pattern, then prepped the shield in case they needed it. 
“I see them,” Argus Leon’s voice rang through Ops, sounding a bit frantic.  “How the hell did they find us this fast?  They had to have been waiting just a couple of linutes away!”
Benning didn’t bother to answer; she didn’t know how the probable pirates had found them.  Her best guess was that this was a common part of Siding Spring Sector for people to deep dive into, and the pirates were spread out along it waiting for the telltale flash of radiation from a ship emerging from a dive.  She had her weapons plotted and three sets of evasive maneuvers entered into the negaputer; now, she just needed to know what Leon wanted to do.  “Do we fight, captain?”
“Not yet,” he said tersely, and Benning could feel extra power siphoned to the engines through the ship’s ‘net.  “They came out of the dive heading away from us.  Let’s see if we can get some distance to maneuver.”
Benning frowned; there was no reason to wait and every reason to fire right away.  Granted, more distance would make it harder for the enemy to hit them, but it would also make it harder for them to hit the enemy.  The ship had just come out of a dive; this was the time it was most predictable and least able to evade her grasers.  She was tempted to ignore his orders and fire, but she knew that was impossible now.  With his command, the negaputer would have locked down the firing controls; until he gave the order, Benning’s hands were tied.
A flash appeared on her screen, illuminating the starboard, aft undersection of the Heliopause.  “Sir, we just took a 4-pow graser to the aft undersection,” she told the captain.  “Requesting permission to return fire.”
“I want every ounce of power to the engines,” his voice replied.  “If we can get a bit more distance…”
A flash of exasperation raced through Benning.  “Sir, the amount of power needed to fire the grasers isn’t going to impact our acceleration significantly, and every lecond of distance we gain is more room for them to maneuver, too.”
“I don’t care about beating them, Ensign,” the captain replied, his tone frosty.  “I just care about getting through this.”
“Sir, if they found us out here, as quickly as they did, do you think we’re going to be able to dive away from them?” she countered bluntly.  “Argus Leon, sometimes, the only way to survive is to fight.”
His voice was silent for a brief moment.  “Fine.  Weapons are unlocked,” he said.  “Grasers only unless we’re at less than a lecond distance.”
“Yes sir,” Benning replied with relief, reaching out to connect her ‘net to the ship’s.  The enemy vessel was heading away, but they were turning to close, and it looked to be a sharp turn of 200 g’s or so, probably close to the maximum the ship could handle if it didn’t have advanced inertial systems like the Heliopause did.  Benning smiled; using that many g’s in the turn gave them no spare g’s to evade her fire.  She instructed the negaputer to ignore the wide dispersal pattern and anticipate where the ship would be if it continued its current turn.  At the same time, she issued her first set of evasive maneuvers.  Leon wouldn’t like that – any vector that didn’t take them directly away from the ship would be a loss of velocity in his book – but right now, they were heading in too straight a line. 
Another flash, this one on the port undersection, proved her point; the Heliopause had just taken another hit.  Every shot like that was blasting free neutrons into the engine, disrupting the steady flow the KB plant needed to function at peak efficiency.  Enough of them could overfeed the black hole, causing the emitted radiation to spike and damaging critical systems.  The enemy ship was trying to disable the Heliopause, probably intending to board it, and the enemy captain knew how to do that.
The Heliopause fired back, but rather than waiting three seconds to see the effects, Benning programmed the next volley into the system.  The weapons ‘net wanted to fire a wide dispersal pattern, assuming that the enemy ship would be taking evasive maneuvers after the last shot, but Benning overrode it and ordered a focused shot.  The enemy was trying to board them; to do that, they’d have to get into a stern chase and absorb a few more shots from their prey.  They couldn’t let the Heliopause get too far from them, or they’d never have a chance of hitting her.  Benning gave the ship the instructions and ordered it to fire again when ready. 
She watched the damage screen, but nothing else flashed on it.  The ship was creeping toward a tock velocity, and Benning had it making erratic, 250 g maneuvers.  At the almost two leconds distance the ships were fighting, the Heliopause could move about five kims between when the enemy fired and when the graser reached them.  That wasn’t a lot, but it meant the other ship would have to start firing in a wider dispersal blast that would do less damage overall when it hit.
The enemy ship flared red briefly; Benning’s first salvo had hit almost precisely where she’d intended.  She was sure that Argus Leon wanted her to target the enemy’s engines, hoping to slow them down enough to allow the Heliopause to escape.  Benning didn’t think that was going to happen, though.  These people had found them too quickly; either there was a net of ships out here waiting for them, or they had known where the ship was heading somehow.  Either way, they weren’t diving out of this, which meant their best option was to fight.
A flashing warning erupted in her holo, and Benning barely had time to scream, “Incoming!” before the entire ship shuddered and rocked.  Green flashes erupted all along the Heliopause’s starboard side.  “Captain, fusion warhead exploded 100 kims starboard.  Minimal damage to the armor, but engine efficiency is down 7%.”
“Flork,” Leon spat.  “We need to get out of here.  I’m preparing for a dive, Ensign.”
“Sir, we’re not going to be able to dive away from this battle.  We’re too close; once you divert power to the dive, we’ll be sitting ducks for another fusion warhead or a graser into our exhaust.  Plus, they found us quickly once; they’ll do it again right away.”  As she spoke, Benning fired another salvo of grasers, targeting the same area of the ship.  The spherical corvette was finally coming around, allowing it to train all its weapons on the fleeing vessel, so this was probably the last clean shot she’d get on it.
“What are you suggesting, Ensign?  That we stay here and fight it out with a ship that clearly has better arms and armor than us?  We need more distance so we can dive safely!”
Benning blinked as an idea popped into her head.  “Actually, sir, I think I know a way to win this, but we’ll need to do a double-dive.”  She sent him some coordinates, and she could feel his disbelief through the ship’s net.
Are you crazy, Benning Kidd?  We can’t do that!  We’ll be torn apart!
I don’t think so, sir.  I think we’re beaconing somehow, which is how these ships are following us.  When we dive, that corvette is going to prep for dive, as well, waiting for that signal.  We’ll get one chance, and if we dive again instantly, they won’t have time to redirect power and respond.
The captain was silent.  Fine.  We’ll try it, because I think you’re right.  They found us too fast.  Okay, do what you need to, and we’ll rig for a double dive.
Benning’s mind flew through the ship’s net, ignoring the shudder that ran through the vessel as another fusion warhead exploded, this one 150 kims to port and over 70 degrees declined, or below them.  It didn’t really matter, since the rotating Heliopause quickly turned that side away from the epicenter of the explosion, but those explosions weren’t really designed to hurt the ship.  A fusion warhead would only really be dangerous within 10 kims or so, but the explosions were boxing her in, narrowing the volume of space in which she could maneuver.  They didn’t matter, though; if what she was about to try worked, the enemy vessel wouldn’t be in fighting shape afterward.  She loaded up her entire weapons array and focused them all on a point in empty space, fully charging them and then standing by.
“Ready in Ops, Captain,” she said, trying to conceal her nervousness.
“Flash dive!” he called out, and the wave of the fifth dimension crashed over the ship in a torrent, rather than the slowly building tide it usually was.  This was dangerous; the ship wasn’t battened down for the dive, and the negaputer hadn’t had a chance to plot a debris-free course.  That meant they ran a risk of a higher-dimensional or KK mass slamming into their vessel and ripping them apart, or of losing a crew member who wasn’t prepared for the dive.  The fact that Argus Leon had even agreed to this told Benning how desperate the situation really was.
The fifth dimension swirled away as quickly as it had come, and Benning fired all her weapons at once, not even bothering to give the negaputer a chance to create a firing solution.  They didn’t need one; the corvette hung less than a kim directly in front of them, almost precisely in the spot she’d already trained her weapons.  The corvette’s hull lit up bright red as the grasers hit it almost instantly, but she didn’t get to see anything else as the Heliopause plunged into the fifth dimension once more.  Her own hull lit up a brilliant green as the corvette managed to fire off a single graser that dropped their engine efficiency by another 8%, but then they were gone and surfacing 3 leconds away from the corvette.
Benning immediately initiated another round of evasive maneuvers and reset her targeting, locking weapons onto the corvette.  In her holo, the ship was heading along on its original course, but she knew that image was 3 seconds old.  It could be maneuvering to return fire right now, and until she got an updated image of it from after her dive, she couldn’t reasonably fire on it.  Besides, the power plant needed a couple seconds to recharge the weapons capacitors after that double dive – diving twice in a row like that took a lot of power. 
“I can’t believe that worked, Benning Kidd,” Leon muttered over the ship’s intercom.  “What’s our damage report?”
“Minor damage from the dive,” she told him, scanning her display.  “We’re down 16% total in engine efficiency, and most of the ship’s capacitors were drained.  The ‘net reports one crew injury, nothing serious.”
“That was a hell of a gamble,” the man sighed.  “Did it at least pay off?”
The latest images were coming in, now, and Benning smiled as she read them.  “Yes, sir.  Corvette has sustained serious damage.  Our plasma cannons and mass drivers created three hull breaches, and their engines appear offline from one of the graser blasts.  Internal damage is unknown, but the ‘net is projecting a significant loss of crew and a severe degradation in their negaputer’s ability to command the vessel.”
Leon sighed, the sound echoing in Ops.  “Well done, Ensign.  I’m plotting a course out of here, full throttle.”
“Sir?” she asked, surprised by his words.  “The ship is drifting, and her crew is probably dead or badly wounded at this point.  Soldier Geraldine Dickerson and I could capture it easily and set it to autopilot to the nearest station.  It’ll be good salvage, if nothing else.”
“No, Ensign, it’s not worth the risk,” the man replied.  “Even if you could do it, an empty ship like that would be seized as it approached Siding Spring 212, our destination.”
“I could remain aboard, sir,” she pressed.  “Even it we didn’t salvage it, that ship would make a good escort for the Heliopause.  Pirates would be a lot less likely to harass two vessels, especially when one of them is a warship.”
“I said no, Ensign.  The extra protection might draw too much attention, and the extra cost to maintain and fuel it would more than eat up any savings it might give us.”  She opened her mouth to protest, but his next words silenced her.  “I’m sure you’re ready to argue more, but I’ve made my decision.  Pilot Annie Hatfield will relieve you soon in Ops, and you can return to Navigation.”
Benning clamped her lips shut, but Fyodr Mosin’s words suddenly rang in her mind.  He was right.  My path doesn’t lie with Argus Leon.  I’ve learned a lot from him, but when my contract ends, I need to go my own way..
Annie Hatfield arrived a few minutes later, her face oddly subdued.  “That was an interesting tactic, Benning Kidd,” she spoke in a quiet voice.  “I wouldn’t have tried a double dive like that.  Too risky.”
Benning nodded.  “I think the captain felt the same way.”  She rose from her seat and offered the spot to Hatfield.  “He’s a cautious man, after all.”
“That’s not a bad thing,” the pilot replied.  “Gambles like that don’t always pay off, you know.  What if we’d struck a KK particle in the dive?”
“The result would have been the same as if we’d done nothing,” Benning snorted.  “They were following us, somehow, and they were targeting our engines.  Eventually, they’d have caught us and boarded us, and we’d all have probably been killed and the ship taken.  I think that’s why Argus Leon was willing to go along with my gamble.”
Hatfield nodded slowly.  “I can see that.  Argus Leon’s not much of a gambler – unless it’s a small risk or a sure thing.”
Benning stepped away from the controls as Hatfield took them.  That was really what it boiled down to.  To advance her path, Benning had to take risks.  She had to gamble, to lose big and win bigger.  Living dangerously was necessary for her to grow and succeed.  Argus Leon took small chances, little risks with little payoffs.  He never carried a cargo that was too valuable or too risky.  He didn’t ruffle feathers or make waves; he didn’t want to make a name for himself except as a reliable carrier of occasionally questionable freight.  Eventually, his path would take him in a direction that Benning simply couldn’t follow.
She made her way down to the machine shop, near Engineering, where Ramona Gruszka had set up a sort of temporary shop.  Argus Leon had been happy to grant her passage in exchange for a few credits – a paltry rate for a deep dive fare – and in turn, she’d given Benning’s and Geraldine Dickerson’s armors some upgrades at cost.  Apparently, she hadn’t found a space in the Catalina stations that she liked, so she was hitching a second ride to Siding Spring.  Something about that had bothered Benning, and now her vague suspicions had crystallized into something more nefarious.
When Benning entered, the woman was bent over her bench, working on Dickerson’s armor.  Benning watched for a moment as the woman carefully detached the tiny antimatter plant that powered the armor without letting the positronic charge accidentally disperse.  That would have been fairly lethal to the woman, Benning guessed, and it probably wouldn’t have been good for anyone in Engineering, either.  Benning waited for the woman to finish her work and set the antimatter generator safely aside before speaking.
“Ramona Gruszka,” she said in a friendly voice, stepping inside the compartment.  As she did, she let her radiant ‘net flow out into the space.  “I was just checking to see how you and your workspace held up through the double dives.”
Gruska jumped and spun around.  “Oh, Benning Kidd,” she replied, breathing quickly.  “You startled me!  It’s a good thing you didn’t do that a few seconds earlier!”
Benning shook her head.  “I saw what you were doing, Ramona Gruszka,” she said evenly.  “I’m not foolish enough to interrupt you while you’re handling a power pack like that.”  She grimaced.  “A bit too trusting, perhaps, but not foolish.”
“Too – too trusting?” Gruszka repeated, her face taking on an odd expression. 
<It’s worry,> Tiddly interpreted for Benning.  <What you said worried her.>
As it should.
“Yes, too trusting,” Benning sighed aloud.  “Ramona Gruszka, you’re an engineer, and engineers are good at solving problems, right?”
“Well, some types of problems, yes,” the woman shrugged.  “Why?”
“I need you to help me work something out,” Benning said mildly, leaning back against the nearby bulkhead, keeping her hand close to the hilt of her pistol but not drawing it.  “A little logical problem.  Do you mind?”
“Not if it doesn’t take too long,” Gruszka hedged.  “I’m kind of in the middle of something, after all.”
“No, it won’t take long at all,” Benning smiled.  “Here, let me lay it out for you.
“You see, when we left Elenin Prime Station,” Benning began, “I was expecting Nikita Mosin to find a way to attack us before we even left Elenin Sector.  We were there for over a day before we had enough distance to deep dive, after all, so he would have respawned by then.  I can’t imagine that he was okay letting both of us go without making an effort to retrieve us, for vengeance if nothing else.”
The armorer hesitated, looking unsure.  “I wouldn’t know about that,” she said slowly.  “Maybe – maybe he was so embarrassed by what happened to him, he thought it would be smarter to let you go.”
“Maybe, but it seems doubtful.  Nikita Mosin struck me as the type who wouldn’t forget any slight.  Do you agree?”
“Well, yes, but…”
“I was a little concerned about that, to be honest,” Benning cut the woman off.  “Then we dove to Catalina, and I thought, ‘Well, he missed his opportunity.  Unless he wants to deal with the Hwangbo cartel, we’re out of his reach.’  But then, we started getting attacked fairly regularly.”
“That’s really common in the Oort Cloud, Benning Kidd,” Gruszka laughed, a sound that even Benning thought sounded forced.  “There are pirates everywhere out here.”
“No, there really aren’t,” Benning contradicted.  “The Cloud’s too big.  It’s not possible for them to be anywhere except major shipping lanes, and we’ve been mostly avoiding those.  So, I thought, maybe Nikita Mosin did pay the Catalina cartel to hunt us.  That would make sense, after all, right?”
“Yes, it would,” the armorer gushed.  “That would explain it…”
“But it wouldn’t explain how they found us so readily.  It was as if they were waiting for us along our route somehow.  I couldn’t figure it out – until just now.
“You see, it should have been nearly impossible for someone to find us coming out of a deep dive like that.  Even Captain Argus Leon doesn’t know exactly where one will come out.  The only way it would work is if someone was really, really lucky – or they had a way to track us.”
Benning walked over to the spot her radiant ‘net pointed out to her, bent down, and removed what looked like a long, slim, glowing tool from Gruszka’s kit.  “Or,” she added, holding up the device and noting the look of panic on Ramona Gruszka’s face, “if someone had a beacon linked to the Overnet that broadcast our position and trajectory instantaneously.  You know, like this one.”  Benning slammed the device down on the table, and Gruszka flinched and stepped back.
“I’m sorry, Benning Kidd!” the woman stammered, her face pale and her eyes wide.  “I – I didn’t have a choice!”
“Oh?  I’d love to hear an explanation of that.  How didn’t you have a choice?”
“After you won against Nikita Mosin, someone bought out my lease contract,” the woman stammered, backing up as her words almost tumbled from her mouth.  “I have no idea who it was, but it freed me to leave the station at last.  I didn’t know about Nikita Mosin’s defeat, then, but I knew it had something to do with you.  And then…”  The woman shuddered.  “Then, Tereza Erdeli showed up at my shop, just minutes after the contract was bought out.  She’s…”
“I know Tereza Erdeli,” Benning said coldly.  “Go on.”
“Well, she told me that my contract had been bought out, but that in return, I needed to take a berth on the Heliopause, and bring that thing along with me.  If I did, she said, I’d be free to leave the station, and Nikita Mosin wouldn’t pursue me.  If I didn’t, then she’d personally see that no ship would carry me, and I’d be stuck in Elenin Prime without a store.  At that point, I’d have to take Nikita Mosin’s offer.  I couldn’t do that!”
“So, why not tell me about it?” Benning asked calmly, trying not to let her anger show on her face.  “If you’d told me, we could have destroyed that thing, and I would have known that Nikita Mosin was still hunting me.”
“I – I never considered it,” the woman admitted.  “But if I had, I – I wouldn’t have done it.  I just wanted to be free of him.”
Benning nodded.  “I understand,” she said honestly.  “You didn’t know me, and your own safety was more important to you than mine.  That’s just logical.”
“Yes!” Gruszka agreed.  “Yes, that’s it exactly!”
“Of course, my safety is far more important to me than, say, your life or reputation,” Benning shrugged.  “Honestly, I don’t care if you can’t find work anywhere.  It doesn’t matter to me if everyone thinks you’re Nikita Mosin’s toy.  I won’t lose a moment of sleep knowing that you’re serving Nikita Mosin as his concubine or whore or whatever. 
“So, the simplest thing for me is to kill you, destroy that thing, and send a message to Nikita Mosin telling him where you died.  From there, he can find you, and maybe retrieving you will make him stop looking for me, at least for a bit while he’s distracted with you.”  Benning drew her pistol and pointed it at the woman, the barrel aimed directly at her unprotected forehead. 
“Oh, scrit!” Gruszka shrank back from Benning.  “No, don’t kill me!  If you do, he’ll find me, and…”
“I just told you that I don’t care about that,” Benning cut her off.  “You want to live?  Convince me why I should let you.  Make your life worth it to me.”
“I…I could give you a discount on all your upgrades,” Gruszka offered hurriedly, still cowering away from Benning.  “Take me somewhere he can’t reach me, and…”
“Not good enough,” Benning shook her head, and her pistol spat.  Gruszka screamed and dropped, clutching her shoulder where Benning’s bullet had passed clean through it.  When the woman’s scream changed into hoarse sobbing, Benning added, “Try again.”
“I – I can work for you,” Ramona Gruszka bawled.  “All my work at cost for you for – for a solar year.  I’ll stay on the ship and do any upgrades you need.  I’ll need money to buy the templates, but if I can sell my stuff in the stations…”
“As I see it, you owe Argus Leon for the gas he’s had to use in all these combats,” Benning interrupted again.  “And you owe me for getting your contract bought out for you.  Plus, you need to pay me reparations for betraying me.  I’d say you’re in debt for about four hundred credits, Ramona Gruszka.”
“Two hundred?” the woman gasped.  “I – I don’t have anything like that!”
“Then you work for me until you’ve paid it back,” Benning said.  “You give Geraldine Dickerson and me every upgrade at cost, and 10% of that – what you would have made in profit – comes out of your debt to me.  If you sell anything, you can use that money to pay for new designs or whatever, but any profit goes to paying off your debt.  When you’ve paid it off, you can get off in the next station or, if you prefer, we can negotiate a new contract.”
“That’s – it could take me years to make that in profits,” the woman protested.  “I’d be your servant all that time!”
“Or you can be Nikita Mosin’s,” Benning said coldly, her pistol unwavering.  “You see, Ramona Gruszka, you did have a choice.  You simply chose poorly.  Now, you’re facing another choice.  Work for me and Argus Leon, or take your chances with Nikita Mosin finding you.  What will you choose?”
The woman’s face was stricken, but she dropped her head in submission.  “I – I’ll work for you,” she said softly.  “At least you and Geraldine Dickerson will put my armor to good use.”
“That we will,” Benning nodded as the notification of the contract appeared in her head.  It seemed in order, so she accepted it and sheathed her pistol.  “Good choice, by the way.  I wouldn’t have made dying pleasant.”
Ramona Gruszka shuddered again.  “You’re – you’re kind of evil, aren’t you, Benning Kidd?”
Benning frowned.  “I don’t think I’m evil.  I think that I’m practical.  If I killed you quickly, you wouldn’t have time to regret it, and you might work against me once you respawned.  If I kill you slowly, you’re likely to want to do anything to keep me from coming after you again.  I wouldn’t enjoy doing it, but I’d do it.”
“And would it bother you?”
“No.  Should it?  Pain heals, and you’ll respawn from death.  I’m not doing any permanent damage to you.  Besides, if you chose Nikita Mosin, then you’d be of no further use to me or to Captain Argus Leon.  Why would I care about you at that point?”
Gruszka stared at Benning, her eyes wide and round.  “You really are evil,” she whispered, shaking her head.
Benning wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she said nothing, merely turning away from the woman.  She stopped at Engineering and gave the beacon to Leroy Cook so the engineer could feed it to the KB singularity.  Overnet or no, once it was inside the black hole in the center of their power plant, the beacon wouldn’t be radiating into this universe – at least, not in any timeframe that would be useful for anyone trying to track the Heliopause.
As she lay down that dayend, Benning considered what Ramona Gruszka had said.  Was she evil?  She didn’t know, in all honesty.  She wasn’t even sure what evil was.  She knew its literal definition – someone who deliberately caused injury, suffering, and harm to others – and she supposed that in some sense, that made her evil.  But then, wasn’t every soldier, mercenary, and gladiator evil by that definition?  Every merchant who bilked someone for every credit they could?  That seemed like an overly broad definition to her, because it ignored intent.
Intent, she decided, had to matter.  Hurting others for pleasure or enjoyment was different from doing it for practical reasons or because she had to.  Injuring or killing those who voluntarily entered the arena, or who attacked her ship, couldn’t be evil, because they took that risk willingly.  Benning didn’t enjoy hurting others, but doing so didn’t bother her, either.  If it was necessary, then she’d do it.  If it wasn’t, she wouldn’t.  That seemed morally sound to her.
<Everyone won’t agree with you, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly told her quietly.  <Some people say that extreme self-interest is evil, and that only being selflessly benevolent is ‘good’.  I’ll bet Ramona Gruszka is one of those people.>
Why would anyone be like that, though? Benning asked.  What benefit do they get from helping others without asking for anything in return?
<Well, I guess it makes them feel good to do it.  Some people also like how others regard them when they behave that way.  And deists believe that altruism will gain them a better afterlife, if they’re ever freed from the system’s immortality.>
But…aren’t all of those selfish reason, as well?  They’re helping people to help themselves feel better, or to gain respect, or for whatever the deists believe?
<Well, yes.  I’m not saying they’re right.  I’m just saying that’s how some people think, and those people will consider you to be an evil person, Benning Kidd.  You might want to be aware of it, is all.>
Does it really matter?
<It can, yes.  Some people won’t work with someone they consider evil, and others might consider hunting or killing you a righteous action.  Other people will prefer to work with you if you’re seen as evil – especially those who consider themselves to be evil, as well – and you might be feared more than you are respected.>
Benning considered the gnome’s words, then shrugged.  I can live with that.
<Then it really doesn’t matter, I guess,> Tiddly chuckled.  When she next spoke, her voice regained its usual perky tone.  <By the way, congratulations, Benning Kidd!  You’ve leveled up again!  That naval battle was all it took to push you over the line to level 4!>
Benning didn’t say anything; she wasn’t as excited at the idea of leveling up as she thought she should be.  She already knew that she’d be putting her two skill points into Cyberfeiting and Cyberhacking, the skills she had the least ability to train.  Everything else but Leadership was leveling well enough on its own, and that – well, that was probably going to stagnate on the Heliopause.  Annie Hatfield and Leroy Cook were still avoiding her as much as possible, and Argus Leon seemingly had no interest in Benning working to repair that situation.  The extra stats and skills would be nice, of course, but honestly, she felt a faint dread at the idea of leveling up and its associated euphoria.
She closed her eyes and logged into the Overnet, finding herself standing in the plain, white space of her domain.  She sighed heavily; part of her honestly wanted just to tune out and enter her sleep cycle.  She needed to level up, though, and she knew it.  The bonuses were important – and, she had to admit, part of her was craving the sensation of leveling. 
“Way to go, Benning Kidd!” Tiddly spoke as she appeared beside Benning, dressed in her usual garb.  “You did really well in that battle!  I don’t think many people would have taken the risk you did with that double dive, but it really paid off.”
“Yes, it did,” Benning agreed.  “Argus Leon wasn’t very happy about that, though.”  When Benning had returned to Navigation, she’d found the captain grumpy and out of sorts.  He spoke to her in short, terse phrases and didn’t respond to much of what she said.  He was obviously unhappy with her, and she had a feeling it was because her plan had worked, while his plan of running had turned out to be a bad idea. 
“He’ll get over it.  You escaped, and that’s all that matters, right?”
“Yes, but…”  She sighed once more.
“I know, Benning Kidd.  You’re starting to outgrow Argus Leon.  It’s happened faster than I thought it would, but it was always going to happen.  You just weren’t expecting it, is all.”
“I hadn’t really thought that far ahead,” she admitted.  “I rarely do, Tiddly.  Isn’t there something wrong with that?  Shouldn’t I be making more plans and setting goals?”
“So, why don’t you?”
“Because something inside me is just content to wait and see what happens and deal with it, and I’m not sure why that is.”  Frustration swelled in her.  “I don’t get it, Tiddly.  Why is it so hard for me to think ahead?  To make a long-term plan?”
“I don’t know, but it seems like a fixable issue.  In fact, let’s start right now.  What’s your goal?”
“To get my own ship,” Benning said after a moment.
“That’s a goal, for sure.  It’s not a very specific one, though, and not really a long-term one.  In fact, it’s more like a step toward an ultimate goal.   What do you want to do with that ship?  Do you want to commit piracy?  Haul and smuggle cargo?  Travel from arena to arena?”
“Yes, to all of those,” Benning replied after a moment.  “Except I’m not sure about piracy.  I mean, if I go too far down that path, I’ll never be able to compete in in-system tournaments, will I?”
“Nope,” Tiddly agreed cheerfully.  “But you’ll need to engage in naval combat to pursue your path.”
“That’s true.”  Benning remained silent for several, long moments.  “The thing is, Tiddly, how much renown will I get for attacking ships like the Heliopause?  People won’t be impressed that I chased down someone like Argus Leon.”
“No, they won’t.  What will make a name for you, Benning Kidd?”
“Fighting people who can fight back,” Benning said slowly.  “Carrying cargoes that other people won’t carry.  Living at the edge of the law, but staying just inside it so that I can still compete in the arenas.  That’s what will bring me the most reputation, isn’t it?”
“I think that sounds exactly right.  However, if that’s the case, you don’t need just any ship, do you?”
“I need a warship,” Benning said, realization coalescing within her as she spoke.  That felt right to her.  “Something like that corvette, but with the ability to deep dive, too.  It’ll have limited cargo space, though, so I’ll only be able to carry high-value, high-risk cargos.”
“Carrying cargoes like that will attract pirates,” Tiddly pointed out.
“And by fighting off the pirates, I gain more renown,” Benning grinned.  “And if I take their ships, I can salvage them to upgrade mine – or, eventually, create my own fleet!”  She chuckled; she was feeling better already. 
“See!  You can make a plan, Benning Kidd!” Tiddly laughed with her.  “You just needed to stop and think about it, is all.  Now, what’s the next step to getting this plan?”
“Getting my own ship,” Benning said, settling down.  “That corvette would have been great, especially if I could have added a wormhole drive to it for deep dives.”
Tiddly shook her head.  “It’s not that simple, Benning Kidd.  You’d need a new power plant, a negaputer upgrade, and a cybernet upgrade for that.  It’d be pricey.”
“Then I’ll have to save up for it,” she shrugged.  “In either case, I think it’s time to move on from the Heliopause.  Is there any way I can get out of…”
Benning broke off as pain erupted in her chest, followed by a glaring, red notification that filled her with sudden fear.
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WARNING!
You have received a serious injury!  You are being logged out of the Overnet immediately!
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“Benning Kidd?” Tiddly said, her voice anxious.  “What is it?  Where are you going?”
Benning couldn’t answer as her domain faded away.  The pain in her chest suddenly redoubled, and she groaned and snapped open her eyes.
Annie Hatfield stood over her, tears streaming down her face, her fist gripping a hilt that was embedded in Benning’s chest.  Benning tried to bring her arms up to push the pilot away, but something was holding her in place.  A moment later, the face of Leroy Cook appeared from above her head, grinning evilly at her upside-down.
“I don’t know how you and Captain Argus Leon kept dodging those mercenaries,” the man growled at her, “but we paid good money in Elenin Prime to have them take the ship and execute you.”  The man laughed.  “They were only too happy to oblige.  Seems there’s a decent bounty on your head for some reason.”
Benning fought to free herself, but the pain in her chest was spreading throughout her like ice, sapping her strength.  Her vision began to fade at the edges, and everything around her grew darker.  “Door…locked…” she gasped. 
Cook laughed again.  “Was it?  Are you sure?  I wonder who could have opened it!”  His face grew menacing.  “Wherever you respawn, don’t come back to the Heliopause.  You’re not welcome, here, and there’s more of this waiting for you, you understand?”
Anger flared in Benning, and she forced her failing voice to speak one last time.  “Pay…for this…swear it!”
Darkness flooded her vision as her strength finally failed her.  Benning’s last breath rattled in her chest, and she knew no more.




Chapter 22

The white void of Benning’s Overnet domain swirled into view around her, and Benning found herself standing dumbly before Tiddly, who looked aghast.
“Oh my gosh, Benning Kidd!  I can’t believe those two did that!”
“They’ll pay for it,” Benning growled, rubbing her chest.  It was whole and unblemished; the pain had vanished.  “So, what happens now?”
As if it had been waiting for that question, a red wall of text swirled into view overhead.
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YOU HAVE DIED!
As a Citizen of the Collective, you will never suffer permanent death.  Upon your death, a copy of your consciousness was made, and you will be reborn in the nearest respawning facility of:

SIDING SPRING STATION 86

Please note that death is not without consequences!  Every death sets you back upon your path.  Your new body will be an almost perfect copy, but some skills and stats may be lessened.  The higher level you are, the more severe these consequences will be, and they grow larger with every death!

Because this was your first death and your level is low, the consequences will be minor. 

Respawn delay: 22 solar hours
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Benning read the message through twice to be sure she understood it.  “What does that mean, ‘the consequences will be minor’?  How minor?”
“Well, it looks like you got set back on your path about 5%,” Tiddly replied thoughtfully.  “As far as any stat or skill losses, we won’t know until you get your new body, sorry.”
Benning sighed.  “Any idea what sort of losses I might be looking at?”
“At your level, for a first death?  Probably a tenth of a point in a couple of stats, maybe in another couple of skills,” the gnome shrugged.
“But it’ll get worse with every death?” Benning asked, rubbing her forehead.
“Yes, there’s a stacking effect that’s exponential, but how much it increases really depends on how long it is between deaths.  If two deaths are years or decades apart, the increase will be minimal and barely noticeable.  If someone keeps dying every couple of hours or days, their losses will skyrocket quickly.  A level twenty person could drop to level one in no time that way.”
Benning grimaced.  Her career path was bound to lead her to more deaths than most; that meant her progress on her path would be delayed more than most, as well.  “That’s a bit disappointing,” she admitted.  “Why is that?”
“To discourage people from dying foolishly and recklessly, Benning Kidd.  Immortality is a fantastic gift, but when humans first gained it, their lives lost value to them.  Since they couldn’t really die, they didn’t try to preserve their lives.  People flew ships into the sun just to see what would happen, or detonated fusion devices for fun.  Wars broke out because no one cared if their armies died in battle.  The system had to do something to discourage death, so it came up with a system of penalties.”
“Losing a bit of path advancing and a few tenths of a stat point doesn’t seem like much of a deterrent, Tiddly,” Benning scoffed.  “I mean, I’m not happy right now, but it’s not really making me too concerned about dying again.”
“Sure, but when the system first came out, the penalties were really, really severe.  People lost levels at a time and huge numbers of stat points.  Their skills plummeted.  And those aren’t the only possible consequences, Benning Kidd.  The system can take just about whatever it wants from you and can pick how long your respawn delay is.  Imagine dying foolishly and learning that as a result, you lost a half-million credits, your home was returned to the system, and you wouldn’t respawn for a solar year.”
Benning blinked, stunned and a bit awed.  “That’s harsh,” she admitted.
“It was meant to be.  Once people stopped being careless with their lives, the penalties went down significantly.  The system still punishes people for throwing their lives away needlessly, though.  If you die doing something to advance your path or through no fault of your own, the penalties are lessened.  If you die because you did something foolish that wasn’t related to your path, your penalties can go up, quickly.  And if you keep doing foolish things, the stacking effect will balloon even faster.
“The system is designed to encourage Citizens to live their best lives, Benning Kidd, not to make them cavalier about their existence.  People who make that mistake learn not to repeat it quickly.”
Benning nodded; she wasn’t worried about that.  She had no plans to die again anytime soon, much less for a foolish reason.  Dying was awful, at least that last death had been.  She’d felt so helpless, so powerless as her life slipped away from her…
Benning shivered at that remembrance.  Anger flowed through her, but so did a tremor of fear.  They’d caught her when she was helpless, and everyone needed to sleep at some point.  Frustration surged in her chest, and so did a sort of fatalism.  She died once; it was going to happen again.  She couldn’t stop that and still be true to her chosen path.  It was inevitable – and that surety of death now lay within her mind, where it would linger, affecting her decisions from now on if she let it.
“It’s okay Benning Kidd,” Tiddly spoke after a long moment.  “It could have been a lot worse.  At least you can still level up!  The naval battle pushed you far enough into level 4 that losing the path advancement didn’t cause you to drop back to level 3.”
Benning hesitated; the thought of leveling up still gave her a strange anxiety.  At the same time, she thought of Leroy Cook’s sneering face hovering above hers, and anger hardened her resolve.  She needed to level up because she needed to be stronger.  She wanted revenge, and there was only one way to get that.  She had to keep growing.  She took a deep breath, and thought of leveling up.
Immediately, the euphoria flooded her body, chasing away her fears and doubts.  Even as the pleasure surged in her, though, part of her held back, refusing to partake in it.  Ecstasy raged through her, but a quiet part of her mind denied it, screaming ferociously that she was being manipulated, controlled.  The euphoria lasted for a long minute, but when it finally ebbed and Benning crashed to the ground, her legs unable to support her, she realized that something had been – lacking.  Somehow, even as her body had succumbed totally to those sensations, her mind hadn’t.  The rapture of leveling up seemed less overwhelming, and while she still longed to feel it again, it was much easier for her to put that need aside.
She rose unsteadily to her feet as the golden notification popped up before her.
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CONGRATULATIONS!

You have leveled up in the Career Path of
STELLAR CORSAIR!

Your new level is 4.

As a STELLAR CORSAIR, you gain the following with every new level:

All stats +0.2
All path Skills +0.5
2 Standard Credits
2 Skill Credits

Skill credits must be spent before leaving the Overnet, or they will be randomly assigned. 

Move Ever Forward, Citizen!
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Benning added her two skill credits to Cyberfeiting and Cyberhacking, as she’d planned, then looked around at her empty domain.  “Well, this is as good a time as any to fix this place up, isn’t it?” she sighed.  “I’ve got 22 solar hours…”  She frowned.  “Why is it so long, Tiddly?”
“Well, you didn’t exactly die in the pursuit of your path, Benning Kidd,” the AI pointed out.  “Plus, there’s a queue.  You’re a bit back on the list, but not at the end.”
Benning looked thoughtful for a moment.  “Couldn’t I use my Cyberfeiting skill to spoof one of their IDs and get ahead in the queue?” she asked. 
Tiddly laughed.  “I’m afraid not, Benning Kidd.  You can fool a basic scanner, but not the system, sorry.  You’d need a lot higher access than you have from this domain to be able to do that!”
“Okay…so, could I use my Cyberhacking skill to gain that kind of access?”
“Well, no, because you don’t have any way to hack into the ‘net from here,” Tiddly pointed out. 
“I don’t have my cybernet in here?” Benning pressed.
“Well…huh.”  Tiddly looked thoughtful for a moment.  “You know, you sort of do, Benning Kidd.  I mean, the system made a copy of your entire body, right down to the last atom, at the moment you died.  To respawn you accurately, it had to include your ‘net in that body.”  Tiddly shook her head.  “I still don’t think it’ll work, though.   I mean, the system isn’t exactly going to let you use it against itself, after all.”
“Really?” Benning asked.  “Isn’t the system supposed to allow us to do more or less as we wish?  If I succeed, so what?  The Citizen whose place I take will just respawn somewhere else, right?”
“That’s – that’s true,” Tiddly admitted.  “You wouldn’t actually be hurting them.  The moment you respawned, the system would recognize the error and link them to your vacant spot.”
“So…why shouldn’t we try?” Benning asked.  “Will I be punished for it by the system?”
“You shouldn’t be.  You’re not precisely following your career path, but you’re pretty close.  Hiding your identity and using your skills to get what you want even if it’s not legal are both part of your path, after all.”  Tiddly seemed to consider for a moment, then nodded affirmatively.  “Okay, we can try it.  First, though, you’ll need to give yourself a terminal.”
“Why?”
“Because you don’t have a physical cybernet here to link to the system.  You’re going to use your domain linkage, instead, but to do that, you’re going to need a physical representation of that linkage.  Otherwise, you’ll be trying to imagine the entirety of your domain and all the possible linkages it has to the Overnet – and I don’t think your mind is quite ready to do that.”
Benning laughed.  “No, probably not.  How do I create a terminal?  In fact, how do I create anything in here?”
“You just have to imagine it and will it to happen,” the gnome instructed.  “Picture how you want it to look in your head.  So long as the changes are only cosmetic, it won’t cost you anything.”
“What kind of changes wouldn’t be considered cosmetic?”
“You can purchase domain upgrades that you can use to improve yourself, Benning Kidd,” Tiddly said, her voice gaining in enthusiasm.  “You could put in a firing range or mock arena to train your weapons skills, for example, or you could make this a functional starship bridge, so that you could engage in mock naval combat.  You could download modules to work on your stats, as well.  Modules are expensive, and the bonuses you get from them aren’t as good as you’d get playing skill games or training for real, but once you buy one, it’s yours forever.  In the long run, something like that will cost a lot less for each increase than games will.”
Benning shook her head.  “We can talk about that some other time.  For right now, I need to build this holo-terminal.  I just need to imagine it and will it to appear, right?”
“Yep.  Don’t just picture a terminal, though.  Visualize your intent.  Imagine it representing your connection from your domain to the Overnet.  The more completely you can see it in your mind, the better what you create will match what you want.”
Benning closed her eyes and pictured a simple, pedestal terminal.  It looked like a silver cylinder about thirty cims across, with a slightly concave top.  Eight thin, white lines of light were evenly spaced along its surface, running vertically from the top to the bottom, pulsing with a soft, inner glow.  She could see the pedestal standing in the middle of her otherwise empty domain, and she imagined tiny, invisible lines spreading out from the bottom of the console, disappearing into her domain, connecting every point in it to the pillar.  She concentrated on the idea of the pedestal rising before her, pushing with her will and practically demanding that it appear.  An instant later, a new notification appeared in front of her closed eyes.
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WILLPOWER SUCCESS!

You have created the object OVERNET TERMINAL in your domain.  You may now use this terminal to access the Overnet normally while in your domain.

Due to your extraordinary Willpower and desire to create this object, it has been upgraded to ENHANCED OVERNET TERMINAL.  Your skill levels are doubled when using a skill through this terminal. 
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“Wow, nicely done, Benning Kidd!” Tiddly said appreciatively.  Benning opened her eyes; the pedestal before her was slimmer, sleeker, and far more elaborate than she’d imagined.  Multihued lines traced all around its surface in odd patterns, pulsing and fading seemingly randomly, and the pillar gleamed with a silver-white sheen.  “That’s an awesome terminal!  And look at the skill bonuses you get – with those, you might be able to do this!  Now, you just have to do the same thing to the rest of this place, and you’ll be set.”
Benning snorted.  “Isn’t part of the reason I got that bonus because I really wanted the terminal?” she asked.  “In that case, doesn’t it make more sense to wait until I need to add something to my domain, so I’ve got the best chance of getting an upgrade like this?”
“That’s a good point,” Tiddly nodded, tapping her chin with one finger.  “You’re right; you should probably wait until you really want something to create it.  With your Willpower, you’ve got a good chance of making more things like this.”
“Okay, so let’s see what we can do, here,” Benning moved to stand before the terminal, and instantly it lit up.  A glowing, spherical display hovered above the pedestal, slowly rotating as it waited for Benning’s input.  “Here goes nothing,” she said, taking a deep breath.
It took her twenty minutes to unlock higher level access to the Overnet.  Under Tiddly’s guidance, Benning tried mimicking multiple IDs, using their credentials and her Cyberhacking skill to unlock wider sections of the ‘net.  Eventually, she hit on a combination that opened an upper tier of the ‘net, one from which she could access detailed information about the station she was supposed to be spawning into.  She found the list of respawning Citizens and located one whose spawn time was only an hour or so away.  Spoofing the Citizen’s ID was a simple enough matter, and with her new level of access, it was easy enough for her to redirect the system to use her profile for the respawn rather than the correct one.  At Tiddly’s suggestion, she also redirected the spoofed Citizen to be reborn in a distant station, one located outside the Siding Spring sector entirely.  To her surprise, once the exchange was complete, a notification appeared in the air above her.
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SYNERGY DISCOVERED

You have discovered the high level of synergy between the Cyberfeiting skill, the Cyberhacking skill, and the Radiant Cybernet upgrade. 

Because of this, you can combine these three into a single, advanced skill:

CYBERWARFARE
Access restricted cybernets or parts of the Overnet, hide your ID or that of any object you can access
1.25 + 0.125 x rank to scan level required to pierce spoofed ID
+2.5% chance of success per minute per rank
+1.25% hacking speed per rank
-1.25% chance of detection per rank
Access radius: 10m + 0.25m per rank

Warning: this skill is prohibited in most regulated systems and its mere possession is a crime, while its usage carries heavy penalties. 

Do you wish to create the skill Cyberwarfare?  You will gain this skill at rank 9.5, your Cyberfeiting rank plus half of your Cyberhacking rank.
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“Tiddly, can you see a downside to this?”
“Whoa, not at all, Benning Kidd,” Tiddly breathed.  “I mean, you’ll have to conceal it, of course, and I guess if someone gets through your disguise, they’ll be a lot more upset seeing this, but it’ll be a lot harder for them to see through the disguise.  Get this skill high enough, and even an intrusive scanner won’t find anything!”
Benning accepted the change.  The moment she did, information flooded her mind, guiding her on how to use her two skills and Radiant Cybernet far more effectively together.  She had a much better understanding now of how to use false credentials to gain wider and deeper system access, and how to use local ‘nets to expand the reach of her own, personal cybernet.  She smiled and turned back to the terminal, diving into it and seeing what she could find. 
With her new skill, all sorts of new data were now at her fingertips.  She could pull up lists of what shops and services were in each station, see what vessels were in port, and delve into an individual ship’s Fleet registry.  There, she could see its officially registered specs, such as engine type, armament, defenses, etc.  She could also see who nominally owned the vessel, pull up more information about those individuals, and even see their previous and next ports of call.  On a whim, she pulled up the data for the Heliopause.   When she read it through, she couldn’t help but frown.
“Tiddly, would Argus Leon know which station I was respawning at?” she asked the AI slowly.
“Oh, absolutely.  Whenever a Citizen crewmember dies, their captain is notified of their respawn location so they can rejoin the crew.  Why?”
“Because the Heliopause is still headed for Station 212, not 86,” Benning replied, pulling up the vessel’s status for the gnome to see.
Tiddly leaned forward and peered at the holo.  “Maybe they just haven’t had a chance to update their heading, yet,” Tiddly suggested, her voice hopeful.  “It’s only been an hour or so since you died, after all.”
Benning’s face twisted into a dubious frown.  “I think it’s more likely that Argus Leon doesn’t intend to redirect to Station 86 at all,” she said.  She felt a surge of anger as a thought occurred to her.  “In fact, I’m almost sure he won’t.”
“What do you mean?” Tiddly asked warily.
“Tiddly, do you think it’s likely that Annie Hatfield and Leroy Cook would risk their own contracts by killing me?” Benning replied, her voice taking a cold edge.  “That would be considered cause to end their contracts early at no penalty, right?”
“Yes, I suppose it would.”
“So, if they took that risk, it means that either they were worried Argus Leon was going to end their contracts anyway – which he had no reason to do – or they weren’t worried about losing them.  The only reason they wouldn’t be worried about that…”
“Is if he gave them permission to do it,” Tiddly finished, her voice troubled.  “Benning Kidd, I’m not sure.  Maybe they really were worried about losing their contracts.  Annie Hatfield might have been, especially, after your performance at Ops.  This feels like a big assumption.”
Benning shook her head.  “I don’t think it is.  Remember what Leroy Cook said when I mentioned my locked door?  ‘I wonder who could have opened it’.  Tiddly, only one person on the ship could have unlocked that door.”
“Argus Leon,” the gnome said slowly.  “You’re right.  No one else could have opened that door, could they?  But Benning Kidd…why?  Why would Argus Leon do that?”
“I don’t know,” the woman said coldly.  Anger swelled inside her.  She understood Ramona Gruszka’s betrayal; the armor designer was acting from fear and looking out for her best interests.  Killing Benning wasn’t in Leon’s best interests, though – and unlike Gruszka, her captain had a duty to her.  He’d betrayed her and that duty, and Benning couldn’t fathom why.   The more she thought about it, the angrier she became, until she realized that it didn’t matter. 
“Honestly, I don’t care why they did it.  They did.  They killed me as if I were some worthless piece of refuse to be disposed of. They all have to pay for that, and there’s only one way I can think of to make them see their mistake.”
“What’s that?”
“I’m going to have to take the Heliopause from them,” Benning said grimly, her brain racing.  “It’s the only thing that will punish them enough.”
“Okay, but how will you do that?” Tiddly asked dubiously. 
Benning remained quiet as an idea formed in her mind.  It was hazy and nebulous at first, and her gut instinct was to allow it to stay in that form and improvise a way to make it happen.  Doing that, though, was what had allowed Argus Leon, Annie Hatfield, and Leroy Cook to kill her in the first place.  If she’d thought ahead, she could have hacked her door and taken away the captain’s access to it, or at least rigged an alarm to it so that she’d have woken when the pair entered.  She’d allowed herself to react, instead, and she’d paid the price. 
Benning knew she wasn’t immune to making mistakes and foolish choices.  However, the truly foolish action would be to ignore her mistakes and refuse to learn from them.  She had an idea, but to make sure it would happen, she would need Tiddly’s help. 
“I know what we’re going to do, Tiddly,” she said slowly.  “I don’t know how we’re going to do it, though.  What I have in mind is dangerous and risky, and we’ll need to plan every detail – and I’m not great at that.  I’ll need you to help me with it.”
“Of course, Benning Kidd!” the gnome seemed to be regaining her enthusiasm.  “So, what are we going to do?”
“First, we’ll need to find the right station,” Benning said, turning back to the holo-terminal.  “Then, Tiddly – I’m going to need to find someone who sells stim.  After that, things will get complicated.”
“They always do with you,” the AI snorted.  “I’ll say this, though.  Your path is never boring!”
No, it certainly isn’t, Benning agreed silently.  She wondered if the gnome would still be as enthusiastic once she heard Benning’s plan, though.  However interesting things had been before, they were about to get a lot more exciting.




Chapter 23
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Welcome to Siding Spring Station 12, Citizen!

Would you like to keep your previous appearance, or would you like to modify your appearance upon respawning?
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Benning read the notification with satisfaction.  She’d scanned through the listings of the various Siding Spring stations, and Station 12 was the closest one that had what she needed for her admittedly complex plan to work.  That put her farther from the Heliopause than she liked, but it wasn’t as bad as it could have been.  At least she wasn’t in an entirely different sector, which she’d honestly been afraid would happen.
She chose to change her appearance with this respawn.  She darkened her skin several shades, shortened her hair, and recolored it to an almost neon green.  She widened her face slightly and narrowed her eyes, adding a faint bulge to her nose.  When she was done, she was fairly satisfied that she looked very little like the Benning Kidd who’d died; no one giving her a cursory glance would recognize her.  Her new body shifted and changed to match her desires, and the feeling of her bones cracking and regrowing painlessly beneath her flesh was a deeply disturbing one.
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Respawn Complete!

Your new body suffers the following penalties:

Physicality -0.1
Social -0.1
Weapons Expertise -0.5
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Benning winced slightly; that was a week’s worth of training, gone in a flash.  Still, it could have been worse.  In fact, as time went by, it almost certainly would be worse.  For right now, though, the loss was fairly minimal, and the new skill she’d gained more than offset it, in her opinion.  I wonder what Leroy Cook would say if he knew that killing me actually benefitted me.  She snorted.  Probably nothing positive.
She opened her eyes and recognized the inside of a respawn pod, similar to the one that had upgraded her from a pre-Citizen to a full Citizen.  The violet light that apparently heralded her body being altered shifted to a cool, soothing shade of blue, and the restraints holding her securely in place slid back, freeing her.  She hadn’t changed her height or mass, so her new body felt familiar to her, although it took her a moment for her eyes to adjust to their new positions.  She blinked several times until the double images merged into a single one and stayed that way, then opened the pod door and stepped out, examining her status to be sure everything looked correct.
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YLENA DENKOVA
(BENNING KIDD)

Citizen Path: Weapon Engineer (Stellar Corsair)
Level: 8 (4)
To Next Level: 99%
Credits: 4 (172.8) Standard Credits

Physicality: 8.5 (10.0)
Coordination: 12.3 (10.0)
Resistance: 8.2 (10.1)

Acuity: 9.9 (9.3)
Willpower: 8.7 (16.5)
Social: 9.6 (9.1)

(Renown: 9)

SKILLS
(Conditioning 9.2)
(Cyberwarfare 9.5)
Cybernetics 12
(Leadership 6.1)
(Martial Combat 9.1)
(Naval Tactics 9.1)
Negotiation 8
(Starfaring 8.8)
Weapons Engineering 15
Weapons Expertise 2.5 (8)
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She concealed a smile; her new skill was working perfectly.  She’d taken the place of someone named Ylena Denkova, a weapons engineer who would be reborn light-weeks away in a totally different sector than they’d been expecting to, sometime within a solar day.  Tiddly had helped her spoof the proper skills and skill levels for a typical weapons engineer of Denkova’s level, and Benning had created a station log detailing Ylena Denkova’s respawn here.  For the moment, at least, even the system thought that she truly was Denkova, but that wouldn’t last long. 
Benning thus had a very limited amount of time to work under this disguise; once the actual Denkova respawned, the system would correct the error, and while Benning could still spoof this ID to scans, at that point, the system would know who she truly was.  She was hoping not to have a record of her actions in the Overnet; what she was about to do would certainly haunt Denkova for a while, but Benning didn’t really care about that.  There were quadrillions of Citizens just in the inner system alone; how in the world could she be expected to worry about just one of them?
A man in white molex approached her, holding a portable scanner.  “Citizen Ylena Denkova,” he said after a moment.  “Your items are being prepared as we speak.  It will only be a few minutes.”
Items? Benning asked Tiddly silently.  I thought my stuff was back on the Heliopause?
<Everything that was yours on the Heliopause – including your body – was broken down by their nanofields seconds after your death, Benning Kidd.  When the ship reaches port, those materials will be recycled into that station’s reserves.  Nothing is ever wasted.>
Benning merely nodded to the Worker without asking questions; she assumed that a level 8 Citizen would be familiar with death.  “Very good, Worker,” she said aloud, her tone deliberately imperious.  “I’ll wait for them.”
“As you wish,” the man bowed his head low.
Less than ten minutes later, Benning walked out of the respawn center, dressed in her old comparm, her blade and rifle collapsed into her gladiator kit along with her new neutrino pistol but her other two sidearms strapped at her side.  She made it all of about twenty ems before two women and a man seemed to almost detach themselves from the shadows and moved to stand before her, their postures tense and aggressive.
“Well, hello, Citizen,” one of the women, tall with short, black hair and narrow features spoke.  “Welcome to Siding Spring 12.  Let me be the first to congratulate you on your rebirth.”
Benning simply stared at the woman; these people obviously weren’t here to congratulate her.  Any idea what’s going on, Tiddly?
<Yeah, these are spawn campers,> Tiddly replied, her tone disgusted.
“The silent treatment?” the woman laughed easily a moment later.  “That’s fine.  You don’t need to talk.  You just need to transfer your credits to us as a toll for entering this station.”
“Why in the system would I do that?” Benning asked, activating her helmet scanner as she did.  The device quickly read the radiated IDs of the three and gave each of them a visual tag that floated over their heads.
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IDA JACOBS
Level 3 Station Thief
Damage Rating: 4-7
Defense Rating: 2-3
Resistance Rating: 8-9

HAROLD CLEVELAND
Level 2 Arena Gladiator
Damage Rating: 3-4
Defense Rating: 1-2
Resistance Rating: 10-11

ANDREA LEMMENS
Level 2 Station Thief
Damage Rating: 2-3
Defense Rating: 1-2
Resistance Rating: 8-9
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“Why, because you just respawned,” the woman laughed softly.  Benning noticed that the other two had moved to surround her as they’d spoken and that each had a weapon of some sort.  The woman speaking, Ida Jacobs, had a fairly nice pistol and a long knife at her belt; the gladiator had a long, metal club in his hands while the second thief had only a sidearm.  “It would be a shame to have to respawn again right away.  The penalty would be a lot higher this…GAK!”
Whatever speech Jacobs was about to give Benning was cut off as Benning’s hand flashed forward, the rigid fingers slamming into Jacobs’ throat and collapsing the fragile hyoid bone there.  Benning spun and thrust her foot into Harold Cleveland’s sternum, knocking him backwards but not severely damaging him, then snatched her IMP from its holster and shot Andrea Lemmens twice in the chest.  Cleveland struggled to rise to his feet, but Benning shot him once in the knee, dropping him quickly, then kicked him in his unprotected skull.  Bone crunched beneath her toe, and the man collapsed, unconscious, to the deck.
She spun and slapped Ida Jacobs’ hand as the woman raised her pistol, then snatched the thief’s knife from her waist, noting the dull, white glow of plasma that sprang from the blade as she did, and thrust it into her solar plexus.  Jacobs’ eyes went wide, and she weakly gripped the knife hilt protruding from her, her mouth gaping soundlessly. 
“Next time, pick a better target,” Benning advised her softly as she activated her Cyberwarfare skill.  It only took a moment for her ‘net to spoof Jacobs’ ID well enough to access the woman’s credits and equipment.  She transferred everything to her own name, then twisted the knife and shoved it upward, into the woman’s heart.  Jacobs shuddered and fell limp as her heart was shredded by the long blade and her blood pressure dropped to zero, and Benning yanked the blade free and shot the woman in the temple once to be sure her nanofield couldn’t heal her.
She moved to the other two, stealing what she could from them and executing them, then rose to consider what she’d gotten.  Cleveland and Lemmens each had a standard issue IMP pistol and basic comparm body armor that Benning only took so that their owners wouldn’t have them, while Cleveland’s club was obviously forged from an HDM blank and was practically valueless.  Jacobs’ pistol was fair, an IMP Mark 5 that had doubtlessly been stolen from someone, but the thief had modded it so that it only held four 20mm rounds, firing each at a vastly increased velocity of 8 kims per second but with terrible accuracy.  It was the weapon of a mugger, someone who wanted to kill quickly at close range, rather than that of a soldier or gladiator.  It would sell for a couple credits, though, which made it worth taking. 
Her knife, on the other hand, was something worth keeping.  It was transtanium and modified so that the hilt held a power pack inside.  When the knife was drawn from its sheath, the power pack generated a thin layer of plasma along the curved edge and tip, allowing it to burn through armor that wasn’t rated against plasma.  Benning took the sheath from the woman’s corpse and strapped it around her own thigh; another option for close combat was certainly welcome.
Between the three of them, the attempted muggers had a grand total of 3 credits and 5 tics, not much but not horrible, either.  Benning added that to her total; she could honestly use every credit she could get, if her plan was going to work.  She followed Tiddly’s directions to a reputable weapons dealer, who bought the three claimed pistols and suits of comparm for a total of 2 credits and 8 tics, then followed Tiddly’s directions to The Far Band, an upscale bar and lounge on the station.
The Far Bend was dark, lit by slowly moving dots of colored light that shed a dim radiance at best.  An open area in the center held a couple dozen bodies, writhing and twisting as they danced.  Benning stood and watched for a moment, fascinated.  She’d never seen people dancing before; it wasn’t a common pastime, at least not in the inner systems.  Most dancing there was done by those who’d taken the Dancer career path or something similar and was done for the entertainment of others.  Otherwise, it was frowned upon and seen as a waste of time. 
It didn’t look to her like any of these people were career dancers.  None of them moved with the innate grace and perfection of motion she assumed trained dancers had.  These people simply seemed to be hurling themselves about on the dance floor, swaying their bodies, swinging their arms, and stamping their feet with abandon.  Benning couldn’t hear any music, but she was certain that if she moved closer to the dancers, it would grow steadily in volume.
“First time to The Far Bend, Citizen?” a voice spoke at her shoulder, and Benning turned quickly to see a man in a black uniform with strange piping that sparkled prismatically in the odd lighting.  The man had a sidearm strapped to his hip, but his hands stayed well away from it, and he watched her with a welcoming smile.
“Is it obvious?” she smiled back a moment later.
“There aren’t many places in this system with a dance floor,” the man laughed.  “They’re more common in other systems, but here in Sol, they’re seen as overly decadent.  You can tell a first-timer by how they stare at the dancers.”
“None of them are career Dancers, are they?” Benning asked.
“No, they aren’t.  We only allow true Dancers on the floor during specific times, and we charge extra to view them.  These are just Citizens dancing for their own enjoyment, nothing more.”
Benning nodded.  “I’ve never really heard of such a thing, to be honest.”
“You can sign up for a space if you’d like to try,” the man shrugged.  “Otherwise, there’s a two-tic minimum to enter.”
“Two tics just to sit down?” she asked dubiously.
“A lot of people come here just to watch the dancing,” he explained.  “If you buy more than two tics worth of drinks, the cover charge will be refunded.”
Benning suppressed a sigh and transferred the tics.  That really was reasonable.  The bar had to make credits, after all, and it wouldn’t from people just sitting and watching the show.  “I’m also looking for someone,” she spoke.  “A Captain Fodor Hendricks.”
The man shrugged.  “I can’t help you with that, sorry.  If you’ll recognize them by sight, I recommend sitting in the Starview.”  He pointed up, and Benning noticed what looked at first like a bunch of tables and chairs floating high above the lower levels.  A glint of light from one of the colored beams streaming downward, though, revealed that the deck on that level was there but utterly transparent.  “From there, you can see just about the entire bar.”
“Thanks,” she nodded, heading for the stairs to the higher levels. 
The Starview, she realized, was so named because the lights that were multicolored far below looked like tiny points of white light there.  She assumed that the transparent deck somehow acted like a prism, splitting the light into colors without shifting them out of phase.  It was a bit brighter up here, but not bright enough for her to make out individual faces.  A long bar stood at one end of the deck, and she walked up to it and ordered a Smokebrew, taking it from the serving bot when it arrived a few moments later. 
She allowed her eyes to skim the people in the bar, activating her scanner as she did.  Some had IDs cloaked by an ability or device, but most of their identities were perfectly visible to her even though she couldn’t make out their faces.  Fodor Hendricks wasn’t among them.  Fortunately, it was a simple enough matter for her to connect to the bar’s ‘net and locate him, a deck below, seated beside a transparent window through which the dancers on the bottom level were visible.
Fodor Hendricks had very dark skin in the low light of the bar, and his eyes and teeth gleamed in the dimness.  His hair was long and pulled into tight braids that were tied back behind his head, and he was dressed in elegant, black, metal armor.  As Benning approached, he turned and eyed her up and down calculatingly. 
“May I help you, Citizen?” he asked in a neutral voice.
<Be careful, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly warned.  <People at several nearby tables are watching you right now.  I don’t think he’s alone, here.>
Benning hadn’t really expected him to be.  “Captain Fodor Hendricks?” she asked.  “My designation is Citizen Ylena Denkova, Weapons Engineer.”
“Indeed.  Why are you seeking me out, Citizen Ylena Denkova?”  The man seemed unruffled, and a quick scan of him showed Benning why that was so. 
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FODOR HENDRICKS
Level 13 System Pirate
Damage Rating: 10-14
Defense Rating: 12-15
Resistance Rating: 11-12
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She forced herself not to react to the obvious power and danger the man represented.  Hendricks’ level and path were the reason she’d sought him out, after all.  Benning couldn’t imagine that someone could come to command a pirate crew without being dangerous.  If everything went to plan,
“I have some information I’d like to sell you, Captain,” she smiled at him.  “It’s information I think you’d appreciate.”
“Why do you think I’d appreciate information?” the man chuckled.  “I’m just a humble starship captain.  Unless your information is about where the price of my current cargo is best, then why should I care?”
Benning simply kept the smile on her face.  Hendricks didn’t have the Cyberfeiting skill, so anyone with a scanner would know what he was right away.  Out here in the Cloud, that didn’t matter, and even closer starward, he’d be able to operate freely as a privateer with the right license and backing.  There really wasn’t any need for him to pretend he was a starship captain unless he wanted to see how much Benning knew.
“I’m sorry that my information was wrong, then,” she shrugged.  “I thought you were the sort of person who’d be interested in news of a very high-value cargo being transported under a relatively light guard.”
The man’s eyes narrowed, and he eyed Benning for a few moments.  Finally, he gestured to a seat at his table.  “You have one minute of my time, Ylena Denkova.  Talk quickly.”
“Of course,” she nodded, sitting down in the chair.  “I know your time is valuable.  I happen to know of a freighter captain who’s moving a load of anti-iron disguised beneath a shipment of plasma cores.  I thought you might be interested in that information.”
“Anti-iron?  No one moves anti-iron without at least two armed escorts.  Your information is wrong,” the pirate said dismissively.  She didn’t blame him.  Anti-iron was incredibly valuable.  It was antimatter packed into elemental form and was both highly stable and incredibly energy dense.  It wasn’t radioactive and wouldn’t decay, and it would only react explosively with pure, normal iron, so it was safe to ship.  An anti-iron warhead would blow a hole in even a battlecruiser’s hull, and an anti-iron power plant generated almost as much energy as a negmass plant did. 
“I wouldn’t know about that,” Benning lied since normally, a weapons engineer wouldn’t know the intricacies of moving the incredibly rare and valuable substance.  “I’m sure my information is good, though.  Would you be interested in hearing more?”
Hendricks stared at her for several long moments, and she knew she had his interest.  “I might,” the man finally allowed.  “I’m wondering how someone like you would come across information like this, though, Weapon Engineer.”
“One of the ship’s crew hired me to upgrade her weapons,” Benning lied easily.  “She’s a junior officer, and she didn’t realize the value of her cargo when she mentioned it to me.”  Benning shrugged.  “As a Weapon Engineer, I knew right away how valuable that sort of cargo could be.”
“And why would you want to sell that information?  Don’t merchants like you usually value long-term customers than quick payoffs?” he asked lazily, though his eyes were probing.
Benning forced her face into an angry scowl.  It wasn’t hard; she simply had to think about Leroy Cook and Annie Hatfield betraying her, and the anger came unbidden.  “The ship’s captain found out that I’d been told,” she said shortly.  “He had me killed, and I’ve only recently respawned.  I’ve since found that he arranged for the officer to be murdered, as well.  I doubt she’ll be back to visit me, and I’d like to pay him back for what he did.”
Hendricks eyed her for long seconds in silence before nodding.  “Revenge is one of the more common reasons for people to sell information to me,” he admitted. 
<Told you,> Tiddly said a bit smugly.  <Revenge is a more understandable motivator than pure greed.>
Yes, you were right, Benning sighed silently.  She’d wanted to pretend to just be looking out for some extra credits, but Tiddly had insisted that revenge would be a more believable motivation. 
“How much do you want for this information?” Hendricks asked.
“I know that anti-iron is selling for 1000 credits per kig right now,” she replied.  “It’s a highly controlled substance because it’s so costly to make and so dangerous.  I want 10% of whatever the haul is.”
The captain snorted.  “A typical finder’s fee is 1%.  10% is outrageous.”
“But this isn’t a typical cargo,” she insisted.  “It’s high value, and it’s very low risk for you, since it’s not being shipped under a heavy guard.”
“That’s a good point.  Why would this captain be taking such a risk?  Anti-iron is one of the most valuable materials that can be shipped by a normal freighter.  How would a freighter captain get such a cargo, and why wouldn’t he ship it with an escort?”
Benning shrugged.  “I wouldn’t know any of that,” she replied.  That was true; Ylena Denkova wouldn’t know any of that information.  “I’m not a smuggler or captain, sorry.  I do know that this captain has a reputation for only moving moderate-value cargoes that are fairly low risk.”
The captain leaned back in his chair, his eyes thoughtful.  “It’s possible – just possible, mind you – that a captain like that might move a tiny shipment of valuable cargo without a guard, because honestly, who would bother to stop such a ship?  It’s not worth the gas it would take and the possible loss of lives.”  The man tapped the table.  “What’s the ship?”
Benning smiled easily.  “That’s the information you have to pay for, Captain.  Are you agreeing to my offer?”
“Ten percent?  Don’t be absurd.  I’ll give you two.”
“Five,” she countered.  “This is a once-in-a-decade opportunity, Captain.”
“Three,” he said firmly.  “That’s triple the normal rate, and it’s my final offer.”
She hesitated briefly.  “Three – and passage from here to another station in-sector,” she replied slowly. 
“Passage?  I’m not a starcruiser!” he laughed.
“I know, but I need to get back to my shop, and until you pay me, I can’t afford to do it.  I know what station the ship is heading to, and I think I know its rough eta.  Its destination is on the way to where I want to go.  You can take the ship and cargo, transfer me to my station, and maybe even sell the goods there, I don’t know.  I just know that getting back to my shop days early will make me about as much as the two percent I’m giving up.”
“I’ll grant you passage, but only if you agree to upgrade my crew’s weapons at cost during the trip,” he grinned at her.
“Ten percent discount, but I can’t do it until I’m back to my shop.  I need my printers, tools, and templates.”
“Thirty percent, then, but it’s good for a solar year.”
Benning sighed.  “Twenty percent.  It’s better than the deal I give to l’Industrie, and they’re a cartel.”
“Done,” he said with satisfaction, and a notification appeared in her mind.
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CONTRACT OFFERED

System Pirate FODOR HENDRICKS offers you the following deal.

You provide:
Name and location of the target vessel
Any available weapons upgrades at a 20% discount for one solar year.

FODOR HENDRICKS provides:
Passage to an in-system station of your choice.
3% of the total profit from selling the cargo of the target vessel.

Do you accept?
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Benning examined the agreement, made a small change, and sent it back to the captain, who read it through silently.  “’Guaranteed immunity from harm from me, my crew, or my associates except in self-defense?’  What’s this?”
“An insurance policy,” she shrugged.  “You agreed to give me the money.  You didn’t agree not to repeatedly kill me until I return it to you.  This way, we’re all safe.”
“I’ll add a quick provision of my own, then,” he said slowly.  “If the cargo turns out to be false, you lose that protection.  Agreed?”
She pretended to think for a moment.  “Agreed,” she said slowly.  “Where can I meet your ship, and what’s its designation?”
“The ship is the Relentless, in berth 28-19.  So, what’s the name of the ship we’re hitting?”
“The Heliopause,” she said with satisfaction.  “And it’s headed for Siding Spring Station 212.  I think it’ll be there in three days.”
“Excellent,” the captain grinned like a predator.  “It’s nice doing business with you, Citizen!”
“And you, as well, Captain,” she smiled, rising from the table.  Step one completed, Tiddly.  So far, everything was going according to plan.
<Which probably just means it’ll go to the Hole later,> the gnome said brightly.  <Still, there’s nothing to do but keep going and see!>




Chapter 24

The Relentless, unlike the Heliopause, was a ship designed for war.  Like almost all true warships, it was spherical, which maximized the ship’s volume compared to its surface area.  Armoring it required less material and allowed for greater thickness of armor for the same weight as protecting a capsular ship.  It also meant the entire ship could be covered with weapons and point defenses for far less cost, leaving fewer dead zones that a smart weapon could target, and there wasn’t a true ‘front’ of the ship; any angle of attack was equally deadly.
“Welcome aboard the Relentless, Citizen Ylena Denkova,” a woman with blonde hair and simple but effective-looking armor greeted Benning when she neared the gangplank.  She pointed to the pistol on Benning’s hip.  “You know how to use that?”
“I can use most weapons,” Benning shrugged.  “How else can I test my work?”  As she spoke, she scanned the woman.
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KARINA MENDOZA
Level 7 Gunnery Mate 
Damage Rating: 9-11
Defense Rating: 10-12
Resistance Rating: 8-9
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A Gunnery Mate was a type of engineer on a warship, Benning knew.  This woman’s main job was to maintain the ship’s weapon’s systems.  She certainly knew that any Weapon Engineer had to have at least one rank in Weapons Expertise – at least, according to Tiddly, they did. 
“I never thought of that,” Mendoza said the obvious lie easily.  “Are you any good with it?”
“Not at all,” Benning grinned.  “I can use it, though.”
“That’s fair.  Follow me aboard.”
Benning followed the blonde woman through the boarding tunnel and into the ship’s airlock.  “You won’t be getting a tour, I’m afraid,” the woman chuckled.  “You’re going to be confined to your cabin the entire trip, and a large chunk of that will be spent diving.”
Benning faked a shudder.  “I hate diving,” she admitted.  “Are we deep diving, too?”
“Of course,” the blonde laughed.  “Siding Spring 212 is a light-week away, easily.  To get there before our target, we’ll have to deep dive first, then make a series of shallow dives once we’re closer.”
Benning grimaced.  “I hate deep diving even more,” she said.  “Oh, well.  At least I’ll be in deep sleep for it.”
“Everyone but the captain will be joining you, so you’ll be in good company.”  She led Benning along the outermost level to a sealed door.  “This is your cabin,” she said.  “Don’t leave it under any circumstances, or we’ll assume you’re attacking the ship and respond appropriately.”
“What about when we get to Station 86?” Benning asked, naming the station her shop was supposed to be on.
“Then someone will come get you,” the woman said firmly.  “Don’t leave this room unless you’re ordered to.  Got it?”
“Got it,” Benning nodded.
“Good.  I probably won’t see you again, so enjoy your trip.”
As the woman left, Benning looked around the cabin.  This wasn’t meant to be a cabin, she could tell right away.  First, it was too close to the outer hull; if there was a breach, she’d be the first to die, choking on a lack of oxygen.  Second, it was too small; there was barely room for the single bunk in it.  Third, other than that bunk, it was totally unfurnished, without even the typical crew safe.  This was a machine or storage room that had been hastily repurposed for her use to keep her out of more vital areas of the ship.  That was fine; Benning didn’t need the run of the ship.  At least, not yet.  All she needed was to be on board. 
She lay down on her bunk and pulled the cover down overhead, locking it in place.  Once again, having the cover secured over her gave her an odd feeling of comfort; she wasn’t sure why that was, but she no longer questioned it.  She lay still, reaching out with her Cyberwarfare skill, getting a feel for the ship’s ‘net.  She sent small requests to it, things like the current time on the station or the number of crew aboard.  These were pointless requests, but every time the ‘net returned a signal, she was getting a reading of its responses, building up a feel for the system so she could coax it to do her bidding when it was needed.
It took her almost an hour to build up enough of a rapport with the ‘net to be able to effectively use Karina Mendoza’s credentials to log into the system.  Mendoza had access to the ship’s attack and defense networks, but Benning didn’t go near them.  The ship’s ‘net would scream an alarm if someone made an unexpected connection to the firing controls or defense systems, and that would end her plans before they’d even had a chance to truly begin.  Instead, she zipped around the ship’s ‘net, staying away from vital systems and merely exploring. 
Her body lurched as the ship moved away from the station, startling Benning and almost causing her to drop her link.  It was strange; this was the first time she was experiencing a starship’s departure as a passenger rather than from the bridge or Ops.  It made her feel out-of-control and disconnected from the vessel and the journey.  That was weird in and of itself, because she knew, rationally, that she wasn’t controlling the ship from Navigation.  She told the negaputer what to do, and it did all the actual work.  Still, being the person who told the ship what to do felt very, very different from relying on someone else to do it and do it correctly.  The navigation system was within her grasp in the ‘net; she could technically monitor the commands being given and maybe override them if needed…
She turned her thoughts away from that part of the ‘net hurriedly.  She had a plan, and she wouldn’t be turned aside from it by a foolish temptation.  All she needed was patience and caution.  Patience she had; she would have to focus on being cautious.  Instead, she accessed the crew logs and used the information there to slowly expand her list of spoofed credentials, gradually gaining access to more and more of the system without actually using that access to do anything. 
She felt the vibration in the vessel as it moved outward; she sensed the acceleration as its negmass plant generated antimatter and flung it into particles of gas, firing high-energy gamma photons out the back of the ship and leaving behind hydrogen plasma that quickly fused in the intense heat of the drive chamber.  That generated even more photons to push the ship forward, and a final magnetic pulse swept the resulting helium and beryllium plasma from the engine to add even more thrust to the effects of the AB drive.
As the Relentless moved farther out, Benning felt herself begin to float free of the bed.  They’d cleared the station’s dark matter shroud, and for a moment, she was falling freely.  An instant later, the ship’s artificial gravity took over, bathing the vessel in a haze of dark energy that pushed inward, pressing Benning back down into the bunk once more.  The warship didn’t need to rotate; its negmass plant was easily powerful enough to maintain the dark field around it and still provide energy for its negaputer, weapons, defenses, and drive. 
The ship picked up speed steadily.  Benning observed through the ‘net as it accelerated away from the station at 1000 g’s, double the Heliopause’s best speed.  She felt only a minor sense of movement; the negaputers were canceling out the momentum with gravitational effects almost perfectly.  This ship is amazing, she thought silently. 
<It really is,> Tiddly agreed.  <They took a Marauder-class Frigate and amped up the power output, added more weapons, and boosted the dark haze so they could accelerate faster.  It’s pretty impressive.>
Too bad they didn’t add better cybersecurity, Benning thought with a grin.  Although, I’m personally glad they didn’t.  Here we go.  She closed her eyes and pulled up her status, selecting the spinning, gold Overnet icon.  The icon flared gold, and instantly, she found herself standing on the empty plain of her domain. 
“This place is borderline depressing, you know,” Tiddly spoke as she popped into view beside Benning. 
“It doesn’t bother me,” Benning shrugged.  “I’ll use it when I need it.  There’s no point to wasting time and energy adding needless things to it.”
“I know, and that’s a very Benning Kidd way to look at it,” Tiddly sighed.  She seemed to shake herself.  “Still, there’s this wonderful terminal!  And now, you get to put it to more use!”
“If all goes well,” Benning agreed.  She walked over to the terminal, which lit up at once with the now-familiar spherical, holographic display.  Benning touched it, shifting her link to the ship’s ‘net to the terminal, and the display shifted at once.  It was now a three-dimensional representation of the Relentless hanging in the void. 
“You’re in, Benning Kidd,” Tiddly said excitedly. 
Benning sighed; she was now linked to the ship’s ‘net through the Overnet.  That was important, because now any changes that happened would look like they came from the outside of the ship, not the inside.  She’d still be suspected if her tampering was detected, of course, but people wouldn’t bust into her cabin shooting.  They’d come in asking questions, instead.  That was a plus. 
She reached into the terminal and dove into the ship’s ‘net, constantly growing her access.  As she did, she made small changes here and there, nothing significant and nothing to important or vital systems.  She altered the ship’s logs in minor ways, nudged some of its internal systems, and modified some access protocols.  She worked her way up into the higher levels of the system, following Tiddly’s guidance and staying away from anything that would alert the ‘net to her intrusion.  At the moment, the negaputer was happy to accept that she was in fact several, different crew members, all accessing different parts of the ship.  The moment she touched the ship’s defensive network, alarms would go off, so that had to be the last thing she did – and that had to be done at the precise moment, or Hendricks would shut her down immediately. 
“They’re about to do their first dive, Benning Kidd,” Tiddly warned her, pointing to the ship’s power plant.  Energy was being diverted away from the standard drive into the negative energy generator, and in a moment, they’d be diving into the fifth dimension to gain distance from the station for their deep dive. 
“How will that affect me in here?” Benning asked curiously.
“I…honestly have no idea,” Tiddly admitted.  “It won’t hurt you, though.  The ‘net will eject you before it does.”
“Then we’ll keep working.”
Benning knew right away when the dive hit.  The domain suddenly went flat, the three dimensions seemingly squashed into a tiny section of a much vaster Overnet.  For a brief moment, Benning had a sense of the ‘net’s true immensity.  It filled every square cim of space, layered across multiple dimensions, and she was nearly overcome by the sheer enormity of it.  Part of her wanted to quail in fear – who was she to be manipulating such an awesome force? – but she took a deep breath and pushed forward.  The ‘net still worked, and people were a lot less likely to notice her manipulations during a dive.
The Relentless dove twice more before a warning notification flashed in Benning’s vision. 
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WARNING!
Using the Overnet during a deep dive is highly dangerous and can result in mental damage!  You will be forcibly logged out of the Overnet in 10 seconds.

10…9…8…
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“We’re diving, Benning Kidd,” Tiddly said nervously.  “It’s time!”
Benning didn’t spare a second to reply; instead, she shifted her ID to her true one and dove back into her link.  So far, she’d avoided doing anything significant that would set off alarms, but this change would certainly alert Fodor Hendricks to her presence.  She hesitated for only a moment.  This was a point of no return.  Once she did this, she would have to see the rest of her plan through.  If she did nothing, she’d probably still be killed by Hendricks, but once she respawned, she’d be able to start over with a new plan, one that was less risky. 
That wasn’t the path of the Stellar Corsair, though.  Tiddly had forced her to think about the future for the first time, and since then, Benning had considered what being a Stellar Corsair would mean.  She was the first to walk this path, so it was up to her to define it, and she’d come to a decision.  Walking the road of the Corsair meant taking risks, trying things that others would consider too dangerous, and ignoring fear and doubt if it meant gaining fortune and glory.  Her plan was high-risk, but it was also very high-reward, and that meant she couldn’t step back from it and stay true to her path, anymore. 
Her hesitation lasted only an instant before she accessed the ship’s roster and added her name to the list, backdating it so that it looked like she’d joined before the ship left port.  She gave herself the position of Ensign, as she’d had on the Heliopause, and took all the permissions that went with that position – plus a few that didn’t.  She issued a series of commands to the negaputer, verified them using a pair of spoofed IDs…and blinked as the Overnet vanished.  She’d been ejected, and she opened her eyes to see the cover keeping her in place.  With her ejection, her connection to the ship’s ‘net had been severed, as well, but hopefully, that wouldn’t last for very long.
<Did you get everything into the ‘net, Benning Kidd?> Tiddly asked worriedly.
Yep.  Let’s see if it works. 
“Entering deep dive,” Hendricks’ voice spoke in her cabin as if he were standing right beside her.  “Prepare for deep sleep.”
This was it. If her manipulations had worked…
Benning’s mind froze as she felt the fifth dimension crash over her.  For a moment, she could see the entirety of the ship, and she fixed as much of it in her mind as possible.  Captain Fodor Hendricks sat in the captain’s chair on the bridge, but everyone else was secured in their bunks, descending even now into deep sleep.  As she’d expected, a pair of defense bots stood outside her cabin door, both heavily armed and with orders to kill her the moment she stepped outside.  More bots were stationed all over the vessel at key locations; unlike the Heliopause, the Relentless was a ship of war, and that meant it had to plan to be boarded.  The bots were a nearly infallible defense force.  They never missed, had reaction times that measured in picoseconds, and didn’t feel pain or fear.  Once they identified an intruder, they would attack until they were destroyed, and even then, the ship’s nanofield would repair them within hours.  At least, that’s what she’d learned in training.  Benning was hoping it was true.
The ship tipped into the wormhole, and time froze around Benning.  Her thoughts halted as the alien presence of the ship’s ‘net reached into her and took control of her thoughts.  As it did, the first of her pre-programmed instructions fired off.  Normally, the ‘net simply fed her mind sensory data, allowing her to maintain a sense of existence during the trip through the wormhole, but Benning had altered that programming.  The negaputer instead linked directly to her mind and sent a series of commands to it, ones that caused her to demand access to the highest levels of the ship’s systems.
Normally, this sort of hack would have failed, no matter how skilled she was.  A request like that would have to be checked with the ship’s captain, and a simultaneous request would be sent to the Overnet for verification.  However, there was a loophole.  In battle, people died, and ships took damage.  That meant there was a small but real possibility that a ship could be cut off from the Overnet temporarily with its captain dead or unable to verify an access request.  If that happened, the ‘net would check with the most senior officer capable of responding until it found someone able to acknowledge the request.
Here, in the wormhole, the Overnet didn’t exist.  Only the ship’s net did.  Its requests to the captain to verify access went unanswered, because the captain’s existence was being maintained by the negaputer, and the negaputer couldn’t validate such a request itself.  The only other officer in the crew roster able to respond was a newly joined ensign…and thanks to Benning’s earlier programming, her mind quickly acknowledged the access change.
Benning’s existence fragmented as the ship passed through the exit singularity, but her connection to the ship’s net never wavered.  Her final set of instructions triggered, and the ship – trapped in a moment of nonexistence – was unable to do anything but accept them. 
Pain flared through Benning’s body as the universe rebuilt itself around her and her own existence slammed back into the fabric of reality.  Her body shook and shuddered as tears leaked from her eyes, but she managed to stave off the incapacitating sobs that had once wracked her on exiting a deep dive.  Instead, she forced her body into motion, flinging the cover aside and grabbing her gladiator kit from where she’d secured it.  She changed into her armor as quickly as she could and loaded up her weapons, took a deep breath, and ordered the ‘net to unlock her cabin door as she felt the ship’s momentum slowing inexorably.  The engines were in reverse, and the Relentless was slowly grinding to a halt, just as she’d instructed.
The passageway was silent and empty when she stepped out, and she couldn’t help but smile.  The two bots guarding her door were gone, which meant her final set of instructions had worked.  She took a deep breath and raced down the passageway, following Tiddly’s directions.  The crew were scattered across the ship in small clusters, and if everything had gone well, they would be staying that way. 
It was time to make the Relentless her own.




Chapter 25

Benning charged down the hallway toward the marine pod, listening to the sounds of battle from up ahead.  Like most frigate-style warships, the Relentless was designed to carry a squad of stellar marines, Soldiers or Citizens who’d been specially trained for combat in the confined spaces of starships.  A Fleet frigate might have thirty or more marines, but the Relentless carried eight.  That wasn’t a lot for a warship facing other ships in interstellar combat, but it was plenty for a pirate ship looking to seize cargo from relatively underdefended freighters or to kidnap wealthy Citizens from starcruisers to exchange for ransom.
Those eight marines lived in a separate pod while aboard and rarely traveled far from it.  The pod connected to a boarding shuttle connected to the outer hull, so they could board an enemy vessel without opening the Relentless’ airlock and thus exposing the ship to a possible counterattack.  That meant the marines needed to be able to get to the pod quickly in case of an attack, and they couldn’t roam far from it while the vessel was underway. 
When Benning arrived in the passageway leading to the marine pod, she found the place filled with smoke, shouting, and the sounds of weapons fire.  Her normal vision was close to useless, but her IR optics lit up the corridor clearly.  The far door was open and locked that way; thanks to Benning’s system commands, every door on the ship except the airlock was stuck in the open position.  Four bots stood a few ems back from the doorway, holding it against anyone trying to exit but not moving any closer.  The bots were nothing more than wide cylinders fifty cims tall with rounded tops.  Weapons jutted from the front of the bots, and sensors ringed them in various locations.  They were mounted atop treads that clung to the ship’s deck and were nearly impossible to knock over. 
Benning could have sent the bots into the pod to slaughter the marines if she’d wanted.  In fact, Tiddly had suggested that Benning trick the ‘net into thinking there was a hull breach in the room.  That would have sealed the door and evacuated the air within to minimize extra damage from rapid depressurization, and Benning wouldn’t have had to face these Marines at all.  However, that was the path of a spy or saboteur, not a corsair.  Benning activated her combat ‘net, and a host of yellow and orange auras sprang into view.  The marines within were wounded, off-guard, and confused, but they were still able to fight.  Defeating them would bring Benning glory and renown.
She dropped to the deck and yanked out her rifle, sighting on a marine crouched behind a barrier that had obviously been set up in extreme haste.  The barrier looked unstable, and one edge wasn’t quite flush with the deck.  Benning pulled her trigger, and the fusion-propelled slug struck the deck just below the raised part of the barrier, shattering as it did and peppering the marine’s legs with shrapnel.  The enemy cursed loudly and stumbled; in their haste, they’d only managed to pull on their chest armor and helmet, and her shot sent shards of nearly molten platinum burning into their shins and feet.  They fell to the deck, their head and chest tumbling out from behind the barrier, and Benning’s aim tracked rapidly to the point below the helmet and above the vest.  Her next round punched through the syleather and molex collar and ruptured against the marine’s spine, the 24mm round practically decapitating them and dropping their aura from yellow to crimson instantly.  The marine thrashed once and died in spray of arterial blood that showered those nearby.
One marine tossed a gamma burster at Benning, and her skin burned as the massive dose of high-energy radiation slipped past her armor and scorched her flesh, dropping her Resistance bar by 10%.  As the marine leaned out to throw, though, Benning fired twice.  The first round cracked the enemy’s helmet visor, and the second shattered it, plunging through into their brain and killing them instantly.  Another marine, seeing this, tossed a second burster blindly.  This one bounced off the bulkhead near the door and rolled back into the room.  When it exploded, a small wave of energy rolled over Benning, not enough to pierce her armor’s shielding or drop her Resistance, while the rest of the radiation flooded the pod.  Marines screamed in pain as exposed limbs were badly burned or even incapacitated by the blast.
“No more bursters, idiots!” someone shouted.  “They don’t work against bots!”
“There’s a human out there!” someone else screamed in reply. 
“What?  Who’s there?”
Benning didn’t bother to reply but waited for the inevitable helmet to rise up to expose the marine’s optics, allowing them to get a view of what was beyond the barrier.  Benning’s rifle spoke twice again, and the overcurious marine died as her second round slammed through their helmet and destroyed the skull within.
Benning half expected the marines to surrender at that point – their situation was clearly hopeless, and if they surrendered, they might live to fight another day.  To her surprise, though, none even made the suggestion, at least not where she could hear.  She fought patiently, using the bots to drive the marines out of cover and taking advantage of those brief moments as best she could.  Her 24mm slugs would sever an arm or destroy a knee with ease, and an incapacitated marine was one that was out of the fight just as surely as a dead one.
The battle wasn’t completely one-sided, though.  Her Resistance bar was hovering over 50%, and she was bleeding from her shoulder and hip where rounds had made it through her armor.  A heavy bullet had rocked her skull, and she had a minor concussion that her nanofield was laboring to repair.  Still, her enemies fell quickly
Her Razor, the neutrino pistol she’d taken from Nikita Mosin, decided the battle.  The handgun fired a beam that passed through the marines’ barriers without slowing.  Normally, a neutrino beam didn’t do much damage but wreaked havoc with their armor’s systems, but the modded pistol tracked the range to its targets and generated neutrinos with a specific half-life, causing half of them to decay inside the target’s body and burning them from the inside.  They couldn’t hide from that, and eventually, the beam would cook them inside their armor. 
At that point, the marines had no choice but to charge her.  Her rifle dropped two of them before they cleared the door, and her upgraded IMP blew the unarmored knee out of a third.  The last fell the moment they crossed the threshold, when the bots’ weapons turned them into a mass of shattered, bleeding flesh lying, smoking on the deck. 
Benning quickly cleared the room once the last fell.  The marines who had died were already decomposing in the ship’s nanofield, but she looted the living but maimed ones for whatever weapons and armor she could scrounge before executing them.  Unlocking those would be good practice for her Cyberwarfare skill, after all, and if her plan worked, eventually she was going to need those weapons and armor – as well as a fair bit more.
Once the pod was secured, Benning went to Engineering.  Three crew members were trapped there by two bots, none of them wearing armor, and it only took her a minute or so to incapacitate them all.  She again looted the wounded for their pistols, the only thing worth taking from them, then executed them, leaving the corpses for the nanofield to devour.  She continued on to the crew lounge, where most of the remaining crew was pinned down.  Again, few of them had taken the time to put on armor or grab any weapon other than a sidearm, and despite their superior numbers, Benning wasn’t in any real danger from them.  Unlike the marines, most of these crewmembers weren’t combat-types, and they attempted to surrender twice – not that she accepted either.  Surrender wouldn’t have benefitted her plan; she didn’t need a hostile crew trying to take the ship back from her.
When the last of the crew had fallen, Benning moved deeper into the ship, toward the bridge.  To her surprise, she didn’t hear the sounds of battle as she approached.  Three bots stood in the passageway leading to the bridge, but they remained still.  Their orders were to keep Hendricks from escaping to gather his crew members and to engage him only if he attacked.  Obviously, he hadn’t, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t trying to regain control of his vessel.  At least, so it sounded to Benning from the profuse swearing she heard within the bridge.
“What the flork do you mean, florking changes are locked out?” Hendricks’ voice floated angrily out of the door.  “I’m the Hole-bound captain!  How the flork don’t I have permission to make any hole-florking changes I want?”
Benning crept up to the door and glanced briefly within.  Her quick peek wasn’t enough for her brain to truly register details, but it was more than long enough for Tiddly to scan the room.
<Fodor Hendricks is crouched behind the command chair, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly informed her.  <The walls are damaged, so it looks like he tried to fight his way out and failed, but I couldn’t tell if he’s injured or not.  No one else is on the bridge, though.>
Benning took a deep breath and snapped her rifle onto her back, drawing her IMP instead.  She didn’t want to damage the ship’s consoles, because she didn’t have time to repair them, and a ricochet from one of the 24mm slugs could shred the delicate equipment.  The softer lead of the IMP rounds was a lot less likely to do that sort of damage, but it was also less likely to get through the captain’s defenses. 
She spun around the door and saw the captain, crouched behind his chair, staring at his console.   As she entered, he whipped around, drawing his own pistol with lightning speed.  Benning fired three times, moving to the left as she did, then dove and rolled across the deck.  She heard the report of Hendricks’ pistol and felt the impact crack against her side; he was firing a fusion pistol, but her Shock Plate dispersed the energy of the high-velocity round and made it feel like she’d only been punched in the side. 
She fired three more times from a prone position, but her bullets sparked harmlessly against his armor and visor.  He fired again, and she felt the impact against her chest this time.  He sighted at her, then lowered the weapon with a chuckle. 
“You, huh?  I wondered why you wanted passage so badly.  I thought that you were running from someone on Station 12.”
She didn’t respond but sighted lower, unloading three slugs into his throat.  He rocked backward from the impact, but none of the slugs pierced his armor, and he shook his head.  “Good try, but your weapon can’t get through my armor, Ylena Denkova.  In just a minute, my marines will take out the bots you’ve coopted, and once they kill you, I’ll bet I’ll get control of my ship again.”
Benning remained silent, shifting her aim to the joint of his knee.  She fired again, but he was right; his armor was too good for her IMP to penetrate.  She rose to her feet, holstered, her pistol, and reached behind her to pull her blade out from behind her back. 
“How about a more traditional duel, then?” she asked him, speaking at last.  “I’m sure you have a melee weapon.  I’m told every good pirate does.”
Hendricks laughed again and fired his pistol.  The bullet sparked against her blade harmlessly, and he sighed.
“Fine.  You want to do this the hard way, Citizen?  I can do that.”  He holstered his pistol and puled what looked like a ten-cim metal rod from where it was connected to his thigh.  The rod lengthened to an em, and a wicked-looking spike appeared on the tip.  A second spike jutted out perpendicular to the first, and a large, spiked surface formed opposite the second spike.  In a moment, the Pirate Captain was holding a weapon that looked like a long, metal, spiked hammer.  He hefted it and grinned.  “This is much better at getting through armor than your sword, you know,” he told her.  “Here, let me show you.”
The captain moved quickly, almost too quickly for Benning to track.  She tried to move her blade to block but wasn’t close to fast enough.  His weapon blurred and it slammed into her side with bone-rattling force.  Burning pain erupted from her lower ribs as she was hurled from her feet and crashed to the deck.  She gritted her teeth against the pain and rolled to her feet.  Damage, Tiddly?
<Two cracked ribs, Benning Kidd.  He caved in your armor, but it’s already reformed back into shape.>
“You see what I mean?” he laughed.  “Swords are really only good against lightly armored opponents.  You really should have learned to use a crushing weapon.” 
She didn’t respond, mostly because she was too busy catching her breath.  That one blow had dropped her Resistance by 10%, and he’d just been showing off.  The difference in their levels was simply too great.  There was only one way she was going to survive this battle.  She activated her For Fame ability – boosting her physical stats by 25% – then took a deep breath and triggered her autoinjector, flooding her body with a dose of the stim she’d purchased in Station 12 and preloaded for just this moment. 
Instantly, the pain in her side vanished as energy flooded her body.  Her perceptions sharpened, and she could see the tiny motions of the captain’s body with perfect clarity.  He lifted his hammer and rushed at her, but this time, she could see his movements perfectly.  Her blade rose almost on its own, clanging as it struck the hammer and knocked it upwards, sending the massive blow flying wide.  His eyes widened, and he grinned at her appreciatively.
“Not bad,” he nodded.  “This might be fun after all!” 
Benning had no time to reply as he raced forward, his hammer descending toward her head.  She lashed out with her blade, knocking the hammer out of line, then thrust.  The point caught the captain just below his helmet, but the force of his rush simply knocked Benning backward; the blade hadn’t pierced his armor.  Off-balance, she couldn’t get her sword back around to block his next strike, and the spike on the back of his weapon sank into the joint of her left armpit.  The syleather and Fulleron held out the spike, but the impact nearly dislocated her shoulder and tore open the skin beneath her armor just the same. 
Hendricks spun, and Benning managed to jump back just in time as his hammer swished past her.  She knocked the weapon down toward the floor with a slash of her sword and swept the blade toward the man’s neck, but his foot lashed out and crashed into her armor.  The impact didn’t do any damage, but it knocked her back another step, and he used the moment to slam his hammer into her left thigh.  The spiked head hit with a loud crack.  Already off-balance from the kick, Benning fell to the floor.  She rolled to her feet, but her left leg nearly collapsed beneath her.  In the moment it took her to regain her balance, Hendricks had moved again, and his hammer slammed into the center of her chest.
Benning flew backward and crashed to the deck, her chest burning even through the protective barrier of the stim.  She tried to climb to her feet, but Hendricks’ boot slammed into her chest, pinning her down.  He stared down at her, shaking his head.  
“What a shame,” he sighed, his voice sounding slow and resonant through the stim but clearly disappointed.  “I thought this would be fun, but you barely know how to fight, do you?  What was the point of all this, if you couldn’t kill me?”
Benning coughed and forced herself to take a deep breath, ignoring the agony in her chest. “I…just needed…time,” she gasped.
“Time?” he repeated, his voice now wary.  “What do you mean, time?  Time for what?”
“For this,” she grunted as she finally gained access to Hendricks’ armor with her Cyberwarfare skill.  It had been hard to concentrate on hacking it while he knocked her around, especially with her reduced mental stats from her ability, and she suspected that without her ridiculous Willpower stat, it would have been impossible.  She’d done it, though, and had just needed him to make personal contact with her to complete the link.  Now that he was touching her, he was hers.
“Scrit!” Hendricks swore as his armor suddenly began retracting, withdrawing liquidly from his arms and legs and flowing away from his chest into a receptacle on his back.  His face displayed his panic as his helmet folded back over his head and sunk into a collar around his throat.  In a moment, he stood totally unarmored, staring at her in shock. 
He lifted his hammer overhead and brought it down swiftly, aiming for her skull.  Benning’s sword swept up to intercept it, and Hendricks cried out in pain as the hammer bounced harmlessly off her helmet – with his hand still attached, blood pouring from the severed stump of his wrist.  She swept her sword horizontally as he stumbled back, and the blade sliced through one of his knees, neatly amputating the lower half of his leg.  She thrust as he fell, and her blade tore a long gash in his stomach. 
She staggered to her feet.  Her limbs were starting to shake and her body to burn as the dose of stim wore off, and she felt a terrible urge to use another to stave off the pain.  She grimly ignored that desire, though, and staggered over to the fallen captain.  The man grunted and tried to scramble away from her using his one good leg and remaining hand.  She could feel his attempts to restore his armor, but she overrode each one, leaving him defenseless.  He froze as she placed the blade against his throat.
“Do you surrender, Captain?” she asked him calmly.
“Flork you, plantrash,” he growled.  “Send me to respawn.  I’ll hunt you down…”
His threat cut off in a howl of pain as Benning slashed with her blade.  It was a clumsy blow, as her arms were starting to tremble from the stim-down, but it was accurate enough.  His remaining foot went flying as her sword clashed against the deck. 
“Respawn?” she said, fighting to keep the trembling from her voice.  “No, Fodor Hendricks, I’m not sending you to respawn.  That won’t give me what I need, which is your surrender.  So, I’m going to cut you into pieces, then reattach them so I can cut them off again.  Over and over, until you surrender.  I suggest you do it quickly, but that’s up to you.”
His eyes went wide as he stared at her blade.  “What in the Hole is wrong with you?” he asked in a whisper. 
Benning shrugged and lifted her blade.  “I want what I want, and I don’t care how I get it,” she said evenly.  “Say goodbye to your other hand.”  She lifted the blade, but he cowered back from her.
“I surrender!” he shouted.  “Flork, I surrender!”
Immediately, a notification appeared in her vision, and she smiled.
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CONGRATULATIONS!

You have triumphed in your duel with FODOR HENDRICKS!

As the victor, you receive the agreed-upon rewards:
Ownership of the Frigate Relentless
 

You are now Captain of a starship!  A new icon is available in your status screen allowing you to view this vessel.  You can assign and remove crew members, check the vessel’s status, and purchase upgrades for it freely. 

As a Stellar Corsair, you gain the conditional ability:
BETTER CAPTAIN THAN CREW
This is a modification of the Starship Captain ability IT’S GOOD TO BE THE CAPTAIN.  You have near-total access to your ship’s cybernet.  While you are onboard, by concentrating, you can see anything occurring on your ship in fuzzy detail and hear anything said on your ship, although some audio may be distorted.  You can grant and deny access to any part of your ship’s ‘net to any crew or passengers and can control all ship’s systems mentally.

Move ever forward, Citizen!
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As soon as she received the notification, Benning instructed the ship to send out a specific message, broadcasting it openly to every ship and station in range.  She smiled grimly; her plan had worked.  At least, it had so far.  It wasn’t finished, yet.
“What the flork!” Hendricks screamed, obviously reading the same notification.  “But – I never made a contract with…Benning Kidd?  Who the Hole is that?”
“That’s my real designation,” she said calmly, fighting against the rising tremors in her body and the growing pain and weakness.  “Ylena Denkova is respawning any minute now in a totally different sector.  And you don’t recall the deal we made?  The Overnet has a full record of it, as do the ship’s logs.  I told you I could take over your ship, and you told me it was impossible and that if I could, I could keep it.  At least, that’s what all the records clearly show.”
He stared at her, his face as unreadable to her as everyone else’s. 
<That’s confusion, Benning Kidd,> Tiddly supplied.  <A little fear, too, which is good.>
“Now, Captain – sorry, Fodor Hendricks – I have this wonderful ship, but I have no idea how to be an effective pirate and privateer,” she told him with a smile.  “You, however, do.  So, you’re going to teach me how.”
“What?” he laughed incredulously.  “You’re insane!  Once you send me to respawn, I’m going to gather my crew, get a new ship, take the Relentless back, and make you pay for this for a long, long time…”
“No, you won’t,” she shook her head, trying not to wince at the pain in her skull.  “See, I just broadcast two messages to everyone in the area.  The first is the location and cargo of the Heliopause.  The second is that you are without a crew and a ship, at least for the time being.  That’ the one I think you’ll especially like.”
The man’s face went pale at her words.  “Wait, you did what?  Why…?”
“Because a man like you has enemies, Citizen, and those enemies are just waiting for a moment of weakness.  I’m sure there’s at least one bounty on your head and any number of people eager to claim it.  Heck, if there are multiple bounties, you might get killed over and over until they’re all fulfilled.  I wonder what that will do to your level?”
He stared at her, his eyes angry, but at the end his gaze dropped to the deck.  “So, what are you offering?”
“You serve as my first mate for one solar year, teaching me how to be a privateer and bounty hunter, with an oath not to work against me or allow anyone else to,” she offered, fighting to remain erect against the stim-down.  “You teach me everything you can about naval combat, hunting prey, and melee fighting.  In return, at the end of the year, I help you gain a warship once more, so you can be a captain again.  Then we both swear not to seek retribution against each other or to claim any bounties on each other for another solar year.”
“And what do I get out of it?” he snorted.  “There’s a lot of benefit for you, none for me.”
“I can hide you from your enemies the same way I hid my ID from you,” she smiled.  “I also offer you a full share of our profits, not to be shared with other crew we might bring aboard.”
He looked at her, and even Benning could see the speculative look in his eyes.  “My crew would never go for it,” he shook his head.
“Your crew aren’t my crew, so that’s not a problem.  I’ve ejected them all from the ship anyway.  We’ll hire a new crew, and you’ll act like I’ve always been captain and never tell anyone your real designation or former position.”
“So, I’ll tell them that you’re the Dread Pirate Roberts,” he muttered.
“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.  I’m Captain Benning Kidd.”
“It’s a very old cultural reference,” he sighed.  “An entertainment holo from Earth long before the Collective.”  He shook his head.  “You haven’t really left me any choice, have you?”
“Of course, I have, Fodor Hendricks.  I just haven’t left you any good ones.  The choice is still yours, though.  All Citizens have to have the freedom of choice, after all.”
“I accept,” he said at last.  “Send me the offer.”
Benning smiled and sent him the contract, exactly as she’d offered it.  The moment he returned it, she collapsed, the effect of the stim-down finally overwhelming her now that her need to remain upright had vanished.  She crumpled to the deck, her muscles no longer obeying her command, but even so, she couldn’t help but smile.  The Relentless was hers, now, and soon she’d learn how to use it.
Now, though, she had to give her body a chance to recover.  She had a battle to fight – and a certain captain and crew who needed to pay.




Chapter 26

“We’re going to be cutting it close,” Benning’s new first mate spoke from the Navigation chair as they exited from another shallow dive.  “That message you sent will bring in every privateer, bandit, and pirate within a light-day.  The Heliopause won’t last ten seconds in a fight like that.”
“Argus Leon won’t fight,” Benning said with total assurance.  “He’ll run.  He’ll do what he considers a random dive, trying to escape.”
“’What he considers’?  I take it that his dives aren’t very random, then?”
“He thinks they are, but he rotates through three different patterns.  Once I see which way he dives first, I can predict where he’ll dive next.”
Hendricks shook his head.  “Why doesn’t he just program the ‘net to choose an actual, random direction?”
“Because he doesn’t trust the ship to make those decisions.  He thinks a human captain is better at that than a negaputer.”
Hendricks snorted.  “In some things, he’s right.  Ship ‘nets can’t match us for creativity, yet.  But a well-programmed negaputer will outperform a human 99 times out of 100, easy.”
Benning nodded; he’d already told her as much, and the moment she sat down in the command chair and connected to the ship’s ‘net, she saw what he meant.  He’d pre-programmed the negaputer with a dozen different battle protocols, each rigged to activate depending on a specific set on conditions.  The ship would respond automatically in many situations, removing the limit of a human mind from the chaos of battle but allowing her to step in and change things as needed.  She’d had him explain a few of them to her and the reasoning behind them; doing so made her realize just how much she had to learn about naval combat.  Hendricks had been taking ships and fighting off enemies for decades, and she was excited to learn what he had to teach.
“When’s the last time you did a system check?” Hendricks asked as the ship moved toward its next dive point.
“Two dives ago,” she replied.
He nodded.  “I suggest doing it before this next dive.  We’ve been diving deeper than standard, and with so much power going into the dive engine, the nanofield might miss something.”
Benning didn’t reply but sunk her mind into the ‘net, using her new Better Captain than Crew ability.  She could sense every system in the ship, feel the vessel like it was an outgrowth of her body.  Everything seemed normal.  She couldn’t feel any irregularities in the ship, nothing felt wrong or out of place as Hendricks assured her it would if there was a problem. 
“We’re good,” she replied.  “Okay, this next dive should bring us within a linute of where the Heliopause is supposed to be.”  She had to admit that she was guessing somewhat on that.  Part of her had hoped that Leroy Cook hadn’t destroyed Ramona Gruszka’s beacon, but Benning had been unable to find it on the Overnet.  That meant she had to find the ship the hard way, through navigation projections and her knowledge of its captain.
“Assuming it hasn’t already been scared off by a dozen pirate ships diving near it,” her mate observed wryly.  “I still don’t understand why you sent out that signal.  We could have ambushed the freighter and taken it with ease.”
“Because I need practice in naval combat,” she replied.  “Argus Leon is a coward at heart, and he runs from trouble whenever he can.  I’ve been in a grand total of two real naval battles, and one of those was just a delaying action while we ran.”
“So, you decided the best way to learn was to call a bunch of pirates into one place, where they’ll certainly attack one another, and join in this grand melee?”
“Exactly,” Benning grinned.  She didn’t bother to explain how her Honor the Fallen ability worked, but he was correct.  A grand melee was exactly what she wanted.  Her skills could use all the boost they could get.  The Relentless was powerful but not overwhelmingly so, as she reminded herself by scanning the vessel’s status.
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RELENTLESS
Marauder-class frigate hull warship
Last port: Siding Spring Station 12, Oort Cloud

Dive-capable
Deep-dive capable

Weapons:
8 x 4 PW grasers
4 x 2 PJ antimatter cannons
4 x 2 PW graviton cannons
2 x 1 PJ neutrino beam
44 x 100 TJ mass drivers
32 x 100 TJ plasma cannons
8 x 12 PJ fusion warhead launchers

Armor:
3-cim neutronium shell
10-cim ablative reflective coating
2-cim boron neutron shielding
12 PW dark energy field
10 PJ dark matter shroud
10 PW EM field

Captain: Benning Kidd
Owner: Benning Kidd
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The frigate was powerful, but it was mostly designed to incapacitate ships rather than destroy them.  Since she didn’t have a boarding force, incapacitating enemies wasn’t in her best interests; it was better to destroy them entirely, and her weapons weren’t conducive to that. 
She issued her next set of instructions to the ‘net, and she felt the power surging from the main antimatter drive to the dive engine.  Once more, the world around her flattened as the fifth dimension washed over her, and she could see the entirety of the ship in a single glance.  It was much easier to take it all in thanks to her new ability, since she could feel the different parts of the vessel she was looking at, but she still found it far simpler to simply concentrate on a single object than to try and take in everything at once. 
They rose from the dive in a wave of energy, moving at a respectable two tocks.  As the world opened back up around her, her mind was flooded with a sea of images. 
“We’ve got contacts, 1.5 linutes off the port bow, declined,” Hendricks said with a sigh.  “I make twenty-two vessels, Benning Kidd.  None of them match the readings of the Heliopause, though.  I think she’s already run.”
Benning had already processed the same information, but she understood now why Argus Leon had asked for it to be repeated.  Hearing it helped her grasp the information more intuitively, and it gave her a better feel for what she was seeing. 
“They won’t get away, Fodor Hendricks.  Don’t worry.”  She quickly scanned the images she was seeing, all of which she knew where at least a minute and a half old.  There was a disruption in the cosmic microwave background, or CMB, the ever-present relic of the photons of the Big Bang.  Benning hadn’t realized it before, but diving altered the uniformity of that background, leaving chaotic swirls that anyone who knew what they were looking for could trace.  Fodor Hendricks knew what he was looking for, and now, so did Benning. 
“There’s a remnant of a dive signature, there, but only one.  Why isn’t everyone chasing Argus Leon?”
“And turn their backs to the others?” Hendricks laughed.  “Maybe one or two of those ships out there have a negmass plant like the Relentless, Benning Kidd.  The others are probably running off AM or KB plants, and to power their dive engines, they have to depower their weapons and defenses.  That’s just asking to be attacked.” 
Benning looked at the images, frowning.  “It looks like they’re all just hanging there.  No one’s started anything, yet.”
“See that destroyer-class signature?  That’s the Defiant Fist under Captain Mildred Joyce.  If any of them try to run or attack, she’ll capture them in a heartbeat.  She’s always looking for more ships to add to her fleet.”  Hendricks shook his head.  “See how everyone’s giving her a wide berth?  My guess it they’re negotiating to work together against her.  She can’t strike first, or they might gang up on her.  They can’t, because while she’s catching that ship, the others will vanish.  It’s a standoff.”
Benning frowned.  She couldn’t have that; if the pirates weren’t engaging one another, they would all turn on her the moment that she attacked.  The Relentless was a powerful ship – but it wasn’t that good, and neither was Benning.  Fortunately, she’d made a plan for this, but it was risky.  Very, very risky.  Her images were over a minute old, and if those vessels were maneuvering at a tock or more, their positions would be vastly different than they were in her screen.  She took a deep breath and sent a series of instructions to the negaputer. 
“Prepare for deep dive,” she instructed tersely, feeling wave of anxiety roll through her.
“What?!” Hendricks asked, half-turning as his voice raised.  “What do you mean, ‘deep dive’?  I thought you wanted to be in a grand melee!”
“I do,” she grinned nervously, sending another set of commands to the ‘net.  “Right in the middle, in fact.”
“Then why…oh, no.  You can’t…”
His protest was cut off as the gleaming wormhole appeared before the spherical warship, and the Relentless slid over the edge and into the singularity.  Time became meaningless as the Relentless was frozen between one moment and the next, but Benning’s mind was still issuing commands to the negaputer.  She couldn’t be sure where, exactly, they would be emerging, but when they did, she and Hendricks would require a few moments to recover.  In those few moments, the Relentless would be fairly helpless unless it was already programmed with instructions. 
Reality unwound around Benning as she was pulled from existence, then the universe slammed back into her.  Her body shook and shuddered from the experience, and she could see that Hendricks was in only slightly better condition.  Fortunately, the negaputer knew what to do.
A blast of incredibly high-energy photons burst from the collapsing wormhole, exploding outward from the Relentless with the force of a supernova and slamming into the nearby ships.  The closest vessel, a small cutter that had to be fairly local, was hit first by the radiation.  The ultra-high-energy gamma rays blasted through its armor and slammed into its engine, which apparently was an antimatter design.  The magnetic coils stabilizing the engine failed, and the antimatter smashed uncontrollably into the cloud of gas filling the engine.  The resulting cascade reaction was unstoppable.  The cutter went photonic, exploding in a blast of radiation, its hull converting into particulate form beneath the massive burst of energy.
A corvette a lecond away went up next in a burst of gamma rays as its KB drive was overfed, causing it to pulse all its energy out in a single, massive burst of Hawking radiation.  Another cutter, two leconds distant below the Relentless, went next, its AM plant suffering the same fate as the first cutter’s.  All around Benning, the wave of energy rushed outward, slamming into hulls with the energy of a dozen grasers, shorting out systems and causing power plants to stutter, spike in energy, or shut down completely. 
Before Benning had even absorbed the deaths of the nearby ships, the Relentless’ negaputer engaged its weapons and began firing directly at the Defiant Fist.  She’d hoped to surface near the more powerful ship, but she hadn’t gotten as close as she’d have liked.  The gamma burst had probably done some damage but not as much as she’d hoped.  Graser blasts lashed the hull, while more powerful antimatter beams sprayed streams of anti-protons at over 9.9 tocks, close to the speed of light, trying to cut through its armor.  Six fusion warheads were launched in different directions, two of them heading directly for the destroyer while the rest targeted places where more than one ship was clustered within a few leconds of each other.  The vessel’s onslaught continued for a full second before falling silent as Benning’s evasive directions kicked in and the Relentless soared away from the remnants of the vessels scattered about.
As they slipped past the startled vessels, Benning felt her confidence and control of her ship surge.  They’d taken out a dozen ships in that single blast, either destroyed or incapacitated.  Honor the Fallen had given her skills a boost of a third or so, bumping them over the rank-10 barrier and giving her a new sense of competence.
“Bloody scrit, I can’t believe that worked!” Hendricks shouted as he stared at his display.  “I’m reading three vessels utterly destroyed just from the bow wave and seven more drifting…wait, scratch that.  Two of the drifting vessels took direct graser hits and just went photonic.  A third is jetting air to space…”  His voice trailed off, and he turned to stare at her in shock.  “Flork, Benning Kidd!  Half the ships within five leconds are either gone or totally disabled, and the rest are badly damaged!  It’s like you detonated a singularity warhead in the middle of them!”
“I basically did,” she pointed out.  “How’s the Fist?”
“Damaged, but still functional,” he grimaced.  “Scrit, I’d hoped you’d have taken her out.  She’s got some minor hull breaches, and her engine power dropped by 40%.”
“So, she can’t use everything she’s got against us,” Benning nodded.  “That’ll have to do.  That still leaves eight ships undamaged and seven hurt but fighting.  What will they do now?”
“The damaged ships are going to try and run,” he predicted.  “The undamaged ones will either chase them and try to capture them or come after us to make sure we don’t do that again.”
“We can’t,” she grimaced.  “The recoil from that first cutter going up hit our wormhole drive.  It’ll take at least ten minutes to repair it.”
“By then, this will all be over,” he agreed.  “They don’t know that, though, so…okay, starting to get a picture.  Looks like…yep.  The damaged vessels are fleeing the area.  Four of the undamaged ships are chasing them.  Two altered course toward us – and so did the Defiant Fist.”
“Recommendations?” she asked calmly, although her heart was racing.
“We don’t have to turn to engage them, but at our speed, we’ll be out of effective combat range in ten seconds or so,” he told her.  “If you want to fight them, you’re going to need to come about to stay in the battle zone.”
Benning issued her commands to the ‘net, and the ship began to gradually come about, using 500 g’s of its acceleration to turn and reserving the other 500 for evasive maneuvers.  She scanned her display.  “Two leconds from the nearest pursuer,” she observed.  “Is it even worth firing at this range?”
“Fire a graviton pulse in a wide wave,” he instructed.  “It won’t do any damage, but the spike of gravity they’ll get when it hits them will slow them for a microsecond or two.  That’ll throw off their aim by a dozen kims.”
Benning complied, then followed the wave by a wide blast from the four grasers facing that direction.  Those wouldn’t do any real damage, either, as diffused as they were, but stacked on top of the radiation the ships had already absorbed, the gamma rays would hurt their engine efficiency. 
“Good call,” he said, seeing what she’d done.  “We’re five seconds from a parallel course to the main battlefield.”
Benning opened her mouth to speak, but as she did, a series of flashes lit up her thoughts, and her skin warmed slightly.  “What was that?” she asked reflexively, even as the information poured into her mind.
“Two graser hits, nothing significant,” Hendricks replied.  “Okay, getting some readings.   The nearest ship is a Siren-class corvette, nothing really dangerous.  It’s armed with one-pow grasers, some mass drivers, and plasma cannons for short range.  The next is a Bandit-class corvette, that one has a single antimatter beam.  And the last, of course, is the Fist.”  He shook his head.  “Even damaged, she’s got us outgunned, Benning Kidd.  We’re going to be outclassed, here.”
Benning nodded.  “That always seems to be the case,” she sighed.  “Options for dealing with the Defiant?”
“Typically, I’d close with her and get our marines on board,” he shrugged.  “The Fist only has a crew of 12.  It’s meant to kill ships, not to capture them.
“Now, though?  Our options are limited.  We can take the two corvettes, easy.  The Fist will hammer us if we do, though.  And if we focus on the destroyer, the corvettes will cripple our engine…assuming they work together, that is.”
Benning frowned.  “We have to focus on the Fist,” she decided.  “The smaller ships can hurt us, but the destroyer can take us out.”
“We’re fighting a stern battle with her,” the pirate reminded her.  “That gives her an advantage, since she’s getting our images faster than we can get hers.”
“Then we need to fix that.”  Benning issued more orders, and the Relentless began to make a hard turn, bringing it about so that it would soon be running perpendicular to its former path.  She fired another graviton wave behind her and targeted the destroyer with a wide-dispersal graser blast.  As she did, her skin warmed once more as red flashes lit up her display.
“Glancing hit from an antimatter cannon,” Hendricks said unconcernedly.  “No significant damage.”
Benning returned the favor, firing two of her antimatter beams back at the oncoming vessels.  At the same time, she unleashed four fusion warheads in a square blast pattern, hoping to force the smaller ships into a narrower volume of space. 
“We’re now on a perpendicular course,” Hendricks spoke up.
Benning once more fired a volley of fusion missiles, narrowing their spread.  At the same time, a shock rippled through her ship and her skin burned.  “What was that?”
“Antimatter warhead from the Fist,” her first mate said in a concerned voice.  “Our mass drivers intercepted it, but even so, engine efficiency is down 9%, and the EM shielding is down 15%.”
“Scrit,” Benning muttered, issuing more evasive orders to the ‘net.  The ship shuddered again, but the burning sensation had lessened. 
“The Fist has altered course to intercept our new trajectory,” Hendricks informed her.  “Range 1.2 leconds.”
The Relentless shook again, and warning flashes lit up Benning’s display.  It felt like someone had stabbed her with needles, and she resisted the urge to rub her skin where it burned.
“Direct hit from an antimatter cannon,” Hendricks said urgently.  “Looks like it was the bandit-class.  Three hull breaches, none significant, but our EM shielding is down another 22%.”
A moment later, the ship shuddered again, and Benning’s skin burned fiercely.  “That was the Fist’s graser array,” Hendricks explained.  “Engine efficiency down 11% more.”
We can’t keep this up, Benning realized as she fired her own graser array, targeting the bandit-class corvette.  We might be able to deal with the Fist, but not while those smaller ships are helping her.
“How do we get them to turn on each other?” she asked suddenly.
Hendricks glanced at her in confusion.  “What?”
“The ships chasing us.  How could we get the smaller ones to turn on the Defiant Fist?”
“Those corvettes won’t attack the Fist.  It’d be suicide.  They might attack each other, if one thought the other was wounded, but…”
“What if they thought the Fist was badly damaged?” Benning asked, an idea forming in her mind.   “Would they attack then?”
Hendricks snorted.  “Possibly.  We pirates are like starving rats.  We’ll attack anything that looks edible.  They aren’t likely to think that, though.”
“Not unless we convince them to,” she said with a grin.  “First Mate, ready a volley of five fusion warheads targeted between the cutters and the destroyer.”
“That won’t do much damage,” Hendricks warned. 
“It doesn’t have to.  It just has to look impressive – and block their sensor image of her for a second,” she assured him.  “Keep up with evasive maneuvers.  Give me ten seconds.”
“Ten seconds?  That’s a long time,” he muttered.  She just gazed at him, and he sighed.  “Fine, I can do ten seconds…but I’ll have to run from the Fist to do it.”
“Do what you have to, but stay in range,” she ordered.  Not waiting for him to answer, she closed her eyes and dropped into the ship’s ‘net.
It only took her a moment to connect to the Overnet, and a few more seconds to find the Defiant Fist’s ‘net from there.  She ignored the growing warmth on her skin as her ship was bathed in gamma ray energy.  There was no way she would be able to hack the other ship, not without spending days trying to find an ID to spoof, but she didn’t need to.  All she needed was the transponder signal the ship was broadcasting through the Overnet.  A flash of ethereal light in her vision was accompanied by the information that the Relentless had just suffered another glancing shot from an antimatter beam, but it didn’t look like it had done any real damage to anything but her dwindling protective EM field  Not yet, at least, and hopefully, within a few seconds, it wouldn’t matter.  At last, she nodded.
“Okay, Fodor Hendricks.  Fire warheads, and give me a detonation eta.”
“Firing.  Detonation in three-point-six seconds.”
Benning waited for the requisite time, then reached into the Overnet and altered the signature radiating from the Fist.  It didn’t require hacking into the ship, and it didn’t affect the destroyer in the slightest, but to anyone now looking, it
looked like the five warheads had been direct hits, and the ship was badly damaged and venting air. 
“Benning Kidd,” Hendricks said slowly.  “Those warheads – it looks like they made direct impact with the Fist, but…that’s not possible!”
“You know that, and I know that, Fodor Hendricks,” she smiled slyly.  “No one else does, though.  All they saw was a flash and the resulting damage.  Let’s see what they do about it.”
Benning watched as her two-second-lagged signal showed the corvettes ceasing fire – and suddenly targeting the Fist, instead. 
“It worked,” Hendricks said in amazement.  “The corvettes have engaged the Fist.  The destroyer is returning fire.”  He looked over at Benning.  “This will only give us a few seconds, Benning Kidd.  Mildred Joyce will deal with those two fairly quickly.”
“But for those few seconds, she won’t be paying attention to us, and her evasion protocols won’t be targeted at us,” Benning said, taking a deep breath, triggering one of her created protocols in the ship’s ‘net.  “Prepare for a double dive, First Mate.”  It had worked before… 
“We’re going after the Heliopause?” he grinned at her.
“Yes and no.  I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”
The world flattened around them as the Relentless dove into the fifth dimension, plunging through the brilliant display of colors.  The ship rose to the surface, and immediately, the Relentless’ ‘net targeted the nearest vessel and opened fire with every weapon at hand.  Fusion warheads slammed into its hull, grasers bathed its engine in radiation, and antimatter ate through its armor.  Her neutrino cannons targeted the vessel’s core, flashing into radiation in the center of its negaputer.  Plasma bathed the vessel, and it shuddered as her mass drivers slammed hardened slugs into its already weakened shell. 
The barrage lasted for only a fraction of a second before the frigate dove again, plunging away from the enemy’s responsive fire and emerging two leconds away.  In that moment, though, the Defiant Fist had taken the full brunt of Relentless’ assault at a distance of less than a hundred mims, a third of a lecond and practically point-blank range for a starship – and practically every attacks had been a direct hit.
“Damage report on the Fist?” Benning asked coolly, reaching into the net and disabling her false projection of the destroyer’s state.
Hendricks was staring at the display as the reading came in, delayed two seconds by their distance.  “The…the Fist took severe damage,” he said slowly.  “It looks like her engine is offline, she’s venting air from multiple places, and from the lack of weapons returning fire, she’s dead in the water.”  He glanced over at the woman, his eyes stunned.  “I think you just killed a destroyer in one barrage, Benning Kidd.”
“She’s not dead,” Benning pointed out.
“She will be once everyone realizes what’s happening.  One of the two corvettes is out of commission, but the Siren-class is still firing.  And no one’s going to let Mildred Joyce fly out of here.  She’s terrorized the Oort Cloud for years with that monstrosity.  In fact, I’m surprised she hasn’t…yep, there it is.”
Benning blinked as a notification appeared in her mind.
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Incoming Message!

You have a message from CAPTAIN MILDRED JOYCE.  Do you accept?
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“What does she want?” Benning asked curiously.
“To negotiate a surrender, most likely,” he chuckled.  “She’ll pay you to protect her as she retreats, and in return, she’ll agree not to seek revenge.  It’s pretty standard.”
“Should I take it?”
“Ask for double whatever she offers and 5% of her haul for a solar year,” he grinned.  “She’ll take it, because her other option is to lose the Fist, and she might never luck into a ship like that again.”
Benning accepted, and her holo was suddenly filled with the image of a woman with bronze skin, flaming red hair, and a muscular physique.
“A bold maneuver, Captain Fodor Hendricks,” the woman spoke.  Her eyes narrowed as she seemed to realize who she was speaking with.  “Wait, who are you?  Where is Fodor Hendricks?”
“My designation is Benning Kidd, and I’m the new captain of the Relentless,” Benning said evenly.  “Fodor Hendricks died at my hand.  What can I do for you, Mildred Joyce?”
The enemy captain seemed to regain her balance a moment later.  “Congratulations, then.  I wish to offer conditions of surrender to you, in return for my freedom to flee the battlefield.”
“What terms are you offering?” Benning asked, forcing her voice to sound bored despite her rising excitement.
“500 credits and a year’s grace before I hunt you down, in return for your protection while I retreat,” the woman replied.  “They’re fair terms.”
“If you had any ability to defend yourself, they would be,” Benning laughed.  “As it stands, you’re dead in the water, unable to evade or counterattack.  Make it a thousand credits, 5% of your haul for a solar year, and you promise never to seek vengeance for this battle.”
The woman snorted derisively.  “Absurd!  My ship will be operational in moments, Captain, and…”
“Your ship is one fusion warhead away from going photonic,” Benning interrupted her.  “And I’ve got the missile locked and loaded.  You’ll probably take those two corvettes with you, so I get three ships with one missile.”  She shook her head.  “I changed my mind.  Fifteen-hundred credits and 10% of your haul, or lose the Fist and go to respawn.  You decide.”
The woman’s eyes were furious.  “I’m a dangerous enemy, Benning Kidd,” she growled.
“So am I, as you’ve seen.  Do you accept the offer?  Decide now, because my next offer will have you serving under me for the next five solar years.”
“Fine,” the woman spat.  “I accept.”
Benning read the notification that appeared, making sure it said what she’d offered, then agreed to it.  “My thanks, Captain,” she said with a smile.  “Now, I’ll take care of that corvette harassing you, and you’ll be clear to run.  Hopefully, we won’t see each other again soon.”
“Oh, we will, Benning Kidd.  I won’t seek vengeance for this, but I’ll find a way to pay you back.  Trust me.”
Benning didn’t respond but merely cut the connection, and the holo vanished.  She leaned back in her command chair and sighed heavily; that had been far more stressful than she’d let on.  Her heart was pounding, and her muscles felt oddly weak and trembling.  Am I okay, Tiddly?
<You’re fine.  Check your status, and you’ll understand.>
Benning obliged, and she immediately saw what Tiddly was talking about.
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BENNING KIDD

Citizen Path: Stellar Corsair
Level: 4
To Next Level: 129% LEVEL UP!
Credits: 1672.8 Standard Credits

Current State: Adrenaline Overdose
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What does that mean?
<It’s a minor debuff.  Right now, you’re taking a 5% penalty to Coordination, Resistance, and Acuity.  It’ll only last a few minutes.  But did you see that you leveled up?>
Yes, I saw, Benning sighed.  A part of her was still dreading the level-up euphoria even as part of her longed for it intensely.  She turned her mind from that; she had things to do right now.  Leveling up wasn’t one of them.
“Fodor Hendricks, alert the other ships that the Fist is under my protection for the duration of this battle.  You might suggest that I’m not interested in capturing ships, and every one of them that goes photonic today is one I won’t be competing with tomorrow.”
“I’ll pass the word,” he chuckled.  “After the deal you just wrangled from Mildred Joyce, though, there won’t be any problems.  No one else will want to be on the receiving end of that sort of arrangement.”
“Good.  Then, once the Fist is clear, prepare to dive.  We still need to catch the Heliopause.”
“She’s long gone, Benning Kidd,” he shook his head.  “She could be anywhere by now.”
“I can find her,” Benning said confidently.  “And when I do, Argus Leon is going to pay.”




Chapter 27

“I’m telling you, the Heliopause could be anywhere within a light-hour’s radius by now,” Hendricks said exasperatedly thirty minutes later.  “Even if he followed one of your patterns, you can’t be sure exactly where he emerged, Benning Kidd.  By the Hole, he might have realized what he was doing and changed his dives!”
She shook her head.  “Argus Leon is a creature of habit.  He does things the same way whenever possible, because he knows that way works, and he’s wary of trying new things.  Even when he figured out that people were guessing his dive patterns, he just added a new one.  He didn’t alter the other two.”
The Relentless had just emerged from a dive into one of the locations to which Benning thought Argus Leon might have fled.  The sensors were showing no trace of a recent dive, though; the microwave background didn’t have the characteristic disruption that a dive left behind.  It was the fourth location they’d checked, and her first mate seemed to be getting frustrated.  Benning was still confident, but it was obvious that Hendricks didn’t yet trust her judgment enough to be placated.
<You could try offering him a compromise,> Tiddly suggested.  <Maybe ask what he’d do, instead.  It would make him feel less out of control, and I’m sure he’s struggling with that, right now.>
Benning considered it.  Honestly, she didn’t care how Hendricks felt, so long as he served, but she knew he’d serve better if he were content instead of angry.  She sighed. 
“What would you do differently, Fodor Hendricks?” she finally asked.
“Well, with as many credits as you have right now, I’d go to Station 212 and buy permission to intercept them as they approached,” he suggested.  “It’ll cost you fifty credits or so, but it’ll be a lot more certain.”
“Unless Argus Leon’s bought free passage,” she countered.  “Which I’m sure he has.”
Hendricks snorted.  “That’s why it’ll cost you.  The Maison l’Industrie – the cartel that controls most of the Siding Spring stations – builds starship parts and weapons.  They’ll favor a warship over a smuggler most days, especially when there’s good money involved.”
Benning considered it.  “They should be a day out from station,” she observed.  “We can make the trip in six hours if we run hard and deep.”  Her mouth twisted as she spoke.  “We’ll check two more spots.  If we don’t find them there, we’ll head for the station and get permission.  Even if we can’t, we can catch the Heliopause outbound.”
“That’s thinking like a pirate,” he laughed.  “There’s a saying: You can’t see the scan through the sights.  When you’re focusing too hard on your target, you can miss larger things that you’d notice otherwise.”
“I like that,” she smiled.  “I’ll keep it in mind.”  She focused on the ship’s ‘net, using the negaputer to calculate her next projected destination.  “Okay, get ready to dive.  Let’s see if we can find her.”
They plunged into the fifth dimension, racing through it as deeply as Benning dared without risking the ship.  They’d already taken some minor damage after colliding with a massive particle during a previous dive, and she’d been forced to pull back the range of her dives after that to let the nanofield repair the hole in the neutronium shell surrounding the hull.  They arose ten linutes farther along, and reflexively, Benning scanned the area, barely noting the CMB scans as she did.
“Benning Kidd…something came out of a dive nearby,” Hendricks said slowly, jerking her attention back to the microwave background.  “Not too long ago, either.  Maybe ten minutes?”
“The Heliopause,” she said with a grim smile.  “Plot us the most direct route from here to Station 212, Fodor Hendricks.”
“Done,” he replied immediately.  “How fast will he be running?”
“It depends on how scared he is.  His normal running speed is a tock, but if he’s in a hurry, it might be two.”
“Let’s assume two, then.  We’ll need to run at two-point-five, and we’ll need to dive frequently to catch them.”
“Why?  Can’t we just run faster than they are and dive when they do?”
“There’s another old saying, Benning Kidd: a stern chase is a long chase,” he snorted.  “If we dive right at them, our bow wave will scare them off, and they might rabbit in another random direction that we don’t have time to find.”
“So, how do we overtake them?”
“By making it look like we aren’t.  What we’ll want to do is curve in the wrong direction, parallel them for a bit, and then dive in front of them before they can react.”
“Show me how,” she instructed, and immediately, a projected path appeared in her holo, showing a curving path that would take them in a wide arc around the projected path of the Heliopause.  Toward the end, it cut sharply back toward the vessel.  She examined it carefully and took note of how far he’d chosen to swing around them, how long he’d kept his distance, and how rapidly he returned to the chosen path. It was a clever tactic, she had to admit, and had she been aboard the Heliopause still, she probably wouldn’t have done more than watch the Relentless as it cruised away from her.
“We’ll be fairly close to the station, won’t we?”
“Several hours travel, yes,” he agreed.  “Close enough that we’ll probably have to pay a fine for seizing the ship to be able to dock at the station.  Nothing substantial, but you’ll get a slap on the wrist for sure.”
“Okay, set it up.  I want to see the look on Argus Leon’s face when we drop in on him.”
Hendricks had been right; their race for the Heliopause was long and, frankly, somewhat boring for Benning.  At first, she’d been filled with nervous anticipation.  Her quarry was in sight, in a manner of speaking.  They’d overtake them soon enough, and Benning would have her vengeance.  As the minutes turned into hours, though, her eagerness faded, replaced with a nagging sense that something had gone wrong. 
“Any change?” she asked for perhaps the tenth time, even though she knew the answer.
Hendricks sighed.  “Be patient.  I told you: a stern chase is a long chase.  We’ve almost drawn abreast of them.”
“They aren’t doing anything, though,” Benning said, a spike of worry gnawing at her gut.  They had a reading on the Heliopause’s bow wave, now, and they were monitoring its redshift to see if the vessel were moving to evade them.  So far, it had maintained its course, which Benning found odd.  “It seems like they should be trying to move away from us, or something.”
“Because their captain is looking for someone chasing him,” Hendricks replied soothingly.  “He’s on a straight course toward the station, and we’re on a curved one that will take us there without getting close to him.  As far as he’s concerned, we’re just another freighter trying to avoid pirates.”
Benning’s sigh matched her first mate’s.  “I hope you’re right,” she said tiredly.  “I’m just ready for this to be done, to be honest.”
“You’re not the first captain to feel that way.  You have no idea how many plantrash captains have gotten bored and frustrated and jumped the gun, diving right at their prey and spooking them into running before they were ready.  Relax.  We’ll get there when we get there.  If you want, you can drop into the Overnet for a bit.  The ship’s ‘net will let you know when we’re getting close.”
“That seems kind of – irresponsible,” she said hesitantly.
He snorted.  “I’ve spent thousands of hours sitting in that chair, hooked into the Overnet, waiting for something to happen, Benning Kidd.  Trust me, every captain does it.”
“Okay, but not for very long,” she said a moment later.  “I can level up, and I’d like to take care of that.”
“Congratulations,” he said, and even Benning could hear the bitterness in his voice.  “Enjoy it.”
She closed her eyes, commanded the ship’s ‘net to wake her before they neared the point where they’d be diving at the Heliopause – and, just to be sure, commanded a pair of bots to stand outside the bridge and to intervene if Hendricks moved in her direction.  With her safety reasonably secure, she selected her Overnet icon.
She stood in the middle of her empty, white domain in an instant.  Tiddly appeared a moment later, her face eager as always.
“Wow, Benning Kidd, I can’t believe your plan’s worked so well so far!” the gnome gushed, bouncing on her toes eagerly.  “And you get to level up!  Do you know what you’re going to do with your skill credits this time?”
“I’m going to be fighting Geraldine Dickerson soon enough,” Benning said, her somber tone not matching Tiddly’s.  “I need to improve my Weapons Expertise and Martial Combat skills, for sure.  Besides, I’ve been using my Cyberwarfare pretty heavily.  I think it should be leveling just fine on its own.”
“You’re right.  It went up half a point just from fooling the ship’s ‘net, in fact.”
“Well, I wouldn’t have been able to do that without your help,” Benning smiled.  “Still, my combat skills have started to slow down their growth.  I need to get back into training them.”
“Hopefully, Fodor Hendricks can help you with that.”
“Hopefully.  In the meantime, though, boosting them with skill credits will certainly help.”
Taking a deep breath, Benning concentrated on leveling up.  The terrible, exultant pleasure rose up within her, ravaging her body.  Ecstasy flowed in her veins, and her mind was awash in bliss.  Still, part of her refused to revel in the feeling, and when it faded, she felt slightly dirty and ashamed for having indulged in it so completely.
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CONGRATULATIONS!

You have leveled up in the Career Path of
STELLAR CORSAIR!

Your new level is 5.

As a STELLAR CORSAIR, you gain the following with every new level:

All stats +0.2
All path Skills +0.5
2 Standard Credits
2 Skill Credits

Skill credits must be spent before leaving the Overnet, or they will be randomly assigned. 

Move Ever Forward, Citizen!
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SKILL UPGRADES!

You have achieved rank 10 in one or more of your skills.  With this increase, your skills achieve a new tier, and you can use them in unique ways.

CYBERWARFARE
1.5 + 0.2 x rank to scan level required to pierce spoofed ID
+3% chance of success per minute per rank
+2% hacking speed per rank
-2% chance of detection per rank
Access radius: 10m + 0.3 m per rank
Can access a distant ‘net through the Overnet at half the success chances and double the time and detection chances.

MARTIAL COMBAT
+1.5% x rank melee damage
+1.5% x rank melee defense
Focused attack: Increase attack rating by 50% and do -50% damage with any melee attack

NAVAL TACTICS
+1.5% x rank starship weapons damage
+1.5% x rank starship defense
Blitzkreig: Sacrifice 50% defense to do +50% damage with one attack.
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NEW ABILITY

As a STELLAR CORSAIR, you gain lesser versions of the path abilities of both the Starship Captain and Mercenary Gladiator career paths, so as to hide your true nature more easily.  In addition, you gain specific abilities related to your path. 

For achieving level 5, you have gained the ability:

DECLARED ENEMY
Choose one enemy during combat and receive a 50% bonus to all combat skills against that enemy.  Receive a 25% penalty to all combat skills against all other enemies.  This ability can only be used when facing five or more enemies in a single combat, and can only be used once per combat.
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Once again, it looked like the system was pushing her toward large-scale battles and combats.  This was a powerful ability, but the requirement of facing five or more enemies made it useless in one-on-one combat.  In a battle where one foe was more powerful than the others, though, this ability made a lot of sense.  Had she been able to use this against the Defiant Fist, for example, she might have been able to end the battle without needing to pull her risky diving trick.
It didn’t matter; she hadn’t had the skill, so she’d done what it took to win.  This ability would eventually be useful, but not against Geraldine Dickerson – at least, not unless the system counted the defensive bots she’d certainly have in place as enemies.  She added her skill credits to Weapons Expertise and Martial Combat, then took a look at her overall status.
[image: ]
BENNING KIDD

Citizen Path: Stellar Corsair
Level: 5
To Next Level: 29%
Credits: 1674.8 Standard Credits

Physicality: 10.2
Coordination: 10.2
Resistance: 10.3

Acuity: 9.5
Willpower: 16.7
Social: 9.3

Renown: 16

SKILLS
Conditioning 9.7
Cyberwarfare 10.3
Leadership 6.4
Martial Combat 10.8
Naval Tactics 10.5
Starfaring 9.5
Weapons Expertise 9.9
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“You’re coming along amazingly well, Benning Kidd,” Tiddly said, reading Benning’s status and shaking her head.  “Most people spend a year or more going from level 4 to level 5.”
“I suppose becoming an actual captain of a starship helped a bit.”
“Well, sure, but piloting that ship successfully in a large battle – at least, large for you – and emerging victorious was what really pushed you into the next level.  Mildred Joyce is probably going to be cursing your name all over the Oort Cloud, and you got a big boost in renown from it.  That’s a huge step on your career path.”  Tiddly grimaced.  “Don’t expect another jump like that again, though.  Going from level 5 to 6 will probably take a lot longer.”
“I guess we’ll see,” Benning said unconcernedly.  Leveling, she realized, wasn’t really a major goal of hers.  She wanted to grow and improve, but gaining new levels was something she both anticipated and dreaded.  Most Citizens, she suspected, were a lot more eager to level up than she was – at least, it sounded like Fodor Hendricks was.  She frowned as a thought occurred to her.
“Tiddly, why did Fodor Hendricks seem so unhappy when I told him I was leveling up?”
“Probably jealousy, Benning Kidd.”
“Jealousy?  He’s a much higher level than I am.”
Tiddly shook her head.  “That’s not why he’s jealous, Benning Kidd.  Losing the Relentless and his crew certainly set him way back in his career path, after all.  He might even have been close to leveling up again, and now I’m sure he’s years away once more.”
“I see,” Benning said slowly.  That really didn’t matter to her; the man had lost his ship through his own inattention and by underestimating Benning.  That was his choice, and he was dealing with the consequences.  So long as he could still help her, it really wasn’t her problem.  “Is that likely to cause problems for me?”
“Probably, but it would have been a lot worse for him if he kept getting killed over and over again; he might have ended up below you in level, in fact.  At least this way, he only lost a little bit of progress, and in a year, he can work to regain it.” 
“Good.”  Benning looked around with a grimace.  “Well, I don’t have time for a game, and there’s no reason for me to stay here, is there?”
“Not really, no.  You really should try to fix this place up, Benning.  Then, you could wait here on long trips, the way most captains do.”
“Another time, Tiddly.  I’ve still got a score to settle.”




Chapter 28

“We’re approaching the cutoff point, Benning Kidd,” Fodor Hendricks said at last, and Benning straightened in her command chair.  She glanced at the latest measurements of the Heliopause’s bow wave; by the negaputer’s reckoning, they were almost two light-hours from their quarry, and the freighter was maintaining their heading, interspersing their travels with occasional shallow dives.  Their bow wave hadn’t shifted significantly; they weren’t remotely aware that they were being actively hunted, although Argus Leon had to know the Relentless was there.  His sensors could see Benning’s bow wave and dives just as well as she could see his.
“What’s the best way to do this?” she asked, feeling a sudden surge of anticipation and nerves.  She and Hendricks had spent the last hour discussing the best way to board the Heliopause, considering what Benning knew of Geraldine Dickerson’s preferred tactics and armaments, and she thought she was finally ready.
“We’re going to have to dive rapidly to stay ahead of our bow wave and dive signature,” he replied, not looking away from his holo.  “It’ll put some strain on the dive engine, and it’s a bit dangerous – you can lose crew members to space if they move in between dives, not to mention the increased chances of hitting a massive particle – but it’s the only way to surprise them.”
“If that’s what we have to do, then it’s what we have to do,” Benning said firmly.  “Make it happen, First Mate.”
“Aye aye.  Preparing for rapid dives.”  He glanced back at her.  “Try to stay as still as possible.  Moving around would be a bad idea for the next while.”
Before Benning could reply, the fifth dimension unrolled and swept over the ship, compressing and flattening the vessel and surrounding space.  Benning froze as the ship swept along the tide of extra-dimensional energy, erupting from the fabric of spacetime several linutes away.  The wave of the fifth dimension receded – and swelled up to crash over Benning immediately once more.  The Relentless dove through the swelling higher dimension once more, plunging beneath spacetime and erupting at the other end in a spray of blue-shifted energies. 
Again and again, the vessel swept through the fifth dimension, riding the surging wave of higher-dimensional space.  Benning’s mind reeled from the constant pressure of seeing the ship laid bare before her, and she struggled to keep her focus on one place and object at a time.  The ship shuddered and pain flared in her side as they impacted something, and she could feel the strain building on the dive engine as the Relentless moved billions of kims in minutes.
Just as she thought her mind couldn’t take another dive, the Relentless rose from the fifth dimension – and there, no more than three leconds aft of them and hurtling their way, was the capsular shape of the Heliopause.
Benning pushed away her sudden weariness and smiled.  “Well done, Fodor Hendricks,” she said with satisfaction.  She sent a set of commands to the ‘net, triggering a protocol Hendricks had created previously.  The ship began to angle toward the enemy vessel to intercept it, while two of the graviton cannons fired a wide-dispersal blast at the oncoming ship to slow it.  At the same time, she unleashed a full blast from four of her grasers and a single fusion warhead, targeting where the negaputer predicted the enemy vessel would be in three seconds.
“They’ll be taking evasive maneuvers the moment they spot us,” the pirate warned her.  “I wouldn’t fire any of the main weapons until we’re at least a lecond closer.”
“The grasers should arrive at the same time as our image, or fairly close to it.  They won’t have had a chance to evade, yet.”
“Yes, but so what?  The grasers might hit, but they won’t do any real damage.”
“Just watch,” Benning replied, her stomach churning with anxiety and excitement.  “I don’t know naval combat that well, but I know Argus Leon.”
Hendricks shrugged and turned back to the holo.  Two seconds later, Benning fired again, this time in a wide dispersal pattern meant to cover the maximum volume of space.  A second after that, she fired again, trying to anticipate the cone that the Heliopause might be moving through.  Finally, the first images from the moment the Heliopause spotted them began to arrive.
“Yeah, looks like they spotted us and went into evasive maneuvers – not fast enough though, two of the grasers hit them squarely.  Good call – and there goes the fusion warhead.”  Hendricks chuckled.  “That did a bit of damage to their hull and engine.  It’s like they dropped their defenses…was he going to dive?”
Benning nodded.  “Argus Leon always dives at the first sign of trouble – unless the ship’s under direct fire.”
“Because that’ll draw power from his defenses,” Hendricks finished.  “It doesn’t look like he’s diving again.”
“I’m hoping the wide dispersal beams will hurt just enough to keep him from diving,” she explained.  “It wouldn’t work against most captains – they’d rather dive and take the damage – but Argus Leon is cautious.  He’ll try to outrun us, first.”
“I wish him luck with that,” Hendricks snorted.  “He’s headed our direction, and even with his best turning acceleration, he’ll never come about fast enough to stay ahead of us.”
As newer images came in, Benning refined what she thought the Heliopause’s location cone was, allowing her to fire into a narrower area.  She was still trying to hit a tiny target in kims of space, but the swaths of energy she was unleashing would be playing havoc with the freighter’s engine. 
A mild burning sensation caressed her skin.  “Looks like they’re firing back,” Hendricks observed.  “What was that, a 4-pow graser?”
“Yes.  They’d got four of those, plus some 500-tow plasma cannons and 1-kig mass drivers.”
“Nothing to worry about, then.  They can’t even get through our hull, and they could fire those grasers for two minutes straight before our engine will feel it.”  He looked at the holo.  “I recommend firing another broad graviton blast, followed by two fusion warheads in these two locations.”
Benning glanced at the glowing spots and sent the orders to the ship.  She understood his reasoning; those were the two places the freighter was most likely to pass considering its evasive course so far.  The Relentless was now heading in a downward descent, chasing the Heliopause – and slowly catching up.
“One-point-five leconds,” Hendricks called out as another graser hit warmed Benning’s skin and the ship’s hull.  “I’d give them a full graser blast; at this range, you’ve got a decent chance of hitting them.”
Benning complied with his suggestion and followed it up by two AM blasts at what she thought would be the enemy’s most likely location.  One of those missed entirely, but the other impacted with a flash of visible light as the antimatter ate through the neutronium shielding.
“You tagged them,” Hendricks said appreciatively.  “It looks like that shot breached their hull.  If you can do the same with a fusion warhead, that should overload their power plant now that the hull shielding’s gone there.”
Benning fired two more fusion warheads, again targeting them according to her estimation as to the ship’s evasive maneuvers.  Once more, one warhead exploded harmlessly, bathing the ship in radiation but not inflicting any real damage.  The second exploded less than a hundred kims from the vessel, though, and Benning saw the damage readings scrolling across the ship’s ‘net.
“Nice shot,” the pirate said approvingly.  “You’re good at anticipating those maneuvers.”
“I designed them,” Benning said evenly.  “That makes it a lot easier.”
“It certainly would help,” the man agreed.  “The Heliopause is slowing; I think that last shot hurt their engine.   Hit them with a pair of narrow graviton beams.”
Benning fired two of her graviton cannons, bracketing the freighter in a gravity well that not only bogged down the ship but also slowed its clocks relative to the Relentless.  Before the ship could break free of the intense gravity, Benning fired again, dragging the Heliopause closer to her and slowing it enough for the frigate to close to less than a lecond.  She followed that with a full blast from four of her grasers, slamming the radiation into the ship’s hull and sending a wave of charged particles washing through the vessel.  The Heliopause’s power signature dropped precipitously in her sensors as the singularity powering the ship was overloaded and the freighter’s negaputer dropped shielding around it as a protective measure. 
“She’s dead in space and drifting,” Hendricks announced.  “If you wanted, you could destroy her with a single fusion warhead.  No need to board her.”
Benning shook her head.  “I want Argus Leon to realize his mistake,” she said grimly.  “Plus, the Heliopause is a decent ship.  No sense wasting it.  Match speed and course, and prepare a boarding tunnel.  Let’s end this.”
It took another minute for the Relentless to move into position parallel to the doomed freighter, but only a few seconds to connect a boarding tunnel to the Heliopause’s airlock.  Benning waited for the tunnel’s air to reach an atmosphere of pressure, then opened her airlock and stepped inside.  A swarm of her ship’s bots rolled before her; they wouldn’t be much good in the coming battle, but they would give her the few seconds she would need once she was aboard the freighter and inside its ‘net.
She and Fodor Hendricks stopped before the edge of the tunnel, allowing the bots to go first.  A moment later, the sound of crackling discharges erupted as the automated defenses Dickerson had predictably set up attempted to repel the inhuman boarders.   At the sound, Hendricks gave her a nervous glance. 
You know that if you’re wrong about this, we’re probably going to die in the next minute, right? he sent silently.
Have I been wrong yet? she replied simply.
He stared at her in silence, then shook his head.  No, you haven’t.  Still, there’s an old saying: ‘Everything has a first time’.
Then hopefully, this won’t be it, she said implacably, hefting the expandable barrier she was carrying like a shield.  Ready?
No one ever is.
Then it doesn’t matter if you aren’t, does it?  Let’s go.
Benning charged forward, through the Heliopause’s open door and into its airlock.  Immediately, her armor shuddered beneath the impact of dozens of tungsten-coated slugs as the automated defenses tracked her.  Half the automated bots were down, their delicate electronics fried by the graser blasts from Benning’s bots, but most of her assault force was nonfunctional, as well, their armor shredded by the high-velocity rounds slamming into them.  It didn’t matter; they had served their purpose, and if she was victorious – when I am, she corrected mentally – she would be able to use the Heliopause’s nanofield to repair them and return them to her ship. 
As soon as she was clear of the doorway, she jumped to the left and slammed her barrier down, ducking behind it as it expanded into an em-high wall two and a half ems wide.  She heard the whine of shattering metal as the tungsten and lead bullets exploded harmlessly against the micro-thin neutronium layer protecting her barrier.  Hendricks rushed in and took up a similar position to the right of the airlock’s exit, also ducking behind his barrier and looking over at Benning expectantly.  A moment later, the electric whine filling the airlock died out as the last of her bots fell silent.  That was fine; they had given her the chance to make a beachhead, and hopefully, that was all she really needed.
She closed her eyes and reached out to the Heliopause’s ‘net.  As she’d suspected, Argus Leon hadn’t removed her from the crew list or revoked her privileges.  She knew he wouldn’t; doing so would have voided her contract, and he would have had to pay to buy the remainder of it out.  It was his mistake; that access made what she was about to do vastly easier. 
The bots in the airlock suddenly fell silent as Benning commanded the ‘net to deactivate them.  The airlock door slid open noiselessly, and Benning heard a startled oath as Dickerson’s graser trap went offline.  Benning looked over at Hendricks and nodded.  Now.
Hendricks lifted his barrier, which retracted automatically at his touch, and rushed to stand next to the airlock door leading into the ship.  He ducked behind the door as Dickerson’s rifle rose and fired, the bullet spanging harmlessly off his liquid metal armor.  He hefted his own rifle and fired; the AMA round struck the neutronium barrier with a flash of light, pitting it slightly as the antimatter chewed through the hyperdense neutron metal covering it.  Dickerson’s rifle disappeared as the Soldier ducked behind the barrier, and in that moment, Benning rushed forward, tossing a neutron flash grenade she’d taken from the Relentless’ armory before ducking behind the airlock wall.
Her skin prickled as the grenade exploded, sending a wash of high-energy neutrons throughout Dickerson’s room and into the adjoining airlock.  The boron coating in Benning’s armor absorbed most of these, but enough got through that she felt a wave of nausea and lightheadedness.  Across from her, Hendricks wove unsteadily for a moment, clutching the nearby bulkhead, and she took note of his affliction; his armor apparently didn’t have good neutron shielding.  That knowledge might be useful one day.
Benning rushed through the portal, hoping to take advantage of the temporary disorientation and nausea Dickerson had to be experiencing, but she underestimated the Soldier’s toughness and discipline.  A bullet punched into her shoulder, the AMA round overcoming her magnetic shielding at this range and tearing through her enn-steel armor.  Benning slammed her barrier onto the deck and ducked behind it as a second round flashed against the bulkhead behind her, leaving a gouge in the glass.  She glanced at her Resistance Bar; it was down 12% from that shot.
Benning darted out to the side and fired at Dickerson’s rifle, hoping to drive the woman back.  The heavy slug shattered against the Soldier’s weapon, but Dickerson didn’t flinch or drop down.  Her weapon spat, and Benning’s head rocked back as the round struck the top of her helmet, cutting a thin gouge in it.  Beside her, Hendricks opened fire, and his bullet impacted Dickerson’s helmet harmlessly.  Benning recovered quickly and fired again, also targeting the woman’s helmet, but Dickerson responded with a second bullet fired at the former ensign.  Benning fell back as pain exploded in her skull; the slug had pierced her helmet, and her Resistance had just dropped to 54%. 
Tiddly?  How bad is it?
<It was a glancing blow, Benning Kidd,> the gnome replied.  <You’ve got a mild concussion and a hairline fracture in your skull, but nothing serious.>
That sounded serious, but Benning assumed Tiddly knew what she was talking about.  She wanted to shake her head, but she knew that was a bad idea; her head was already pounding, and she had to focus to keep her vision from doubling.  She struggled to think over the pounding in her head, but it was clear that a direct assault like this wasn’t going to work.  We’re doing this the wrong way.  Geraldine Dickerson is better than we are, and she’s too well protected.  We need numbers, or we need a better weapon.  Or both.  She forced herself to dart around the edge of her barrier and fire, targeting the Soldier’s barely exposed helmet once more, then ducked immediately as another slug zipped past her and smashed into the wall behind her.  In that instant, though, she’d seen something that gave her an idea.
She reached into the ship’s ‘net once more, accessing the defense system.  The ‘net was blaring warning notifications – the KB drive was 15% below critical, the engine coils were burned out, and the ship was barely producing enough power to maintain life support and its shroud – but Benning ignored those.  Instead, she issued it a set of instructions, ones that would seem perfectly innocuous to the negaputer and were well within her authority as ensign.  The ship confirmed the orders automatically, not even bothering to check with the captain. 
“What the flork?” Dickerson swore as her automated graser suddenly swiveled toward her and began firing.  Gamma radiation flooded the room as the Soldier’s armor reflected or scattered most of the beam, but Benning’s armor held out those incidental photons easily enough.  From how the Soldier’s aura faded from green to yellow and kept plummeting, though, plenty of radiation was getting through her shielding.  Dickerson’s rifle started spitting, flinging bullets at her own graser turret, and Benning and Hendricks used her distraction to rise up and open fire.  As the slugs impacted her, Dickerson swung back toward them, but she stumbled as she did; the radiation was getting through her armor’s shielding at last.  One of Benning’s heavy slugs slammed into the Soldier’s visor, rocking her head back and exposing her neck, and Hendricks’ next round tore through the weaker armor there, opened a nasty wound and dropping her aura to dark orange. 
Dickerson fell back, and Benning rushed forward, unsheathing her sword and leaping over the barrier as she shut down the graser.  Dickerson began to roll to her feet, but Benning slammed her foot down on the woman’s stomach, pinning her in place, then jammed the point of her blade into the hole left by Hendrick’s shot. 
“Don’t move, Soldier,” Benning snapped when Dickerson reached for her sidearm.  “I can sever your carotid before you can touch that pistol.  Surrender, and you get to live.”
“And the ship and crew?” Dickerson gasped, her hand still but not moving away from her pistol.
“That will depend on Argus Leon,” Benning replied in a frosty voice.  “He owes me, Geraldine Dickerson.  He, Annie Hatfield, and Leroy Cook, and they’ll have to pay for that.”
The Soldier seemed to jump as if startled.  “Benning Kidd?” she asked, her voice sounding surprised.  “Is that you?”
“Yes.  Now, do you surrender and live to do your duty another day, or do I kill you here, and you die in failure?”
“I surrender,” Dickerson sighed as her helmet retracted, exposing her face.  Her skin was burned and blistered from the graser, and blood streaked her neck and cheek from the wound Hendricks had given her, but if she was in pain, her expression didn’t show it.  Instead, as she raised her hands and placed them on her head, she smiled grimly.  “Welcome back aboard, Benning Kidd.”




Chapter 29

Benning relieved the wounded Soldier of her weapons, then helped her to her feet.
“How did you do all that?” Dickerson asked, staring at the now-still graser.  “How did you turn the graser on me?”
“Argus Leon never removed me from the crew, so I still have my access to the ship’s ‘net,” she shrugged, knowing that within seconds or minutes of hearing those words, the captain would be officially dismissing her from the ship and buying out her contract.  It didn’t matter at this point; Benning could easily restore her privileges with her Cyberwarfare skill, at least on this ‘net.  She knew it intimately enough, after all the time she’d spent on board.  “My guess is that he didn’t want to buy out my contract, and he’d have to in order to remove me from the crew.”
The Soldier shook her head.  “Foolishness.”  She turned as Hendricks rose from behind his barrier and stared at the man suspiciously.  “Is this your new captain?” she asked in a cold voice.
“He’s my new first mate, Geraldine Dickerson,” Benning corrected the woman.  “His designation is…”
“Fodor Hendricks,” the Soldier finished, her voice still flat.  A moment later, she seemed to register what Benning had said.  “Your first mate?  You’re captain of the Relentless?”
“She is,” Hendricks confirmed, his face twisting wryly.  “She tricked me the same way she tricked you.  I still haven’t figured out how it happened.”
“Good,” Dickerson said after a moment of thought.  “Benning Kidd, what was done to you was…”  The woman shook her head not even wincing at the pain it must have caused her.  “I won’t speak of it, as you’re no longer part of this crew.  However, I understand why you’re here.”
“Hendricks, keep an eye on the airlock and make sure no one from this ship tries to cross over to mine,” Benning ordered the man.  She turned to Dickerson.  “Do I have your word that you won’t attempt to attack us?”
“No,” the woman said instantly.  “I’m a Soldier, Benning Kidd, not a mercenary.  If I can do it without dying, I’ll still kill both of you.  That’s my duty, and I always perform my duty.”
Benning sighed and drew her IMP, leveling it at the woman’s forehead.  “Retract your armor, Soldier.” 
Dickerson seemed to hesitate a second, as if judging Benning’s willingness to pull the trigger.  If she was, Benning hoped she could see the truth of the matter.  Dickerson had been useful to her, but Benning held no special feelings for the woman.  She’d pull the trigger in an instant if she suspected the woman were about to attack.  Only the possibility that Dickerson might once more be useful to her stayed her hand now, in fact.  Perhaps Dickerson saw that truth in Benning’s eyes, because after a moment, the Soldier’s armor retracted from her arms, legs, and torso, exposing her vulnerable flesh.
“Good.  Hendricks, do you think you can handle her like this?”
“If I can’t, she deserves to kill me,” the man snorted, taking out his pistol and aiming it at the defeated woman. “Kneel on the deck with your hands on your head, fingers interlaced,” he instructed, and the Soldier obeyed compliantly.  He didn’t take his eyes from Dickerson as he spoke.  “I’ve got this.  Go do what you have to do.”
“Good.  And Fodor Hendricks, just so you know, the bots on the ship have orders to attack the first person who enters the Relentless if it isn’t me.”  She saw him grimace, but he nodded his understanding.
Benning took off toward Engineering, her first stop.  Leroy Cook, she was sure, had been the one to convince Leon to allow her to be killed, and she owed him for that.  The door to the engine room was closed and locked, of course, but Argus Leon still hadn’t kicked her from the ship, yet, and her authority as Ensign allowed her to override the locks with ease.  The moment the door slid open, a hail of gunfire erupted from the compartment beyond, but the low-velocity, 10mm slugs impacted harmlessly against Benning’s armor.  She ignored the onslaught and tossed a single gamma flash grenade into the compartment, then ducked out of the way of the resulting blast.
Screams erupted from the engine room as the gamma burst tore through relatively unprotected flesh, and the smell of roasting meat wafted through the passageway.  Alarms blared in the ship’s net as the radiation swept through already overloaded systems, undoing whatever repairs had been happening and sending the KB plant’s integrity below 10%.  Benning stepped into the compartment, her blade out, and looked swiftly around.  Artemis Gentry lay on the floor to her left, sobbing and shaking.  His skin was badly burned and blistering, and he shook and trembled as his nervous system slowly shut down.  He was dead but just hadn’t gotten around to dying yet, at least judging from his deep red aura.  A second Worker, the one that had aided Leroy Cook in attempting to assault her on her first day aboard, was clearly dead already, his eyes blank and unseeing and his aura gone entirely.
Leroy Cook huddled in a corner of the compartment, obviously injured but not as badly as the Workers thanks to the armor he was wearing.  He rose unsteadily to his feet and fired his sidearm at Benning, but she ignored the rounds from the basic IMP and rushed forward, slashing her shortened blade at the man.  Cook’s pistol went flying, still gripped in the severed hand that clutched it, and the Engineer screamed as he fell to his knees, clutching the bloody stump.  Benning’s blade lashed out again, and Leroy Cook’s other hand joined the first, this one severed in the middle of his forearm.  The badly wounded man scrambled back, but a third slash of Benning’s sword cut easily through both of the man’s ankles, and he fell back onto the deck, crippled and helpless, his aura a pale orange color that showed that while he was wounded, he wasn’t critically so.  Benning intended to fix that.
Benning raised her visor and stared at the fallen Citizen.  “I told you once that I would keep taking pieces of you if you didn’t learn proper respect, Leroy Cook,” she told him grimly.  “I always keep my promises.”  She felt a wave of satisfaction at the recognition that flashed in the man’s eyes.
“You!” he snarled, his face pale from his injuries but the fury plain for even Benning to see.  “What are you doing back here?”
She moved forward, and the engineer screamed as her blade fell, over and over.  Finally, she stepped back, collected the chunks of flesh scattered across the room, tucked the hands and feet into her empty crew kit case, and tossed the rest into the hallway.  She looked back at the pale, limbless torso of the engineer, his face now a mask of terror and his aura flickering between orange and red.   Only his nanofield was keeping him alive right now, and it was working to do it. 
“I’m not going to kill you, Leroy Cook,” she said coldly.  “You’ll live, and you’ll heal, but it will take weeks.  Weeks to learn the lesson that when you cross me, I will make you pay.  We can do this as often as you need to understand that lesson.”  She looked up at the overhead, where she was sure that Argus Leon was listening.  “For now, though, I have another score to settle.”
Annie Hatfield cowered behind the weapons console in Ops, her weapon out but trembling madly in her hand.  Benning merely raised her own pistol and fired a single shot, wounding the woman in the shoulder, and Hatfield dropped the sidearm at once, sobbing and cowering away from the corsair. 
“Oh scrit, don’t kill me!” the woman begged, scrambling away as Benning advanced.
“You can count yourself fortunate, Annie Hatfield,” Benning said coldly, retracting her helmet as she spoke to reveal her face.  “All I’m going to do is kill you – just like you killed me.  You’re getting off easier than Leroy Cook did.”
“Benning Kidd?” the woman gasped.  “Oh flork!  I – I didn’t want to do it!  I swear!  Leroy Cook made me!  He got permission from Captain Argus Leon, so I didn’t have a choice!”
“You did.  Citizens always have choices.  You could have warned me, and I would have protected you in return for that service.  You chose cowardice, and this is the price for that.”  Benning raised her pistol and fired twice; two holes appeared in the woman’s forehead, and she slumped to the deck, unmoving, her aura dropping to deep red at once.
Benning turned to the door that led toward the bridge, which was closed and presumably locked, and spoke in an even tone.  “You know what’s happening, Argus Leon,” she said calmly, certain that the man was listening to her.  “You know that you’re going to pay for betraying me.  I’ll give you a choice, though, because as I told Annie Hatfield, Citizens always have choices.
“You can seal the bridge and make me force my way in.  If you do, I’ll do the same thing to you that I did to Leroy Cook, because it will mean that you still think you can oppose me, and you’ll need to learn that lesson.  Then, I’ll take your ship and dump your helpless torso in the nearest station.  I’m not sure how you’ll get by until your nanofield healed you, but I honestly don’t care. 
“Or you can open the bridge and let me in.  If you do that, you’ll get to keep your ship, but you’ll be working for me until you earn enough to buy your freedom.  That’ll take years, but they’ll be years of you doing what you already are, just for fewer credits.  The choice is yours.”
Benning stared at the door for several long moments.  When it didn’t open, she shrugged and moved toward it.  She knew the Heliopause’s ‘net intimately from her time onboard; spoofing Leon’s ID to it would be simple enough for her.  Before she could access the system, though, the door slid open, and Benning smiled.
Argus Leon sat in his command chair when Benning stepped onto the bridge, his chin high but his face pale.  Benning didn’t miss the trembling in his hands and the nervous tapping of his feet; he’d certainly seen her actions on the ship, and he had to be wondering what she intended for him.  When he spoke, though, his voice was fairly calm and even.
“Benning Kidd,” he said almost conversationally.  “I’d welcome you back on my ship, but honestly, I’d rather you have just stayed away.”
“We don’t always get what we want, Argus Leon,” she shrugged.  “If we did – well, there wouldn’t be a need for all this to have happened, I suppose.”
“I won’t apologize for what I did,” the man said, his voice quavering slightly as he spoke.  “You’re trouble, Benning Kidd, trouble I didn’t need on my ship.”
“I don’t care about your reasons,” she said calmly.  “I don’t care if the others were jealous about the credits I was earning, or if the bounty on the ship was because of me, or if you were upset at the attention Nikita Mosin gave me.  All that matters are your actions.  You’re a coward, Argus Leon, and you chose a coward’s way to handle a difficulty.  You could have bought out my contract and we would have simply gone our separate ways.  Instead, you unlocked my cabin door and allowed Annie Hatfield and Leroy Cook to kill me.”
“I wanted you off my ship!” he half-shouted, rising partially from his chair.  “I would have bought out your contract, but between the repairs the Heliopause needs thanks to that ship battle you got us into, the gas we’ve wasted diving away from the extra trouble, and the credits I had to pay out to keep more bounty hunters from hunting us, I couldn’t afford it!”
“Too bad,” she said in an unruffled tone.  “You should have paid me instead of those hunters, I guess.  That was your choice, and now you have to deal with the consequences.”
She unsheathed her sword and stepped fully onto the bridge, closing the distance between them.  Leon tensed, but he’d seen her in action before.  He had to know that if she chose to cripple or kill him, there was very little he could do about it. 
“And what consequences are those?” he asked, his voice trembling slightly, and his eyes fastened on her blade.
“Honestly, the easiest thing would be to kill you, steal your ship, and find someone to run it,” she shrugged.  “I’m sure there are plenty of starship officers who’d love a command, no matter who they were working for.  That lets you off easy, though.  It’ll knock you back on your path a bit, but it hardly feels like a punishment. 
“A better punishment would be to kill you, track down where you respawn, and kill you again and again until you’re back to level one.  Then, you could come work for me, under a new captain, and you could earn my favor through hard work and service.  That would undo decades of your advancement and would teach you to deal directly with problems in the future instead of running and hiding from them.
“However, you taught me a lot, and whether I like it or not, you’re good at what you do.  So, rather than a punishment, I have an offer for you.  You can continue on as the captain of the Heliopause, but you transfer title to me.”
He scoffed.  “I won’t do that,” he said firmly.
Her sword flashed, and he cried out as a line of blood erupted from his cheek.  “Don’t interrupt me,” she said coldly.  “You don’t understand; one way or the other, I will own this ship within the hour.  You can’t stop that.  So, the question is, do you still want to be her captain, or do you want to go find another ship and start over from the beginning – perhaps from the very beginning, if I decide to punish you that way?”
He stared at her in silence, then dropped his head in what she took as acquiescence.  “Good choice.  Here’s how it will work.  I’ll take two shares of any profits from now on, two shares go to the ship itself, you get one share, and there’ll be one share to split among whatever crew you hire. 
“At any time, you can pay me the full market value of the Heliopause, and I’ll sell her back to you, no questions asked.  However, while you work for me, you are forbidden from telling anyone who truly owns the ship, and if I instruct you to carry a cargo, you do it, no questions asked.
“Those are your choices.  Die, or work for me.  Which do you prefer?”
He stared at her, his face angry and his eyes so filled with hate that even she could read it there.  She supposed she should care about that, but honestly, she didn’t.  He’d betrayed her, and if she didn’t make him pay for that, it would send a clear message of weakness to anyone who learned of it.  She had to punish him – plus, she wanted to.  It felt good to enact her own brand of justice on him. 
“Fine,” he finally snapped, turning away from her.  “I agree.”
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CONTRACT OFFERED

You have offered the following contract to ARGUS LEON.

Argus Leon will transfer title to the ship Heliopause to you and act as its captain, operating the ship normally for you to the best of his ability. In return, you will pay him one-sixth of the vessel’s profits and will consider your previous contract null and void without consequences.

ARGUS LEON agrees to tell no one the name of the vessel’s true owner and to carry any cargo you choose, to any destination, at your request. 

At any time, ARGUS LEON can purchase the title to the Heliopause by paying full market value for the vessel at the time of payment. 

If ARGUS LEON breaches this contract, he forfeits his captaincy of the Heliopause and any profits from the vessel he has made under this contract.

If you breach this contract, ARGUS LEON can withdraw from the contract with all earnings he has made intact and no penalties.

Do you accept?
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“Argus Leon, welcome aboard my ship,” she said with a smile.  “I look forward to our mutual profits.”
“Flork you, plantrash,” he snarled.
Benning’s blade flashed again, and he cried out, clutching the jagged wound she’d just opened in his stomach.  “You might want to consider, Argus Leon, that I can kick you off my ship at any time, and there’s no real penalty to me,” she observed coolly.  “There’s also no provision that says I have to leave all your limbs intact for the contract to remain valid.  Now, I don’t much care what you think of me, but if you talk to me like that again, I’ll happily remove your tongue from your mouth.  Understand?”
He clamped his lips shut and bowed his head, and Benning smiled.  “Good.  Now, both of our ships will continue to Station 212 once the Heliopause is repaired enough to travel.  There, you’ll remove Leroy Cook from the crew.  You can hire a new engineer if you want, but Leroy Cook won’t serve on my ship.  I’ll pay the contract fee if there is any.”
His jaw clenched, but he nodded again.  “And Annie Hatfield?”
“I think she’s learned her lesson.  You can wait for her to respawn if you’d like, or you can dismiss her, although if you do, you’re paying the contract fee yourself.  It’s up to you.”
She turned and began walking out of the bridge, glancing back over her shoulder.  “I’m going back to my ship, and I’m taking Geraldine Dickerson with me.  You can hire a new Soldier in station, but I need a competent trainer, and she’s served me well so far.  I’ll keep you safe until you can get underway.” 
She stopped and turned to fully face him.  “Oh, and Captain, let me assure you that this is the only second chance I’ll give.  If you betray me again – or you allow someone else to betray me – I’ll make you wish that I treated you like Leroy Cook.  Do you understand?”
“Yes,” he said after a moment.  “I understand.”
“Good.  Once we arrive at Station 212, we don’t know one another.  You take care of the Heliopause’s business, and I’ll stay out of your way so long as you’re doing it well.  Just know that I’m always watching, and you just got all the mercy I have to give.”
Benning turned and left the bridge of the Heliopause, hoping it would be the last time.  She’d outgrown the little freighter, and now her future lay elsewhere.  The Relentless awaited her, and so did Fyodr Mosin, who’d asked her to return to him once she had her own ship.  There were bounties to claim, cargoes to smuggle, battles to fight, and arenas to vanquish.  The Relentless was the key to all of that, and more. 
She’d need to change its name, of course.  It was her ship, now, not Hendricks’, and it needed to reflect its new captain.  She tossed ideas around in her head, but none really clicked with her.  The Valiant seemed too heroic, while the Marauder was too aggressive.  Triumph was too vain, while Hunter was too specific.
<How about Merciless?> Tiddly suggested brightly.  <That fits you perfectly, Benning Kidd.  When people leave you alone, you’ll leave them in peace, but when they cross you?  Well, then, you’re merciless.>
Merciless, she thought seriously.  I like it, Tiddly.  The Merciless it is.
Benning made her way back toward the newly christened Merciless.  She had a new crew to hire, upgrades to consider, and probably a few more bounty hunters to deal with.  She had a cartel-founding Noble to meet, and his son was certainly waiting for another chance to kill her.  It promised to be dangerous, treacherous, and it would likely kill her at least once.
Benning grinned at the thought.  She was going to enjoy the life of a Stellar Corsair.




Epilogue

Benning sat in the dim light of The Underworld, the officers’ bar on Siding Springs Station 212, sipping her smokebrew and letting her thoughts wander. 
Maison l’Industrie, the cartel that controlled the station, hadn’t been welcoming to Benning when the Merciless had first neared the station.  In fact, they’d been very close to hostile; she’d taken a ship without permission only a few light-hours from the station, after all, and that was the sort of thing raiders were supposed to pay to do.  Once Benning had mentioned, though, that she’d simply forgotten to pay for the privilege and would be happy to do so retroactively – plus a small fee for their inconvenience – they’d calmed down at once and welcomed her to the station.
Oddly enough, they hadn’t mentioned refunding the Heliopause’s protection payment.   Argus Leon was probably furious about that, but Benning didn’t much care.  So long as he served, he could feel however the Hole he wanted to.  So far, he’d been a useful tool, but if that ever stopped, she’d remove him and replace him with someone more pliable.
She’d seen Leroy Cook being carried by a medi-bot through the Promenade, although he hadn’t seen her.  She supposed that if he had the credits, the engineer could be healed up within a few days there.  If he didn’t, they’d at least keep him alive while his nanofield restored him over the course of weeks.  There was even a small chance that he’d have enough money to pay for a rapid regeneration, meaning he’d be whole again in a few hours.  Benning sort of hoped that was the case; if it were, perhaps she could take his limbs a second time before she left the station.  The thought brought a smile to her face, but she realized that she probably wouldn’t do it.  She’d had her vengeance.  If Leroy Cook sought her out, she’d happily repay his interest with her blade, but if he decided he’d had enough, she was content to consider the matter closed.
She’d put out a few offers on the crew board, but Hendricks warned her not to take too many crew members from one station.  “If you’re lucky, half of them will be working for the cartel,” he’d informed her.  “If you’re not, they’ll have signed on just to take your ship from you, and you’ll be putting down a mutiny in deep space.  Trust me, that’s not fun.  Be patient and pick crew members from different sectors – and choose your officers and marines from closer starward.  They’ll be less likely to be thinking about betraying you, and as you’ve proven, they’re the ones who matter.”
She’d taken his advice and hadn’t hired anyone, yet, although she’d met with a couple of prospects.  She wasn’t in a huge hurry, and she’d rather wait and hire reasonably trustworthy people.  Long-term planning still wasn’t easy for her, but she was working on it.
Her thoughts broke off as a woman walked up and sat at her table, her face flat and her eyes cold.  The woman had shoulder-length hair that looked brown in the bar’s lighting but was probably copper under brighter light.  Her skin was darker than Benning’s, and her eyes flashed sapphire blue above a mouth that was a touch too wide.  Her shoulders were narrow, and her hands looked smooth and uncalloused – this was a woman who didn’t do anything manual for a living. 
“Benning Kidd?” the woman asked, her voice definitely frosty as she spoke. 
“Yes,” Benning replied, slowly moving her hand down toward her sidearm.  “Who are you, and what can I do for you?”
“You should know who I am,” the woman said, leaning forward and placing her elbows on the table.  “My designation is Veera Meijers.  Does that sound familiar to you?”
Benning carefully kept her surprise from her face.  “No, I’m sorry, Citizen,” she shook her head.  “I’ve never heard the name before.”
The woman scoffed.  “Don’t lie to me,” she hissed.  “Do you know what you’ve done to me?”
“Done to you?  I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”
“Somehow, you took my place in the Mars respawn chamber,” Meijers said venomously.  “That cost me two levels and weeks of relearning what I’d missed, since I had to be respawned from a backup copy that was years old.  Then, when I did spawn, I found myself explaining how I couldn’t have slaughtered two Workers, since I had been in my domain at the time!”
Benning felt a strange tickle in her chest and cleared her throat uncomfortably.  “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure how you think I had anything to do with that.”
“It took time to track you down,” Veera Meijers admitted.  “Time and credits, but eventually I learned that you’d gained your Citizenship the same moment I was supposed to have spawned and that you’d taken a berth on a ship.  I tracked that ship and found that somehow, I’d placed bets all over the Kuiper Belt and transferred my winnings to one Benning Kidd for some reason.”
Benning’s chest was noticeably tight, now, and she was having trouble focusing on the woman.  Curious, she activated her scanner, and what she saw made her eyes widen.
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VEERA MEIJERS
Level 16 Nanomancer
Damage Rating: 2-4
Defense Rating: 3-5
Resistance Rating: 8-9
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<Benning Kidd, that feeling in your chest?  That’s Veera Meijers!> Tiddly said, her voice urgent.  <She’s using her nanofield to attack you!>
“Stop whatever it is you’re doing, nanomancer,> Benning said a bit hoarsely as the tightness in her chest became a dull ache.
“Oh, you figured me out?” Veera asked, smirking.  “No, I won’t stop.  My nanofield is currently giving you a heart attack, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.  Then, I’ll wait for you to respawn and do it again and again until you’re all the way back to level 1.  Then, maybe, I’ll be satisfied.”
Benning didn’t bother to respond.  The ache in her chest had moved into her left arm, and it felt like someone had wrapped bands of HDM around her lungs.  She didn’t know what a heart attack was, but it appeared to be something fatal, and she wasn’t really in the mood to die again.  Her right hand darted down to her sidearm and yanked it free.  Meijer’s eyes widened, and she reached for her own weapon, but Benning was far faster.  Her IMP fired below the table almost noiselessly three times in rapid succession, and Meijers’ eyes went wide and disbelieving.
The woman clutched her chest, trying to stem the blood flowing from her wounds, and the pressure in Benning’s chest mercifully eased.  Benning took a deep, shuddering breath and raised her firearm above the table, leveling it at the woman. 
“You – you can’t!” Meijers gasped, looking around wildly.  A few people seemed interested in what was happening, but no one looked like they would interfere.  “All these witnesses…”
“It’s the Oort Cloud,” Benning rasped.  Her chest still burned, and even though the pressure was fading, she still felt oddly weak.  “None of them care in the slightest.  For all they know, I’m collecting a bounty.”
“This isn’t over,” Veera Meijers hissed, struggling to raise her weapon.  “I will hunt you down, Benning Kidd!  I will…”
Benning’s pistol ended the woman’s rant as a neat, red hole appeared in her forehead.  Meijers collapsed at once, her head slamming onto the table with a thunk, and Benning took another deep breath as the pain retreated slowly. 
“Citizen, would you mind explaining yourself?” a voice asked. 
Benning looked up and saw a young man standing before her with a disapproving expression, two armed Soldiers flanking him.  “Nanomancer,” she growled, pointing at the fallen corpse.  “She was trying to do something to my heart.”
The man looked at the fallen body distastefully.  “I see,” he said.  He looked down at the pistol hanging from the woman’s limp hand.  “Might I ask, who fired first?”
Benning snorted.  “I did, of course.  It would be stupid to let the other person shoot first, wouldn’t it?”
“Some might call it honorable – but, yes, it is somewhat stupid,” the man smiled.  “However, normally, we ask that altercations be taken outside the bar.  The mess, the disruption to other patrons…I’m sure you understand.”
“I would have, if I’d been able to stand up and walk,” Benning shrugged.  “Since I couldn’t, I didn’t have much choice.”
“Of course.  Still, please try to take all such issues out of the bar if at all possible.”
“Happily.  I’m sorry for the inconvenience.  Would a few credits help to pay for the mess and inconvenience?”
The man waved his hand dismissively.  “No, Benning Kidd, that isn’t necessary.  We’ll merely consider this fair warning.”
“Understood,” Benning nodded.  The man instructed one of his Soldiers to grab Meijers’ body, and a moment later, Benning was left to her own devices.
“Great,” she sighed, rubbing her chest.  “All I need is another person trying to kill me.”
Lauren Doheny, matriarch of the Doheny line, founder of Malleus Nanotechnology, one of the largest providers of nanofield upgrades and nanotech devices in the Collective, and Noble of the Human Collective dismissed the holographic image of “Citizen” Benning Kidd’s altercation with the true Citizen whose ID she’d stolen.  Dissatisfaction rippled through her, a sensation that she was unused to and found highly unpleasurable.  “The Drone once more oversteps her place,” the Noble said sourly.  “For how much of this will we stand?”
“What would you have us do?” Haji Boulos, the head of Hyperion Textiles spoke in his normal, laconic manner.  “The system protects her, as it does all Citizens – and all Nobles, I might add.”
“We could petition the system to alter its protocols,” Doheny began, knowing as she did that this line of attack was doomed.  Still, it needed to be said, because at some point, she was certain they would be coming back to it.  When they did, it had to be clear that she had suggested this from the outset.
“And perhaps, free the system to do the same for the Nobility,” Sieb Hoetjer of Bulwark Industries cut her off, one of the few at this meeting with the influence and power to do so with relative impunity.  “No, Lauren Donehy, the system must remain as it is, for all our sakes.”
“I fail to understand the great threat, here,” Fyodr Mosin of Solenpril Distributions added.  That was no surprise; it was clear that he found the Drone upstart intriguing, and she had helped him bring his wayward son to heel.  “Why do we need to do anything?  The Drone doesn’t recall her former life, and she’s acting fully in character with a Citizen of the Collective – albeit a slightly sociopathic one.”
“Sociopathy isn’t a disqualifying trait among the Citizenry – or the Nobility,” Boulos said without inflection.  “Why should it matter, now?”
“I didn’t say it did, only that she has those tendencies,” Mosin corrected carefully, as he seemed to do everything.  Fyodr Mosin was impeccably precise in everything he did, as far as Doheny had seen.
“Is she truly a sociopath?” Lucia Castillero asked curiously.  Of course, she would be curious; as the founder of Fever Dreams, perhaps the largest supplier of fully immersive entertainment holos, she was always interested in any human that had a unique perspective on the world. 
“She seems to be,” Mosin shrugged.  “I have yet to see her display even an ounce of empathy or concern for others, save for how they can harm or benefit her.  That seems to be a textbook definition of sociopathic behavior.”
“She is a Drone,” Lauren Doheny said in a frosty voice, bringing the discussion back to where she wished it to go.  Nobles were, by and large, a strong-willed group, and the ones she’d gathered were among the most influential in the Collective – and, thus, the most difficult to control or manipulate.  “Do not forget that simple fact!  She is a Drone who was somehow gifted Citizenship through a – a flaw in the system!”
“Do we know how that happened?” Deshane Silva of Isullon Armorers asked quietly.  Silva did everything quietly, which made it hard to understand how he’d built the single largest provider of weaponry in the Collective, both in terms of sheer volume and credit income.  “What the – flaw, as you put it, was?”
“Indeed,” Mosin nodded.  “The Drone, Benning Kidd, had a fault in her cybernet that allowed her Willpower to grow beyond the normal limits for a Drone.  She was resisting the conditioning we have in place for all Drones so that they never realize the truth of their – existence, I suppose is the word, although it seems to overstate the case somewhat.”
“She was selected as a template for a Citizen’s respawn,” Doheny took up the story.  None of them would be served by another of Mosin’s sob stories about the plight of Drones.  The Drones didn’t know any better, they were actually quite happy with their existences as far as Doheny could tell, and doing without them simply wasn’t an option.  She also casually glossed over the fact that she had been the one to arrange for Benning Kidd to be selected for that respawn; it didn’t matter, since any of them who saw a Drone fighting the conditioning would have done the same, even Mosin for all his mock sympathy for the creatures. 
“When the respawn began, she failed the system’s precheck,” she continued.  “Her Willpower was Citizen level, and the system has a protocol that prevents it from ever accidentally wiping a Citizen during respawn.  So…”  She shrugged.
“The system elevated her to the Citizenship,” Hoetjer said thoughtfully.
“Again, I fail to see how this affects us,” Mosin repeated.  “Why do you wish us to act, Lauren Doheny?  What horrors do you foresee coming from this Drone that you are offering a bounty of – currently seven hundred credits to anyone who kills her in a manner that will set her back significantly on her path?”
“It’s true that, for now, her memories are locked away,” Doheny explained, her voice intently serious.  She needed them all to see the threat this…this thing could pose.  “But that can’t last forever.  The system won’t allow them to be kept from her indefinitely.”
“So, she remembers,” Silva shrugged.  “So what?”
“What if, upon remembering, she decides to free the Drones?” Doheny continued quietly.
“How?” Castillero scoffed.  “There are quadrillions of Drones!  She couldn’t free a tiny fraction of them all, even if she labored for a millennium!”
“She could if she were a Noble,” Boulos observed slowly.  “While it’s not likely – it is possible.  Any Citizen could theoretically purchase a patent and be raised to the ranks of Nobility.”
“A Noble Drone,” Silva said quietly.  “That would cause some disruption, to be sure.”
“It would be the end of the Collective!” Doheny spoke, her voice tinged with urgency.  “Without Drones, Citizens and Nobles would be forced to retreat into the Overnet to preserve our immortality, into a pathetic, virtual existence.  The Drones, Workers, and Soldiers would take over what we’ve built, the Collective that we created, and would eventually destroy it through war, greed, or ambition.  Is that what you want?”
“And you believe this one Drone capable of such devastation?” Mosin laughed.  “Why not just kill her off, then?”
“As you know, the system prohibits us from simply slaughtering Citizens without cause,” Doheny said a touch bitterly.  “Apparently, this isn’t considered a valid justification.”  That rankled, as well.  Lauren Doheny wasn’t used to having limits placed on her, and this one in particular stung her pride.
“Well, any who wish to work against her may certainly do so,” Mosin shrugged.  “As for me, I am intrigued and intend to give her the chance to grow.”
“As will I,” Castillero agreed.
“I…have some concerns,” Silva said after several moments.  “However, I’m not willing to work against her directly, yet.  Should she become a greater threat, then I would consider taking stronger measures.”  He shook his head.  “For those who wish to work against her, though, I will say this.  The enemy of my enemy is often my ally.”  His image blinked out, and as if that were a signal, one by one, the others vanished as well, leaving Lauren Doheny alone in her office.
“The enemy of my enemy,” she mused.  “Deshane Silva, what are you trying to tell…”  Her eyes widened, and she pulled up the holo of the Drone’s last altercation, freezing it on the image of Veera Meijer’s outraged visage. 
“Veera Meijers,” Doheny purred.  “How would you like to be the tool I use to bring down this Drone, once and for all?” 




The End

Of Drone Ensign.
Benning Kidd will return in “Drone Captain”
If you enjoyed this book, please review it!  Reviews are the lifeblood of an independent author, and there’s no better way to show your support.
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Glossary of Terms

AU – /aw/ A unit of distance roughly equal to the average distance of the planet Earth from the sun.  Equivalent to 149,598,000 km or 499 leconds.  Not often used in spacefaring.
cim – /sim/ A centimeter
comparm – /komp’ arm/ Composite armor, a basic type of armor consisting of plates of HDM held in place with layers of molex and syleather
cybernet – The network that links every person and complex object to the Overnet.  The cybernet constantly checks the status of its owner and guides the nanofield to maintain and repair and damage found.  Cybernets are also used to broadcast IDs, communicate through the Overnet, and upgrade the object or individual as needed.  Usually called a ‘net. 
deep dive – A method of traveling vast distances almost instantaneously using wormholes.  Requires negative energy and negative mass to maintain the wormhole.  Considered to be one of the more disturbing experiences any Citizen can have in the universe.
dive – The act of using negative energy to unfold the compactified fifth dimension, allowing vessels to travel FTL, or faster-than-light for brief periods.  Limited in range to trips no longer than a light-hour, around one trillion ems.   
em – /emm/ A meter
enn-steel – A non-Newtonian, or NN metal.  When it is struck with force, it partially liquifies, spreading the energy of the impact throughout the entirety of the metal.  Far stronger than HDM or transtanium but much more expensive and difficult to fabricate.
entu – /enn too’/ Gaseous nitrogen, a common cargo, usually shipped in liquid form.
foam tungsten – A tungsten alloy with tiny fullerene bubbles that add strength and reduce weight.  Much lighter, less dense, and stronger than tungsten or HDM.  Stronger and lighter than transtanium.
fulleron – /ful’ ər on/ A synthetic fabric made of connected chains of fullerenes, spherical molecules of carbon.  Stronger than molex, fulleron is a bulkier fabric and harder to layer. 
gas – Hydrogen, the basic fuel for all starships.  ‘Heavy gas’ refers to deuterium, while ‘hot gas’ refers to tritium.
gig – A gigagram, one billion grams or one million kigs. 
HDM – High-density metal, a steel alloy that is far denser and stronger than carbon steel.  HDM is heavy, relatively inflexible, and is considered to be a bottom-tier metal for fabrication.
kig – /kigg/ A kilogram
kim – /kimm/ A kilometer
lecond – /le’ kənd/ A light-second, a unit of distance equal to about 300,000 kims and the distance light travels in one second.  Generally, ship-to-ship combat occurs at distances no longer than three leconds without using diving weapons.
linute – /linn’ ut/ A light-minute, sixty leconds or 18 million kims.
microthene – /mī’ kro theen’/ A crystalline plastic that is stronger than titanium but somewhat more flexible and far lighter.  Used for many fabrication purposes, microthene has a soft feel to it that belies its strength.
mig – /migg/ A metric ton, 1,000 kigs or one million grams. 
mim – /mimm/ A megameter, one million meters or 1,000 kims.  Useful in close starship combat, which is considered to be 100 mims or less.
molex – /mō’ leks/ A synthetic fabric woven from long chains of silicon molecules.  Stronger than steel or titanium, molex is light, breathable, and soft.
nanofield – An invisible network of nanomachines that every person and complex object possesses.  A nanofield works to repair damage to its possessor.  It can also carry signals from its possessor’s ‘net over short distances. 
negaputer – /neg’ ə pyū ter/ A negaton computer.  Negaputers use negative energy and mass to process calculations isotemporally, or ‘sideways in time’.  This allows negaputers to complete incredibly complex calculations in practically no time, although time is needed for the negaputer to input the calculation and output the result.  Negaputers are the basis for the Overnet and thus the Collective as a whole.
neutronium – /new trō’ nē um/ Neutron matter, matter that has been condensed until its electrons and protons fuse into neutrons.  The main component of neutron stars, neutronium is incredibly strong, durable, and inflexible.  It is also terrifically dense and heavy and is primarily layered onto objects as a thin coating.
ohtu – /ō too’/ Gaseous oxygen, another common cargo.  Usually shipped in liquid form. 
Overnet – The all-encompassing network of negaputers that manages the entirety of the Collective.  Every human and object is linked to the Overnet through their personal cybernet.  The Overnet allows nearly instantaneous communication across interstellar distances and is responsible for the system that Citizens and Nobles use to grow, level, and respawn.
pijin – /pij’ ən/ A petajoule, a quadrillion joules.  Most non-photonic main ship weapons operate in the range of a pijin or higher.
planetside – A slang term meaning on or near the surface of a planet.  For those who spend their lives in space, being planetside is considered a punishment.
pow – A petawatt, one quadrillion watts.  Photonic ship weapons and ship shields are usually rated at a pow or higher.
rimward – /rimm’ wərd/ In a system, a direction pointing away from the central star.  Usually refers to a direction along the ecliptic, but in regions like the Oort Cloud that enshroud the entire system, this simply means farther from the central star.  In the Sol system, rimward also means ‘into uncivilized or lawless areas’.
starward – /starr’ wərd/ In a system, a direction pointing toward the central star.  In the Sol system, starward also means ‘toward civilization and the rule of law’. 
stim – /stimm/ A nanobot stimulant, restricted in civilized areas, that grants a large boost to physical stats for a short time.  This substance has addictive properties and can cause damage that a nanofield can’t heal with prolonged use.
stim-down – A painful condition that inevitably results from the use of stim.  It causes the nervous system to register pain from every muscle, joint, and bone and can be quite agonizing.  Additional usage of stim will counteract stim-down, and this is the main source of the drug’s addictive effect.
syleather – /sī’ leth er/ A synthetic fabric made of woven chains of carbon molecules in three-dimensional lattices.  Stronger than molex or fulleron but also stiffer, harder to work, and more expensive.
tic – /tick/ A tenth of a credit.
tock – A unit of velocity equal to 10% of c, the speed of light in a vacuum.  Generally, relativistic effects such as time dilation, length contraction, and mass accretion become pronounced around three tocks, which is why few ships travel faster than 2.5 tocks unless there’s a significant need.
transtanium – A translucent alloy of titanium that is many times stronger and somewhat lighter than standard titanium.  Stronger and far lighter than HDM, transtanium is a very common fabrication material and can be made almost perfectly transparent if needed.
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