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Planetary Acquisitions decommissioned the program three decades after its initial trial. However, they kept all slave ships operational just in case they produced viable finds. Years flutter by like a tree shedding its spring petals, and so we desperately cling to this chunk of dirt-and-machine we call home.
Are we just fools?
The alarm buzzed and flickered the lights. Ateri roused stone-faced and eye half-shut, and sat straight up, ignoring the crick he'd developed in his tail. His wide ears swiveled toward the noise. Jakari, who laid at his side, woke less alert. Ateri leaned over her and touched the screen facing her half of the bed.
"What's the emergency?" He asked. His normal voice rasped lower and more even-toned than usual.
"Sir, the running lights are out," Gurt the communications officer said.
Pirates are hailing us. Ateri's face turned down. Of all the deviations suffered, pirates were the worst. Only second in seriousness was their commissioner being AWOL this entire last week, and Ateri had stressed enough over that.
"We're on our way," Ateri said. The screen turned to a plain blue field with the Planetary Acquisitions logo, a krakun's clawed hand clutching an entire planet.
"Why, what's wrong?" Jakari asked, yawning.
Ateri climbed off her and the bed, his long foot catching on a sharp-edged device that hid underneath a pile of clothing. He winced, pulling his foot onto his knee and checking underneath the large middle toe, but found no injury. Small objects cluttered the room, which wasn't "theirs" so much as it was Jakari's. Photographic frames, clay and holographic sculptures, and layers of clothes overdue for recycling covered the corners.
They surrounded themselves with decadence on scarce resources, because things and ceremonies were all they had. These glass walls locked them in, and only the sheer size of the ship warded off cabin fever. He longed to report to none but himself—oh, but that was a dream. He was captain. Not the captain of his cruel masters, but captain of the White Flower II and the ten thousand geroo who needed him.
Ateri grabbed his eye patch from the nightstand and affixed it over the left socket with the transparent placeholder. He blinked his good eye, adjusting to the light, before checking himself. His brown and tan fur appeared frayed where he laid on it, but it was short enough that it would settle back with only a little coaxing.
His thick tail, however, contained a sizable crick, possibly from engaging in raucous behavior the night before. He pressed the top of his tail base against the bed and yanked until he heard an audible pop.
"Hon?" Jakari asked again. She sat up. "The running lights aren't that import—"
Ateri shot her a look. Her countenance sobered. She climbed out of bed with the same serious, worried look as him. Feeling as though the sternness had somehow done her wrong, he approached and kissed her.
"It doesn't matter," Ateri said. "We can make this work."
She smiled, laid a hand on his side and returned the kiss. He let himself flow into the moment and began to wrap his hands around her waist, pulling in closer.
They did not have the time. She knew, too—far from being disappointed as he pulled away, she gave him the most sincere and knowing of smiles. He smiled too, opening up his demeanor and revealing a proud and defiant look underneath.
They dressed, taking their uniforms from the motorized closet. The clothes were a clean uniform blue, devoid of accoutrements besides the company logo over the left breast.
Ateri waited for her by the entrance. Jakari pulled out a folded green sash from a dress she had worn two nights ago, unstained by anything from that party. (These celebrations, though a welcome distraction, increased in frequency the closer they got to their destination.) She unfurled and tied the sash around her midsection, with a gentle knot wrapping around her tail.
"That's not regulation, Commander," Ateri said, his grin twisted in amusement.
"Since when have we concerned ourselves with regulations?" Jakari said, smiling. She kissed him again. The door slid open four ways, and they stepped out hands entwined.
A wedge of light shone between the dark sun panels. C18-3 and its two moons drifted behind the skylight's glass stripe, ten thousand miles up. They orbited a dead planet, a dull brown rock with fragments of white ice around its poles. Darkened plains suggested potential oceans; cracks ran along the surface that may have been ancient rivers. The light diffused across the entire plain of the habitation, and gold glow danced over the command center's black walls.
****
"Captain," the ringel addressed from the viewscreen. The words lagged behind the image as the translator, unhooked from the central computer, struggled to interpret his language without help of the predictor module. The computer did a fine job of matching his voice, however, with its gruff, insulting tone. The ringel had kicked his boots onto the desk in front of him, and he held in each arm a ringel female.
Ringel were unlike the geroo; gray and white fur covered their slim bodies. They had round black noses instead of broad flat ones, and dark patches of fur most notable around their eyes. Were he not wearing boots, the ringel would be displaying his five-toed feet. Their tails compensated for their verminesque slenderness by growing thick bushy fur with dark rings—hence their moniker.
Given the sharp and accented manner in which he was dressed, in a fur-lined sleeveless vest and gloves, Ateri assumed it was for either confidence or intimidation. But this source of dread came from his eyes, hidden in a dark mask of fur, which glowed half as bright as an arc welder despite no obvious light source. He had dimmed the lights in his cabin to enhance this effect, and the same of the females surrounding him.
The females were underdressed compared to him, in thin outfits that hugged close to their forms. Neither of them acknowledged the conference. Ateri was not up to speed on the social habits of ringel pirates, but he hoped that they wouldn't try any more intimidating—not because they alarmed him, but degraded themselves.
"I hope this is important," Ateri said, and added a fully superfluous, "Sir." He sat alone in the chamber which Lieutenant Gurt modified, not much more than a glorified electrical access closet. The room was not perfectly soundproof, but they had no equipment onboard to detect faint tremors traveling through the metal. (The krakun had a private communication chamber of their own and despised eavesdropping.)
"Call me Sinon," he said. "Let's not bother with formalities."
"Certainly," Ateri said flatly, "why should we start now?"
"I assume your flippant tone means our connection is secure," Sinon said. "Good. Because what I'm proposing is treason."
"Anything you propose would be treasonous," Ateri said, "it's against the charter and high law to negotiate with pirates."
"Extra-treasonous, then," Sinon said, with a smile.
He already knew what Sinon was after; Ateri, however, was not so eager to sell his loyalty—if only because he relied on the last remaining vestiges of company loyalty to carry out his predecessor's intentions.
Ateri said, "Why should I agree to endanger my crew?"
"Are you your peoples' representative or not?" Sinon demanded. "Do you enjoy watching your people languish under a reptile's heel?"
"Our lives are not terrible," Ateri lied, "but I will hear you out."
Sinon drew out a copper nut that shone as bright as his eyes and tossed it to himself as he laid out the proposal. "This planet. You're preparing to terraform it, na?" he stated, rather than asked.
"Such information would be classified, were it not transparent," Ateri said. It was their ship's sole task. "But in case your proposal hinges on its success, our current results do not appear promising."
"Viable or not," Sinon said, "Let's say you overlook a little . . . hacking," he said, as though attempting to avoid the distasteful word but lacking the vocabulary. "Then, you discover the planet is fit for terraforming. Your overlords are pleased, and they gate in the terraformer. We nuke the bastards and get away with ten trillion credits' worth of technology, you and us together."
"Outright theft is hardly a novel approach," Ateri said. "Planetary Acquisitions is not an enterprise, it's a paramilitary organization. Remote region of space or not, their every move is observed and they're aware of it. Not to mention the occasional trailing pirates—when did you start following us, anyway?"
Sinon tapped his lip. "Hmm. Three years ago and change, from the gate at Missun-3."
Even before the pirates showed themselves, Ateri had ordered that gate erased from their report. Gates allowed for instantaneous travel, and anything else took ages. The White Flower II, however, had a gate to Krakuntec built-in. The krakun could keep their expensive, secret technology on their home world and not cart it over a thousand light-years in hopes of finding a planet to convert. In practice, their (AWOL) Commissioner Sarsuk used it to take day-trips back home, to catch up on affairs. In all the word's shades of meaning.
This setup, with the traveling gate ship, was impractical for anyone except the krakun. Instantaneous travel by gate was useful, but nobody could toss a gate in front of an enemy homeworld unnoticed. They radiated enough emissions that even a cursory scan could pick them up at several AU out. So interplanetary governments sent out exploratory gates instead, sometimes left in certain areas as a matter of strategy.
The known galaxy was one hundred and twenty thousand light-years in diameter. Though the krakun proliferated, they could not hope to destroy every gate left by their enemies (everyone). But even if their enemies decided to amass, the closest gate would still be four or five years away from the Krakun primary worlds, cold travel time.
"Of course," Ateri said. "How do you plan to overcome the defense force? Surely you don't expect them to buckle simply because you lob a few torpedoes at them."
"Secrets, Captain," Sinon said, leaning back and squeezing the rump of his leftside female. "But in this I can assure you; we have thoroughly researched our attack schema. As you must expect, it will be a surprise attack."
"Naturally," Ateri said. "Though deception bears the greatest fruit if your enemy cannot conceive of your movement."
"Don't quote the Book of War at me," Sinon said. "I know what it says. Once we cripple the krakun force, we'll have approximately fifteen years before a retrieval fleet could even hope to arrive. I imagine either Liotec or Turektec will pay us a handsome bounty, na?"
"If it's money you're after," Ateri said. "What's our cooperation worth to you?"
"Is money not enough?" Sinon asked, his head tilted slightly.
"Money, perhaps, but not money alone. Limitations strangle our growth. Do you know the population of this ship is ten thousand, and has been ten thousand for nearly three hundred years? There is no safety net that prevents us from exceeding our bounds, and yet we are bound. We have no recourse and no options. What I want, Captain Sinon, is to walk from sunup to sundown and never see the same landscape twice."
Sinon stared solidly. He said, "I can deliver. I'll tell you what: we'd loan you one of our ships, so you can jump through the gate three light-years back. Then we'll give you a full ten percent of whatever we rake in."
Ateri raised an eyebrow.
"Ten percent of a terraformer's price would let you and your whole crew live like kings," Sinon said, scowling.
"You missed something important," Ateri said, "there is no Gerootec. Wherever the gate on Missun-3 leads, it cannot take us home."
"Don't act so disappointed, Captain," Sinon said, "I've seen many refugee arks populated by your kind. They're doing quite well for themselves." He adjusted his jaw. "Strong, too. Or, if you like, Liotec II is six hops away from the gate, with a sizeable geroo population."
Ateri knew of the arks. The White Flower II came across a fleet in his grandfather's time, and Planetary Acquisitions executed that captain. They nearly decommissioned the whole ship. The information Ateri had inherited from such contact was invaluable.
"So I'm expected to displace my entire population and expect them to adjust?"
"You insult me, Captain," Sinon said. "For all you desire, it is worth some piddling trouble, na?"
Ateri huffed. The pirates only compounded their current troubles. Planetary Acquisition's ears stood alert and sleepless. However, Ateri was not convinced that the plan needed go to waste.
"Still," Ateri said, "ten percent is a pitiful percentage. I agree to no less than fifty-fifty—that is the price."
Sinon chewed on his tongue for a moment.
"And if you return with fifteen, or twenty, or thirty, I'm rejecting the deal. I will not haggle."
"Oy, you're no fun," Sinon said, throwing his arms up. The ladies, aware of their unwanted presence, left. Sinon pointed at Ateri directly. "Minus the price of our ship—a loan, not a gift."
"Of course," Ateri said.
"I'll need to speak to my directors, but I assume we've reached an agreement."
"Hold on. We have no assurance you'll hold up your end of the bargain."
At this, Sinon dropped his feet off the desk and leaned toward the camera, staring at it directly. "I will give you the numbers of my entire fleet. That's twelve ships, not including small fighters. Your loaner is our flagship—the only one large enough to hold ten thousand crewmembers. If you like, fire upon us right now and we'll scatter and flee back to Missun-3. A waste of time, but such is the fate of us deep-space vessels, na?"
Ateri set his jaw. The pirates knew the White Flower II was nigh defenseless; it was simply a polite expression of make the agreement or die of asphyxiation. Still, he could make it work. "I will contact you again once we have more information. Pending complications in our arrangement, if your battle plan is sound . . . "
Sinon grinned. "I'll notify our hackers."
****
"I heard about the emergency," the commissioner said.
The new commissioner Pokokuro was, to Jakari's relief and concern, an old face. Pokokuro arranged the video conference from inside a hot bath (an enormous waste of water, had it been onboard the ship). Her attendants, miniscule in comparison, scrubbed down her scales, massaged her wings, filed her talons and horns, and covered her in gallons of fragrance. Slaves guided hoses hanging from the ceiling to rinse down the parts of her above the surface of the pool. Others stood on her, scrubbing down each scale with caustic soap which would, had they not each been dressed in full body suits, seared their flesh off.
The krakun's rise to power occurred long before computer technology ever came into being on their planet. The average krakun was a physical and mental powerhouse, with a life expectancy in the range of twelve thousand years—twelve times longer than the next longest-lived species in the universe, the turek. Over the course of many centuries and many wars (on a planet with no less than four dozen sapient species—astounding given the odds of even having a single one), the krakun slaughtered half their home planet's races and enthralled the other half. The krakun ruled these races, first as semi-benevolent god-kings, then as indifferent god-kings, then as gods. By then, they'd turned their greedy eyes outward toward the stars.
"No need to concern yourself, Commissioner," Jakari said. Jakari had the knack for making her voice sound sweet and pleasant all the time without alteration software. She also bore, at least onscreen, a perpetual, mostly honest smile.
Her job as liaison gave relief to both the crew and their indomitably sour bosses; the former because she kept them out of trouble, the latter because it let the krakun believe what they liked about geroo intelligence.
"I am the daughter of a very important CEO," Pokokuro stated, "I know all about these problems." She picked a flaking scale from her arm and tossed it at one of the semi-idle attendants poolside, a pinkish creature whose only fur was on its head. He caught the scale, which was a third the size he was.
"I apologize, Commissioner," Jakari said, cocking her head a little, "A minor emergency only, to do with the gate's physical structure. We'll need it running smooth."
Pokokuro snorted and flexed her foot-like hands in front of her, checking the filing job three geroo had done on it. "See that it's fixed then. Sarsuk's absence is no excuse for idleness."
"If I may ask—" Jakari started.
"Hmm? About what?" Pokokuro looked up at the camera, honestly confused. Apparently, she was not used to being questioned by slaves.
"My apologies Commissioner, it is likely our fault, but we never received any news on what happened to Commissioner Sarsuk."
"You didn't hear?" Pokokuro said, brightening, "Oh it was the most interesting scandal that's happened in centuries! Caught selling classified technology to the turek—quite an underhanded scheme! See, he made a deal to allow the raiders to steal a terraformer, superficially in a raid. He sabotaged our own forces so the defense was crippled—an untraceable glitch in communication. Fortunately, our defense force, one sector away, captured the raiders. After their torture, the turek prisoners told the whole story, and the courts had that matter settled fairly quickly." She drew a line across her throat with her finger.
Jakari winced. Of course, nobody liked Sarsuk—not to say Pokokuro would fare better. Glib, yes, but one high in the company echelon was certainly canny where it counted.
"So we've received new orders. The moment a battle turns sour, we're to scuttle the terraformers into atomic ash. They're even installing multiple redundancies into the self-destruct mechanisms now. We commissioners pay for losses out of our own accounts, but it's either money or . . . you know. Anyway, Commander, since you are interrupting my bath, what is your status?" Pokokuro stated, returning to playing with a large metal sponge.
"Status?" Jakari's ears stood up. They hadn't had time to prepare the false reports. Instead, she leaned over as though checking dispatches on another screen. Since Pokokuro couldn't observe her actions, she only waved her hand over blank monitors. "Erm, my apologies, we haven't prepared a status report—"
"I don't want a report, I just want news!" Pokokuro stated, firmly enough that the rumbling effect of her voice carried over the speakers.
"Right!" Jakari said, and saluted enthusiastically. "Our preliminary reports on C18-3 are promising! If the numbers correlate, we'll have our first positive since our commission began."
"Oh good! This ought to be exciting!" Pokokuro sat upright in the bath, pulling her tail in and causing the water to swell. Three slaves clung onto her various scaly protrusions as they lost footing. Krakun, being four-legged creatures, sat on a floor more readily than a chair.
"I am just explaining things, Commissioner. The company won't begin construction for at least a week."
"Hush, I'm not leaving you to your own devices; this is important. There's money involved. Slaves!" She said, standing up in the pool, "you're dismissed!"
"We need to rinse—"
"DISMISSED!" She roared, and the whole chamber quaked.
The slaves took their supplies and scattered to the small entrances. After they departed, Pokokuro activated the rinse manually from the enormous wall controls. The ceiling opened and the pool drained. Thousands of gallons of water doused her. After a minute, she hit another switch, and the shower morphed into a fan that produced winds hotter than desert storms.
As Pokokuro did not shut off the camera, Jakari watched, keeping a bright smile on her face. She wondered about the purpose of slaves, when the entire process was easily automated. For deep space travel, sure, no one could hack biological beings—but a private bath?
Pokokuro turned off the machine and reattached her wristband toolbelt, the only piece of clothing krakun wore on a daily basis. "Besides, I've only seen a terraforming performed once, it was that awful deal with Krakuntec IX."
Jakari, for the first time, dropped her smile. She wondered if Pokokuro was trying to goad her or not—but since Pokokuro wasn't even looking at the camera for Jakari's reaction, Jakari assumed the remark was innocent. She forced a smile just as Pokokuro turned to the camera again.
"You know of it, right? The first attempt to fix the biosphere."
Jakari knew, but she could not respond as it was taking all her concentration to not let her smile falter. The biosphere of that planet was perfectly sound before the krakun tampered with it; no sulfur and only one-quarter oxygen.
"It was the closest we've come to destroying a planet entirely. If it weren't so slow we could weaponize the terraforming technology!" Pokokuro chuckled at her little joke.
Jakari gritted her teeth, but said nothing. Krakuntec IX was a hellhole, a glorified mining asteroid with an incalculable death toll.
"I was just a wyrmling then, of course, watching the video footage. It reeled my mind. Breaking the foundation of a world, dead oceans roaring as they collided with magma. It was like the scream of a fallen god." She said the last part narrowly as though tasting it, and she enjoyed its flavor.
Jakari squeezed her eyes shut. She wondered if krakun sweet-talk consisted of whispering greed and various blasphemies to one another on their wedding-beds.
"You look annoyed. What did I say, geroo?" Pokokuro huffed, as though Jakari's expression killed her perverse fantasy.
Jakari snapped her eyes open. "Nothing! Nothing you said could annoy—"
"I'm serious!" Pokokuro shouted, the fixtures in her shower rattling.
Jakari did not drop her smile, though she was positive other muscles in her face had moved elsewhere in protest. " . . . Krakuntec IX was formerly called Gerootec," she said. Despite her smile and her tone up to that point, she said it with no emotion.
Pokokuro considered this for a moment, then smiled wide. Because of how the krakun face was constructed, the line of her lips drew up nearly to her ears. "Really?" She laughed uproariously. "Dead gods, I had no idea!" She fell over from the side-splitting laughs and rolled, her bulky wings preventing her from moving too far.
Jakari waited with the same frozen expression. She discreetly glanced at her hands, which had seized up into tight fists. Her nails dug into her own palms until they bled. She shoved her hands under the desk.
Pokokuro, having forced herself to calm down, eyed Jakari from her position upside-down on the floor. Then she snorted as her wide grin returned. "Indignation! You mammals and your mammalian things."
****
Though natural wormholes could be many sizes, technology dictated a minimum three miles diameter. Every wormhole required an entry and exit point, stable holes on either side to function. These minimums had been constant for nearly seven thousand years. Enemies of the krakun had every reason to reduce the size, radiation signature, or necessity of an exit point, but some fundamental force prevented stability on any of these fronts. At least, so far as Ateri knew; some distant race could have solved the problem, but he had no method of attaining such knowledge, since his communications came through krakun news feeds.
Artificial gates, being high-maintenance, could not run without a crew. The krakun designed the White Flower II to carry a gate as efficiently (and cheaply) as possible. "Efficient" included its entire complement who, save for the commissioner, were locked away inside it. Because the mission lasted far longer than non-krakun would survive even on a cursory voyage, the ship functioned as efficiently as a generation ship, but without cold sleep.
The ship was shaped as a ring, as most gates were, but this ring held an entire biosphere on its exterior. Because not even a crew of ten thousand could be kept occupied solely maintaining the gate, they eked out what they considered a shadow of normal lives. Even though they could hack the gate—such techniques were not unknown to those who studied computer architecture their entire lives—staying was the only option. There just weren't enough unclaimed habitable planets in the known galaxy; the refugee arks would have found one otherwise. Staying offered a chance to live.
Some cycles, though, Ateri envied them, because at least they were free of the krakun.
The gravitrons raced on rails that encircled the ship's center, their constant humming noise sounding prevalent in the chest of every crewmember aboard. With a thunderclap, the gate opened.
Watching the outside camera from the relay station, Ateri leered at the sight of Krakuntec on the other side. He'd seen more than just pictures of it; many thousands were in the computer banks, exquisite holographic projections of an unimaginably vast world.
"Have you spoken to Lieutenant Lank?" Ateri asked Jakari as they stood the bridge above the relay station.
"Yes Captain," Jakari said. "Due to its secrecy, we have no records of the 'object ship'. We will not be prepared until we have opportunity to scan it. To be safe, they will not inject the programming into the decoy beacons until zero hour."
"What about hijacking the pirate computers?" Ateri asked bluntly.
"Captain!" Jakari chided, "Keep your voice down."
"Tell me straight. Time and control are both luxuries."
Jakari held up one hand before she proceeded. "We were delivered the estimated pirate fleet size. It's a complete lie."
"Of course," Ateri said. "Deceitfulness pays three times over. I assume the same of their battle plans?"
"From what we've currently gleaned, their tactics lean on layered deceptions. Bringing down one displacement cloak only reveals another. They left nothing to chance; only a genius-level hacker could untangle it given the time constraints."
"Mid-battle time constraints," Ateri added.
"Well, sure; this strategy is not new, but it only works twice in a row at most. Sinon doesn't need this plan twice. He expects the battle to last less than thirty minutes; by then, he'll have seized the terraformer."
"That's risky," Ateri said, "The commissioner might scuttle the terraformer before then."
"Regardless of company policy, greed is a strong factor. It propels the pirates, after all."
"And our status?"
"If we discover their exact tactics, we could unravel their battle plan within twenty-four hours."
Ateri nodded. "Did they notice when we breached security?"
"Not yet. But . . . I'm sorry, but the commissioner will be sore if we kept her waiting," Jakari said, turning and walking down the hall.
Ateri nodded, and continued to stand. When Jakari noticed, she stopped.
"Love," she said, tilting her head, "what's wrong?"
Ateri turned his good eye out the glass walls that faced empty space.
"You're worried," she said.
"Your father's stratagem is turning sour," Ateri said. "Of course I'm worried."
"Your face doesn't show it," Jakari said. "I only know because you play your heart close to your chest. But we've already agreed to continue on. All your officers are behind you. I'm behind you."
Ateri sighed. "We've known Sarsuk's blind spots since forever, but this new commissioner . . . "
"Love," Jakari said, taking Ateri's hand, "It is not your onus to do everything. After all, Lank wouldn't trust you to program the beacons yourself."
Ateri gave Jakari a downcast but mostly sincere smile.
"You've already sacrificed so much for the crew," Jakari said, brushing her thumb over his eye patch.
"Compared to removing our names from the waitlist," Ateri said, "Giving up my eye was a dance in the starlight." He paused, then asked, "Do you regret it? Giving up our opportunity to have a child?"
"No," Jakari said. "But . . . sometimes I wish you were not captain, so you wouldn't have to."
Ateri smiled. "I know what you mean."
They kissed.
As were many aspects of life aboard the White Flower II, Ateri and Jakari's marriage had been mandated. She was the daughter of the former captain, he the up-and-coming academy student. The wedding room sounded of rushing water from the aeration falls on the ship's topside. He recalled the cheering from his classmates and the whispered jealousies, but few were unconvinced that they belonged together. Pink and white petals rained from above, fluttering in the wind. He and Jakari clasped hands, standing together like birch trees in their white uniforms.
While he had expected friendship, perhaps even love, what he felt for the commander was something neither could explain: perpetual desire. They worked the hydroponics together, they ate meals together, they bathed together, they slept, they took long walks and drives around the habitable space, saw plays, wrote songs, compiled code, played chase in the dry runoff ditches, maintained machinery, and did absolutely nothing.
Though the ship's environment was limited, they found in each other more avenues to explore, more secrets to unlock. Even in the midst of hell, a bright gem glittered underneath a pallid surface.
From the time they opened the gate to the time a Planetary Acquisitions ship jumped through, nearly six hours had passed. The officers took the intervening time to throw yet another party inside the relay station, featuring food, movies, games and silly hats. All were quickly put away before Pokokuro's face blipped onto the communication screen.
"I am docking now," Pokokuro said, "you had better be ready for me or I will punish everyone responsible."
The krakun ship glided into the docking bay. As she disembarked, a dozen slaves, each of a different species in heavy uniforms, hurried to usher everyone aside and to push all movable implements out of her path. They needn't have bothered; Ateri knew the procedure, and the docking bay was always empty hours before it needed to be cleared.
Ateri and Jakari met the commissioner at the end of the platform and bowed deeply, as was protocol. They clutched each other's hands behind their backs for as long as their shoulders touched.
"Get up and get going," Pokokuro sneered, "This ship's air puts me in a sour mood, so I dare you to step a thread-width out of line."
"My apologies, Commissioner," Ateri said.
Pokokuro declined to speak with anyone but Ateri and Jakari as they climbed to the observation deck, the room with the most expensive holographic monitors on the ship. Even then she gave Ateri no special heed; she might have assumed the captain to be any geroo whatsoever.
An empty, ramped hallway sized as wide and tall as an auditorium led out of the docking bay. It was constructed specifically for the purpose of the commissioner and whoever else Planetary Acquisitions sent. The entourage entered the observation deck with the enormous glass dome facing the golden surface of the planet. Jakari squeezed Ateri's hand as she parted to sit at the console for Pokokuro.
"Bring up the status report for C18-3," Pokokuro said.
The files appeared in the field of view. Pokokuro waved her hand over the holographic projection, swapping out one exploded view of a graph after another. After noting and comparing the parameters, she smirked to herself, likely imagining the amount her commission would generate. "It looks in order. Bring up the authorization code entry."
A blank box appeared. Pokokuro lifted her forepaw, the left one which bore the toolcase around the wrist, and held it inside the lines of light. The lines flashed. She turned her hand around, and the lines flashed again.
"Authorization confirmed," the computer said.
Pokokuro sat on her haunches and sighed a loud sigh that vibrated everything loose. Her personal slaves and Ateri's crew scrambled out of the way of her large tail which swayed over the metal floor. She strummed her fingers like the arms of a power loom. "Dead gods, headquarter's confirmation process could take days."
"Cycles, out here," Ateri corrected. "Haven't you done this before, Commissioner?"
"No, nothing like this," she said, "my previous position was overseeing mining operations . . . of course my father took Sarsuk's removal as an opportunity to move me up one rung in the ladder—"
"I never heard of a krakun having strong familial ties," Ateri said, despite Jakari signing frantically at him to shut up.
Pokokuro huffed, annoyed at being interrupted. "Maybe you don't know the krakun. Did you ever think of that?"
"I apologize, Commissioner," Ateri said, with a deep bow. "I will strive to be more accommodating."
"Did you talk that snidely to Commissioner Sarsuk?" She asked.
"If I may be bold," Ateri said, "Sarsuk was not as insightful as you, Commissioner."
Pokokuro smirked. "Your flattery is obvious, Captain. I could use some, but pray hold your tongue next time instead." She turned back to the screen. Ateri let go of his held breath and stepped sidelong to Jakari's station.
"She's testy," Ateri said in a tone so quiet it didn't reach his own ears.
"Don't worry," Jakari said just as hushed. "Just be captain. Make her feel accommodated."
Ateri turned. "Did you wish to be shown the commissioner's chambers?" He said, "We had them cleaned out once we heard the news about Sarsuk, but as I believe is policy, his onboard assets are now yours."
"Yes," Pokokuro said, smiling. "Yes, I think I will do that."
****
An excruciating communications blackout followed between the crew and the pirates. Besides clearing up a few synchronization issues before Pokokuro had boarded, Ateri had no opportunity to speak with any of the ringel about their plans. He didn't even know when they were planning to strike, though he couldn't blame their caution on this matter.
Several weeks into the procedure, many krakun from Planetary Acquisitions had boarded and left, but Pokokuro stayed the whole time. They were far from ready to bring a permanent gate over, instead taking the time to gate in scouting ships to double-and-triple-check the planet's viability. Sinon and his crew must have had an awful time hacking and remaining cloaked simultaneously.
"I hope you have patience," Ateri said to Sinon, in an encrypted conference, only the fourth one Gurt had secured. Ateri felt as though their positions were in reverse; he was broadcasting from a glorified dark closet, and Sinon still sat in his captain's seat with the lights on. There was one aspect of the plan Ateri absolutely needed to secure for his own crew, or else it would fall apart.
"Patience! That's the last word I would use, na?" Sinon said, "I have a hundred and three dedicated hackers solely making sure none of the krakun's probes relay information that would jeopardize our arrangement. That leaves less than half on our offensive preparations! You sit on your tails cycle after cycle, but we're working!"
"As are we," Ateri said. "You can't catch everything."
"Captain, you underestimate our strength," Sinon said, "no computer exists which cannot be hacked with a little ingenuity, na? All we need is an entry point."
"I am aware," Ateri said, "But time and resources limit us—yours and ours."
"Are you saying you know something we don't?"
"I've been informed the terraformers have been retrofitted with new redundancies to their self-destruct mechanisms," Ateri said, "including a fully mechanical override unconnected to any computer systems."
"I see." Sinon scoffed. "Boarding and seizing the override is unrealistic, then?"
"Your strength lies solely in tactical space combat. The moment you landed a boarding party, you'll be ground into a fine powder."
Sinon scoffed.
"If you leave the self-destruct controls to us," Ateri said, "we can make sure the effort is focused. We can arrange a boarding party without suspicion."
"What if I don't believe you?" Sinon asked.
"Belief doesn't factor," Ateri said. "If we failed, we'd be digging ourselves a deeper grave, would we not? We're more experienced with krakun computer systems than you are. Or can you be certain you're not overburdened while we merely sit on our tails?"
Sinon had no argument but to agree.
On the cycle the company sent the terraformer through the gate, the officers bore an uneasy tension. They expected Sinon to appear and assault the company ships—whose numbers grew rapidly as the cycles passed. Few were piloted directly by krakun; most were automated and controlled by a central command station, which was also set up alongside the White Flower II. But Sinon remained silent.
Three cycles after the company gated in the terraformer, before it was assigned a permanent crew, Pokokuro summoned Ateri to her quarters. He found her laying in the midst of the room, which was only four times bigger than she was—the largest room in the entire ship, including the ballroom. Life support systems cycled sulfur in for her comfort. An array of devices laid on the floor in front of her. The floor was enormously soft and thick, which to Ateri felt like walking on a mile-tall mattress made of asbestos.
"What is this?" She demanded, holding a beacon that was about Ateri's height, but looked tiny in her hand.
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