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CHAPTER ONE 

Salt-sweat streamed down Theo’s forehead, over his cheeks, and into his open mouth—sucking 

air. He sprinted up Old Stephen’s Way, a derelict back alley. Above him, ancient telecom cables 

crisscrossed, sagging low. His leg muscles burned, but it didn’t matter. He had to get away, 

outside the Swallows, to the safety of the foothills at the base of Great Northern. A single 

thought drove him, an unshakable feeling, or worse, a knowing. Faster—go faster! He’d finally 

done it. Pushed things too far. They’d send him to the work camp this time. 

The stench of the hatcheries assaulted him, an invisible wall of stink that rolled up the foothills 

and gathered between the narrow stone buildings: kelp, rotting salmon roe, brine. Salt crystals 

coating the cracked concrete sparkled in the refracted light of the planet Gauleta, high above. He 

cast a nervous glance over his shoulder. Early morning foot traffic, workers in their grimy 

uniforms on their way for shift change, a few ramblers making their way up the incline pulling 

carts loaded with raw materials. No Regulatory officers in black uniforms and face guards. No 

patrol drones. 

Yet. 

Scrambling around another bend, he skirted a short stone wall behind a salvage depot. Almost 

free. The regulators didn’t know the mountains like he did. Even with their drones, they were all 

but useless in the rough country, especially in the partial darkness before the star Elypso broke 

from behind the planet Gauleta and bathed the colony with pale light. 

Zigzagging around ancient, atrophied ramblers and decaying industrial equipment, Theo ducked 

through a small, crumbling gap in the wall. The air on the other side smelled different. Clean, 

fresh. A handful of dwarf pines grew on the foothills where the treeline became thicker, a deep, 

green blanket sweeping up to the snowcapped mountains. The peak of Great Northern, tallest of 

the Northern mountain range, gouged the sky like a knife point. 

Above the mountains, nothing more than a distant glow, was the Chimera—the colossal colony 

ship that had brought Theo’s ancestors to Stephen’s Point. A swarm of welding ships surrounded 

her long, whale-like body, piecing her back together. Bringing her back to life. The Mandate 

called for the full restoration to be completed in less than a year. It also had initiated the 

Selection: the grueling process to find the old ship a crew able to make the long journey back to 

Earth. Looking up at the glow, Theo felt something like fear. 

A slight murmur of sound sent his heart racing. A drone dropped from the sky like a whisper-

silent bird of prey. Theo flattened himself against the wall. The stone wouldn’t hide his body 

heat, but if the drone was in passive mode— 

It whooshed overhead, straight-lining for the center of the Swallows. In the distance, Theo saw 

several more heading the same direction. A callback—all drones reversing course, heading for 

the Civvy. Theo laughed, incredulous. They must have just discovered what he’d done and he 

was already long gone. He couldn’t believe it—he’d gotten away with it! 



Theo pushed off the wall and walked toward the trail that ran up into the mountains. He’d 

managed to hack the Selection list. His handscreen now contained the most important news in 

the entire two hundred year history of the Stephen’s Point colony an entire week before the 

Mandate Broadcast would make it public information. Every kid in the Swallows would fork 

over at least fifty Bits, maybe seventy-five or eighty, to find out if they’d made the cut. He was 

going to make a mint. 

If the regulators caught him, it would be his fifth offense. His elation dimmed a bit. Neither of 

his parents knew about his first four offenses. He’d forged his dad’s scrawl and paid the fines 

with his own hard-earned money. His parents didn’t have any to spare and they wouldn’t 

understand why he did what he did if he tried to explain it to them. They thought like the original 

colonists and everyone after them, brainwashed by old customs passed down from Earth. Neither 

of them, or any adults for that matter, knew how to work for themselves. 

A cold burst of wind rushed down the mountain and across the open cave mouths in the distance. 

Several hundred more meters and he’d reach his and Meghan’s sanctuary—one of the numerous 

caves that honeycombed the mountain range. The thick stone allowed for a complete disconnect 

from the nets, one of the few places totally off grid, outside the reach of the regulators and their 

drones. 

Theo began the climb, following the narrow path between boulders and tree trunks. In the valley 

below, duraceramic prefabs jammed together at the base of the shale draw, huddled like old 

women. The quaint clusters of window-lit homes normally made Theo feel safe. Today they 

offered no comfort. 

His guts churned. Stealing the list was one thing, but the other thing? What had he been 

thinking? What made him add his own name to the Selection list? He didn’t want to crew the 

Chimera, and no one was going to believe he’d made the cut. Not with his grades. 

“Theo James Puck.” 

Meghan stepped from the cave entrance, face flushed from the cold, dark ponytail hanging over 

one shoulder. She smiled, showing off her dimples, blue-green eyes flashing in the vague gray 

light of the permadawn. “Did you trigger the callback?” 

“Probably,” Theo replied. 

Meghan’s eyebrows jumped, mischievous. “You can tell me what you did later. For once I’m the 

one with big news—you’re not going to believe what I found!” 

“What?” Theo asked, mind still on the Selection. 

“You have to see them.” Meghan turned, waving for him to follow, heading for the mouth of the 

cave. What could she possibly find more important than a Swallows-wide security lockdown? 

Theo wondered. 

Meghan lived two streets over from Theo and attended the same school at the Stephen’s Order 

compound. A year ahead of him, she sometimes joined him on the five-kilometer hike from the 



Swallows to school. She treated him like a little brother, a role Theo was no longer interested in 

playing. He wasn’t little. Or her brother. 

“Wait. Don’t go in yet,” Theo said. “You’ll lose connection to the net.” 

Meghan stopped and turned to face him. “Did you send me something?” 

“Yes, but your ping is off! It’s always off,” Theo said, annoyed. 

“Really? Is my ping always off?” 

“Just check it.” 

“Theo—” 

“Check it! It’s important.” 

Meghan’s eyes settled on Theo’s. Her face softened. “Okay, hang on.” She powered up her 

handscreen, palms and face lit a soft blue as her fingers moved over the flexing, translucent 

screen. Her eyes flicked side-to-side, reading the message Theo had sent while still fleeing the 

Swallows so that if the regulators caught him, she’d get it, she’d know …. 

Meghan’s voice was a strained whisper, almost inaudible. “I made the cut.” 

Theo stepped forward, unable to contain his excitement. 

“How’d you get this?” Meghan demanded. 

“Doesn’t matter,” Theo said, annoyed that Meghan wasn’t more grateful for the risks he’d taken 

to get his hands on the Selection list. 

Meghan’s face changed colors when she was mad or embarrassed, and right now it had cycled 

from pale white to dark pink. Her eyes burned. “Yes. It does.” 

She might be angry now, Theo thought. But once she settles down, she’ll be grateful. 

“I tricked it out of an Epsilon unit at the Civvy,” he explained. “They’ve got a command function 

for neural maintenance—they lock their dataset down. Impenetrable, sort of like Salix sleep. 

That allows a tech to repair them without accessing anything privileged. But I noticed while 

restoring system defaults that if I brought the Epsilon out of sleep state while—” 

“You hacked an Epsilon?” Meghan howled. “Stephen save us! You’re crazy. Do you know what 

the Regulatory is going to do to you when they catch you? Because they will catch you, Theo. 

They always do. You think you’re so clever. And now you’ve made me an accomplice!” Meghan 

stepped back, pupils dilating with realization. “Did you stop to think for five seconds what might 

happen to me when they trace your message to my handscreen?” 

“They won’t,” Theo tried to reassure her. “The way the callback went—I was long gone. The 

Epsilon itself doesn’t know I gained access. The only reason the Regulatory found out is that I 



rushed things at the end.” Theo hesitated for a second and looked away, avoiding Meghan’s 

gaze. “I panicked a little bit when I saw my name on the list.” 

“Your name … but that’s not …” Meghan spluttered. She slid her finger across her handscreen, 

scrolling data, reading. Then her eyes locked with Theo’s. “There’s no way.” Her cheeks 

darkened to a deep red. “I’m not trying to be a jerk, but I didn’t think you’d get in. Sure, you 

could pass the DNA test, but the aptitude test?” Her facial expression matched her tone—blatant 

suspicion. 

Behind his smile, embarrassment washed through Theo, down his chest and into his arms, a hot-

cold flood. Of course he could pass the DNA test. He was a jubilee baby, part of the first debt-

free generation to be born on Stephen’s Point, just like Meghan. But passing the aptitude test 

required a score in the ninetieth percentile in at least three critical skills categories. It was no 

secret that Theo usually got poor grades. His dad had always offered the same defeated platitude: 

“Us Pucks are poor test takers.” No one needed to explain to Theo what that really meant. 

So maybe he wasn’t smart like Megan. Not in the same way. But he had his own kind of smarts. 

Meghan might get a Civvy job someday, but Theo could ad-hock repair AI systems better than 

anyone, and with no replacement parts for that matter. Social logic, ethical calculus, neural 

pathway dynamics—he hadn’t learned them from a book or the nets, but by doing, tinkering 

around, exploring on his own. AI systems simply made sense to Theo. He could talk to them. 

“Maybe I’m smarter than you think,” Theo said, but he knew better. Meghan was the kind of 

smart the Selection wanted. He didn’t deserve to be on the same list as her. She’d worked so 

hard. Staying late after school, attending the Selection classes the Order offered. Theo went a 

few times out of curiosity, but hadn’t stuck with it. The other kids were all older than him, and 

other than Meghan, he didn’t know anyone. Meghan attended all of them and still managed to 

find time to do crazy-looking workouts in the alley behind her home each night: strength-

exercises mixed with crunches, wind sprints and lunges, all done in quick succession and without 

breaks until her ponytail dripped with sweat. 

“You didn’t do anything,” Meghan said. Her face ground through several emotions in quick 

succession—disbelief, anger, a touch of resentment. Theo wanted her to yell at him, to tell him 

he didn’t deserve it, to confirm what he already knew. Instead, her eyes shifted away from his as 

if they’d just met and she’d instantly realized she didn’t want to know him. As if she perceived 

him as a threat. 

Meghan folded her arms over her chest and quoted Theo’s forged Selection results. “Analysis, 

superior.” Her voice was low, wondering. 

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Theo said, shrugging. 

“Yes it does, Theo. I didn’t score superior in any category. That’s impressive.” She wasn’t 

faking her admiration. It made Theo even more nervous. 

He peered past her into mouth of the cave. Anxiety filled his stomach with acid. “I don’t know 

how I got in, but I won’t last long,” he said. “You’re prepared. You’ll do great.” He held his 

hands up in a conciliatory gesture. “I got lucky is all. I’m a fluke.” 



Meghan glanced down at her handscreen again, checking the data. “You’re not a fluke, Theo. 

According to these test scores, you’re pretty amazing.” 

If she knew the truth …. 

Assuming he didn’t get caught for hacking the Selection list, in only a few short rotations he 

would start the second phase of the Selection alongside the other kids from his neighborhood. 

Theo had heard wild rumors that the trainers would make you drink your own pee; that some 

kids might die in the process; that horrible things would happen to those who failed. He didn’t 

believe everything he heard, but rumors always had a nasty little morsel of truth at their core. If a 

quarter of them were true, he had a living hell to look forward to. 

Elypso began to rise around the periphery of Gauleta, the planet that the Stephen’s Point moon 

orbited. The star appeared as a yellow-white crescent of brilliance, transforming the permadawn 

into daylight, casting the mountains in harsh relief against the turquoise sky. If he turned his back 

on Elypso and gazed northwest along the ridgeline, he could see the solid, cracked surface that 

covered the alkali oceans and the tide wall built around its edge. It protected the inland lakes 

from the polar hurricanes that rolled off the oceans in the warm season. 

When he was younger, Theo often joined his dad on work trips to the lakes where the few 

remaining fish populations struggled to survive. He loved how Elypso rise could turn the water a 

thousand variations of green. At break time, he and his dad drank hot tea from a battered silver 

thermos, filling their stomachs with warmth but leaving them hungry afterwards. Theo could 

deal with the hunger, but watching Liddy, his little sister, starve—that was what started him 

hacking. Hacking provided Bits, and Bits bought extra food on the black market. His parents 

turned a blind eye. They never asked where the food came from. 

Meghan fake-punched his shoulder and Theo’s eyes darted back to her face—now its proper 

shade again, eyes more beautiful than any lake. 

“What?” 

“Do you know why I wanted you to come here?” Meghan’s voice was softer, almost bashful. 

Theo’s heart shifted up a gear. Her smile, her beautiful eyes—for a moment he forgot about his 

myriad fears and smiled back, stupid, empty of thoughts. 

“Do you believe in Stephen’s prophecies?” Meghan asked. 

Did he believe? Theo hesitated and then nodded. His heart wasn’t in it, but he wanted to know 

what she would say next. 

“I found something in the cave. You won’t believe it. Come on, I’ll show you.” 

Meghan ducked into the cave and Theo followed. She scrambled up and around a maze of 

stalagmites and boulders, Theo close behind. They reached a narrow rock shelf and pulled 

themselves up, inching along, around the wall to a narrow gap that opened to a deeper darkness 

beyond. 



“Good thing you’re so skinny,” Meghan said. She flattened herself against the cave wall to 

squeeze through. Theo fit far more easily—turning sideways, he slid into the cold blackness. 

“Okay, stop,” Meghan whispered. Her breath was a warm, tickling breeze against his ear. She 

flicked on her handscreen, illuminating the small room. “Now look,” she said, voice tight with 

excitement. She aimed the screen into the shadows. “There’s a hole.” 

Down and to the right, Theo saw a crevice, nothing more than a crack. It led into a separate 

chamber, shrouded in shadow. “I don’t see anything.” 

“Look again, Theo.” Meghan inched forward and crouched beside him, lowering the handscreen 

deeper into the crevice. “Those are scratchings!” 

Theo knelt, the rocky floor cold and damp through the knees of his pants. He angled his 

shoulders, pushing forward, trying to see into the hole. 

“Stop shoving,” Meghan said. “You’re going to make me drop my handscreen. Look, on the 

right side. All the way down.” 

Theo backed away from the hole and powered up his own handscreen. Theo extended, down into 

the shaft. The blue light cast an eerie glow but didn’t reach the space underneath, too far away 

and too dark to make out. “I still can’t see anything.” His words echoed down the shaft to the 

cavern wall below, rebounding, a series of syllables. Theo shifted his hips and a sharp stone bit 

into his thigh. He wriggled further in, swinging his hand screen as he went. Below him, the 

shadows shifted as if alive. He extended his arm as far as he could. 

“Wait … I see …” his voice scattered as his handscreen slipped from his fingers and pinballed 

off the narrow chute, down into the cavern, landing next to the wall. The device landed screen 

up, light shining forward onto the blackened rock. Theo saw everything in sharp black, white and 

blue relief. Spirals, swirls, threads like running rivers, skipped and undulated across the cavern 

floor and walls. Mazes of lines without end—the unmistakable markings of a madman. 

Theo had seen Stephen’s scratchings before at the various shrines that dotted the mountain 

ranges. The Order considered them prophesies, left behind by the original navigator of the 

Chimera. Many of them looked just like the drawings in Stephen’s journal, the book the Order 

referred to as The Emergent Intellect. Neither the journal nor the drawings meant much to Theo, 

but he’d never admitted his doubts to anyone, least of all his mother. She believed in Stephen 

and his prophesies. Almost everyone did. If genuine, a new discovery of scratchings would make 

the value of the hacked Selection list seem trivial by comparison. 

“Theo? You should come out now. I just wanted you to see—” 

“And now I see,” Theo snapped. He twisted his shoulders, inching himself down and forward, 

scraping with his fingertips. If he could get through the opening and down into the cavern … 

A tiny current of air rose from below. Theo gagged. The air smelled bad. Like rot. What was 

down there? 



“What are you doing?” Meghan’s voice was faint—his body filled the hole like a cork, muffling 

her. “You can’t fit!” 

“I can make it,” Theo shouted. “Put your back against my feet so I have something to push on.” 

A second later, Meghan’s sturdy back pressed into his feet. Theo shoved forward, clenching his 

teeth as rocks dug into his abdomen and hips. The downward slope that had seemed so 

manageable before became unbearable, his head pounding from the blood flooding it. The walls 

tightened around him, closer, squeezing, crushing. Frantic, Theo pushed harder. Reaching with 

his arms, he felt along the lower portion of the opening, searching for leverage. Below him, the 

light from his fallen handscreen dimmed and then went black. 

The rock was moving in, constricting, pushing the air out of his lungs. Devastating terror 

threatened to overwhelm him. “Help! You have to get me out!” Theo’s panicked voice echoed 

into the depths, taunting him. 

“Stuck?” Meghan asked, voice coming hollow and tiny. He felt her shift against his feet, the cool 

air of the upper cavern cold on his ankles where his pant legs had rolled up. Then Meghan’s 

hands circled his feet and yanked. Theo slid two inches, legs catching against the rough rock, one 

of his shoulder blades catching. 

“Stop, I can’t move!” 

Theo’s chest deflated again, breath coming short—his lungs wouldn’t expand. He was 

suffocating. He would die. His mind filled with images of his homeroom at school, his house, his 

sister Liddy, his father and mother. Crystalline awareness flooded him, a calm, almost benign 

understanding. This was how people like him died: in the stupidest way possible, stuck in a tiny 

hole in a giant mountain, trying to impress a girl. 

A pair of hands tightened around his dangling wrists and without a shred of tenderness, jerked 

him through, down into the cavern below. 

 

  



CHAPTER TWO 

She wasn’t supposed to use her spider. 

“Navigate by your instruments, Selena or you’re as good as dead. I don’t trust that dirty sync 

garbage.” Her father had warned her so often that his gruff voice reverberated in her mind 

whenever she so much as thought of flying using her implant to “raw” or “dirty” sync with their 

ore trawler, The Bee. 

In the rear of the trawler, her father Liam lay sprawled across a hammock. Even in sleep he 

looked stern, thick whiskers hiding a pronounced chin, cheeks reddened from too much liquor. 

Selena didn’t share Liam’s obsession with the “right” way to do things, when it came to piloting. 

She’d passed him up in that department a long time ago, though Liam would never admit it. It 

didn’t seem to matter how far behind they got on their bills. Her father remained insistent that 

she use the manual interface and not push The Bee past quarter-burn. Following his rules, it took 

forever to locate a promising shard. 

If Selena fired up her spider and flew in dirty sync, she’d find them a real fatty. Rich as kings, 

chock full of ecomire. Whenever she grew brave enough to risk Liam’s wrath and brought it up 

again, he’d shout at her about Maylor and his crew—cut to ribbons after their pilot lost 

consciousness while in dirty sync. But Maylor was old, Selena thought, at least forty-three or 

forty-four. His brain was already slowing down; hers was still speeding up. Besides, she 

sometimes practiced with the spider when Liam slept. She never felt sick, didn’t even break a 

sweat. 

Selena’s fingers traced the slight bulge of skin behind her left temple. The spider’s synthetic legs 

spread through her pre-frontal cortex, thinner than the silk made by the implant’s namesake. 

When activated, the spider linked her mind to the ship, giving her instantaneous access to The 

Bee’s many systems. All it would take was a simple thought sequence: the feel of her mother’s 

pendant tucked into a cubby beneath the navigation grid, followed by her memory of the first 

time she had piloted The Bee. Two things she’d selected when she first activated the spider, 

memories that opened her to a world of freedom. Her heart surged at the prospect. It would be so 

easy. 

No. She shouldn’t. Traveling to or from Scrapyard, the orbital environ where Selena and her 

father lived, she’d piloted using the spider and never had an issue. But dirty syncing in clear 

space was one thing, venturing into the rim while doing so was another. Consciousness linked to 

The Bee’s navigation system, she couldn’t let her guard down for a half-second. She’d heard that 

a prolonged dirty sync could bring on migraines, vomiting, blackouts. For all those reasons, 

spiders had been outlawed at Scrapyard. 

Selena shook herself, pushing away all thoughts of the spider. In front of her, the pale green lines 

of the machine-assisted navigation interface burned in a grid pattern. They reduced the chaotic, 

hostile debris field in tight orbit around the star Elypso to passive trajectories and clean vectors. 

Using the grid she could safely navigate the rim. Slow and steady—her father’s way. 



She sighed. With only five hours left before she turned The Bee over to Liam, she needed to get 

started. Pushing a hand into the interface, the grid of lines welcomed her, pricking against her 

skin. Tiny, dark-brown hairs stood at attention on the nape of her neck. Her mouth filled with the 

metallic taste of electrical current. When inserted into the grid, Selena’s hand became The Bee. 

She slid an open palm forward and the core cycled to load, gyros whirring to life in the fore and 

aft of the ship. Above the grid, a three-dimensional field of space flashed spectral blue, marking 

tens of thousands of shards, sharp as knife blades. Any one of them could gut the trawler if she 

wasn’t vigilant. 

Selena chose an approach trajectory and brought the ship to quarter-burn, enjoying the sudden, 

heavy weight of her body as the trawler gained delta-V. When the burn ended, Selena became 

weightless once more, The Bee’s momentum carrying her toward her chosen target, Object t-

678C, a thirty kilo fragment. One of hundreds of thousands waiting for eval, it might contain 

ecomire, the most valuable substance in the universe. The possibility of a huge payout was the 

reasons ore hounds risked their necks in the rim. 

The Bee skidded sideways, gyros holding her attitude in alignment to take up a sympathetic orbit 

alongside t-678C. Threading through the sea of fragments, Selena drew closer to her target, 

tumbling in a lazy, end-over-end roll. With deft ease that came from long hours of practice, she 

twisted her hand and the trawler rotated on its axis. Subjective down became an equally 

subjective up. Gyros whirred, merging with the musical hum of the core, a resonance vibrating 

through her backside. The steam jets fired a controlled burst, slowing momentum, aligning the 

prow of the bulky trawler with the underside of the shard. 

Now she would wait for the scan to complete. Long minutes that sometimes turned into hours. 

Liam insisted on scanning the objects in their claim in sequence, one right after another. When 

dirty synced, Selena could use The Bee’s sensor package in rapid sequence, disregarding shards 

that showed no sign of ecomire. Yes, they might miss a good pull if the ecomire was buried deep 

inside the shard, but at least they’d find something to sell, something to help them pay their 

mounting bills. 

Selena scratched at the massive patch sewn over the knee of her green khaki trousers, waiting for 

the scan to complete, frustration with Liam’s stupid rules growing with each passing second. He 

had just as many back at Scrapyard. Who she could speak to. Where she could go and how often. 

Lately he hadn’t allowed her outside their berth for much more than the time it took them to walk 

to their slip and board The Bee. 

What was he so afraid of? The regulators enforcing The Mandate ordered Selection tests? He 

didn’t have to worry. She didn’t want to take them. Even if she did, she couldn’t imagine some 

starchy Regulatory committee choosing a scrappy, female ore hound from the rim to crew their 

precious colony ship. 

However, she couldn’t deny that watching the Chimera transform from a skeletal husk to a 

functional ship had captured her interest. The Exchange Dock dismantled, its myriad panels and 

passageways refitted into the same colony ship that had originally birthed them. Welders pieced 

everything together while tugs toted in raw materials in from the rim. Technicians camped on the 

command deck, patching into the Chimera’s neural network. The rebuild—the resurrection—



grew nearer to completion. In every new Mandate Broadcast, the Chimera looked less like a hulk 

of abandoned scrap and more like the colony ship that had carried Selena’s ancestors across the 

galaxy from Earth. 

She adjusted her shoulder straps, waiting for the spectacularly boring scan to complete. Time slid 

past, marked by the steady ping of the chronometer, the snores from Liam in his hammock, the 

sweat drizzling down her neck and between her shoulder blades. What would it be like to 

navigate the Chimera? The intensity of dirty sync could compare to that. Connected to another 

consciousness, albeit a synthetic one, helping push a Fractal Class ship through the folds of The 

Everything …. Selena wouldn’t try to imagine. It would never happen. She wasn’t part of the 

Selection. 

Again she touched the bulge of skin that hid her spider. If she activated it—even for five 

minutes—she’d find them a pull that the old ore hounds back at Scrapyard would never stop 

talking about. She and Liam could pay off the mortgage on The Bee and have money left over. 

But no, it didn’t matter if they were about to go broke, Liam wouldn’t allow it. The last time 

she’d risked dirty syncing, he’d caught her and grounded her for thirty rotations. Worse, he’d 

given her one of his lectures: “The rim’ll eat you alive if you don’t pay attention. There’s a 

reason they don’t let kids up here.” 

Selena set her jaw. “I’m not a kid.” 

“Only a kid tries to fly without manual control. You think you’re special? You think the rules 

don’t apply to you?” Liam’s bushy eyebrows merged into a single dark line above his nose. 

“Remember what happened to Maylor? You’ll be next if you keep this up, and me dead 

alongside you. I’d have that spider cut right out of your skull if it wasn’t so damned expensive.” 

“But I can use it to find ecomire,” she protested. 

“I don’t care if you can find the cussing Stephen himself strapped to a golden escape pod,” Liam 

roared. “You fly by my rules, or you don’t fly at all.” 

The man was totally unreasonable. Fuel prices had risen so high that when they found a pocket 

of alloy or a bit of rare earth, they still struggled to break even. They couldn’t sell half of what 

they did find. With the passing of The Mandate the market had improved, but only for ecomire, a 

few ores, and a handful of other things. They were behind two months of rent on their slip, and 

four months on their lousy berth. The Bee itself was mortgaged out to New Lux. Unless they 

made a good pull soon, they’d lose The Bee, their slip, and their berth. They’d have to move to 

moon surface, live with the whack jobs on Stephen’s Point. 

Slick, oily fear pooled in her gut. Far worse than the sizzling, immediate anxiety of piloting, the 

idea of moving down there threatened to make her nauseous. The turquoise sky and amber 

clouds, the fields of dry grass, the way the wind whipped at your skin and hair and face …. 

The proximity klaxon warbled. A rough-edged shard tumbled past. Selena glanced over her 

shoulder. Liam slumbered in the hammock. Let him. He needed it after another off-shift spent 

with a bottle—with the market blown to hell, he had a lot on his mind. 



She and Liam had worked their way through their claim for six rotations straight but had found 

nothing of value. With fuel down to twenty percent plus reserves, they needed to head back to 

Scrapyard in another few shifts. Arriving empty-handed, Selena would be the one to go convince 

that fat idiot Carson to give them more time to pay the rent. His big, stupid smile grew less and 

less friendly each time they delayed payment. The last time around Carson had said there were 

other ways she could settle their accounts. That perhaps she wasn’t cut out for piloting. “It’s no 

job for a woman,” he said, leering at her. “Especially not a pretty one.” 

“I’d rather plug a vacuum leak with my face.” 

“New Lux,” Carson said, enunciating the syllables lovingly. “Think about it. How else will your 

good-for-nothing father pay his bills? I suppose you could move to the colony. Take charity from 

the government, or become beggars. But I’d go with New Lux. At least whoring is honorable.” 

“Suck balls,” Selena said, and stormed out the door. 

“Bring me my money!” Carson squawked after her. Selena had half-walked, half-run back to 

their berth. If something didn’t change soon, she’d end up on Stephen’s Point. Or worse. 

A tone alerted Selena to the scan’s completion. She leaned forward, stretching her back. Rubbing 

her eyes with grimy palms, she read the results. Nothing. Again. Her father snored in the 

hammock, oblivious. When Selena took her turn after the end of a six-hour shift, Liam’s smell 

always lingered: grease and cloves and sour sweat. As a little girl, she’d found it comforting. But 

nearing the end of their latest swing through the rim, she’d grown sick of it, sick of him, sick of 

herself. 

Selena sighed and turned The Bee, taking a line on the next closest shard. As large as a trawler, it 

lumbered along, thousands of kilometers away. She brought the trawler to quarter-burn. Blood 

drained from her head and filled her legs before momentum stabilized and the straps hung loose 

around her shoulders once more. 

Nestled beside the shard, Selena brought up the sensor package with a sweep of her hand. The 

interface monitored the surrounding space, vigilant against rogue, fast-moving shards. She 

counted down from 500 and then gave up. Closing in on thirty minutes, the scan revealed what 

she feared: copper and silver mired in tonnes of rock. 

Worthless. 

They couldn’t return to Scrapyard empty handed. How long until circumstances forced her to 

choose between New Lux and the colony? Selena shivered, the sweat trickling down her spine 

turning cold. To hell with this. Liam would sleep through it all. She’d wake him once she had a 

pull and they could celebrate together. 

“Here we go,” she said, readying herself, clearing her mind.  

She remembered the first time she’d flown The Bee. Liam’s rough but gentle hand closed over 

hers, guiding her fingers into the grid. A little girl then, the light and sensation of the interface 



scared her. “She moves when you move,” Liam told her. The engines rumbled to life, core 

whining, and the trawler burst forward. Her father’s happy laughter filled the cockpit. 

“Let me do it,” she said, pulling her small hand free from his. And then she did what she’d seen 

him do many times before: she slid her hand forward and all fear disappeared. Something new 

and joyous surged to life. She was flying. Really flying. She and The Bee, a team. Selena’s 

laughter and Liam’s laughter, the stars sweeping left as she rolled the ship into a tight maneuver, 

straps cutting into her ribs—she’d never felt more alive, more free. 

Without remorse, Selena thought of her mother’s pendant—the second memory key necessary to 

bring the spider to life—a shooting star at the end of a silver chain. The only thing she possessed 

that had belonged to her mother. 

The spider woke. Selena pulled her hand from the interface and gasped as the intensity of the rim 

invaded her mind. Thousands, no tens of thousands of shards, unfurled around her, suspended in 

three dimensional space. Tingles traveled up her spine. Ready. Ready. Ready. She waited for the 

trembling in her body to subside and then with nothing more than a thought, pushed The Bee—

her other self—to half-burn. Slammed back by the sudden acceleration, body compressed into 

the seat, she dived toward the low side of the rim. 

Radiation counts rose and spectral trails of shards flashed past as she closed on Elypso. Near the 

star, traveling tighter orbits, the density of shards was greatest. She’d find something quick and 

get back out before Liam knew she’d broken his cardinal rule: fly by your instruments. 

Weaving through the thickening field, sweat dribbled down Selena’s forehead. She shook her 

head to keep it from falling into her eyes. How long could she manage? How long could her 

mind keep up with the bombardment of sensory data piped directly into her skull? A pounding 

began between her ears. Her eyes blurred. She blinked to clear them. 

An awful metal shriek filled the cabin. She’d brushed a fragment. Too close. Visions of The Bee 

cracking open like an egg, of rapid decompression, flashed through her mind. It took a little less 

than two minutes to die of exposure, lungs sucked empty, flesh cooked by the heat of Elypso. 

She wouldn’t let that happen. She’d remain in control. 

“Come on!” she yelled. Her eyes—the external sensors of The Bee—flicked from object to 

object. Dull shards of dead stone, some scorched and pitted, others as black as obsidian. The 

spider translated raw data into visual data and dumped it directly into Selena’s vision center, 

beautiful and terrifying. She focused on a glistening, ore-heavy shard to her aft. Not good 

enough. She was taking a terrible risk and it needed to pay off big. She wouldn’t settle for ore. 

Working fast, she surface-scanned a half-dozen more objects, looking for any trace of ecomire. 

Nothing and more nothing. The pounding in her head intensified until it became unbearable. 

Selena pressed the side of her head with a sweaty palm. She couldn’t take more than a few more 

minutes of this. She couldn’t take— 

There! Ahead, a wobbling shard, Object y-908f. A shard with unusual density, a shard that gave 

off the warm purple aura of ecomire. “Got you,” Selena whispered. She took a line on the object, 

ignoring the steady warble of the klaxon. The trajectory was unstable. She didn’t care. 



She was going to make the pull. 

 

 

 

 

 

We hope you enjoyed this brief introduction to Universe Eventual: Chimera, Book 

I in the Universe Eventual series. 

If you enjoyed what you read and would like to read the rest of the book, you can 

purchase a copy on Amazon. 

You can also check us out on Facebook, give us a “like” and stay connected to all 

things Universe Eventual. 

We can be reached via e-mail at info@uebooks.com  
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