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      “This is a really bad plan, sir,” Taki said. She sounded more than just dismayed.

      The shuttle vibrated underfoot, the air wavy from the heat of the shuttle’s recent atmospheric entry. It was currently zipping along at 300 knots, the landscape below a brownish-green patchwork of farms.

      Quinn checked his wrist. A timer counted down and was rapidly nearing four minutes.

      “It was your plan,” Quinn said in disbelief as he knelt down, pulling a thick box from his belt and attaching several wires to a keypad near the shuttle’s top hatch.

      “Thought you’d talk it out of me, sir. You’re the captain, you’re supposed to be the sensible one,” Taki said.

      The box beeped, a green light starting to flash. That was one, five to go.

      “We weren’t going to have another chance. Four minutes from the border,” Quinn said.

      Two lights. Three. The shuttle rocked violently as it hit some turbulence and without their magnetic boots Quinn and Taki would have been thrown clear off the hull. Even with them it was still a tooth-rattling moment.

      “I should have just let you blow it,” Taki said.

      “We blow it, they’d know we were out here,” Quinn said.

      The plan was a simple one. Ships arriving in orbit made immediately for the refueling station, launching any shuttles going to the surface along the way. Not that there were many. The colonization wave had passed and these days the only person on this sad little moon who could afford luxuries from off-world was Fendric Price, the governor.

      A shuttle coming from orbit had roughly five minutes between entering the atmosphere and reaching the border of his lands where sensors would detect any strange anomalies—such as two extra passengers on the outside hull of the craft and trying to break in.

      It wasn’t considered a security risk, not really. You’d have to be insane to try robbing a shuttle in flight during those five minutes.

      Six lights. The box beeped once more.

      “Clear,” Quinn said.

      Taki reached down to grab the hatch handle and pulled. It wasn’t large, designed as an emergency exit and not meant for transferring cargo. They weren’t here for anything large.

      Quinn slapped down a pair of braces once the hatch was open, holding it in place. Grooves in an interior wall served as a ladder and the two made their way down to the shuttle deck.

      Running a light over the interior revealed two rows of crates piled high, filling almost the entire cargo bay.

      “This is more than we were expecting, sir,” Taki said.

      Three minutes, they had to make this quick.

      “Find out if there is anything else worth taking. I’m going in search of the parts,” Quinn said.

      It was supposed to be a smaller crate, LDZ-1481. There weren’t many that size. Mostly the colony was getting shipments of essentials from the Empire and they came packaged large. Quinn found it secured beneath a strap atop a tall crate. He worked it free.

      “Sir, I’ve got something, but you’re not going to like it,” Taki said.

      Two minutes thirty.

      “Tell me,” Quinn said.

      “Seeds, sir. Modified and fertile. Shipment marked yearly stage sixteen of twenty for the colony,” Taki said.

      Colonizing a planet or even a moon was tough work, but the Empire was usually willing to help the enterprising. With the proper engineering, sustainable crops suited to the local environment could be grown, but sometimes that took a while to get right. Unfertile seeds would work for a single generation.

      The moon below had been using them for twenty years, the farmers deeply dependent on the governor for their very survival.

      “Bastard has had them this whole time?” Quinn asked.

      “Looks that way. We’ll never get them out the hatch,” Taki said.

      Those seeds would mean everything for the farmers, not that they had much to give in exchange. Settler grants might give one a farmstead, but when dependent on the governor for the seeds to make that land fertile it made them more serfs than landowners.

      “Well, since you came up with the last plan, I figure you’ve got a reputation to maintain. What stupid thing are we going to do to get those out of here?” Quinn said.

      Taki paced, her expression hidden by the thick goggles she wore. Both Taki and Quinn were heavily bundled up for the conditions, wearing dusty brown atmospheric suits and helmets along with goggles.

      “Nothing, sir. We’re short on time and the whole point of this mission was to get those parts and to do it quietly. We screw things up at this point, we blow the plan.”

      “What about the main hatch? We open it up and have Melody fly up in the Kathryn, and we dump the cargo right in,” Quinn said.

      “By the time you’ve opened that hatch we’ll be across the border and we’ll be swarmed before we can do anything. I don’t know if you want to play the hero or just wanting to get paid, but we don’t have the time,” Taki said.

      “We crash the shuttle,” Quinn said.

      “And I thought your last plan was bad,” Taki said.

      “Your last plan was bad, my current plan is brilliant. We bring it down outside the border and we’ll buy ourselves a few extra minutes until they worry enough to come looking for it.”

      “Assuming, sir, nobody sees us go down and calls it in.”

      Quinn moved towards the rear of the shuttle, looking over the walls. Imperial designs tended to be standard. There, a conduit on a wall and beneath it a removable panel. Quinn pulled it away and studied the circuitry. Finding it was one thing, understanding it was something else.

      Quinn hit his comm. “Mel, you there?”

      “I’m still here, boss, waiting for your extraction. We’re almost at the border,” came Melody’s voice through a hint of static.

      “Change of plans. We’re crashing the shuttle. I’m at the main switch in the hold but not sure what I’m looking at,” Quinn said.

      “We’re what? Boss, this is a really bad plan,” Melody said.

      “Keep hearing that today. Now, Mel.”

      “Right side of the panel. Green and blue wires paired.”

      “Cut them?” Quinn asked.

      “No! They connect into the junction below. Ease the green one and just the green one out and fiddle with it. You know, tap it in and out. That is going to crash you as gentle as possible, but it’s still going to be bad, boss.”

      Taki wrapped a cargo strap around Quinn’s waist, locking it into place before she pressed back against the wall and secured herself. The cargo hold wasn’t designed for passengers and there wasn’t any crash seating.

      Quinn eased out the green wire and the shuttle lurched violently, the wire slipping from his grasp. Quinn was slammed hard against a pile of crates and without the strap holding him in place would have gone tumbling down the length of the hold. Ribs flaring in pain he pulled himself back to the panel to flick the green wire back into place. Another surge of force, not so alarming this time.

      “You’re coming down too fast, boss,” Melody said through the comm.

      Quinn held the connection a bit longer this time and for a moment the shuttle felt almost normal again.

      Then there was the impact.

      Quinn went crashing against the cargo containers once more as the air was filled with the sound of screeching metal and splintering wood.

      When everything went still he found himself angled oddly. The shuttle must have come to rest on its side.

      “Taki?” Quinn asked.

      “I’m in one piece, sir,” Taki said. Releasing the straps holding her, she fell against a stack of crates.

      “You’ve got problems. You came down on the wrong side of the border—on the other side of the estate wall. If I try to come get you, I’m going to draw fire,” Melody said.

      “Any ground transit near us?” Taki asked.

      “Groundskeepers shed to your northeast,” Mel said.

      “Taki, go steal us a ride. I’ll get the cargo ready,” Quinn said.

      Taki nodded, taking off her helmet and goggles and shaking out her hair. Taki was in her twenties and of Japanese ancestry, attractive and short at around five feet in height.

      “If I’d known we might have a shootout I’d have brought my rifle,” Taki said.

      It wasn’t as big a deal as she made it out to be. If it came to a firefight they’d be outgunned no matter what they’d brought with them.

      Quinn overrode the controls for the main hatch, the ramp scraping the ground as it opened. The shuttle had come down sideways. There was nothing to be done about that, so Quinn got to moving crates. There were four containers of seeds, each weighing almost eighty pounds and prominently marked with the imperial seal. The cargo they’d actually come here to steal would fit easily under one arm. They were specialized parts of the sort that couldn’t be manufactured locally. Tiny, but valuable.

      After six minutes Taki pulled up in a large flat-bedded truck.

      “Any trouble?” Quinn asked.

      “No gardener, but we’ve got vehicles incoming,” Taki said.

      No time to waste then. Together they loaded the crates.

      “You’re the better shot, even it’s just with a pistol. I’ll drive,” Quinn said.

      Taki got into the back with the cargo while Quinn took his place behind the controls. Trucks were just rounding the bend near the crash site. Two of them, and each looked to have about eight armed men in the back.
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      Quinn hit the accelerator and opened the comm. “We’re hot and really outgunned. This may have been a bad idea.”

      “Shame nobody told you, boss,” Melody said.

      “I did!” Taki shouted from the back.

      “Where am I headed?” Quinn asked.

      “See that big road going south? You don’t want to be on it. There’s a smaller track off to the side though,” Melody said.

      It would have helped if the two roads intersected—they weren’t, of course, and bumpy terrain separated them. Fortunately, while it might not have been made for a high-speed chase the gardening truck was made to get around the countryside. Quinn turned off the paved road and onto a rocky slope. The trucked bounced and rattled, and he fought to keep it under control as his head bumped into the cab roof.

      A patter of gunshots sounded behind them. Too far back to be effective, and good news if it was typical behavior for all the security. It meant they were more muscle than brain.

      They had better vehicles though and were already closing the distance. As one drew close Taki fired off several rounds and the windshield shattered, sending the vehicle veering off to slam into a tree.

      The other was still on their tail—and more were probably on the way.

      The truck lurched as it hit the track and Quinn swerved sharply. This one wasn’t paved and the surface gravel spun beneath the wheels.

      There were more vehicles approaching. These looked like some kind of all-terrain buggies, smaller than the trucks and with just one rider apiece, but they were fast.

      “Where is this taking us, Mel?” Quinn asked.

      “You’re on the road the farmers take to see the governor and fortunately you’re going in the right direction—away from trouble, kind of. Keep heading down it. You’re going to run into a checkpoint, but it’s just a few guards to give the farmers grief,” Melody said.

      The gunfire from behind was picking up. A side mirror smashed as a round found it. Taki was sheltering behind the crates, using them for cover as she snapped off shots. One of the buggies pulled alongside, a bearded man reaching for the truck’s passenger door. Quinn pulled his pistol and shot through the window, the glass splintering as the man went tumbling backwards and away.

      The checkpoint appeared ahead. The wall of the governor’s estate wasn’t high, but high enough. Going around the checkpoint wasn’t an option. There were only two men manning the gate, but they knew the truck was coming and where it had to go.

      Quinn ducked low as rifle fire pelted the vehicle from the front, and he put his foot down.

      There was a squelch and a thud as one of the guards kept firing until the last moment—and beyond. Then they were through the gate and outside the grounds of the estate.

      The Kathryn could come pick them up any time now, but if they didn’t lose their pursuers the ship would be seen. Corono wasn’t such a large port that they couldn’t be found quickly if that happened. They had to make their escape without the guards seeing the Kathryn.

      “I hope you’ve got a plan, sir. I’m running out of ammo,” Taki shouted.

      Quinn tossed her his spare clip through the broken back windscreen.

      “Remember river rafting on Danok?” Quinn asked.

      “I already hate this plan, sir,” Taki shouted.

      “Mel? We’re river rafting. I need the hatch open and you angled low and just to the left of the bridge,” Quinn said.

      “Uh ... I’m not as good a pilot as you are, Captain,” Mel said.

      “You don’t have to be. We get aboard and I run for the controls. Just hold her in place until we arrive.”

      The canyon was narrow, deep, and winding. It had been dug out over generations by the river at the bottom. The bridge crossed the chasm, but they wouldn’t be using it.

      If Melody was doing as she’d been instructed the Kathryn would be waiting right there out of sight by the time they arrived.

      “We’re going to need a distraction,” Quinn shouted.

      “On it, sir,” Taki said. As they neared the bridge she left cover to carefully aim a shot. The round took the pursuing truck in a front tire. The vehicle spun out of control sending the guards aboard flying in all directions and forcing the buggies to swerve.

      Quinn yanked the wheel hard to the left and the truck bounced off the road. There was only a second of visibility into the canyon below. If the Kathryn wasn’t there they’d be plummeting to their deaths—but there she was.

      The ship was a relic from another age, a worn cargo freighter dating from the time of the First Imperium. There weren’t many of its class still in service.

      The truck flew through the air beyond the canyon rim, falling for an eternity before it came down hard on the cargo ramp of the Kathryn and spun, slamming against an interior wall.

      Taki and Quinn were already in motion. Taki leapt off the truck bed to slam her palm down on the ramp controls, raising it. Quinn was crawling through the remains of the windshield and sliding across the hood so that he could make a sprint to the bridge.

      Melody was in the pilot’s chair. She had short, bobbed hair that was so blonde it bordered on white. Her dazzling smile and a figure rounded in all the right places gave her a girl-next-door charm.

      Already she was slipping out of the seat and Quinn slid into it, still breathless from the run. Despite the adrenaline, or perhaps because of it, his hands were steady on the controls and the ship lurched as he fired up the engines.

      Going so fast this close to the ground was always dangerous. Doing it within the narrow walls of a canyon would be suicide for most pilots. Quinn wasn’t most pilots. Keeping low and following the course of the river the ship made a quick series of stomach-churning rolls and turns.

      Quinn probably could have stopped after thirty seconds, but he wanted to make sure to put as much distance behind him and the guards as possible. They’d have seen the truck go over the edge and as long as they didn’t see the Kathryn, hopefully they’d think it had crashed and was submerged in the river.

      That lie wouldn’t hold up forever. They’d send a salvage team and discover there was no wreckage, but that should be enough time to lose their cargo and get off-world.

      Quinn eased the Kathryn up out of the canyon and stayed low for another half-hour before easing up into the atmosphere. They’d circle and come back down towards the port as if just arriving in the system. Like a new arrival.

      “You blew out one of the port maneuvering thrusters,” Melody said, looking over the damage displays.

      “Good thing we have an engineer then. You get that taken care of and I’ll let the autopilot finish getting us up and back down,” Quinn said, leaving his seat.

      For most purposes the flight computer did a fine job. It was situations well outside the software’s expectations that posed problems, like suicidal flights through canyons. For that sort of thing you needed the human touch.

      Quinn made his way back into the cargo hold and found Taki struggling to unload the heavy crates.

      “Let me help you with that,” Quinn said, hurrying forward and together they wrestled one to the ground.

      “If we’re going to keep pulling jobs like that, we need more people, sir,” Taki said.

      “We can barely keep fed the mouths we’ve got and that’s with Mel considered,” Quinn said.

      “Ship wasn’t made to work with three crew and neither were we. It’s been years, you remember how it used to be,” Taki said.

      Quinn did. Large sections of the ship that used to teem with life sat dark and silent. His luck had never been what one would call good, but for awhile it had seemed good enough.

      Quinn was silent as they unloaded another crate, placing it with the first.

      “I think she’d want you to move on, sir,” Taki said.

      “I imagine that she would. Imagine there are a lot of things she’d want were she still here. Don’t mean I’m ready for them. I know you mean well, but I’m just not ready and that is the end of discussion,” Quinn said.

      “Yes, sir,” Taki said carefully, her features fixed in an expression that revealed nothing.

      Quinn knew that she disagreed, knew that she was a better friend than he probably deserved. Taki was the only remaining crew from those days. There had been others who survived, but they’d all drifted away over time. Melody was the only one they’d replaced, the ship needed an engineer. However much he might have wanted to sulk in darkness and alone, the Kathryn would always have what she needed to keep flying, including crew.
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      At the Corono docks landing fees went up the closer a craft was to town. Go the cheap route and you could be sure of a long haul for your cargo. The exception to that being the most remote and desolate landing docks, where small bidding wars between smugglers could raise the prices. With no such smugglers here now the Kathryn was soon touching down unchallenged at the outer perimeter of the port.

      The parts they’d stolen had already been repackaged and gift-wrapped, sparkly paper and a pretty bow added. Quinn tucked it under one arm and went. Blond hair and six-foot-tall, he had features that were handsome enough, although he could have done with a haircut. Today he wore a faded suit, nothing too fancy. It was best to blend in.

      The docks were about as colorful as Corono got, the crew of a few freighters wearing exotic attire from off-system. The locals were a dusty, shabby bunch and what nice clothes they wore were usually oldand somewhat ragged. Hope had died in the colony some time ago.

      The buildings of the settlement were all a dull red, the bricks made from the local mud.

      The Broken Mug wasn’t the only bar in town. It was definitely the seediest, the sort of dim and miserable place you came to in order to drink your life away. Fun was for other places. The bartender was a sharp-faced, older woman who nodded to Quinn as he came in, then jerked her head towards the back.

      Through the door a pair of guards met him, one remaining behind while the other escorted him through dark winding corridors to a room that was a contrast to the bar, brightly lit with festive art on the walls—art of a particularly tacky variety. Colored animals cavorted with bodies of glittering metal and too-human grinning features.

      “Well, well. If it ain’t the fuckup of the fucking hour,” said a man seated behind a desk at the fair end of the room. Much like the room’s decor he was dressed with an excess of extravagance and a complete lack of taste. He wore a suit of too-bright purple and a hat adorned with a glittering gold band. A holoviewer against a far wall quietly read an out-system news cast. An out-system data feed was an expensive luxury, and much like everything else here it was more a matter of showing off.

      “Now, Monk. Doesn’t have to be that way. Got you what you wanted all nice and pretty, and only a little shaken up,” Quinn said, holding up the package.

      “Check it,” Monk said, looking off to his side.

      A dark-haired woman, lithe of build and with a serious expression, stepped forward to accept the package. Her outfit was unflattering and all in grey. Monk didn’t like anyone drawing eyes but him. Taking the package to a table in the corner she moved a light close and opened it up, inspecting the parts with a skilled eye.

      “It’s all there, just like you wanted,” Quinn said.

      “What I fucking wanted was a job done by a god-damned professional. Like the parts didn’t get stolen, but weren’t ever on the shuttle in the first place and everything is clean. The Empire screwed up like the big lumbering beast it is and nobody is surprised, and nobody cares. You crashed the shuttle. You had a shootout on the governor’s estate,” Monk said, his voice rising with each word until he was shouting at the end, standing up and his face growing red.

      “Everything is here. No damage I can see,” said the young woman.

      Quinn forced a smile. “See, Monk? Now, I know there were some unfortunate complications and I’m not even going to bill you for those. Just the cost of doing business.”

      “Un-fucking-believable,” Monk said.

      The holoviewer let out a screech, flashing red for a moment and the volume increasing from a whisper. “This is a critical news announcement. News from the palace on Onyx, Emperor Octavius passed away in his sleep last night. While we are still awaiting confirmation, it is expected that as next in line Prince Constantine will be taking the throne. All Imperial officials and naval officers are instructed to report in via proper channels. We recommend all citizens to mourn at home for the time being.”

      Monk stared at the viewer for a long moment, then hit a button on the desk. The screen blinked off. Everyone in the room looked shaken.

      “How long was his rule?” Quinn asked.

      “Eighty-three years. Damn fine man. Finer than scum like us, and with his gifts he was supposed to outlive us all,” Monk said, looking much more subdued, like some fire had gone out of him.

      “Didn’t know you were such a patriot,” Quinn said.

      “Imperial Marines before all this,” Monk said, with a gesture around the room. “Mekara Campaign. Ever heard of it?”

      “Can’t say I have,” Quinn said.

      “These fucking bird things. Talons that could tear a man in half, if he weren’t in armor, and these sonic weapons that would just scramble you on the outside. Get hit with one and you’d be pissing and vomiting blood till you died,” Monk said, and shook his head.

      “How’d you wind up here?”

      “A long and tortured tale of none of your fucking business. I’ll give you a quarter of what we agreed to. Wouldn’t take them at all, but with every patriot sobbing into their beer the next few days I’ve maybe got a chance to unload them before heat comes down,” Monk said.

      “You’re a rich man, Monk. A fine and proper dandy, and you know you can sit on them until the heat passes. Three quarters,” Quinn said.

      Monk sat back down and laced his fingers over his chest. “See, what I’m asking myself is why a captain such as yourself with a reputation for getting things done screwed the pooch in such a daring and dramatic fashion? Now, I see two possibilities. Either you are a complete and total fuckup who don’t deserve his reputation, or you found something else on that shuttle and got greedy.”

      This wasn’t Quinn’s first negotiation. He made sure his expression was fixed and didn’t give anything away.

      Quinn said, “Or maybe the shuttle just had a problem? Little moon like this doesn’t get the Empire’s best equipment. Problems happen.”

      Monk shook his head. “Whatever you got would have to be valuable. I figure you need a buyer. Depending on what it is, I might be willing to overlook this disaster in exchange for a cut of that.”

      Monk might have been a patriot once. Quinn knew he was nothing but a common thug now. If he knew about the seeds he’d go right for the highest bidder and he’d do the deal fair, but that deal would be with the governor. The farmers just didn’t have the money to match what the governor would offer—simply to keep the seeds out of their hands.

      “Three quarters. It’s a good a deal. It makes you money,” Quinn said.

      “Half. Half, and you take my advice and get off this little moon. Whatever you took has the governor riled and I don’t want trouble darkening my door,” Monk said.

      Half of the agreed price wouldn’t even top up the Kathryn’s fuel tanks. They could make another system, perhaps two, but Quinn had been hoping to do that and pick up some cargo that might actually make some legitimate cash on top of the crime.

      It wasn’t really optional. Monk could be vicious when he felt he had to be, and this was pushing him.

      “Half,” Quinn agreed.

      “Pay the man,” Monk called to the woman at the table. Quinn watched as she counted out fifteen bits. Each had a self-contained power supply and data node holding a unique signature. Completely anonymous and convertible into any currency of choice at the Galactic Bank. The preferred legal tender of those who had everything to hide.

      Quinn checked each with his scanner, confirming each signature. They were legit. He hadn’t actually thought Monk would try to cheat him. Kill him, maybe, but not cheat him.

      The disks were slid into a bag and tucked into a pocket.

      “Wasn’t a pleasure, Monk,” Quinn said.

      “Captain, we have not seen eye to eye on the particulars of this little bit of business and I’d very much like to punch you in the fucking nose. I also gave you the best advice you’re ever going to get. Get off this moon and get out of this system,” Monk said.

      “You know something I don’t know, Monk?”

      “Worlds, boy, worlds. You think you’re clever and you are, enough to get by most days. But you don’t have that killer instinct. The old man emperor was all that was keeping things together,” Monk said. “Things are going to get bad, now he’s dead.”

      Quinn nodded and a guard led him out. They couldn’t leave, not yet. They had to unload the seeds first and fuel the Kathryn. As soon as they did that it might be wise to take Monk’s advice.
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      Quinn opened a commline to Taki as soon as he was clear of the bar.

      “Was your present appreciated, sir?” Taki asked.

      “You know how it is. My affections were only halfway returned,” Quinn said.

      “Guess you need some charm lessons, sir.”

      “Wouldn’t hurt. Thinking we should be leaving sooner rather than later. Why don’t you hit up the locals and see if you maybe have better luck,” Quinn said.

      “Salad again, sir? I’ll see what I can do. How aggressively do you want me to negotiate?” Taki asked.

      It was a fair question. The farmers might well bankrupt themselves for those seeds. The seeds were their chance for freedom, but even at best they wouldn’t have much to give. Yet, tempting as it might be to be charitable and just give them away, getting them had put the Kathryn’s crew’s lives at risk and cost them a chunk of their expected payout. They couldn’t afford to get nothing.

      “Tough, but not for everything they’ve got,” Quinn said.

      “Softie. I’ll get on it, sir,” Taki said.

      Quinn closed the commline. It was best he be seen somewhere else while she was working on those deals. While they wouldn’t be able to afford any goods to trade off-world themselves, they might be able to get a transport contract for something else. That meant a visit to the Crooked Goat.

      The Goat was near the docks, a bar catering mostly to ship crews including those looking for work, and the first place one went to hire them. There was a main room that was brightly lit, and multiple shadowed booths if you needed to discuss more illicit business. A display on one wall listed open contracts. Currently it was blank, legit business was lacking on Corono.

      Quinn headed for the bar and ordered a drink. Off-world beer, because the local stuff was intolerably bitter. Nursing it gave him the chance to study the occupants without attracting too much attention.

      It didn’t look good. The scruffy men and women in foreign clothing would be the captains or crews of the other ships in port. Two young men and one young woman were plainly locals, teenagers. Probably looking for a way off this rock and a different future. Not what Quinn was after and not his problem. A card game in the corner held possibilities.

      There in the back corner, someone who really didn’t belong. The woman looked to be in her twenties, with olive skin and long black hair that came to shoulder-length. Her lips were ever so slightly pouted, and she was devastatingly beautiful. It wasn’t the beauty that set off Quinn’s internal alarms although he always preferred to keep in mind that the most beautiful things in nature were usually the deadliest. This woman was dressed in the latest Imperial business attire, a collection of straps that was both intricate and left a fair bit of skin exposed.

      Quinn understood the basics of the outfit. The straps placement was no accident and revealed the woman’s education, profession, income, and even hobbies if you knew how to read the language of them. A language of fashion meant to indicate at once to the wealthy and powerful that you really deserved to be there.

      Whatever the woman was into, it would be dangerous and Quinn had enough heat at the moment. Well, if there was no business to be had, then there was fun. Quinn headed for the card game.

      The variant of poker was one Quinn hadn’t encountered before. An hour later he was down as he learned the rules. Three hours later when the game finished he was modestly up.

      Nobody had won or lost to such a degree that the game ended in hostility. Quinn was putting away his winnings when the woman from earlier sat in the seat across from him.

      “If you wanted to gamble you should have come earlier. Game’s all wrapped up,” Quinn said.

      “I’m not here to gamble. I’m here because I think we can do business,” the woman said. Her accent matched her looks, clipped, upper class, educated and entirely too sure of herself.

      “This is a bar, not a brothel,” Quinn said. He really didn’t want to get tangled in her business and the easiest way to get rid of a woman like this was usually to offend her. There were others who’d take her money.

      It didn’t work. The woman smiled faintly at him. “Good thing. As a whore you’d be struggling for business. Quinn Jade, captain of the Kathryn, a first-generation Imperial Doxon class light freighter. You’re an independent trader who hasn’t delivered on an official contract in the past four months and yet is still flying. A smuggler then, and probably a thief.”

      Quinn settled back in his seat, letting his hand drift closer to the pistol at his waist. This was already way more than he liked someone knowing about his business. A basic data feed to connect to galactic news sources that had that kind of information was expensive enough, but a portable unit that would have let her identify him? On a well-developed world in the heart of the Empire they’d be commonplace, but here were anything but.

      “And here I didn’t even get your name,” Quinn said.

      “Tamara Cross, of Delecrox, Miller, and Steele,” Tamara said.

      A lawyer then. Quinn might frequent hives of scum and villainy, but even so he tried to have some standards.

      “Not good enough to make partner?” Quinn asked.

      “That probably struck you as a clever line. Sad,” Tamara said, frowning slightly and then shaking her head. “Still, as we already established, I don’t want to hire you for your looks, or now your sense of humor. You’ve a fast ship and the kind of moral flexibility that I require, and that is enough.”

      Quinn really didn’t like this woman. It wasn’t just a distrust of beauty, or the resources she had. When you were in his line of work you learned that most people were like Monk. They’d taken a few wrong turns and wound up on the other side of the law, but were fundamentally decent. There were a few though who’d do anything without a qualm. Get too close and your instincts just told you they were bad news. Tamara was bad news.

      However, Quinn also had a ship he could barely keep fueled and nothing else going for him.

      “You can make your pitch,” Quinn said.

      “I don’t make pitches. I make offers. Two thousand bits for the safe transport of myself and another to a destination of our choosing. Obviously, there is the likelihood of serious complications,” Tamara said.

      Trouble. There was trouble all over that deal.

      The price was too high. Quinn had just gotten fifteen bits for stealing parts. Two thousand would do more than top off the Kathryn’s tank. That would mean Melody could stop jury-rigging failing systems and do some proper repairs—with enough left over for some real cargo, to try going legitimate again.

      It was tempting, but the vague “serious complications” said it all. A woman this well-connected and fancy was on a backwater moon in the middle of nowhere and looking for transport. So whatever trouble she had was probably even more well-connected and had more money, forcing Tamara into hiding.

      Quinn liked the occasional risk, and appreciated danger, but you had to know where to draw the line.

      “Pass,” Quinn said as he pushed back from the table. “Good luck in your search.”

      “I know the money is enough. I know you need the work,” Tamara said, and there was steel in her tone. Quinn might have admired the gold flecks in the green of her eyes as she stared at him—were that look not so predatory.

      “You aren’t wrong, lady, but that don’t mean I have to take yours. I just have an abundance of caution. Suspect you know the reason why, if you really bothered to read through my files,” Quinn said.

      “Part of the reason I want you? You take the occasional risk, but you know where to draw the line. Add another two hundred to the offer,” Tamara said.

      “All that and you only went up ten percent? See … that tells me something about you. You’re almost at the end of your resources and that means you started high. Beneath all that polish you’re desperate,” Quinn said.

      “So are you.”

      Quinn shook his head. “No, ma’am, there you’re wrong. I might be in need of work and need of coin, but I still have options. Putting myself and those who trust me between you and whatever trouble is dogging you isn’t a choice I have to make. Like I said, I wish you well.”

      Tamara frowned at that but tilted her head. A silent acknowledgment of the point. Quinn put his winnings away. It was time to get back to the Kathyrn. Taki should have been able to strike a deal by now. Get off this moon while the getting was good.
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      It was evening by the time Quinn made it back to the docks. Evening being a bit of a relative term given night wouldn’t fall on Corono for another hundred hours. Still, people liked their cycles and dock lights were at half power.

      There had been a new arrival since Quinn left. The bulky vessel took up one of the more expensive berths right near the exit, on its hull the prominent markings of the Imperial Marines. Several armored soldiers looked to be unloading cargo in its vicinity. Quinn avoided them as he slipped past to where the Kathryn was docked.

      Melody was at work in the hold when he arrived. It looked like she was doing her utmost to separate the gardening truck from the ship’s hull. Probably a good idea. Quinn slipped the pouch he’d gotten at Monk’s out of his pocket and tossed it over. “Get us fueled up and ready to bounce. Imperial Marines are in port, I want to be off this moon in an hour.”

      Melody caught the pouch one-handed and peered inside. “Not even enough to top off the tank, boss? I’ll see what I can do. Taki isn’t back yet.”

      Perhaps the farmers had to go digging for their money in a field or something. Quinn had run into stranger things on rural worlds. He hit his comm.

      “Taki, what is the hold up?” Quinn asked.

      Silence was the only answer.

      Melody frowned and, slipping the coin pouch into her overalls, headed towards a work station. “Let me see if she triggered her transponder.”

      They didn’t normally use transponders. About the last thing any of them wanted was a record of where they were going and what they’d been up to. Still, Quinn made everybody carry one just for emergencies.

      “I don’t see her, boss. It hasn’t been activated,” Melody said.

      There was no reason for her not to be answering. Anywhere on the moon should be in range. The governor’s estate might have a comm dampener, but she wouldn’t be there.

      Trouble then, and the sort that had taken her by surprise before she could hit her transponder.

      “I’m going to go see Monk again,” Quinn said.

      Melody didn’t even question it. If Taki had gotten nabbed with that cargo, it meant trouble for them. The safest thing to do would be to bail. Melody wasn’t the sort to turn on a friend though.

      The streets were quiet, even for the night hours, and there was more than one soldier in the town. Red body armor, interlocking concussion-absorbent plates, energy rifles. Quinn doubted the populace even had any weapons that could do more than irritate them.

      The Broken Mug had a few sad souls still drinking themselves into a grave. The same bartender was working, although this time upon catching sight of Quinn she shook her head.

      Quinn approached. “I need to see him.”

      “You had an invite before, don’t have one now. Man don’t need to see you,” the bartender said.

      “Just let him know I’m here. Please,” Quinn said.

      The bartender gestured him over to a seat. It was a good five minutes before she finally gave him the nod and Quinn went through the same process as earlier, being led through the labyrinth of back halls to Monk’s office.

      It was a hive of activity. The black-haired girl was packing up her equipment and Monk was loading papers into a briefcase.

      “Not taking the art?” Quinn asked.

      “I leave it behind, I get to buy new. See you didn’t take my advice. I thought it over and decided I should. If you’re here about that cargo you sold, I’ll have to pass,” Monk said.

      “Not about that, not exactly. Taki has gone missing, was trying to find a buyer. I thought you might have heard something.”

      Monk rubbed at his eyes. “Think they grabbed your better half, eh? You should marry that girl, Quinn. Seen the way she looks at you.”

      “Day I take love advice from a man calling himself Monk isn’t going to come,” Quinn said.

      The dark-haired girl spoke up. “It isn’t actually because he’s celibate, or ascetic. Kind of the opposite. It’s all a bit ironic.”

      Monk grinned at her.

      “Don’t need to know about your personal life. We’re good, you and me. Mostly,” Quinn said.

      “Tell me what you stole. I might not get a cut, but I hate leaving a mystery unsolved,” Monk said.

      “Fertile seeds, Imperial colony development. They’ve been coming in for awhile,” Quinn said.

      “He’s been bleeding this place dry this whole time?” Monk said, and chuckled, shaking his head. “Hear that, Dela? We’re in the wrong business. Just when you think you’re the biggest criminal on this stinking pool of piss, you overlook him that was doing the pissing all along.”

      “Kind of mixed the dry and the wet there. Blood and piss. Didn’t work,” Quinn said.

      “Fuckin’ metaphors. Fine, I’m a romantic. You heard the Marines were in town?” Monk asked.

      “They have her?” Quinn asked.

      “Don’t know. Give me a minute and let me check. I still got friends I can call,” Monk said, waving a hand and moving from the desk to disappear from the room.

      “So are you two an item?” Quinn asked Dela.

      “I appreciate a man with a sense of style and who knows how to take care of a lady,” Dela said.

      Quinn thought that sounded more than a little mercenary. That probably made the two of them a good match.

      “Where are you two going?” Quinn asked.

      “Someplace where our past won’t follow us and we have discretion enough not to talk about it,” Dela said.

      Right, Quinn thought. Monk was the great conversationalist of the two. Who would have thought it?

      A few more minutes passed in awkward silence as Dela continued to pack before Monk re-entered the room.

      “Marines don’t have your girl. That means it has to be the governor,” Monk said.

      That was both a good and a bad thing. The Imperials would have made it a lot more difficult to stage any sort of rescue, but at least they’d have kept her alive. With the governor he’d be wanting to know her accomplices. Torture and death were in Taki’s future unless he could get to her in time.

      “Thank you. That helps,” Quinn said.

      Dela glanced over at Monk. “I think you can give him a little more than that.”

      “We’ve done our part, girl. We already did more than we had to,” Monk said.

      Dela gave Monk a long and pointed look. It was the sort of look that made Quinn question just how close they really were. One couldn’t usually get under your skin that much without a lot of digging.

      Monk closed his eyes and let out a low breath. “Fine. Gleason, town constabulary. This time of night you’ll find him off on the west side on patrol. You got the money, he’ll talk to you. If not, he’s a right bastard that gets whatever is coming to him.”

      “Say ‘thank you, Monk’. Say ‘I owe you one, Dela’,” Dela told Quinn.

      “Thank you, Monk. I owe you one, Dela,” Quinn said.

      “Not that we’ll be around to collect. I know I already gave the warning once, but the Marines that are here? They aren’t talking about why and that means a world of trouble. Find that girl and get gone,” Monk said.

      “Planning on it,” Quinn said.

      One of the guards led him out and on the street Quinn pondered his next course of action.

      Backup would be nice, but the only option was Melody and she wasn’t very good with a gun—and besides, she was needed to get the ship prepped for launch. Monk had done enough for him, it sounded like he needed to go alone.

      Despite being well into “night” the sun was still high in the sky and the heat was unrelenting. There was even less traffic on the streets now, and one Marine on patrol for every citizen remaining. At least the soldiers weren’t stopping anyone. Whatever their mission was it, didn’t involve hassling the citizens—yet.

      The western end of the settlement was the industrial part of town. The few local factories were here, already shut down for the night. Warehouses lined the street with doors chained shut.

      Running around calling out the constable’s name didn’t seem the best approach and so instead Quinn just stayed quiet and kept an ear out. After a few minutes the sound of conversation led him to a warehouse, the door cracked open. Peeking inside Quinn saw several figures talking, standing around a transport vehicle.

      “We were expecting five, not three,” said one.

      “There are Imperials on the streets. Be glad you got any and go while you can,” said another.

      “We get our missing two—or maybe we’ll settle for four. You can make up the numbers yourself, Gleason,” said the first meaningfully.

      This was him then. Quinn needed a plan.
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      Quinn could wait outside for the business within to be concluded, but it sounded like Gleason might be in trouble. Quinn needed him alive, and also had concerns about the Marines roaming the streets. He hadn’t seen any on patrol yet in this part of town, but that could just be luck so far.

      Circling the warehouse, Quinn found a ladder at the back used for roof access. Most of the local structures took advantage of the plentiful local sunlight and this warehouse was no exception with large glass panels. Most were secured, but pulling one eased it open and carefully Quinn let himself slip through to land on a catwalk.

      This put Quinn twenty feet above the warehouse floor. Crouching down, he made his way forward so he could get an idea just what sort of business Gleason was involved in. It was almost certainly criminal, which was common enough. Once a lawman got a little dirty, going full-on filthy was easy.

      Two men and one woman, off-world attire, heavily armed. Then Gleason, in the uniform of the local constabulary with an armband bearing the governor’s crest. And in the bed of the transport, people. Three of them. Quinn recognized them, the teens he’d seen in the bar earlier hoping for a starship crew. They’d been bound and gagged, and all seemed to be sporting fresh bruises.

      Slavers then. Slavery was illegal in the Imperium, at least the slavery of human beings. It didn’t stop it from happening outside it. In brand new colony worlds, and places on the far edge of civilized space. There the oldest and worst sins lived on.

      The three slavers and Gleason were still talking, and it was no surprise about what. They wanted more captives and he didn’t have it to give them. The arrival of the Marines must have put a damper on his gathering efforts. If the slavers were smart they’d accept this and move on, but they didn’t seem that bright.

      Quinn had a height advantage and the element of surprise. If he started shooting he might be able to win, but he couldn’t see a way that would get him what he wanted. Worst case, he’d wind up dead. The slavers would think it an ambush and might kill Gleason. If Quinn just killed the slavers, Gleason might kill him. Kill everybody, and Quinn wouldn’t get his answers.

      The safest thing to do would be to let the slavers finish up their business and depart. The harsh words were probably just a threat. If they knew Imperial Marines were on the street they wouldn’t start shooting. Once they were done Quinn could get the answers he wanted out of Gleason. It would also mean letting the three farm kids go off to a life of hard labor—if they were fortunate.

      Going to the Imperials himself might have been a tactic were he a more law-abiding citizen. Whatever else those Marines might be here for, they’d still stop a slaver’s ship if it came to their attention, and he doubted they’d take what the governor was doing with the farmers well. The unfortunate tendencies of law and order types meant that Quinn would probably see himself inside a cell as well.

      None of those options worked. Quinn was a fair shot, but not enough to risk the shootout, and while he might be a selfish and self-serving kind of a bad-guy, he wasn’t the sort to leave those dumb kids to their fate.

      Quinn slipped his emergency transponder from his pocket and triggered it, dropping it into the truck below. It bounced off one of the teens and clinked on the bed. It seemed incredibly loud to Quinn, but none of the four arguing made note of it. That was step one. Quinn made his way to the furthest corner of the catwalk and away from the figures, and opened up a comm to Melody.

      “Boss, are you okay? I’m firing up the engines,” Melody said, panicked. The transponder had transmitted the fall from the catwalk.

      “I’m fine. It isn’t me. Slavers, I just dropped the transponder in their cargo. When you see it start to move I want you to call Monk and tell him what’s going on. Ask him to tell his old friends,” Quinn said.

      It was a gamble, and more than Quinn was really comfortable with. Monk might already be gone, or he might just not take the call. It was also his best option to both do the right thing and get what he wanted.

      Quinn killed the comm, drew his pistol and waited. All of this would be for nothing if the slavers were going to get violent.

      Another three minutes of threats and the slavers finally tossed Gleason a small bag of coins before boarding the transport and leaving the warehouse. Quinn waited until they were clear. Gleason was counting the cash, which was all the opportunity Quinn needed to leap down on him, cracking him over the head with the butt of his pistol.

      By the time Gleason came to he’d been tied up, his hands bound behind one of the warehouse support beams.

      “I don’t know who you are, but you’re making a mistake,” Gleason said.

      “Probably, often do. We find ourselves in quite the situation though, don’t you think? You, you’re a local constable and you got all the authority on your side, but here we are in the warehouse where you just sold three young folk into slavery and have the dirty money in your pockets. You go screaming for help, it might be one of your people that answers and I’m dead. Or might be the Imperials,” Quinn said.

      Gleason thought that over. Malice was in his eyes, but greed too.

      “You left me the money?” Gleason asked.

      Quinn nudged one of Gleason’s pockets with his foot. The jangle of the disks could be heard. “All there. Now, I have no problem with robbing a man who would sell folks into slavery. No problem with killing one either, if it came to that.”

      Gleason scowled at the threat, but the words seemed to be sinking in. “What do you want?”

      “Information. Friend of mine got taken today and I think it was by the governor’s men. I want to know everything there is to know,” Quinn said.

      “I know the one you mean. Let me out of here, I can take you right to her,” Gleason said.

      Quinn drew a utility knife from his belt, nursing it thoughtfully. “Now, I’m told I have a tendency for following bad plans, but even I recognize how that one would end. Try again.”

      “Let me go, I’ll tell you what you want to know,” Gleason tried.

      “Perhaps the power dynamic of this situation still hasn’t made itself clear? I could gag you and cut on you for a time until it becomes evident, but I’m in a hurry and would rather skip all of those deep and bleeding manifestations of my authority,” Quinn said.

      Gleason gave Quinn a hard look as if trying to judge if he’d do it.

      Quinn knew he would, but it wasn’t his first choice. Being hard didn’t mean you had to be a monster. Not if they gave you a choice, and most would give you a choice if you let them.

      “The Asian bitch, right?” Gleason asked.

      “I think it’s better if we both stay civil, don’t you?”

      “The uh, lady, with the seeds. Farmer she was trying to sell them to called her in for trying to run a scam on them. Governor got real pissed, didn’t want her in the jail. He’s got a few cells in the basement at his estate. Place he likes for special prisoners,” Gleason said.

      “More details,” Quinn said.

      “Northeast corner. There are two entrances, one from outside where there’s always a guard on duty. Another from inside, if the governor wants to visit ‘em for a quiet chat.” Gleason looked sly.

      Quinn could read a lot of possible meanings into that. It might be real conversation, or torture of one form or another.

      “Know where the estate entrance comes from?” Quinn asked. “On the inside?”

      “Library. Everyone knows the governor loves his books,” Gleason said.

      Right, say he was stepping into the library for a few quiet hours and he could be doing whatever he wanted with his prisoners without being disturbed.

      That was enough to work with. Quinn cracked Gleason upside the head with his pistol, knocking him out again, and then gagged the man. Quinn could kill him, but figured Gleason had bad enough coming his way. If the Imperials caught those slavers, any who survived would share their local contact and they’d come looking.

      Normally Quinn would have some qualms that Gleason might roll over on Monk, but with Monk leaving the moon it wasn’t as much a concern. The Marines might not even ask many questions. Nobody loved a slaver.
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      Quinn made his way back to the ship. They’d already synchronized the crew schedule to the local time zone and it was night for him too. Unfortunately this wasn’t the time to get any rest.

      If Taki wasn’t being tortured yet—and the odds were she was—it was only because they were waiting for morning. The streets were all but empty on his way back and he gave the patrolling Marines a wide berth.

      The ramp was down and as he approached the Kathryn he heard conversation aboard.

      “So then I said, they’re fucking birds aren’t they? Roast them,” Monk said.

      Monk, Dela, and Melody were seated around a table in the cargo hold. Several bags had been shoved to the side and a bottle of whiskey was open.

      “Hey Captain!” Melody called brightly.

      “What part of I am probably never going to see you again did you get wrong? We’ve apparently met the two people in the galaxy worse at plans than we are,” Quinn said, moving to the table and taking a drink of the whiskey. It was top-shelf stuff and smooth going down. At least Monk had taste in booze.

      “Had a ride all lined up and the Imperium went and seized it. Figured us being such good friends who had just done you a fucking favor, you’d give a charming bloke and his companion a lift off-world,” Monk said.

      “I’m charming too. I picked out the whiskey,” Dela said.

      So Monk still had no taste at all—and Dela had an eye for quality.

      Quinn couldn’t think of a reason to object. Neither of them was bringing heat down that they didn’t already have and Monk had done him a favor.

      “You were getting a ride with slavers,” Quinn said.

      “Didn’t say I approved of their business, but I was an admirer of their discretion,” Monk said.

      “Want a ride, you can help me to plan. Need to break someone out. Governor’s estate,” Quinn said.

      Monk and Dela exchanged a look.

      Melody said, “Captain, you might remember when lifting that cargo we had to avoid the estate because of the anti-air defenses. We can’t go flying in.”

      “Guards on site. Lots of them. You’re not equipped to go in loud even if you get me to help,” Monk said.

      Dela added, “Not much chance of going in quiet either. Harrison-Weathers Model One One Seven security. We were looking to get in a specialist to crack us a backdoor, but we hadn’t done it yet.” She pursed her lips. “So, a quick drop?”

      A quick drop was mostly a military tactic although it had some use in crime. It would involve taking the Kathryn into orbit and bringing it down hard and fast right on top of the target. It would avoid any perimeter defenses and due to the speed of descent take limited fire and give the defenses only a short time to respond. It required a skilled pilot like Quinn, and had other drawbacks.

      “Even if we got in, we’d have to get out,” Quinn said.

      “Got to be some quiet way to get in,” Melody said.

      “Maybe normally, but with the Marines here the governor is going to be all on edge. Isn’t a normal situation. I can get us some muscle, but I got to tell you I don’t like it. The Marines show up, they’ll have real firepower,” Monk said.

      It had already been a long day and Quinn was exhausted. He massaged at his eyes. “Taki is in there and we aren’t leaving her. Keep thinking.”

      “When your girl got captured, did she have all the seeds with her?” Monk asked.

      “Just a sample crate. We’ve three more out of sight,” Melody said.

      “There you go then. We buy her,” Monk said.

      Quinn had to admit it wasn’t a terrible idea. He’d stolen the things in the first place to help the local farmers, but then they’d been the ones who had turned Taki in. It had done a lot to dampen his urge to help.

      Dela nodded. “Governor Willis is a thoroughly terrible man with an incredibly well-developed sense of self-interest. He might want to shoot her for robbing him, but still might be willing to sell her back to you before she bleeds out.”

      Nothing about that was ideal. It was better than any of their other plans.

      “I can set it up, if I can use your comm. Governor and I have what you might call a working relationship,” Monk said.

      Quinn nodded.

      “I can show it to you,” Melody said, and the two went off together.

      Alone with Dela, again. Quinn wondered what awkward conversation they’d manage to have this time.

      “He probably isn’t going to sell you out, you know. I mean, it’s possible and I’m sure you’re wondering, but we already could have gone there if looking for a way off-world. He wanted to come here,” Dela said.

      “You’re a bundle of reassurances,” Quinn said.

      Dela shrugged. “Honest girl in the wrong line of work. Sorry.”

      “How did you wind up working for and possible dating a cut-rate crime lord?” Quinn asked.

      “I got my doctorate in xenoarcheology. Kind of thought working for crime would give me a few more ancient alien artifacts to play around with, and rather less hydraulic lift parts,” Dela said.

      “You’re sticking with it though,” Quinn said.

      “Maybe. Depends where we wind up landing.”

      Quinn couldn’t question her pragmatism. Given her degree, it must have come to her late in life.

      Monk returned scowling. “Got you a deal. I don’t like it. You and Dela go in with a shuttle and one crate. He’ll confirm the contents, and you’ve got the girl. Rest of the crates no more than a minute out from his estate. You take off and send the coordinates.”

      Melody got a distant look in her eyes, the sort when she was doing a lot of math. “You won’t clear the grounds by the time they get the cargo, Captain.”

      “Thought you said he’d want to do business? This is sounding a lot like a setup, Monk,” Quinn said.

      “I know it. But it also might just be he wants to confirm all the cargo is in his possession before he lets you out of his gunsights,” Monk said.

      “I’ve got a fair chance of avoiding those guns in a shuttle. We have the Kathryn fired up and ready, and we need to you meet me part-way. Armor can take a few hits before it loses its charge,” Quinn said.

      “I keep telling you, I’m not that good a pilot, Captain,” Melody said.

      “I can do it,” Monk said.

      “You okay with going?” Quinn asked Dela.

      “Good of you to finally get around to asking,” Dela said with a wry look. “In and out, right? ‘Sides, if they did torture her, you’ll need someone to patch her up while you pilot. I’ve got a bit of practice with a medkit.”

      It was a plan. Not much of a plan, but a plan. The governor would probably be keeping watch for any shuttles landing near his estate, so Quinn had Monk transport the two crates they’d be dropping off by their stolen truck.

      It wasn’t that Quinn was filled with trust for Monk, but he and Melody needed every last moment they could get to ready the Kathryn for flight. If this worked, they’d probably be forced to leave in a hurry. That meant securing everything for flight, and going down the maintenance checklist to make sure nothing would kill them as soon as they hit vacuum. You had to trust someone and he had left Dela behind.

      When the Kathryn was ready, it was time to give the same treatment to the shuttle they’d be taking. The ship carried two, both designed to ferry passengers or cargo from orbit to the surface.

      The Foxtrot was the shuttle they used when they needed to make a good impression. It had some of the old Imperial charm of the Kathryn, but unlike the larger ship had actually been restored. Plush seating and ornate touches were just the thing to make them look respectable.

      The Tango was the counterpoint. It had given up some passenger room in exchange for larger engines and the hull could be polarized to allow for multiple camouflage variants in addition to basic sensor dampening. That was their crime ship.

      They weren’t trying to impress the governor and so it was the Tango they were going to take. Dela stocked it with a medical trauma kit while Quinn loaded aboard what defensive measures they had. Neither shuttle was armed, but there were a normal amount of sensor spoofs that could be used to divert missile or drone fire for a short time.

      When it was time to go Quinn was surprised to find Dela had changed her clothes, now wearing a brown leather jacket and a brimmed hat, and pistol belts slung over her hips.

      “This how all the xenoarcheologists dress on business?” Quinn asked.

      “Just me. Time to show you’re not all talk, flyboy.”
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      The Tango was a nice change of pace from flying the Kathryn. What the shuttle lacked in speed it more than made up for in maneuverability. Quinn could do a lot with the larger ship, more than most pilots could, but it was still nice to have a ship that turned easily.

      Dela lounged back in the passenger seat with her foot on the backup piloting console.

      “I don’t suppose they taught you how to shoot in xenoarcheology school?” Quinn said.

      “Just school. They did, actually—pistols, rifles, piloting. Lots of digs out on the Rim with still-resident populations,” Dela said.

      “Least you were prepared for a life of crime,” Quinn said, keeping a careful watch on the readouts. He couldn’t afford to get careless. He was keeping the shuttle low to the ground and off most sensors to be on the safe side.

      “You’d think. Year with Monk and I’ve never gotten to shoot anyone,” Dela said.

      Quinn wasn’t surprised. Monk took his security seriously and had a reputation for viciousness when crossed, and it wasn’t like anyone was competing for the title of crime lord of a little moon like this one.

      The sensors of the shuttle blipped. Another craft moving just at the edge of range, their heading not clear.

      Maybe Dela did know how to fly, given how quick her posture changed, sitting up so that her fingers could fly over the controls to narrow in on the signature.

      “Damn it,” Dela said with a frown. “Lost it. I think it was Imperium, though they aren’t advertising. Keeping low like you are and masking their signature.”

      “Did you get a bearing?” Quinn asked. Dela shook her head.

      It wouldn’t be going back after the Kathryn, no need to approach in a shuttle there. They had their main ship at the spaceport and if they wanted they’d just roll up and open fire. Perhaps the slavers had more connections than they knew and the Marines were still cleaning up, or maybe they were after one of the big landowners somewhere nearby. The governor wasn’t the only bit of wealth and power on the moon, just the biggest.

      As they neared the border of the governor’s estate Quinn opened a channel.

      “Special delivery of medical supplies for that sick foal you’ve got,” Quinn said.

      “You’re clear. Pad 3C. Tarry or deviate on your approach and security will engage,” came a rough voice.

      It was better than them opening fire all at once. They crossed the estate boundary and the systems began to bleat their warnings of multiple targeting systems locking on. A landing beacon guided them to a small shuttle port behind the estate. Four shuttles were already present and the Tango settled down into the designated spot.

      “You’ll want your guns out and to look dangerous,” Quinn said.

      Dela drew her pistols and Quinn readied his own as they headed into the back of the shuttle and keyed the ramp.

      At least they weren’t the only ones who brought guns. Rifles were quickly leveled at them by serious-looking men in body armor who surrounded the shuttle ramp.

      A balding man in a suit stepped forward, pushing guns aside as he said calmly, “I need to come aboard to verify the cargo.”

      “As agreed,” Quinn said.

      The man gave a pleasant nod to Dela. “Dela. Nice to see you wearing something other than gray.”

      “Nice to break out something more fashionable, Humboldt,” Dela said.

      “Another xenoarcheology major?” Quinn asked, keeping his gun steady.

      “Classical literature,” Humboldt said with a sniff as he drew out a scanner from his pocket and ran it over the crate. “You can imagine my delight to be here. The cargo checks out. We’ll unload? There will be a delay getting the girl. We didn’t think you were serious about doing business.”

      Quinn didn’t like the delay, but if they wanted to start shooting they already could have. They wouldn’t reveal the location of the next two crates until they were in the air.

      “Fine. Just don’t keep us waiting too long,” Quinn said.

      Humboldt motioned to the guards. Two of him lowered their weapons and slung them over their shoulder before coming aboard to haul away the crate.

      “We’re still hiring, if you’re interested. The word is your boss is already in flight. There is no work like government work,” Humboldt said.

      “I like my crime big, but there are limits,” Dela said.

      The ground rumbled, the shuttle shaking.

      Humboldt tapped an earpiece. The guards looked jumpy. Quinn was feeling rather jumpy himself.

      “We’ve got a breach on our perimeter. This isn’t a double-cross from us,” Humboldt said.

      “It isn’t from us either. We thought we got a hit on an Imperium shuttle coming in,” Quinn said.

      Humboldt glanced at Dela, who nodded.

      “We’re on time with our taxes. There is no reason for any disagreement, so I am sure that it is all a misunderstanding. Remain on your shuttle and we’ll conclude our business when this has been dealt with,” Humboldt said, gesturing to the guards.

      Quinn waited until they were clear before holstering his pistol and Dela reluctantly did the same. “Still haven’t gotten to shoot anybody. Why are you men always promising fireworks and delivering yawns?”

      “When it comes to things going wrong, I always deliver the fireworks. We’re not staying here. You know the estate? We’re looking for the library,” Quinn said.

      Dela grinned. “Humboldt is sweet on me and his idea of flirting is showing off his first editions. I know the library. Follow me.”

      A fire burned in the distance. Another rumble shook the ground and there was the sound of muted pops of firearms.

      They had to stop twice, crouching behind bushes as guards ran past. Security seemed to be heading towards the site of the explosions. It gave Quinn a really bad feeling. A shuttle wouldn’t have needed to blast its way past the estate walls. In a situation like this trained security forces would have collapsed inward around the target they protecting and gotten to him safety.

      Dela led them in through a servant’s door and they crept along a darkened hall. Nearby Quinn heard a sound that confirmed his worst suspicions, a telltale buzzing hum of energy weapon fire. The estate guards wouldn’t have guns that expensive and that meant the Imperium was here.

      Dela’s eyes were wide. She must have recognized the sound too. Quinn had seen it before, the moment the danger became real. It paralyzed some people, or caused them to do crazy things.

      “You good?” Quinn asked quietly.

      Dela took a deep breath and nodded. “I’m good. Main hall is two doors down and the library is the first door to the right once we get there.”

      The main hall was ornate. Gleaming gold and ornate friezes. Just how much had this moon been taking for?

      They heard an angry male voice.

      “I am governor of this moon, Lieutenant and you will answer why you have stepped onto my estate uninvited.”

      “The three prisoners below, sir. Looks like they’ve been tortured and are being held without process,” came a female voice, young.

      Another voice, male, said crisply, “Take them into custody, we’ll figure out their crimes and charge them later. Governor Willis, I have good reason to believe you are guilty of multiple crimes. Conspiring with slavers, diverting Imperium resources meant for development of the territory under your rule, and falsification of records.”

      Quinn and Dela paused and backed into a doorway to stay out of view.

      “As governor I have had to take certain measures on the ground, but I assure you all tax payments have been made on time to Baron Xerxes. I am a true and loyal agent of the Imperium.” Willis wasn’t afraid at all, if anything he had only grown more indignant.

      “Yes. By all accounts you’ve certainly been loyal to Xerxes.”

      The sound of an energy rifle came again, closer this time, and the telltale thud of a body hitting the floor.

      “Access the estate network and tell them that the governor has been removed from power. All loyal Imperium subjects are to disarm at once and return to their quarters. Remove any remaining resistance.”

      They’d killed the governor. They’d killed the governor and taken prisoners into their possession, and that likely included Taki. Things just kept going from bad to worse. It wasn’t a good time to be a criminal on this moon.

      Quinn motioned silently to Dela and they headed back the way they came. They heard more voices and glimpsed the flash of red body armor through a doorway ahead.

      Quinn pulled Dela to the side and through another doorway. This one led to a kitchen, fortunately abandoned during the night shift.

      “We need to get back to the shuttle,” Quinn said in a whisper.

      “With soldiers everywhere?” Dela asked, shaking her head.

      “Do you expect us to hide? We don’t know this place that well.”

      “I’ve got an idea,” Dela said with a wince. “You’re not going to like it. In fact, I’m not going to like it. Follow me.”
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      Dela led the way through another servant’s hallway, stopping every so often to listen at a doorway before cracking it open and peaking through.

      “What are you looking for?” Quinn asked.

      Dela didn’t answer, simply continuing to check doors until she made a sound of satisfaction and led them in. It was a sculpture hall, although not one varied in subject matter. Nudes, lots of nudes, male nudes. Some in bronze, some marble, some sandstone, but they were everywhere.

      “While I can’t say I’m a fan of the style, I don’t believe the Imperium Marines are actually driven off by testicles,” Quinn said.

      Dela didn’t answer at once. She was moving from statue to statue along one side and by all appearances fondling them.

      “Check that side. Try to uh, turn them. The ones we’re looking for will have a swivel,” Dela said.

      “You’ve got to be fucking with me,” Quinn said.

      “If what Monk said is true, it gets worse. Ah, got one,” Dela said.

      Quinn had to admit, it looked like she had. Whatever this was, he didn’t have any better ideas. He started going down the line. The first four statues got no response, but the fourth swiveled as if he were turning a faucet.

      “Two. I’d really like an answer,” Quinn said.

      “Governor loved his secret little rooms. You heard about his little prison and torture chamber. This is sort of the guest entrance to somewhere altogether different, his love nest,” Dela said.

      Dela found the third movable part and as soon as it was in position the floor dropped out from underneath them. Quinn was plunged into darkness, very wet darkness, and a dizzying sense of movement that made him think he was on some kind of waterslide. The fall ended as he was ejected from a chute and tumbled onto a mattress and into bright light, Dela crashing into him a moment later and the two rolling in a tangle of limbs.

      What already might have been an awkward situation was made several times worse by the fact that both were now largely naked. Quinn’s holster and gun belt were intact, as were his boots and anything metal he’d had on—such as his wrist communicator.

      Dara hadn’t fared any better. Although trying not to stare, Quinn saw enough to note her small and dark nipples, and that she kept herself well trimmed, body tanned and lithe.

      Dangerous thoughts, those. Quinn made himself try to focus on the room instead. He and Dara were on a waterbed at least twenty feet wide that filled the entire place except for a steaming pool of water—a hot tub placed right in the middle. Walls and ceiling were all mirrored and it was too damned bright.

      “Dara, why are we naked?” Quinn asked.

      “Something gets added to the water. Doesn’t dissolve flesh, but does a number on organic fibers. Governor kind of gave people a scavenger hunt and would be here waiting for them to solve it and drop in naked from the ceiling,” Dara said, working to disentangle herself. “Stop poking me!”

      Quinn was doing his best. Together they finally managed to get free of each other and the floor beneath Quinn wobbled as Dela stood up to have a look around.

      “How do you stay so tanned?” Quinn asked.

      “I’m on a moon where it’s daylight a month at a time and there is a serious cultural lack. I’ve got time to catch some rays,” Dela said, having completed a circumference of the room before plopping back down. “No dimmer for the lights. Not that we haven’t already gotten our eye full. You work out.”

      “Are we really having this conversation?”

      “You started it,” Dela said.

      “My life depends on my reflexes. Staying fit is a good idea. I don’t see an exit. Behind one of the mirrors?”

      “The hot tub. There’s a trigger that activates another of those water slides. Monk said it spits you out of some giant fish mouth fountain in the gardens,” Dela said.

      “I thought you and he …” Quinn said.

      “This was before my time. Monk told me about it later,” Dela said, as she sprawled out on her side. “I really don’t like the lack of pillows and sheets. Think it’s so someone couldn’t cover up? It’s so creepy.”

      Quinn was wishing for a bit of covering up right now. A pillow would have done wonders for making this whole situation less awkward. Dramatic displays of arousal made the whole “not interested in that way” thing difficult to pull off.

      “I suppose the governor figured if nothing else he was going to get an eye full. Least it isn’t a dungeon,” Quinn said.

      “How long do you figure we should wait. An hour? Two?” Dela asked.

      “Two to be safe. That will be enough time for them to finish sweeping the estate and hopefully let down their guard. We get back to the shuttle, I evade them, and hopefully we get back before Melody and Monk have torn the place apart looking for us,” Quinn said.

      “Monk doesn’t care about me that much. I’m convenient, and useful, but I’m not more than that. He wouldn’t do like you are to get your girlfriend back,” Dela said.

      “Taki isn’t my girlfriend. Just a friend,” Quinn said.

      “You sure? Monk seems to think it’s more than that,” Dela said, rolling over.

      Why were there so many damned mirrors? Quinn couldn’t even look away without getting a good look. There was literally no escape except for closing his eyes and that seemed even worse.

      “It’s complicated,” Quinn said.

      “Hey, you want to come over and make out instead, I’m happy to have a go, but given the way you’re trying to look everywhere except at me I’m thinking you’d prefer to talk. So talk,” Dela said.

      “Lost my wife three years ago. Real ugly situation and Taki was one of our best friends. I know she’s ready to move on, but I’m not. I’ll never have what I had before and I’m not much interested in trying,” Quinn said.

      Dela stared at him for a long moment and grunted, “And I thought my love life was a mess.”

      “It really as bad as you let on?” Quinn asked.

      Dela gave a weak smile. “Monk can be a gentleman, but I know I’m just not the right team to make him really happy. I’ve tried more than I like to admit. You always think you can change them, right?”

      “Not just convenience on your end then?”

      Dela shrugged. “I was a dumb as hell graduate trying to hitch-hike my way to the Rim and found a lot more trouble than I knew how to handle. Monk saved me. Robbed me blind afterward, but saved me first.”

      “And you followed him asking for a job?” Quinn asked.

      “The robbed blind was a real thing and he was the one somewhat friendly face I knew. I was useful and the rest just kind of happened. I don’t regret it, but it’s not love. Not for either of us. And like I said, no thought in my head he’ll be breaking down any doors playing rescuer. He’ll be urging that engineer of yours to lift off,” Dela said.

      “Mel won’t,” Quinn said.

      “You sound sure of that. You trust her that much?”

      “Melody is one of those people in the wrong business. Kindest heart and most loyal spirit of anyone I’ve ever known. She isn’t with us because she loves the work, she loves the ship. And we got her out of a nasty spot once and, like I said. Loyal,” Quinn said.

      “I’m having trouble figuring out if you’re a bad criminal or a bad hero,” Dela said thoughtfully.

      Quinn had to laugh at that. “I’m just someone who tries to live free as he can in a galaxy full of people lining up to tell a man what to do. If I can do that honest, I do. If I can’t, I figure out a way.”

      Dela was giving Quinn such a hard look that he thought he could almost hear the gears turning in her mind.

      “Need an appraiser?” Dela asked.

      “Monk would not appreciate that,” Quinn said.

      “Do you care? You’re already doing him a favor getting him off-world. I’m hungering for a little adventure and I think you might be okay.”

      Taki had wanted the Kathryn to get more crew for some time, but Quinn was wary. The ship being full of people was other days. Dela was obviously a capable appraiser, not afraid of a little crime, and if she could be believed had some skills at both gunplay and piloting. It was a useful skill-set. Most people who wanted to sign up were dumb as rocks and too quick on the trigger. There was also the fact that as much as Quinn hated to admit it, Taki might not be coming back, not unless he could figure a way to get her free of the Imperium.

      “We can give it a go,” Quinn said.
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      At least Quinn and Dela’s wristcomm had survived when their clothes hadn’t and so they knew exactly when two awkward hours had finally passed.

      The hot tub worked exactly as Dela thought it would. A switch along one side flushed them down another waterslide and water forced them out until they finally erupted out of a fish’s mouth in the garden.

      Fortunately, they didn’t bump into any Marines on their way back to the shuttle. Quinn kept low and went fast. Had the governor’s security still been manning their stations the sensors would have likely picked up their exit. Instead they got away clean and Quinn was soon docking the shuttle with the Kathryn.

      “Stopped to ditch your clothes, but you couldn’t call in, boss? Monk here has been telling me we should lift off for over an hour” Melody said, arms folded as she glared at them disembarking the shuttle.

      Dela gave Quinn a ‘I told you so’ look.

      “Statue room? What happened?” Monk asked.

      “Your old friends in the Marines killed the governor and took their prisoners. I’m working on a new plan,” Quinn said.

      Ten minutes was enough to get him some fresh clothes from his cabin and then he was hitting the streets. It was almost dawn local time, but the sun still blazed high overhead. The Crooked Goat would be open though—catering to spacers, it never closed.

      The last time Quinn was here, the lawyer Tamara approached him and she seemed desperate. Hopefully she still was.

      There, at a table in the corner and showing almost as much flesh as Quinn was a short time ago. Quinn moved over and settled into the seat across from her.

      “Captain Jade? How unexpected for you to finally realize the value of a good offer,” Tamara said.

      Quinn forced a smile, reminding himself to keep this civil.

      “One of my crew members has been taken into custody by the Imperial Marines. I need your help.”

      Tamara arched an eyebrow at that. “Charge?”

      “They don’t have one, yet, as far as I know. The governor was holding her prisoner and when they took over his estate they took her,” Quinn said.

      Tamara drummed her fingers on the table. “You accept my original offer then, of course. That goes without saying, but I do insist you say it.”

      “I accept your original offer if you can get my crew person free,” Quinn said.

      “Regardless of if I do or not. That point isn’t negotiable,” Tamara said, her voice like ice.

      In another situation Quinn might have negotiated harder. Tamara was desperate too, there was room to push her, but there wasn’t time.

      “Agreed. We’ll get you where you’re going, you have my word,” Quinn said.

      “I’m not done. There will come a day in the future I’ll ask you for something more. Illegal, unreasonable, I don’t care. You will say yes with a smile on your face,” Tamara said.

      That was pushing it too far. This mission of hers already put the lives of him and the crew in danger and he’d already agreed to it.

      “No deal,” Quinn said. “No extras.”

      Tamara shrugged, a negligent gesture. “Then no legal counsel.”

      Just because he hadn’t pushed what leverage he’d had, she was now doubling down on hers.

      “You are a really unpleasant piece of work lady,” Quinn said.

      “Yes, Captain Jade. And I can be one on your side, if you agree to my terms,” Tamara said.

      Quinn supposed if worst came to worst he could always throw her out the airlock when they reached her destination.

      “If you can get my crewmember back alive and well before we depart, you have a deal including extras,” Quinn said.

      Tamara gave him a sunny smile he was sure was entirely fake and Quinn felt a bit like he’d just sold his soul to a devil. Lawyers were close enough.

      “Excellent. Name?” Tamara asked.

      “Taki Ona.”

      Tamara tapped a spot below her ear and leaned back. Quinn could only hear her side of the conversation.

      “Authorized legal council for one Taki Ona on Corono. Identification code incoming,” Tamara said, her arms folded. “Not so pleasant a day, Administrator, no. My client was taken by Imperial Marines without charge or being read her rights. I’m sure if you check the records you’ll see irregularities.”

      Thirty seconds passed and Tamara’s expression barely flickered in that time. The woman really was made of ice.

      “No, Administrator. I am not willing to wait for an investigation. If your soldiers wished to charge my client they should have done so before taking her into custody,” Tamara said, and after a few seconds more said, “That will be acceptable. There is an Imperium vessel at the Corono docks in Berth One, you can release her there.” Tamara tapped the spot below her ear again.

      “That is it?” Quinn asked.

      “I realize it looked easy, Captain. It was not. Knowing the right people to call and having the credentials to get them to listen is a valuable skill and I suspect whatever demand I make of you won’t be worth anywhere near what I just made happen. We also need to move. It registered my credentials in the system.”

      Meaning that whoever and whatever she was hiding from would soon be tracking her down with their equally impressive credentials. They had a head start, but not much of one.

      Word must have gotten out about the governor’s death. The people in the streets had a cheery look they hadn’t had before.

      Tamara stopped a few buildings down, slipping inside for a few minutes before she emerged with another woman. This one was a few years younger than Tamara. If she broke twenty it was barely. Blue-eyed, blonde, and busty.

      “This is Captain Jade. Captain, you may call my client Jinx,” Tamara said.

      Quinn gave her a nod that was returned and they hastily made their way to the docks.

      Taki was already waiting for them, an Imperial Marine watching over her. She had two black eyes, a split lip, and a medpatch on her thighs.

      “The Marines do this?” Tamara asked coldly.

      Taki shot Quinn a questioning look, but answered, “Uh, no ma’am. They’ve been decent.”

      Tamara gave a curt nod to the Marine and swiped a finger across a datapad they held out as she took possession of their prisoner.

      As soon as they were clear of the Marine ship Taki asked, “What is going on, sir?”

      “Later,” Quinn said, as he helped her up the ramp of the Kathryn. Dela ran for a medkit as soon as she saw the wounds.

      Quinn called, “Melody? We’re about to launch. I need you on engines. Dela, help Taki. Tamara and Jinx, if you follow them Taki can show you to cabin space on the way. If it doesn’t have a name on the door it’s vacant. We’re going to burn in ten minutes. Get yourselves comfortable.”

      The launch went smoothly, it was nice that something did for once. The ship held up and nothing exploded, they’d had worse.

      Quinn opened a comm to the cabins. “Tamara, if you’ve got a destination I need to know it.”

      “Perseus Sector.”

      That was far, too far. Interplanetary travel had been slow until the advent of Runestone gates providing instantaneous jumps across the galaxy. Large, floating obelisks in space, the impossible for physics proved easy for magic, but there were still limitations and the  fuel required for jumping through the Runestone gates such a distance took a lot of liquid mana. More than they had.

      Melody had stocked them up on fuel, but they only had enough for two jumps. Even cutting through the Core it would be five jumps and the Core was about the last place Quinn wanted to go, given recent events.

      The Corono Runestone only had two destination sigils engraved on it—two places their fuel reserves would allow them to reach. Tovoko, which was further out on the Rim and truly uncivilized space, or Semara, a thriving industrial system that had been colonized a good century before Corono and showed it.

      Fuel could be hard to find on the Rim, it wouldn’t be the case in Semara. It felt like heading in the wrong direction, but Quinn didn’t see where they had a choice. He set course.

      The Runestone was located between the second and third planets in the system. The Kathryn pulled into range and Quinn triggered the activation sequence. Mana from their tanks began to pour into the Semara sigil until it was lit with a dull blue glow and then in a ripple of energy the ship jumped.

      They very nearly jumped right into a firefight.

      Ships were shooting at each other near the Semaran Runestone.

      Not just ships, Imperium vessels.

      The Kathryn wasn’t in range of their fire yet, but sooner or later someone was going to win that battle and start looking for anything else to shoot.
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      Quinn wasted no time and set a course away from the fight. With their limited fuel supply that just seemed a bad idea, but hopefully by at least circling around they could stay clear of the combat.

      “We jumped safely?” asked Tamara, poking her head into the bridge. She was certainly making herself home around the ship quickly.

      “We did, but there are a few Imperium cruisers going at it. I’m taking us around the conflict to Semara station so we can take on more fuel. You’re buying,” Quinn said.

      “Two Imperium vessels?” Tamara said, frowning. “Does your ship have a remote data access port?”

      “I’d rather not have my data where disreputable sorts can go looking at it,” Quinn said.

      Tamara wasn’t deterred, taking a seat in the copilot chair and beginning to go through the sensor scans.

      “Did I invite you to sit down?” Quinn asked.

      “You invited me aboard and you’re taking my coin. I’ll sit where I like, Captain. I was afraid of this. There is nothing on the official news channels yet, but there wouldn’t be. The succession to Emperor Octavius isn’t going to be straightforward,” Tamara said.

      “You mean someone else wants the job of Emperor? Shocking,” Quinn said.

      Tamara gave him a wry look. “Or Empress. A lot of people have been waiting a very long time for their chance. If they’d slapped the crown on Constantine fast enough they might have avoided a struggle, but instead people had time to get ambitious.”

      “How bad is it going to get?” Quinn asked.

      Tamara shrugged. “It depends. Prince Constantine has the strongest claim and most of the nobles should rally around that. His uncle Shelby is likely the one with other ideas. He’ll have resources to put up a fight, but not to win.”

      Quinn rubbed at his eyes. It had been over a day since he’d gotten any sleep and he was feeling it. “I was afraid of that. Wanted to avoid the Core for that reason.”

      “You shouldn’t have much to fear. You aren’t important enough. You smuggle? Can you change your transponder signal?” Tamara asked.

      “Melody might be able to work something out. What did you have in mind?”

      “Set yourself to being a merchant vessel out of Setonis. Duchess Olivia is going to be playing neutral in any conflict going down and is too powerful for any Imperium faction to want to upset.”

      Quinn really hated taking advice from her, but when it was good advice he wasn’t so stubborn as to ignore it. Quinn opened a comm and gave the instructions to Melody.

      “So are you going to tell me who is after you? What should we expect?” Quinn asked Tamara.

      “If I knew, I would give you some warning, truly. Most likely mercenaries, perhaps an assassin,” Tamara said.

      “You going to tell me why?”

      “I wasn’t planning on it. The less you know the better, for your safety and ours.”

      That wasn’t helpful, but it was perhaps true.

      Quinn opened a commline again. “Dela? You said you had some piloting. Can you come to the bridge and keep an eye on the autopilot? I need a shower and some sleep.”

      “Waterslide wasn’t enough for you? On the way,” Dela answered.

      “Waterslide?” Tamara asked with a quirked brow.

      “The less you know the better, for your safety and mine,” Quinn deadpanned. When Dela reached the bridge he gave her a few basic instructions and headed back to his cabin.

      Most cabins aboard the Kathryn were fairly cramped, not so for the Captain’s quarters. A study, bedroom, and large bath gave him lots of room to sprawl out. All were cluttered, if not full-out messy, the study filled with astrogation charts and jotted notes from Quinn’s past attempts to figure out profitable trade routes missed by the big consortiums.

      Quinn slipped out of his clothes and made his way into the shower, soon surrounding himself by steam and for the first time in over a day able to relax. The adventure was great, it was, but always being on the run took a lot of out the mind and body. A hot shower and a good sleep would do a lot to finally refill some reserves that had been drained.

      The relief was so relaxing he missed the sound of the door to his quarters opening, although he heard the shower door sliding. Quinn spun, fist lashing out. The blow was deflected as was the knee that followed, and he was slammed against the wall of the shower.

      Naked flesh, olive skin. Not an attack then, not exactly. It was Tamara who’d come to the shower and undressed for the occasion. Her form was lean, athletic and completely hairless from the shoulders down. Quinn figured her chest was just a bit on the small side, but would still make a comfortable handful. He tried not to think about that too much.

      “Now, perhaps I didn’t make my views of trespassing clear enough on the bridge but …” Quinn managed to say before Tamara pushed herself against him and claimed his lips in a kiss. There was nothing exploratory about it, but raw and hungry, and she already had a hand reaching out to fondle.

      Quinn pushed her back, suddenly finding it a lot harder to put his thoughts in order.

      “We’re not doing this. I don’t even like you,” Quinn said.

      “I don’t like you either, but I know an invitation when I hear one,” Tamara said.

      “Saying I was going to take a shower is not an invitation.”

      Twice, twice in one day in a predicament like this. This was why Quinn wasn’t eager to take on new crew. Taki had never wound up in his shower.

      Tamara stretched her hands over her head, arching her spine as the water sluiced over her perfect physique. “Captain, we’re going to be working together for awhile and as you said, neither of us much likes each other. It’s going to be so much easier to get over our disagreements if we do get along, at least a little bit.”

      “This how lawyers usually handle their disagreements? Because I’ll be honest, us criminals tend to just shoot each other,” Quinn said.

      Tamara flashed him that smile. Once again Quinn was somehow convinced it was one that didn’t go deeper than her lips. “You obviously want me and you have absolutely nothing to lose here. I know it may seem a novel concept, but when a finer thing in life beckons, you should seize the opportunity.”

      Quinn took a deep breath, the steam-laden air filling his lungs. Right, she’d just tried to flirt by telling him she was better than him. That made things a little easier, a little.

      “It’s not going to happen. Get out of my shower,” Quinn said.

      Tamara studied him through the water, arms lowering to fold over her chest. “Really? Interesting. I wonder what you’d do if I tried to compel your agreement. You do owe me a yes.”

      Quinn thought it was power with her. It was all power with her, that was what this was really all about. Now that they were aboard his ship Tamara felt her power slipping and wanted to prove she still had it. Perhaps the best way to get rid of her was by convincing her she still had it.

      “I’d do it. In the shower, in the bed, anywhere and everywhere until I finally got you where you’re going and I get the pleasure of kicking you off my ship. I keep my deals. You calling in your marker?” Quinn asked.

      Tamara didn’t look as pleased at that as Quinn thought she would. Instead she seemed almost disappointed, and thoughtful.

      “No, Captain. I think I’ll be saving that for something that matters,” Tamara said, and she leaned forward again, her breath warm against his ear before she nipped sharply at his earlobe.

      That done Tamara slid the shower door opened and then frowned at the bundle of straps that made up her outfit.

      Quinn shut off the water. “How long does it take you to get dressed?”

      “Ninety minutes, if I do it properly, which is the entire point of doing it. The current fashion is bad for shower-based seductions,” Tamara said wryly and moved to scoop up the clothing. “I’ll not make you suffer the process and will change in my cabin.”

      Quinn wondered if she meant to just go wandering the passageways of the ship naked. That was probably exactly what she meant. Core values. The Rim was a good bit less libertine.

      “I don’t think anyone aboard even appreciates your gear. Got anything else to wear?” Quinn asked.

      “I don’t know if you had the displeasure of browsing a clothing store on Corono. I did. I do not,” Tamara said.

      Fantastic, she was too tall for anything of Taki’s and Melody didn’t have much that wasn’t overalls.

      Quinn hated it, but they weren’t doing any good. Stepping out of the bathroom he made his way over to one of the closets and opened it.

      “You can find yourself something. They’ll be close to fitting you,”

      Tamara was surprised. “Kathryn’s? I shouldn’t.”

      No, she really shouldn’t—and Quinn shouldn’t even be offering.

      “You’re not wandering through my ship naked. Put some clothes on, take an outfit or two extra, and get out,” Quinn said, throwing himself into the bed.
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      Quinn woke up to the feel of a boot on his groin. Fantastic.

      “Tamara, I’m really not in the mood for more of this game,” Quinn said.

      “Wrong girl, stud,” said an unfamiliar voice. Quinn’s eyes flickered open.

      Definitely the wrong girl. The one with her boot so indelicately placed was dressed in form-fitting body armor and had a rifle pointed at his chest. Green skin meant she wasn’t human, although she was something close. Pretty though, in a murderous way, with long white hair that came down almost to her waist.

      “Well, you didn’t tell me your name before getting intimate,” Quinn said.

      “Kara, you won’t need to remember that. I’m not after you, Captain. You picked up some passengers on Corono. I just need to take them off your hands. Help me to do that and you and your crappy little ship can go on your way.”

      “Don’t even like them. Can’t see us having a problem. You want to move your foot and let me get dressed? Then we can go find them,” Quinn said.

      Kara moved her boot clear and stepped back. “Shame to ruin the view, but I like a sensible man.”

      Quinn seized the moment to reach under his pillow where he kept a loaded pistol for just such situations like this. It wasn’t there.

      There was a buzz as Kara discharged her rifle. The blast took him in the chest like a kick and drove him into the mattress, knocking the wind out of him.

      “Now, that was the low setting. I was being sociable. Next time it will break a few ribs. Of course I took your gun away,” Kara said.

      Quinn was a bit too busy gasping for breath to make any sort of reply. He did do the next best thing he could do though. Quinn had a comm panel by the bed. By default it was set to the whole ship as he never knew where Taki or Cass might be. Unseen by Kara, with his foot he toggled it on and set it to broadcast.

      “I’m waiting,” Kara said.

      Quinn pushed himself off the bed, limped over to the closet and started to get dressed. When able he asked, “What do you want them for? Tamara and Jinx? They haven’t told me anything about their business.”

      “To be honest? I don’t have a clue. I overheard someone was offering four hundred bits for taking a head and gave a description of your ship. Wasn’t even thinking of taking the job, but I left Semara station and took the long way out-system and here you are,” Kara said. “A happy coincidence.”

      Well, if Quinn was going to be taken captive at least she was a chatty bounty hunter. That was rare, too rare. Giving away details tended to mean lower life expectancy—for him.

      “Know who offered the contract?” Quinn asked.

      “Not splitting it with you, Captain, and you aren’t killing me and cutting me out. Just lead us to my target and you get to live. It’s a good deal for you.”

      “I’m not actually going to take you to them, you know that. I’ve just been buying time for them to get away,” Quinn said.

      “Figured, but I like the chase before the kill. Nobody is paying me for you though. Get in my way, I make this bloody.”

      The door to Quinn’s quarters was kicked in and several shots rang out. Kara was flung backwards, the scent of ozone in the air, and her gun buzzed in return. Quinn could just glimpse Taki, still bandaged up, being thrown back from the doorway to crash against the far wall.

      Kara was crouched, gun lowered. Quinn wasn’t going to get a better chance. He charged and swung a fist into her face. Her head snapped sideways at the impact and her arm came up to knock him across the room. Strong, really strong.

      Kara wiped black blood from a split lip, the wound already looking as if it were closing. “I’m a Yek, Captain. Famed mercenaries? Rapid healing? Strong?”

      “Never heard of you,” Quinn said, from the floor. It was true, he really hadn’t.

      Tamara stepped through the doorway with her arms raised high in surrender. She was wearing a black dress. It had been one of Kathryn’s favorites. “They’re almost never seen outside of the third arm. The Imperium lost a minor war to them, and they don’t like to go advertising the fact.”

      Quinn was so ready for this day to be over. He said, “The whole point of warning you was so you could board a shuttle and get away. What part of you my being a distraction did you not understand?”

      “She’s not my target,” Kara said, looking Tamara up and down, “Though I might take her head anyways. Kind of sets your teeth on edge, don’t she? Just irritating.”

      “Couldn’t agree more,” Quinn said, as he shakily pushed himself to his feet.

      Tamara said, “I understand people. I didn’t understand the captain there at first, I do now. He’s simple. You’re even simpler, mercenary.”

      “Real irritating,” Kara said.

      Tamara raised one hand a little more. “It was four hundred for my client’s head? I’ll give you six hundred for providing us protection to our destination.”

      Kara kept her rifle aimed in Tamara’s general direction, but Quinn noted that it did lower slightly.

      “You think I’m that easy to buy after looking at me thirty seconds?” Kara asked.

      “I have data core access. I know you, Kara Yek. I know every contract you’ve ever taken and I know every crime you’ve ever committed. I know the very worst parts of you. Seven hundred bits and the possibility of a long-term contract,” Tamara said, and slowly lowered her hands.

      Quinn could read people too. The money interested Kara, it did, but it was that last part that sold it. Quinn didn’t know why, but it had.

      “How do I know you’re good for it?” Kara asked.

      Tamara now dropped her hands completely and tapped below her ear. She seemed to focus on nothing for a moment. “Deposit transferred. Standard contract, half funds up front. We’re good?”

      Kara tilted her head and the rifle dropped. “We’re good. I’ll be needing a bed, Captain.”

      “She was going to kill you, and she was going to kill me, remember?” Quinn said.

      “You can follow me, cabin next to ours is empty. Jinx? Taki is injured in the hall and probably has some bruised ribs. Could you have a look?” Tamara asked. Of course, the comm was still open broadcasting throughout the ship.

      “How did you even get aboard?” Quinn asked Kara.

      “Oh, my shuttle is parked beneath you. Cut my way through with a plasma torch. You’ll be wanting to fix that and I’ll be needing a proper dock. Looks like you had one open?” Kara said.

      Jinx was already in the hall outside and kneeling beside Taki. Melody was there too, pistol awkwardly in hand.

      Melody said, “I can fix that. Your shuttle’s only small, and we’ve got an open bay we can tuck you into. I’ll clear you for access.”

      This was all moving very fast. Quinn was used to situations changing quickly, but not on his ship without his say-so.

      Tamara said, “Perfect. Kara, you can wait out in the hall for a minute. I just need a private word with the captain. Captain, you can kill the comm.”

      The hubbub of voices in the hall became muted as the door was closed. Quinn hit the switch offering some more privacy.

      “That was quick thinking, Captain. Thank you for not giving us up,” Tamara said.

      “See, I surprised you. You don’t know me at all,” Quinn said.

      Tamara looked wry. “I wasn’t waiting until the very last moment on that hellhole because I wanted an unreliable captain to hire. No, there was never any question that once you took the deal you’d honor it. It doesn’t mean I am not appreciative of the fact.”

      “Do you think you can trust her?”

      “Kara Yek? I know her as I know you. You’ll find her utterly ruthless when it comes to a contract. Had our enemies hired her directly I’d be dead now—there is a good chance everyone on this ship would be. They hadn’t, I did instead,” Tamara said.

      “You think you’re so smart,” Quinn said.

      “Captain, since we’ve met I’ve fixed two problems that ailed you with nothing but my mind, my words, and my money. I am very smart and if you are even a fraction as intelligent, you’ll start appreciating it and stop being intimidated by it,” Tamara said.

      Quinn’s ribs hurt, his groin hurt, and Tamara was still wearing Kathryn’s dress.

      “Thank you for your help,” Quinn said.

      Tamara nodded. “Was that so hard? I know you’d planned to put in at Semara station, but from what she said …”

      “That’s where she overheard the message. Every mercenary aboard Semara is going to be gunning for us. I got it. We’ve got enough for one more jump and I know just where to take us,” Quinn said.

      “Then I’d best go show our new guest to her quarters. Good night, Captain,” Tamara said, sweeping from the room.
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      Quinn, still short of sleep, gathered the crew and passengers for an early breakfast. Back in the days of the First Imperium when the Kathryn had been a long-haul freighter, she also provided a small passenger service. The extended trips demanded good quarters and facilities. Most of the more elegant areas were in long disrepair, but the kitchen and pantry had been maintained. Proper meals weren’t just a possibility, they were the norm.

      Melody was happily cooking up omelets. There was clusters of their new arrivals gathered around talking and he sought out Taki.

      “You doing okay? We haven’t really had a chance to talk,” Quinn said.

      “Yesterday was a rough day, sir. I thought I’d broken my ribs when our guest shot me, but that girl Jinx took me to the med station and we ran a scan, I’m good. You think we can trust her? Don’t even know which her I mean, take your pick,” Taki said.

      Quinn was kind of happy he wasn’t the only one suspicious about all the new arrivals. Paranoia is no fun when you’re the only one indulging.

      “Tamara and Jinx are obviously trouble, but they got you free and are paying to be irritating. We’ll get them where we’re going. Monk, we’re just dropping off at our next port, although Dela is staying on. One that shot you I figure you shot first. Hoping we can avoid any more of that,” Quinn said.

      Taki grunted.

      Everybody took their seats at the table.

      Quinn announced, “Mealtimes are a usual thing aboard our ship here. You don’t have to show, but you’re encouraged to. If we’ve something affecting the ship I’ll usually discuss it here.”

      “Before the captain goes too far into business I’d like to speak up and just ask how everyone is settling in?” Taki asked.

      “Some showers aboard seem to have a shortage of hot water,” Tamara said.

      “My cabin doesn’t have a locker big enough for my guns,” Kara said.

      “Can’t you keep them on your shuttle?” Quinn asked.

      “Can and am, but a girl likes to keep a few nearby in case of emergency,” Kara said.

      Quinn wondered how many weapons she had.

      “We can put her in Decker’s old cabin. He had that wall expanded for all his fishing gear,” Taki said.

      “And I’ll see about the hot water. Those cabins haven’t been used in awhile, so I’m behind on the maintenance. I’m so sorry!” Melody said, genuinely distressed as she walked around the table loading synth-bacon onto plates.

      “Make sure the bathrooms are a priority. This is more strain than the system has had in a long time and we don’t need any catastrophes,” Taki said.

      “So where are we headed, Captain?” Tamara asked.

      “We’d planned to put in at the station and take on fuel. That isn’t going to happen. We’ve got enough for one jump with something left in the tank for a chained jump, but we’ll be running on fumes afterward,” Quinn said.

      “What does that mean?” Jinx asked.

      Taki told her, “Your big ships can only do a single sigil for a jump. They go in near a stone, they come out near a stone. Small vessels with a big engine can chain the exit point to another stone in the arrival system and never fully materialize, pulling off what is effectively two jumps in a single leap,” Taki said.

      “It’s mostly a trick for smugglers and spies, since it can let you avoid blockades. There are physical symptoms as well,” Tamara said.

      Quinn said, “You’ll probably puke your guts out and feel like you got kicked in the face a few dozen times.”

      “Humans are wimps,” Kara said, reaching for more bacon. She’d already cleaned her plate and was going back for seconds.

      “I take it you’re hoping to lose any pursuers with this?” Tamara asked.

      “There were two choices for where we could have gone from Corono. A chained jump from the local stone is going to result in one hundred and eighty-two possible destination systems,” Quinn said.

      Tamara got that distant look in her eyes. “One hundred and twenty-one of those can be ruled out as our possible destination for various reasons. Even so, Captain, I agree. While our enemies would welcome killing us, that puts them over any likely budget required to search them all.”

      Quinn was glad she said that. He still didn’t have a sense of just how much heat was on Tamara and Jinx. The bounty Kara had overheard gave him some idea though. High, but not a fortune. They were moderate inconveniences to someone powerful. Not a threat somebody might tear the galaxy apart to find.

      “So where are we headed?” Tamara asked.

      Quinn shot a look at Kara.

      “If I were going to take a head, I’d have already done it. ‘Sides, keep feeding me like this you might keep me around,” Kara said, going back for thirds.

      Where was she putting it all?

      Jinx was almost keeping pace, although she was just into seconds. If they kept having this sort of appetite they’d need to take on more supplies as well.

      “We’re headed to Port Blank,” Quinn said.

      “Stupid idea, sir. She hates you,” Taki said immediately.

      “We can pick up fuel and repairs there, and Ice will have anything we need,” Quinn said.

      “If what we need is bullets in large numbers coming in our direction very quickly,” Taki said.

      “It was a misunderstanding. Ice is a businesswoman.”

      Monk said, “Just to be clear here, we’re talking about Ice? Pirate Queen of the fucking Reach? You know that crazy bitch?”

      “They used to date. Then she tried to kill him, then he tried to kill her,” Taki said.

      “I take it this was before his marriage? Infidelity doesn’t seem like one of the good captain’s qualities,” Tamara said.

      Quinn really wished she would stop talking about his love life, especially when she was wearing one of Kathryn’s dresses.

      “She’s really a pirate queen? That is an actual thing?” Dela asked.

      “Forty ships flying under her fucking banner. If the girl is right, how are you going to keep from getting our arses shot off?” Monk asked.

      “Taki is overstating the problem. There were good times too. She’ll want to talk,” Quinn said.

      Kara said, “You’re still thinking it is going to be that easy. If I didn’t have anything better to do but try to fulfill your contract, I’d go hang around the Runestone and wait for you to jump in or try to jump out. Board you or blow you to hell, and cut the head from her frozen corpse.” Kara nodded at Jinx.

      Jinx looked a bit queasy. “I’m right here, you know.”

      Kara shrugged. “Good thing the mean lady bid more.”

      “We’re not going with that name,” Tamara said.

      “Kind of fits,” Quinn said.

      “I’ll accept smart one. In a pinch, hot one,” Tamara said.

      “Ugh,” Taki said, making an expression of distaste.

      “Think this table just might be enough for me to give up on women forever,” Monk said.

      Dela threw a piece of toast at Monk’s head. “If that is your way of breaking up, it sucks.”

      “Oof! I know you’re staying here. Seems to me we’re already broken up,” Monk said.

      “Well, not officially,” Dela said, and then cleared her throat. “Though we are now. Right?”

      “Yeah,” Monk said, and threw the toast back.

      Tamara glared at them disapprovingly.

      “That’s so sad!” Melody exclaimed, looking between them.

      “Really not,” Dela said with a quick smile. “So, if they’re waiting at the stone for us, what do we do? Blow them all to hell and run for it?”

      “No guns,” Taki said, with a shake of her head. “We’re not a pirate ship and don’t want to be mistaken for one.”

      “Lame,” Kara said, starting on her fourth omelet.

      “We’re faster than anything that should be waiting for us. We use that to our advantage. We lure them into thinking we’re making our jump from one angle, do a hard burn while keeping in range, and finish powering up before they figure out how to hedge us in,” Quinn said.

      “If they’re smart they’ll just hang around close to the stone for you to try anything. I’d wait for you to make your move then hit your hull fast and hard so you took me with you,” Kara said.

      That was a reckless maneuver. Unless pulled off perfectly it stood a good chance of a collision that would leave a standard shuttle and its pilot as just debris. Kara was either very good at what she did or completely crazy.

      “What if the Imperium is there? Didn’t we see them coming in?” Tamara asked.

      “If the Imperium is there we back off and wait until they aren’t. I’m good enough we might just avoid a frigate’s guns while waiting to jump, but we aren’t desperate enough yet for me to try,” Quinn said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      There were loiterers at the Runestone, more than there should have been. Three small vessels, all around the size of a shuttle. They weren’t made for more than a single pilot, and not for long inhabitation. Bounty hunters and solo mercenaries tended to live on stations or planets when they had an extended assignment.

      It was exactly what Quinn was expecting. At three-quarters thrust he moved the Kathryn just into range of the Runestone and initiated the jump sequence.

      Dela was playing copilot today. She was still learning the controls and this was a good chance.

      The ships began to close, that was expected too. What wasn’t expected was that one of them would be armed, a beam cannon striking at long range. The beam diffusion was enough that it did only light damage. Still, Quinn wasn’t inclined to let them get a second hit in. A quick burn of the engines jerked them away.

      To the watching shuttles it seemed like an effort to escape and they engaged their engines to follow, overcommitting themselves. With a last stomach-churning maneuver Quinn was at full burn in the other direction.

      An extended, chained jump meant an extra long charge. They weren’t just transitioning to the next Runestone, but from there to the one after.

      A standard jump was uncomfortable the first time you did it. The human body reacted powerfully to physics going away for a short time. A chained jump was so much worse.

      At full speed they were still putting distance between the Kathryn and the pursuing shuttles when the drive engaged. It wasn’t like being bent, or folded, or anything that humans could really put into words. Magic defied consistent definition and for a time they were fully in its grip.

      Quinn felt damp for a time, then bitterly cold, then profoundly and completely worried about just how his little mushroom body was going to get enough water given the drought. It made no sense—that was the point.

      This went on for an indefinite period of time. Long enough for the surreal to become entirely and completely natural. Then Quinn was shoved back into a body of meat and bone.

      It was a terrible feeling to feel wrong about being yourself. Your whole body trying to reject itself as something foreign. Dela threw up all over the console. Quinn had given her a bag expecting something of the like, but she didn’t get time to use it.

      It almost set Quinn’s own stomach off, but it wasn’t his first chained jump. It wasn’t even the first time a copilot had thrown up on him.

      “Sorry,” Dela choked, before doing it all over again.

      Quinn tossed her a towel. There wasn’t time to be more of a gentleman than that.

      The jump point was simply known as Port Blank. Quinn had never been here. His time with Ice had been before her rise to power. There was nothing natural here, no planets, no stars. Extending the Runestone network to the Rim in this area had been far more problematic than in most space. The ley lines connecting stars often weren’t strong enough to initiate a one-way jump over such a distance and so the Arcanum had sometimes built a starbase in the middle of nowhere to help them extend the Runestone network—and abandoned many when the network was in place and they were done.

      There were ships waiting. Old hulks, corroded in places from being too long on a planetary surface and garishly marked with symbols that Quinn assumed had some meaning to pirates.

      They were already getting a comm signal in and Quinn opened a channel.

      “We don’t recognize you. If you’re friendly, you’d best be letting us know,” came a gruff male voice.

      Dela threw up again, noisily.

      “Uhh …” the voice said.

      “Captain Quinn Jade. Old friend of Ice and we’re not armed. Just looking to pick up some fuel and do some trading at port. My copilot, she hadn’t done a long jump before,” Quinn said.

      Dela was busy unbuckling herself from the seat and stumbling out of the cockpit. Right, she’d be okay. Eventually.

      “Glad I’m not her right now. Hold for scanning,” said the voice.

      One of the ships moved closer, and others kept weapons aimed on the Kathryn’s position. Quinn detected incoming scans and they were getting a good visual inspection of the hull as well.

      “You took some fire,” said the voice.

      “Did the chained jump for a reason. We clear?” Quinn asked.

      “We’re clear. Sending you the port transponder. If you’re not as welcome as you say you are, you’ll know.” The comm line was killed.

      Quinn was grateful they’d passed the first hurdle at least. Whether or not Ice would shoot them dead when they arrived was another matter.

      Port Blank was made out of a massive asteroid. They’d shifted the entire thing here back in the day. The original function of the station had meant a lot of docks were built for construction vessels. They’d been maintained now for pirates, smugglers, and anyone else with coin and an invitation.

      By the time Quinn was finished docking, a shaken and cleaner-looking Dela had returned and sheepishly begun to wipe up her side of the console.

      “You warned me. Should have listened,” Dela said.

      “Catches everyone the first time. I want you at the controls when we go aboard. If things go wrong put some distance between you and the station,” Quinn said.

      “To do what? This used the last of our fuel,” Dela said.

      “To give Tamara time to talk. If that lady can talk an assassin down in under a minute, she can handle a few pirates. ‘Sides, if Ice kills me, she’ll be in a good mood,” Quinn said.

      Taki met him in the hold. They’d decided it was best if they went alone, but they’d only partially managed it. Kara was insisting on joining them since there might be some shooting and Quinn wasn’t inclined to disagree. The rifle she was sporting this time was different than last and looked a good bit more fatal.

      They had their guns readied as the hatch opened. Good thing too, given the weapons pointed at them on the other side.

      A dozen hard-looking men and women stood with guns aimed inward, and in the middle of them a white-haired woman dressed all in form-fitting white. The hair color was a choice, not due to her age. Ice liked the look. Compared to those surrounding her she was tiny, barely over five foot and slight of build. Quinn also noted she was wearing a cape now. That was new, and silly. That she got away with looking like that was proof of just how dangerous she really was.

      “Captain Quinn Jade. I told them they were full of it. There is no way that nose-in-the-air bastard would darken my door again. But here you are,” Ice said, her voice sounding like it came from a woman twice her size.

      “Ice. I like the cape,” Quinn said.

      “Liar, you never did have any taste. If you did you would have stayed. Taki? You’re still with this fucker?”

      “He pays me,” Taki said.

      “Liar, you never had a proper sense of greed. If you did you’d have gone with me instead of him. You, green girl, don’t know you.”

      “Kara Yek,” Kara said.

      “You his new girl? Heard the old one got killed off,” Ice said.

      “Saw him naked. Kicked him in the balls and shot him. Love money,” Kara said.

      “Her. Her I like. Your taste has improved, Quinn,” Ice said and made a motion. “Lower your guns. If I wanted you dead we’d have already started shooting.”

      “We’ll lower ours when you lower yours,” Quinn said.

      “For fuck’s sake, you unreasonable stubborn bastard. You are on my goddamned station. I’m the Queen of Port Blank and I swear to the thirty-seven gods if you don’t lower your guns right now I will shoot you dead.”

      Ice was good at was keeping her word. Quinn lowered his rifle and the others from the Kathryn took the cue and did the same.

      Ice beamed a sunny smile as if she hadn’t just erupted and motioned for her crew to lower theirs. “Anyone else left of the old gang? I’d say I’m sorry about Kat, but you know I always hated that bitch.”

      “Probably why you tried to kill me. No, no one else of the old crew. Few others will be coming aboard and doing business. One fellow looking for work, Monk, he ran crime on Corono,” Quinn said.

      “Any good in a fight?” Ice asked.

      “Former Imperial Marine.”

      “We can find a place for a man like that. Tell him to look for someone named Carbon in the market,” Ice said, stepping forward and slipping one arm into Quinn’s and the other into Kara’s. “But for now, old time talk. Drinks are on me.”

      “You know the best people,” Kara told Quinn, pleased.
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      Quinn woke up with a hangover killing him and memories of the night before fuzzy. There had been drinks, there had been a lot of drinks. When Ice was buying and your continued survival depended on keeping her happy, you accepted everything put before you.

      Quinn cracked his eyes and weighed up just how catastrophic the night might have been. Naked, probably bad. Bed, good. Not his bed, bad. White … everything, bad. No, not everything, with there being a very green woman getting dressed nearby, bad.

      “Come on, stud,” Kara said, kicking the bed. “We’re launching in the hour.”

      “Launching?” Quinn asked.

      Kara’s physique went well beyond just fit. The alien muscle tissue might work more efficiently than human, but it was more than that. She obviously spent a lot of time building her strength. The green coloration wasn’t the only way she was just a bit off from being human. From what Quinn could tell she had no belly button, and there was no outline of any ribs in her physique. Still, everything else looked in its place. It wasn’t that uncommon. A little less than half of the intelligences that humanity had encountered among the stars were eerily similar to each other.

      “Launching? The mission?” Kara said, as she slipped an armored shirt over her head. “You can’t hold your liquor, can you?”

      It seemed not. Quinn got out of bed. His pants were near the door.

      “Why don’t you fill me in on what happened?” Quinn said.

      “We met your badass friend, Ice. Had a lot of drinks while you talked about shit from the past. She was all over you, all over me. The boring one, Taki, tried to get you to go back to the ship, and Ice invited us back to her quarters to screw our brains out instead,” Kara said matter-of-fact.

      So pretty much Quinn’s worst case scenario. Right.

      “And I was so drunk I fell asleep?” Quinn asked hopefully.

      “Nah, we did our thing while she cheered us on and woah you were ready for more afterward.  I think the final score was she and I went two times, you and her three, you and me two, and then we sort of did this thing with all three of us together for another.”

      As they’d continued to talk memories had started to come back to Quinn. It was still fuzzy, but enough to convince him that Kara wasn’t just having fun at his expense. It wasn’t like him, at least not like who he tried to be. It had been different when he was with Ice, but that was a long time ago. That was the problem with old flames. They kept a piece of you with them, and even if you’d moved on that piece hadn’t.

      If Quinn was going to slip, why did it have to be with the person on his ship he trusted least and the old flame he most regretted? It also felt like his bruises had bruises.

      “I don’t suppose she left anything for the hangover?” Quinn asked. There was no sign of Ice.

      “On the dresser,” Kara said.

      Two tiny green pills. Quinn would assume they did what they were supposed to do. If Ice wanted him dead he’d be dead already. Chewing them thoroughly they started to hit the system almost at once, clearing his head and easing the aches from his body. It just left him feeling good, really good. Quinn tried not to feel too much guilt about that sensation and failed.

      “So, this mission?” Quinn asked.

      “You agreed to it last night. She forgives you, and we get a full tank and a few repairs for the Kathryn, all in exchange for you flying a ship of hers. I get to loot the bodies I shoot—she thinks they’ll have some good stuff,” Kara said.

      Quinn would like to think that explained a lot. Ice had needed a skilled pilot for something and had seized the opportunity, past be damned. It would be nice if everything could be simplified down to that, but he didn’t believe it. This? Last night, this was Ice trying to be nice and trying to make amends.

      “Let’s go figure out just what mess we’ve gotten ourselves into,” Quinn said.
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      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Quinn said.

      “You think you can actually get us through that?” Kara asked.

      Quinn was piloting a heavy troop transport, a salvaged wreck from a forgotten war. Real work had gone into making it serviceable, but it was still meant to charge right through gun fire to land troops on a battlefield, not do fancy maneuvers. Shame fancy maneuvers were what the situation called for.

      The Typhonis was a constantly shifting field of asteroids, debris, and the occasional hidden weapon emplacement. Somewhere in the middle of it was a smaller version of Ice’s operation, the headquarters of crime lord Ognez Zert.

      Ships that were welcomed had a safe route charted through that field, exact maneuvers to carry them through to the center. Without that, anyone but an exceptionally skilled pilot would almost certainly meet their doom.

      Ice had tried this twice before, had lost ships twice before. Whatever the feud was between her and Zert it was worth losing a lot of resources over.

      Quinn studied the sensor data of the field and it was just too much. If there was an opening, he couldn’t see it and there was just too much noise to fly it on instinct. That meant lessening the noise. Quinn flipped through sensor views. Too much information was actually going to being a bad thing here, he needed less. The transport could survive small impacts, it was built to do just that, and so he tossed the sensor data for any smaller debris.

      The display got a lot less cluttered. It was still a nightmare, but at least the sort you could run away from. The one where you felt you had something of a chance.

      “Take gunnery control, Kara. If any gun emplacements open up on us, take them out. I’m going to focus on the rocks,” Quinn said.

      “Ha. Ice said something like that last night,” Kara said.

      Quinn didn’t want the reminder.

      Quinn eased the transport in. The ship began to rumble at once, taking tiny impacts his sensors couldn’t even see.

      Too much of one at the wrong point in time might throw off momentum, but that just meant he’d have to be twice as aware. Quinn wasn’t a religious man, yet there was always something almost divine about the way the ship became a part of you in these moments, the way that if you were doing your job right, everything else dropped away. The sensors, the stick, even your own body. Everything narrowed down to just being the arrow seeking the target.

      Kara was whopping something, calling out in savage glee—she did enjoy being in control of the guns. Quinn didn’t even hear the words, not in the state he was in. A particularly violent impact from an invisible stone very nearly sent them into an asteroid, a last-second thruster pushing them to scrape against the surface and filling the transport with the sound of shrieking metal as the hull vibrated.

      Then they were through the center of the storm. An asteroid base lurked in the middle, much smaller than Ice’s, with four ships docked in places on the surface.

      The guns mounted to the transport were crude but effective, especially against targets not in motion. As Quinn brought them in close to the asteroid Kara perforated the docked ship’s engines with fire. They’d not be flying without some repairs.

      There were no open docking slots so Quinn made his own. The smaller of the docked ships was little more than a pleasure craft and Quinn sent it tumbling away from the docking hatch with a blow of the transport’s nose.

      Magnetic seals kicked in, bringing them in place.

      Everything looked good.

      “Hatch secured. Systems reporting atmosphere on the other side, but I wouldn’t trust them,” Quinn said, hitting the comm.

      “Hell of a ride, Jade. Hold right here and we’ll be back when the killing’s done,” came a voice from the hold.

      On a video link Quinn watched the hatch opening. Ice’s pirates slipped through, a smoke grenade preceding them. Defenders were waiting and the sound of gunfire came through the hatch.

      Kara grinned, sliding out of the copilot seat. “Coming along and have some fun.”

      “I don’t get off on murder,” Quinn said.

      “Just murderers? Whatever,” Kara said, and blew him a kiss. “I’ll be back with a few scalps, stud. Keep my seat.”

      Quinn at least had an open commline to events outside. The defenders were few in number, but were putting up a fierce fight.

      It was around ten minutes after the pirates left that Quinn saw two figures enter the docking bay. They were checking out the ships, looking for one functional. A woman and a little girl, both well-dressed.
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      Quinn had never regretted shooting a man or a woman with a gun in their hand. Draw and you were an open target for what came for you. Those two didn’t look like combatants. Whether or not Ice’s pirates would see it that way Quinn couldn’t be sure.

      While he didn’t trust Kara either, at least she was nominally inclined to listen to him. He opened up a private comm channel to her. It sounded like she was in quite a firefight.

      “Need you back at the ship,” Quinn said.

      “Little busy here, stud. Is it important?” Kara asked.

      “Not calling just to hear your voice.”

      “Here I thought you might have fallen for me after last night,” Kara said. There was the sound of more firing. “These losers have jack on them anyways. Headed back.”

      Quinn slipped out of the cockpit and drew his pistol. It wasn’t the most welcoming of gestures if they really were unarmed, and desperate people did desperate things.

      Once he stepped out of the ramp he called out, “I don’t mean you any harm. You’re not going to find any of those ships will fly.”

      The woman spun towards the sound of his voice, shielding the body of the little girl with her own. Her expression was panicked.

      “My husband, you are here to kill him. Please, we want no part of it,” she said.

      Her accent was thick, she’d come from pretty far out in the Rim. Western expanse, Quinn figured. Married to get away from one rough life, he guessed, and found her way into another. It was probably going to get her killed.

      “Ma’am, like I said. I want none of that. Place like this, you have supplies come in, right? How often?”

      The woman was trembling, “Supplies? Two weeks, every two weeks. In six days. You are here to steal the supplies?”

      “You and the little girl. You get in one of those ships and you seal the door. The life support should be good. You wait for that supply ship,” Quinn said.

      There was no way to be certain they’d get a warm welcome, but it was likely going to be better than anything she’d get from Ice and her pilots.

      “Good catch, Jade,” came a male voice from the docking bay entry. The man was bearded, rough, a white bandana worn around one arm marking him as one of Ice’s pirates. “The Queen told me to find the bastard’s family and see they suffered in front him. They weren’t in their quarters, guessed they might have come to escape.”

      He either hadn’t overheard the conversation or was trying to give Quinn a way out if he had. If the latter, it was a kind gesture, and probably Ice’s doing. Ice knew Quinn was softer than she was, and it was probably why she’d wanted him to wait with the ship.

      If this pirate was supposed to torture the family to death he wasn’t a good man. It also meant he wasn’t going to back down.

      Being soft didn’t mean you didn’t do what was necessary when it came down to it.

      Quinn swiveled to aim his pistol at the pirate and fired off several shots. One went wide and two took him in the chest. The pirate staggered backward, his armor protecting him, and he turned his rifle to fire at Quinn.

      Too fast, and Quinn wasn’t in armor. Three rounds took him in his midsection and he felt himself being thrown backwards.

      “Backstabbing fuck,” The pirate said, turning his rifle on the woman and her child. He never got a chance to fire, his skull exploding.

      Kara stepped in a moment later, kicking the rifle away from his corpse as she advanced, keeping her gun trained on the woman and child as she made her way over to Quinn and briefly glanced over at him.

      “You’re looking bad, stud,” Kara said.

      “Medkit in the cockpit. Then get them into one of the shuttles,” Quinn said.

      Kara disappeared from sight and Quinn felt himself starting to shiver.

      There was very little a top-of-the-line, modern Imperium medkit couldn’t fix, and Quinn really wished they had one about now. What they had was instead as old as the transport itself. When Kara returned she pressed the gray slab against his chest before moving to usher the woman and child into one of the shuttles.

      Quinn interfaced his wristcomm with the medkit.

      

      Multiple Gunshots

      Major Internal Damage

      Can stop external bloodloss and neutralize pain, but probable prognosis is terminal

      Triage protocols recommend moving unit to another patient

      Do you wish to initiate treatment?

      

      The medkit didn’t think he was worth saving. This was what happened when you left your healthcare in the hands of machines. Quinn happened to disagree with the sentiment, if not the prognosis, and triggered the medkit to do its work.

      The sudden absence of pain was almost dizzying. A euphoric rush that had him sucking in deep breaths as he stumbled to his feet.

      Quinn gave it a few minutes to get his senses back, watching as Kara dragged the body of the pirate away and replaced it on the ramp with a body of one of the defenders killed in the original boarding rush.

      “All better?” Kara asked, when she made her way back.

      “Probably dead,” Quinn said with a wry look at the scene she set. “All that might have been useless.”

      “If it keeps them from shooting you long enough for you to fly my ass back to safe harbor, it was time well spent,” Kara said with a grimace. “You will live long enough for that right?”

      Quinn wasn’t sure. He felt dizzy, and happy, and delirious and wrong. The medkit was probably doing its best to slow his bleeding out inside, but there wasn’t much it could do.

      “Hope so,” Quinn said.

      “What the hell happened?” came a curt female voice from the entry.

      Another of Ice’s pirates, an older blonde with a nasty scar along one cheek.

      “They tried to take our ride. Captain Jade killed the fuck but took fire,” Kara said.

      “Fuck. Fuck,” the woman said, “Queen is going to kill me if her toyboy dies. He isn’t going to die is he?”

      “Probably,” Kara said, slipping an arm around Quinn. With her strength she had no problem lending him support as she got him back to the cockpit.

      Pirates trickled aboard, most carrying some sort of loot in their arms. The blonde had a bag dripping blood, the head of Ognez Zert, Quinn guessed.

      At Kara’s urging they finished boarding quickly. Quinn sealed the hatch and detached the ship. Making it back through the field was even rougher than coming in, this time his piloting skills were obviously suffering.

      Were it not for Kara’s gunnery skills fracturing a few incoming asteroids at the last moment, they’d likely have died. Instead they’d lost most of the armor by the time they escaped the field and Quinn engaged the jump to Port Blank.

      The rest was something of a blur. Kara’s arm around him as he disembarked the shuttle. Ice and Taki screaming at each other.

      The medkit now clamped to his midsection grew heated and Quinn blinked with a sudden rush of new clarity in his senses.

      Tamara was pulling her hand from it. “Apologies, Captain. I had to up your dosage. You’ll die a little quicker, but we need you clear. We need to launch, now, and Ice is inclined to shoot at anyone who tries to take you anywhere unless you agree to go.”

      Ice pushed Tamara aside. “What she means to say is I’m trying to keep you alive and this bitch wants to haul you off to die so she can save her own ass. Two days, two days and I can have my crews hit an Imperial medcenter. We’ll get you what you need, if you just hold on.”

      “Captain, you won’t make it two days if you stay here,” Tamara said firmly. “Taki won’t fly unless you’re with us and we can’t stay here. You gave me your word, Captain. If you’re going to have a last act, do try to honor it.”

      It wasn’t a hard choice, not really. Ice maybe could save his life. It was possible he’d hold out long enough, he was a fighter and she’d murder a whole hospital if that was what it took to save him.

      Then she’d own him, and after that she’d never let him go.

      “Ice, let me go. I gave them my word,” Quinn said.

      “Fuck your word. Fuck your honor. I didn’t get you picking Kat, but are you really going to die rather than stay this time?” Ice asked.

      Quinn tried to give a response but the world was becoming a blur again.
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      “You are not taking him,” Quinn heard Taki said.

      “Get us away from here. Trust me, we can help,” Tamara said.

      Her voice was close, the grip around him was not nearly so strong. Was it Tamara helping him along now? Quinn tried to focus, forcing the fog in his head away.

      “Lady, I don’t know who you think you are,” Taki said.

      “Kara, if anyone interferes, shoot them, but not to kill,” Tamara said.

      The world greyed out again.

      Quinn felt consciousness again flickering back with something familiar. He was on his bed.

      “Are you sure about this?” Jinx asked.

      “I’m sure that if we let him die, that woman is going to throw us off at the next station, if she even waits that long. Do it,” Tamara said.

      Pain, so much pain. A sickening squelching sound. The medpack was being torn from around his waist. It was so connected with his flesh at this point it didn’t go easily.

      Blue eyes looked into Quinn’s.

      “This is going to hurt you a bit. I’m sorry for that,” Jinx said.

      Quinn felt her take one of his hands. Within her eyes for just a moment Quinn saw the impossible—flashing blue sigils. The exact shade of blue of a Runestone powering up.

      Pain. It was an impractical amount of pain. It was an absurd amount of pain. A body dying shouldn’t need this much agony and yet Quinn felt he was being torn apart. It was worse than being shot.

      Then his head was clearing, and his body felt different. Better. Quinn reached a hand to his chest and felt unbroken flesh where he should feel gaping holes.

      “No, no, no, no,” Quinn said, struggling to push himself to his feet.

      “Surviving puts you in a disagreeable state,” Tamara said.

      “That was mending magic and as far as I’ve been concerned Jinx is human. You brought a fugitive royal aboard my ship?” Quinn said. “Which one are you? Princess Veronica? Cassidy?”

      “Neither,” Jinx said with a sad smile.

      “Sit down, Captain, and first of all, you will stop being a brute and will thank her. It is not a pleasant experience for her and further exposing herself has put us both in danger,” Tamara said.

      Quinn took a breath. Tamara was right, manners were manners.

      “Thank you, Jinx, or whatever your name is. I am very grateful to be alive and very full of questions,” Quinn said.

      Tamara answered instead. “I’ll explain what I can. I can’t stop you from revealing any of this to your crew, but I do ask that you be as discrete as you can.” She took a seat on the bed. Leaving a space between her and Jinx, she patted it and looked at Quinn.

      Quinn sat, less than happy. “Talk.”

      Jinx began. “I guess introductions first. Jinx is more of a nickname. Selina Cartier.” Her eyes searched his for some sign of recognition.

      There wasn’t any. Quinn knew the members of the royal family about as well as any citizen of the Imperium did, but he was far from a scholar on the subject. Whoever she was, she wasn’t in the news.

      Tamara said, “Your lack of political acumen is as distressing as it is unsurprising, Captain. Still, I suppose most citizens wouldn’t know of her. Selina is a direct female line decedent of Empress Opalia.”

      That was a name Quinn recognized. Legendary and infamous. He said, “The last Empress of the First Imperium.”

      Tamara gave him a wan smile. “Indeed, so you are not completely without a sense of history.”

      “So what does that make you?” Quinn asked Jinx.

      “Nothing. My family lost all lands and titles in the War of Roads. I am spectacularly well-connected and singularly unimportant,” Jinx said.

      “I thought mending magic only belonged to the royal family? It’s that which gives them their immortality, right? Isn’t it connected to bloodline?”

      Tamara shared a look with Jinx and seemed to weigh her next words carefully. “You are correct, Captain, but it is complicated. You know the Mgabi, they make the Runestones. The Trent control fire, the Xao water. Emperor Octavius and his family bend minds. It helped them to seize the throne and it wasn’t until they did that they also received the power to heal.”

      “You’re not making things any clearer. Why is a member of a fallen family able to bring me back from my tragic demise?” Quinn said.

      “No idea,” Jinx said with a slight shrug. “Six weeks back I got the ability to heal. I’d never had it before.”

      “Selina and every other potential claimant to the throne,” Tamara said.

      “So what magic did you have before?” Quinn asked.

      “Probability becomes fluid around those of Opalia’s line. Opalia herself had almost perfect fortune until the streak of bad luck that destroyed her and her lineage,” Tamara said.

      “Pretty much all bad in my case too,” Jinx said. “Got the nickname for a reason. Sorry.”

      “Having you aboard my ship seems like good fortune to me right now,” Quinn said. “I better let Taki know I’m okay before she tries to gun down Kara.”

      “And my secret?” Jinx asked.

      “After Kara shot Taki, you helped her to the medbay. I know Taki thought she was hurt worse than she was. Your doing?” Quinn asked.

      Jinx nodded. “Just a little jolt to put her ribs back in place. She was still unconscious, so didn’t know I’d done anything.”

      Quinn didn’t like keeping secrets, but that made twice now Jinx had come to the aid of him and his crew. He’d also given his word to see them safely to their destination and this coming out might jeopardize that.

      “I can’t promise I’ll hold it forever, but for now your secret is yours to tell,” Quinn said.

      Tamra bowed her head. “Thank you, Captain.”

      Quinn keyed the comm. “Taki? I’m alright.”

      “Hell you are, sir. I saw the wounds. We’re nearing the stone now, I’m heading for a Core hospital,” Taki said.

      “Taki. I’m alright. Tamara is rich and was holding out on us. She didn’t want to give anything away in front of Ice, but she broke out some of her toys and put me back together.”

      It wasn’t a lie, not exactly.

      There was a moment of silence. “I’m coming to see you. Dela, get your ass to the bridge and take the controls. If that green-skinned freak gets in my way I’m shooting her with the good stuff this time.”

      Tamara rose from the bed and squeezed Quinn on the shoulder as she headed towards the door. There was the brief sound of conversation and then Kara followed her inside.

      “It will be fine,” Quinn said to Kara.

      It was less than a minute before Taki arrived, she must have run the whole way from the bridge. Stalking towards the bed she pushed Quinn back so she could inspect his stomach.

      “Hey!” Quinn said.

      Taki spun to face Tamara. She was quivering with rage. “I could have killed him. I almost did. You could have told me what you had planned.”

      “I did, you didn’t believe me,” Tamara said calmly, staring her down.

      Taki quivered more. It was rare for her to be this angry. It was like she didn’t even know where to put all that emotion. Spinning, she slapped Quinn hard on the cheek with a force that made his head ring.

      “Ice, Captain? After what that bitch did to you before?” Taki asked.

      “I was drunk,” Quinn said.

      “He fucked me, too. Twice. If you want reason to slap him again,” Kara said, enjoying this far too much.

      Taki trembled, and slap Quinn again is just what she did, the blow this time jerking his head in the other direction.

      Silence hung in the air for a moment.

      “Glad you’re alive, sir. Let me know our destination before you indulge in any celebratory orgies,” Taki said, turning on her hill and stiffly walking from the room.

      “Wow,” Jinx said, after the door slammed shut. “She’s really into you.”

      “Are we doing a celebratory orgy? Is that for real, because I just want to say I’m totally into it,” Kara said.

      “Keep your clothes on. Please,” Quinn said, rubbing at his eyes.

      “You were a convenient outlet. Give her some time and some of that anger will burn off. We did get our tanks full before departure. Is that going to be enough to get us to our destination?” Tamara asked.

      Quinn got up from the bed and moved over to the table filled with astrogation charts.

      A minute of flipping through them and he nodded. “Should be. Six jumps, we’ll do a double the first one. The rest will require we do a bit of running around systems, but provided we don’t hit trouble ... eighteen hours?”
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      Tanik was on the periphery of the rim but had been settled centuries before. A pastoral world that was a vivid green from orbit, and almost totally given over to agriculture.

      Tamara had taken the copilot’s seat for the approach to the world, not that she was piloting. Rather, she was there to provide codes when requested. They’d just cleared a third security checkpoint and been given permission to approach the surface.

      “So who are these people?” Quinn asked.

      “Duke Ellos. Old family, very old money, and titles dating back to the First Imperium. Not close to Jinx personally, but they contracted our firm to get her safely here and in one piece,” Tamara said.

      “So what does it mean? This whole … thing?” Quinn asked.

      Tamara gave him a wry smile. “You sure you want an answer to that?”

      “Fairly sure I don’t, but it might matter going forward. I’d rather see than be blind,” Quinn said.

      “Surprisingly sensible. Anything I can offer is pure speculation.”

      “Whatever else I think about you, I respect your mind. I’d like to hear it,” Quinn said.

      “The Emperor didn’t die a few days ago. Deep and terrible things are afoot,” Tamara said, after a pause.

      “And someone out there is murdering those with any claim to the throne?” Quinn asked.

      “Something like that. I’m sure the exact complexities are, well, more complex. Fortunately, politics is not my area of expertise for all that I try to keep informed,” Tamara said.

      “Yet you wound up playing babysitter,” Quinn said.

      “The lot of one moving up the food chain.”

      Following the coordinates provided they were coming down on a sprawling estate. It was idyllic with large, open gardens and a hedge maze, and sheep grazing along one hillside. A small port was situated behind the main house and Quinn brought the ship down.
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      It was so unusual to not be greeted with guns. Oh, there was security nearby, but they weren’t pointing their weapons. Tamara and Jinx were soon separated from the rest of the crew by a gaggle of chattering servants. Kara and Quinn both received heavy bags of coins, payment in full for services rendered. Quinn’s a touch lighter as he wanted to refuel while they were there.

      They were offered accommodations for the night and it was strongly suggested they leave in the morning.

      The rooms were all a single suite, bedrolls laid out and a sideboard filled with food and drink. Quinn found it all very friendly—in the way you were friendly when you wanted to make sure your guests stayed in their place and didn’t track mud into the nice parts of your home.

      Everyone had gathered to drink and eat. Taki was still giving Quinn a bit of the silent treatment, but Dela, Melody, and Kara were more than capable of keeping the conversation going.

      “You sure you don’t want any?” Kara asked, shoving a plate of tiny sandwiches at Melody.

      “Don’t eat much. More for you!” Melody said with enthusiasm, and Kara seemed more than happy to chow down on another.

      “Thought you were maybe going to stay on with the lawyer? What are you doing next?” Dela asked Kara.

      Kara shrugged. “Don’t know. Somebody out there is going to need shooting. Way it looks like things are going, a whole lot of people.”

      “I’m going to miss everyone. Was nice having people about for a change,” Melody said.

      “Got me,” Dela said.

      “You need a gun, I could maybe be convinced to stay around awhile longer. You’ve got good food and I like the company,” Kara said.

      “We should take her up on it, sir. We could use her,” Taki said quietly.

      Kara looked surprised at that. “Not mad at me anymore for going all bouncy-bouncy?”

      “Was never mad at you,” Taki said pointedly, with a look to Quinn. “We get in dangerous situations all the time and some people don’t wear their armored vests when they should.”

      “Kind of thought we’d have had more opportunity to say goodbye to Tamara and Jinx,” Dela said.

      “Didn’t know you were that close. You been talking?” Quinn asked.

      “Jinx was minoring in xenobiology. Not quite my friend, but still interesting, you know? Biology shapes cultures and so I’ve had a bit of it,” Dela said.

      “I liked Tamara. On our world we’ve got this thing called a Dejak that live on the plains. They look all elegant, refined, and like a total herb animal until they open their mouth and then it’s all fangs. If they don’t kill their prey with the first lunge they can chase it for days. That girl is a Dejak,” Kara said.

      “Well, if I wasn’t terrified of xenobiology before, I am now,” Melody said.

      Kara shrugged. “Most things back home are trying to kill everything else. It’s why I’m such a total badass. Maybe after a few thousand years of my people hunting yours, you’ll all be badasses too?”

      “So where are we headed next? Do we get to take a vote?” Dela asked.

      “Back to visit Ice? Seems like she’d always have work for us, and I bet she’ll be happy you’re alive,” Kara said.

      “We are not going back to visit Ice,” Taki said primly.

      “We’ve already seen shooting happening out there. Somewhere, merchants are scared and supplies aren’t getting through. We put out feelers and we run some cargo. Semi-legit,” Quinn said.

      “Boring,” Dela said with a frown.

      “You’re sort of okay. Flimsy, but okay,” Kara told Dela.

      “Nothing boring about running cargo past military ships not wanting it to get where it is going. Captain’s right. Good pay and we’d be helping people too,” Taki said.

      “And if we can, we find something else, like we always do,” Quinn said.

      Melody tilted her head, looking distracted for a moment. “Uh, Captain. We might have a problem?”

      “Go on,” Quinn said.

      “I just got a message from Tamara. All private network, bypassing the comms. Guess she knows ... huh, anyways. It’s a limited channel so she couldn’t say much, but she’s saying we need to run,” Melody said.

      “How do you have a private network?” Dela asked, frowning at Melody.

      “Wondering the same,” Kara said.

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Taki quickly said to Melody.

      “No. If they’re staying, they should know. I’m uh, not human. Android,” Melody said.

      It was a big admission. Androids and artificial intelligences had once been legal in the Imperium, up until the War of Three Reaches. Now few remained, and all had large bounties on their heads.

      “Woah,” Dela said.

      Kara didn’t say anything, she just looked thoughtful.

      “Are we being monitored right now?” Dela asked.

      “We were. I’m spoofing them. We got a little time to talk,” Melody said.

      Quinn would have to put the problem of Kara’s expression off for another day. If Tamara was bothering to send messages privately and separate from any of the main comms, it meant she thought the danger was both real and urgent, and they needed to be vigilant.

      “Melody, get back to the ship. Pretext is you just want to check the status of the fueling. Look her over and make sure there are no surprises,” Quinn said.

      “Why aren’t we all going? She said to get away. How is Tamara sending messages anyways? She an android too?” Dela said.

      “Because if we’re in trouble, she probably is too,” Taki said.

      “Thought it weird I hadn’t heard from her,” Kara said.

      “And she isn’t an android, but she’s got a lot of hardware in her,” Melody said.

      “We don’t even know where they are,” Dela said.

      “I can find them. If you don’t mind the body count, I can get them out. Helps if I have a distraction,” Kara said.

      “We don’t even know if it is that bad. Can you crack their communications?” Dela asked, looking to Melody.

      “I’m not ... I’m not actually all that great at computers,” Melody said sheepishly.

      Dela said, “I’m decent at them, learned a few things working for Monk. Captain, I recommend everyone head back to the ship. I’ll figure out what is going on, Kara can arm up, and if we need to we can pull a rescue.”

      “It’s a good plan, Captain. Better than the ones we usually come up with,” Taki said.

      It was.

      Quinn nodded and moved for the door. As soon as he opened it a member of the household guard turned.

      “Sir? Did you need something?” the guard asked.

      “We’ve had enough free booze and food, that’s all. Grateful for the hospitality, but we’ve got a long day tomorrow and would rather sleep in our own beds. Any objection if we head back to our ship early?” Quinn asked.

      “One moment,” the guard said, backing off and talking into his comm quietly for several seconds.

      “You’re good, sir. Thank you again for your assistance in this matter. I’ll escort you back,” the guard said.

      He wasn’t alone. On the way back to the ship another three joined them. Still, apart from making sure nobody wandered off, they didn’t try anything and soon the whole crew was aboard the Kathryn.
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      An hour later and Quinn had acknowledged the fourth reminder that they were cleared to depart. He was buying as much time as he could with minor issues while Melody went over the ship from top to bottom and Dela tried to hack the estate’s communications.

      Melody found something first, calling Quinn back to the engine room. A large support plate had been pulled aside, beneath it was a sleek silver cylinder.

      “Doesn’t look like much does it?” Quinn asked.

      “It doesn’t, but if we jumped with this attached we’d never come out of it. When mana starts pumping through the systems this would join it. Sour the blend,” Melody said.

      “Glad you caught it,” Quinn said.

      “They tightened the bolts too much. I keep ‘em loose. We got a pump failing back there I need to get at often,” Melody said.

      “Can you fix it?”

      “They knew what they were doing, Captain. Welded it in and put it where it hurts. They didn’t want us finding it, and if we did, didn’t want us disabling it. I know this ship better than they do though and we’ve got a few surprises they didn’t know about. I kill the whole board, bypass the primary pump and use the secondary thrust pumps. You’ll lose some speed, but I can have us ready to jump without dying in a couple hours,” Melody said.

      It was far from ideal. The estate had its own craft and if they were lifting off in pursuit after any violence broke out, Quinn was going to want every bit of speed he could manage.

      “Do it,” Quinn said and left her to her business. In the hall he met Kara returning from her shuttle. She had her body armor on and Quinn counted at least six guns on her person.

      “Got enough firepower?” Quinn asked.

      Kara frowned. “You don’t think so? No, you’re right.” Kara turned and dashed back the direction she had come, guns rattling.

      Taki was building explosives in the hold. Quinn thought it best to leave her to it alone given how tense things had been between them lately. Instead he went to seek out Dela. He found her slumped over a console and looking exhausted.

      “Any luck?” Quinn asked.

      “I didn’t think it would be any problem. What they’re running though, there just wasn’t anything like it on Corono. I’ve broken into a few minor channels, but I was hoping for more,” Dela said.

      “At this point we’re running out of time and I’ll take anything you’ve got. What have you found out?”

      “They’re both in the southwest corner of the estate. Tamara on the second floor under guard, Jinx on the third. I still don’t know what happened, but I know Tamara tried to interfere and they subdued her. They haven’t hurt her though, no more than they have already, and they’re waiting for someone from her firm to come pick her up.”

      “So no word on if this is something worth killing a lot of people or not,” Quinn said.

      “Afraid not. I tried and I’ll keep trying.”

      There wasn’t time. The estate guards already had to be getting suspicious about why they hadn’t launched yet. Quinn could buy them a little more time, but the clock was winding down.

      Quinn opened a channel to Taki and Kara. “You two ready for action?”

      “I’ve got a dozen small bombs,” Taki said.

      “I added another three guns,” Kara said.

      Quinn idly wondered where she put them.

      “This is going to take each of us doing our thing and doing it proper. I can buy us a little bit of time. Taki, I want you to sneak out of the ship and plant those bombs where they’ll do damage to the docked ship and the fuel supplies. If possible I want to avoid any bodies, we don’t know how bad these people are,” Quinn said.

      “I’ll see what I can do, sir, but if we’re blowing the fuel dump, no promises,” Taki said.

      “I still get to shoot people, right?” Kara asked.

      “Use that rib-breaking gun of yours. When an hour passes I’m going to lift from the estate. Soon as we’re off the ground Dela is going to take Tango and land you on the roof of the estate, southwest corner. Tamara is on the second floor and Jinx the third. The guards give you no choice, do what you have to do, but try not to drop any bodies,” Quinn said.

      “No choice include if they’re shooting real guns back at me?” Kara asked.

      “It does,” Quinn said.

      “Then this won’t be a problem.”

      “Where do I rendezvous with you?” Dela asked.

      “If Kara manages to get them out without a fuss, keep low and head west, we’ll meet you twenty kilometers out. If she starts shooting up the place as I know she’s likely to do, signal us and stay put until you hear the big boom. I’ll be coming straight down on top of you. Just get in the bay and we bounce,” Quinn said.

      With the plan laid out it was only a matter of executing it. Taki was a good sneak and got the explosives planted without raising a fuss—that was the first point things might have gone quietly long. Fifteen minutes after she returned Quinn finally informed the estate he’d be lifting off and the Kathryn rose into the sky. He took them into orbit. Anything else would have been suspicious and the last thing they wanted right now was to be raising any more alarms.

      Twelve seconds after launch he got the notification of a shuttle detaching from the Kathryn’s bay. Dela and Kara off to cause some trouble. Then it was just a waiting game.

      It wasn’t easy this, it was the part Quinn hated most about being a captain. This was his plan, and because they trusted him the crew was carrying it out. It put a lot of people in harm’s way. Kara, however badass she might be, wasn’t invincible. Dela was a trained archaeologist playing at being a criminal.

      “Driving yourself crazy, sir?” Taki asked, coming into the bridge.

      “I don’t like this. You know why,” Quinn said.

      “It’s a good plan, sir. Was a good plan then, too,” Taki said.

      “Tell it to Kat.”

      “You weren’t even there, sir, I was. I say again, it wasn’t your plan and it is long past time you stopped blaming yourself,” Taki said.

      “If not me, who?”

      “I figure you know that too.”

      Quinn did, although he didn’t want to admit it. It had been a heist, the biggest one they’d pulled so far. They’d hit a drug lord’s shipment. Most of the chemicals were worth a fortune on the Rim for use in traditional medications, but not quite as much as they were for the more illicit activities.

      The plan had been perfect. Ninety-eight seconds in and out with as much as they could cram in the transport, and security would never even know they were there. The shuttles had hit turbulence coming down and compensating had cost them thirty seconds. They could have gotten away with something, but only a pittance of what they’d come for. A fraction of what they were expecting. Kat had decided to push their luck. The ground team was her responsibility and her command. They obeyed her orders.

      A lot of people had died because of that.

      It had been the wrong call, it had always been the wrong call. That didn’t mean Quinn had it in his heart to blame her—her or anyone else except himself for putting them in that situation in the first part.

      “Better plan would have given them a hedge,” Quinn said.

      Taki sighed. It wasn’t their first time having this conversation. It probably wouldn’t be the last.

      The console flashed. Dela was requesting pickup.

      “We’re live,” Quinn said, and hit the comms. “I got my jump capability yet, Melody?”

      “Ten more minutes, Captain,” Melody said.

      An atmospheric entry, then an escape, Quinn could work with that.

      Taki grabbed her rifle. “I’ll go stand by the detonator and wait in the docking bay in case they brought any guests.”

      Quinn nodded, fingers already flying over the keys as he began an atmospheric descent. It wasn’t the quick entry that was hard—coming down fast was easy. Coming down fast on a narrow mark and stopping the ascent at just the right point ... most pilots came in slow for a reason.

      The Kathryn rumbled as the atmosphere buffeted her and the green expanse of the planet below quickly swelled in the view screens. The estate went from a barely visible blot to a large expanse beneath them in an instant, the Kathryn’s thrusters howling as they brought the ship to a shuddering stop. On the ground explosions bloomed, columns of oily black smoke rising into the sky as the fuel dump went.

      The local defenses had them targeted already, turrets emerging from hedges.

      The ship bucked again, part incoming fire, part the Tango slamming into the docking bay too fast.

      “Clear, sir” Taki shouted over the comm.

      Quinn hit the engines and they rose in a pillar of fire.
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      Apart from quickly confirming that everybody had gotten back alive, for the next few hours Quinn didn’t have the opportunity to check on how things had gone. Although forces from the estate hadn’t been able to pursue them, to be safe he’d dodged other vessels in the system all the way to the Runestone. Two extended jumps later he’d put a lot of space between the Kathryn and the Duke’s zone of influence.

      They were the Oolo system. The only inhabited planet was the second from the sun. A real hell world only colonized at all because of the presence of some rare elements that made a mining concern worthwhile. Quinn wasn’t even bothering to land. Fuel would be exorbitant and they weren’t that desperate quite yet. This was just a quiet place with no traffic. The sort of system where they could pass the night without concern of who might be hunting them.

      Setting an alarm just in case any new ships popped into the system, Quinn went in search of the others. There was quite a gathering in the kitchen. Tamara and Jinx were there. Tamara had a purplish bruise on one cheek but otherwise looked in good health. Kara was stripped down to a sports bra, bandages wound around her midsection.

      The scent of nachos was in the air and several demolished plates already on the table, a more recent one still steaming away.

      “Is that the good booze?” Quinn asked.

      “Surviving seemed like cause for celebration, sir,” Taki asked.

      “Hope you’re buying,” Quinn said to Tamara as he took a seat and filled a plate.

      “Sorry, Captain. I am officially terminated because of a violation of contract. Accounts frozen and most of my access revoked,” Tamara said glumly.

      “We do the right thing getting you out of there?”

      “Yeah. But I shouldn’t talk about it,” Tamara said with a look around. “Would just make trouble for all of you. You can let me and Jinx off wherever. We’ll figure it out. Where are we?”

      “Crappy little mining colony in the Oolo system. The surface is mostly methane and dust, far as I can tell,” Quinn said.

      “Maybe not wherever,” Tamara said.

      “Thank you, truly, all of you,” Jinx said.

      “Where are you going to go?” Quinn asked.

      Tamara gave a pained chuckle. “We’re not going to be safe anywhere. Maybe dropping us off below would be best. Only hope we’ve got is to be as much off the grid as possible and I just don’t have the resources anymore to make that happen anywhere civilized.”

      Jinx rested a hand on Tamara’s shoulder. “You were very brave.”

      “I gave you my word I’d get you to safety. That place wasn’t safe,” Tamara said.

      “Sir,” Taki said, with a pointed look.

      Quinn knew what she was getting at—she wanted him to offer them a place aboard. Taki didn’t know what she was asking. He’d never told her who Jinx really was or the trouble these two were mixed up in, although she must have gotten some sense of it.

      Dela and Kara at least had skills worth keeping them around. Jinx’s healing was literally a lifesaver, but Tamara had mostly been useful for her connections and her deep pockets. Assets now worthless. Still, they had nowhere else.

      Quinn said, “You can stay. We’ll put you to work and you know it’s not safe, but I figure staying on board is safer than staying on the ground. You know you’re not the first fugitive we’re sheltering,” he added with a look towards Melody, who flushed.

      Tamara gave Quinn a long and thoughtful look, her fingers drumming on the table.

      “Can we?” Jinx asked.

      “Captain, leave us. I need to discuss matters with your crew,” Tamara said.

      “You can’t kick me away from my own table,” Quinn said.

      Tamara stared harder. Quinn wouldn’t have believed it possible.

      “I just got a plate of food,” Quinn said.

      “You can take it with you. Trust me. It is a kind offer, but I think accepting it would require certain conditions I need to discuss with the others,” Tamara said.

      “My kind offer wasn’t open to negotiation.”

      “Sir, in the past when she’s said it’s important, she’s usually right. Please, for me,” Taki said.

      Well, if she wanted to put it that way. Quinn took his plate and headed back to his quarters.

      Quinn had settled down for a nap by the time, three hours later, the comm bleeped inviting him back. Three hours sent off to his cabin—on his own ship.

      Returning to the galley Quinn found a far more somber group than he’d left. The alcohol had been put away, although a fresh plate of food was still being picked at by Kara.

      “This had better be good,” Quinn said.

      “It is, sir. Please, have a seat,” Taki said, gesturing to one between her and Tamara. Quinn settled down warily.

      Tamara gave a tiny nod to Taki.

      Taki said, “Don’t talk, sir. We’re going to go around in a circle and say a few a words each. You turn is going to come, when we’re done.” She took a deep breath. “We’re broken, you, me, this whole ship. We have been for a long time, we shattered when Kat died and we never put ourselves back together. I love you, have for a long time. You don’t have to say it back, but I know it’s not all one-way. I’m loyal and I’m bold, and I’m the second officer that holds things together. I also know you can’t let yourself have what you and Kat had with anyone else. I’m getting by, but I’m not happy, and I want more than we have.”

      Taki’s voice was shaky by the end, Melody put a hand on her arm. What was this? Before Quinn could say anything Melody began to speak.

      “I think everyone here knows, but I’m an android. Built in the First Imperium, just a little bit older than this ship. I was made to teach kids art, and always liked ships a bit more. I thought for awhile I was going to die alone, never sharing my secret with anyone. Then the Captain and Taki found me, and saved me, and gave me a home. Gave me a family. I want them both to be happy. I kind of want everybody to be happy,” Melody finished with a weak smile.

      Kara set the nacho she was about to shove into her mouth aside. “Guess it’s my turn. I’m a killer, pure and simple. We Yek though, we aren’t usually alone. I betrayed a contract—stupid reason, did it for money—and lost my clan as a result. I’d do anything to have another.”

      Dela sat up. “I’m uh … not as convinced by all this as some of the others, but going along. I’m smart, brave, and I’m sick of people telling me I should either go back to the Core or be background. I want adventure and I’m willing to do what it takes to have it.”

      Jinx cleared her throat, flushing. “Right. My turn. This is going to be especially awkward for which I apologize. Everyone knows now, but to say it again, my real name is Selina Cartier and I’ve got a distant connection to a throne I have zero interest in ever claiming. However, as long as someone thinks I’m a piece in the game I’m in danger. I need a spouse, I need a baby.”

      If Quinn were confused before, now he was almost dizzyingly lost.

      Tamara patted Jinx on the arm. “I’m genetically engineered to perfection with a body filled with high-end cyberware, most of which is now useless as my accounts have been terminated. I’m a lawyer without a firm, and right now for the first time in my life I’m without purpose. I need something to protect, something to build. Your turn, Captain. I know you don’t understand, but please. Play along, I’ll explain afterwards. Who you are, what you bring, what you need.”

      Along with being utterly perplexed, Quinn wasn’t comfortable with any of this either, but when the others had bared their souls it would have been almost disrespectful not to do the same.

      “I’m an amazing pilot with a good ship and a good crew. But it’s like Taki said, I’m broken and I have been for a few years now. My wife’s death shattered me and I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to put those pieces back together, not the way they were,” Quinn said.

      Tamara nodded to Jinx.

      Jinx cleared her throat again. “Captain, what we’re proposing is called a Centauri, a ship family. A tradition from before the First Imperium when the first colony ships were going out and the dozen people you were with might be the only ones you’d ever see again.”

      Tamara said, “Ancient, but still recognized in Imperium law. A captain to the command a ship, and a separate leader of the family for familial affairs.”

      “You’ve all lost your minds,” Quinn said.

      “Jinx needs a spouse and a child. Taki needs a lover. Kara needs a clan. Melody a family. Dela people she can depend on. I need a purpose, and you need to move on in a way that isn’t like what you had before. There are some deals where everybody wins,” Tamara said.

      Taki said, “You don’t have to say yes. I won’t blame you if you say no, but if you do ... I’m gone. Everyone but Dela is gone at the next port.”

      Quinn stared hard at Tamara. “This is your doing.”

      “Of course it is, Captain. I take full responsibility for this. I could call in my marker but I won’t, not for this. Your call, your choice. You’re the captain of a ship in space and we all agree. You can formally declare us a Centauri. I’ve enough left in my personal accounts to register it formally.”

      “I’m a bit lacking in details how this works exactly,” Quinn said dryly.

      “Do they matter? Some you won’t like, some you’ll love. We’d appreciate an answer,” Tamara said.

      Quinn looked over the faces. Tamara’s determined, Taki’s hopeful, Jinx’s nervous, Kara’s lascivious, Dela’s wryly amused, Melody’s worried.

      Quinn couldn’t give any woman what he’d given to Kat, he just wasn’t ready. Six? Was it even possible? He didn’t know, but he wasn’t ready to lose everyone. Better an uncertain future together than one all but alone again.

      “If you want formality I don’t know it. But as all participants seem willing I declare us a Centauri,” Quinn said.
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      After the pronouncement looks were exchanged around the table and an underlying current of tension evaporated.

      Tamara tapped below her ear and closed her eyes for a few seconds. “Registered and in the system as of now.”

      “I’ll get drinks. They put them away when things got serious,” Melody said, bouncing to her feet and rushing off.

      “So about those specifics?” Quinn asked.

      “Bit late to ask now, isn’t it? The basics are we’re a family now, all of us. Especially in a situation like this, one man and multiple women, it is easy for the power dynamics to shift too far out of control, so we aren’t letting that happen. You command this ship, as you always have, and I assume you’re keeping Taki as your second,” Tamara said, accepting a glass from Melody who had rushed back with a tray of them.

      “That isn’t the part I’m wondering about,” Quinn said.

      “I’m in control of the family and set our rules. I’ll have a second for when I’m not around. Do you want the job, Dela? First rule, no sleeping around outside the family without permission. No more drunken threesomes with pirates,” Tamara said firmly.

      “Well, that is one I can get behind,” Taki said.

      “Why me? I don’t even know if I buy into all this crap,” Dela said.

      “Because Melody is too nice and Kara is too fond of shooting people she disagrees with. You’re smart and you’re skeptical,” Tamara said, taking a sip from her glass.

      The others grabbed their glasses—everybody except for Melody, who didn’t drink any more than she ate.

      “I accept, then,” Dela said.

      “Who sleeps with who?” Kara asked.

      “Kara is also too blunt. I was going to get preferences over the next few days, but we may as well do it up front. If you like guys, raise your hand,”

      Every hand went up but Quinn’s.

      “I didn’t know that,” Taki said to Melody.

      “I don’t have the nerves, but I like to feel close. Just, never came up,” Melody said.

      “Now, if you’re into girls, raise your hand,” Tamara said.

      This time all raised their hands except for Dela and Jinx.

      “Now it’s my turn to be surprised,” Quinn said to Taki.

      Taki shrugged awkwardly, “Never came up, sir.”

      “Eventually we might try some more exotic configurations, but right now we’ll stick to one-on-one. If you and someone are looking to hook up in the daytime, comm me for permission. I know it’s awkward, but few things make a situation like this a mess faster than jealousy. Nights we go by schedule,” Tamara said.

      “Romantic,” Taki said dryly.

      “We’ll work on that, but first we need to get the awkward bits out of the way. Anyone here vigorously object to anyone?” Tamara said.

      “I really don’t like you. But, even there I’m willing to give it a go,” Taki said.

      “I barely know Jinx and I’m not at all comfortable with the whole baby thing,” Quinn said.

      Jinx frowned at that and looked an uncomfortable combination of embarrassed and hurt.

      “She was honest going in about what she needed and you agreed. Nobody is going to force you. If we have to we can find another guy to bring in. The ‘baby thing’ isn’t open to negotiate. Is that a hard no on Jinx?” Tamara asked.

      The ground felt like it was falling out from under Quinn. How could one’s worldview shift so much in a few hours? Quinn had agreed, they were family, and Jinx needed this to help keep her safe.

      “I apologize, nerves made me speak when I shouldn’t have. Jinx, you’re beautiful and you are kind, and we’ll figure the whole thing out,” Quinn said.

      “Good,” Tamara said crisply. “The Captain looks like he just got kicked in the stomach. You forward enough to carry things through with him on night one, Taki? You want that more than anyone.”

      Taki gulped and looked around at the others, “I ... Uh ... Not the first night, no.”

      “Kara, you’re bunking with Taki. Dela, you’re with the captain and I’m with Melody. Jinx, sorry, you’re on your own for the night,” Tamara said.

      “Just like that?” Quinn asked.

      “Only complicated if you make it,” Tamara said.

      Quinn doubted things were that easy. With a family this large complications would be arising fast.

      Taki cleared her throat. “Not to derail the conversation or anything, but I had an idea about what we should do next. I’d like to recommend we not waste our trip to this system and make planetfall.”

      “Why?” Quinn asked. A world like the one below wouldn’t have anything in the way of contracts.

      “Metal, sir. You’ve said they’ve rare ones. Most of those are probably spoken for by contract, but we’ve hard currency to offer anyone willing to bend the rules. If the galaxy really is about to break out in war, any industrial planet with a shipyard is going to be hungry for materials,” Taki said.

      It was a bold thought. Taki was right, normally a colony like the one below would be so subsidized most of what they made would be spoken for, but cash was always king.

      “We’ll do it, in the morning,” Quinn decided.

      “I can bring us down tonight if you like. I’m a mediocre pilot, but I can handle a mostly automated landing and I’m not doing anything better tonight,” Jinx said.

      Dela slipped out of her chair and moved behind Quinn, tugging at his arm. “Good, because your two best pilots are going to be busy.”

      “Best and third best,” Taki said.

      “Guess we’ll be seeing who can handle a stick better soon,” Dela said, as Quinn got to his feet and she tugged him away from the table.

      Yeah, this was going to be a problem. Lines like that didn’t do anybody any good.

      By the time they reached the door to Quinn’s quarters Dela already had his shirt off, fingers fumbling for the catch of his pants.

      “Eager much? There isn’t any rush,” Quinn said.

      Inside, Dela pulled his pants down and Quinn stepped out of them even as she pushed him back onto the bed. “Like hell there isn’t. I remember the last time we were in a bed together. We don’t seal the deal on this whole Centauri thing fast, maybe you’re going to start wondering soon about how you can run away from it all.”

      Quinn watched as Dela got undressed. It was the second time he’d seen her this way, although the first time he’d been trying his damndest not to look. Five foot six inches in height, tanned from head to toe, brown hair and green eyes, and a moderately sized chest with small dark nipples. She was somewhere between the beauty of Tamara and the girl-next-door looks of Melody.

      “I don’t pull runners,” Quinn said.

      Dela stalked forward, moving to straddle his hips as she leaned in to press a kiss against his lips. It was playful, almost teasing, her teeth grazing his lower lip before pulling away.

      “Maybe, but you sure pull unavailable. Not tonight, and I can do the math. If you stick with this whole thing, I get one night in every six, so we’re damned sure going to make it count when it’s my turn,” Dela said, her smooth hands exploring the muscled contours of his chest even as her hips shifted and she eased herself onto him.

      Quinn hadn’t done the math, not really. Was that really how all this was going to go? For how long?

      “Attention here,” Dela said, and leaned forward to press a kiss to his lips again. This time it grazed her nipples across his chest and Quinn felt himself growing flushed even as her hips began to rock, a roiling rhythm that was quite successful at putting all thoughts out of his mind.

      The kiss grew heated, insistent, as was her body. Dela had a hunger for adventure—Dela had a hunger for a lot of things, and the heat in her kiss and her body made it obvious that right now one of those things was Quinn.

      The others would all have some degree of awkwardness, Quinn was sure of it, but right now there was none of that with Dela. They fit together in an incredibly comfortable way and he could drown himself in that hunger, let himself be consumed by it. Forget what was to come—and even, for a moment, forget the past.

      It was a relief when Dela’s nails dug small bloody furrows into his chest, when their hips spasmed wildly, and they each found their release.

      It was the end of one chapter. It was the beginning of another.
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      There were no custom-made aphrodisiac drugs this time around, courtesy of Ice. Quinn and Dela came together twice more before the night was through and he had one of the soundest sleeps in years. And when he awoke he remembered everything.

      Dela was asleep behind him, blankets tangled around her. Quinn quietly slipped from the bed and headed for the shower. By the time he was done and stepped out, Dela was sitting on the bed and looking blearily about.

      “Morning,” Quinn said.

      “Should have brought a change of clothes with me. Mind if I use your shower?” Dela asked.

      “Feel free, I’m going to make sure we didn’t crash and die overnight.”

      “I think I felt us come down last night. It was a bit rough, but we were uh, busy, at the time.”

      Quinn remembered.

      The smell of synth-bacon was wafting through the ship as he made his way to the bridge. Nobody was in the pilot’s seat. He could see they had landed inside a hanger. The view outside was all just gray support beams.

      “Jinx did a decent job, sir,” Taki said, poking her head in behind him. She sounded in an unusually good mood.

      “How was Kara? Do we talk about that? I think we can talk about that, right?” Quinn asked.

      “Don’t see why not, sir. Girl is all muscle and as I was reminded last night the tongue is most definitely a muscle. Also completely lacking in any trace of shyness. Made things easier.”

      The same with Dela. Quinn hadn’t been certain what to make of her “assignments” last night, but they seem to have worked out. Quinn wasn’t happy with the idea of splitting any of his authority on this ship, but he had to admit, she’d done a good job with it. If he’d tried to assign pairings they would have been different and might not have worked nearly so well.

      “Word from the surface?” Quinn asked.

      “I told them we’re here to trade and had cash. They’re willing to talk and show us what they’ve got. I explained we’re on the end of our ship’s day cycle and to give us a little time to rest.”

      That worked.

      “We’ll want Kara and Dela with us. We’re not carrying cash without extra protection, and Dela has an eye for value,” Quinn said.

      “I’ll let them know,” Taki said.
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      The colony stank. While enclosed to protect it from the fierce winds, they didn’t need to be fully insulated against the air outside and so they weren’t. It was unfortunate, given the atmosphere was high in both methane and sulfur. It smelled like the very worst parts of a swamp.

      “So this is what adventure smells like,” Dela said, looking squeamish.

      “We have these bogs back home that smell like this. There are these serpents with razors on their spines that will wrap around you and cut someone in half. Think they have those here?” Kara asked hopefully. Today she was carrying a massive double-barreled shotgun.

      “We are never visiting your homeworld,” Taki said.

      Everyone else had an armored vest beneath their shirts—best to take no chances—and at least one pistol.

      The man who came out to greet them was massive, seven foot tall and yet somehow still dressed in a suit at least two sizes too large for him.

      “I’m Overseer of this colony. You can call me Brecht. I understand you’ve hard currency and are looking to buy. Most of what we have is spoken for, but we’ve some surplus you might have an interest in,” Brecht said, motioning with a massive arm, and two men only slightly smaller pushed a cart laden with several crates.

      Brecht tore the top off the first one. “They’re all unrefined. This one’s Batan ore, our main export.”

      Dela stepped forward, a magnifier on one eye and a scanner in her hand. She ran the sensor over the ore.

      “Low grade, mostly used to help jump-start colonies on worlds without much in the way of their own mineral resources. We’re not interested,” Dela said.

      “Like the lady said,” Quinn said.

      Brecht made a flourish with one hand. “Fine. People of taste. You’ll like the next one more.” Tearing the lid off another crate, the interior was filled with a blue dust.

      Brecht didn’t introduce this one. Perhaps he was testing Dela.

      She said, “Isirium. Utilized in the production of several illicit pharmaceuticals. He thinks we’re drug runners, Captain. Still, for the right price ...”

      “Two hundred and fifty bits per ton,” Brecht said.

      “Market rate, not supplier rate. We’d have no margin on that,” Dela said.

      “There may be some room for negotiation,” Brecht said.

      “Show us what else you have first,” Quinn said.

      Brecht tore open the third crate to reveal jagged chunks of reddish stone with white flakes.

      Dela studied these for a bit. “The stone is local and not very valuable. The flakes are Selexis, useful in electronics.”

      There was a slight shift in her tone. This was what they’d come to find.

      Quinn said, “Still not what we were looking for. We might just leave with an empty hold. Is your price as extreme on this as the Isirium?”

      “One thousand bits a ton. The corporation can’t get enough of this stuff,” Brecht said.

      “And they’re not buying it from you by the ton. Not at those rates, given the low yields in this rock. Two-fifty,” Dela said.

      “Completely unreasonable. Seven-fifty,” Brecht said.

      “Five.”

      “Seven.” Brecht placed his hands on his hips.

      “Meet you in the middle,” Dela said.

      “You’ll meet me at six-fifty, you silver-tongued vixen and not a bit lower,” Brecht said.

      Dela shot Quinn a questioning look and he gave her a tiny nod.

      “Six-fifty if you top off our fuel,” Dela said.

      Brecht frowned. “Long as you take at least two tons. Deal.”

      “Deal,” Dela said.

      “It will take my men some time to get it together. How much will you be needing?” Brecht asked.

      Earlier, everyone had gathered their resources, some they had as a ship and some as individuals. Between them all they had 2,231 in real currency.

      “Three tons,” Quinn said.

      “We’ll meet in three hours so you can inspect the cargo and we can confirm the money? Then we’ll start loading and get you fueled,” Brecht said.

      “Sounds like a plan,” Quinn said.

      Perhaps he should come to the middle of nowhere more often? It was so refreshing and unexpected for a deal to actually go off without any hitches. Just people doing business.

      “Lot to hope for, but I don’t suppose you have any shops with anything worth buying?” Dela asked.

      “Beer’s not bad, but you want anything better you’re out of luck” Brecht said.

      They bid him goodbye for now and made their way back aboard.

      “What were you hoping for?” Kara asked, “You want better guns, I can sell you one. I mean, not one of my good ones, but one of my backups. They’re all better than those tiny things of yours. They’re like toys.”

      “They are not,” Dela said, pulling one out from a holster to look at it. “Is it?”

      Quinn wasn’t getting in the middle of this one. He left the two to their discussion and went in search of Tamara.

      Not finding her in the cargo bay or the kitchen, he soon found himself knocking on the door to her cabin.

      “Come in,” Tamara called.

      The cabins weren’t the most roomy of affairs, although for a light transport they were decent. Affordable hotel rooms on a Core world were around their size.

      Tamara sat on the bed, a tablet on her lap.

      “Stuck using primitive tech?” Quinn asked.

      “I hate it. Did we get a deal?”

      “Selexis. Electronics production.”

      Tamara tapped away at the tablet. “Ohh, major component in targeting computers. That was a good find. How did last night go?”

      “Well, you made a good choice. Dela was …” Quinn was lost for the right words.

      “Easy, and not in a bad way. I figured she would be. You two are a lot alike. Another day and another life, and you’d have fallen for her.”

      Quinn wouldn’t go that far, would he? This was all so damned odd.

      “I didn’t come here to discuss that. I wanted your input on where to unload the ore,” Quinn said.

      Tamara pursed her lips. “Out of the Duke’s reach, certainly. Some place gearing up for war, but where we won’t get caught up in it, and somewhere with the resources to offer us a decent price.” Her fingers flipped through screens on the tablet.

      “The shipyards at Ixol?” Quinn asked.

      “Maybe, deep in the Core and we’d all enjoy the luxuries. More law than you’re comfortable with though.”

      “True. You have an alternative?”

      “Sobek, under the rule of Baroness Salome. Edge of Imperium space.”

      “No shipyards there,” Quinn said.

      “No, but she has a huge merchant fleet and is a close ally of the Gilono family and their shipyards at Rixus Prime. They’ll have the cash to pay, they’ll know what it’s worth, and we don’t have to wander into the middle of a military fleet,” Tamara said.

      They wouldn’t get best value that way, but Tamara made good points. And if Dela and the others wanted shops, a merchant hub would have everything they might desire.
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      Both sides brought muscle to the exchange. It was the part most likely to go wrong, with the miners fearing the Kathryn would fly off with their cargo after the temptation of just killing them and stealing the cash was too much to ignore.

      Kara covered the exchange with a shotgun while Taki had a rifle. The miners had crude-looking rifles that were probably manufactured locally. Quinn made a note if they ever came this way again to bring some proper guns and ammunition. They might fetch a good price.

      Things didn’t quite go as smooth as might be hoped. Dela insisted on the replacement of one ton of the ore which she deemed too low quality and the miners expressed their dissatisfaction with a two-hour wait to swap it out. Still, in the end the cargo hold had new crates and the miners had new coin.

      It was already mid-afternoon by that point. The rest of the day was spent transitioning between two Runestones to another fairly quiet bit of space. It left just one jump until Sobek. There was a steady flow of ships through the local Runestone, traders running cargo. The station was a safe place to dock for the night and take on new fuel before finishing the journey in the morning.

      The crew gathered for dinner. Melody had made lasagna.

      “Does anyone else find it odd that the one of us that can’t actually eat is the one who does all the cooking?” Tamara said.

      “I like cooking. It is like engineering. You put everything together just right and add a little love and everything turns out like it should,” Melody said, making her way around the table filling plates.

      “So, I want to discuss what we’re going to do with the money we’ll make,” Tamara said.

      “Split it seven ways?” Dela asked.

      “I’m getting mine back, and then some,” Kara said.

      “This isn’t an equal division. Ship has needs,” Quinn said.

      Kara started to dig into her lasagna.

      Quinn sampled his and discovered that Melody had really outdone herself this time. She hadn’t cooked dishes like this when there were just two who needed to eat.

      Tamara said, “I’d like to make a suggestion. Out of the profits, we pay back anyone who chipped in. Forty percent goes to the things the captain thinks it needs spent on. Fuel, whatever repairs Melody needs to make. I’ll manage thirty percent for comfort items for the cabins and some improvements inside. The remaining thirty percent gets divided into three shares for the captain and myself. Two for Taki and Dela, as our seconds. One for everyone else.”

      Quinn thought it over. Apart from the funds specified for internal comforts it was pretty standard. And, although he wasn’t exactly thrilled at Tamara getting a share equal to his, in the setup of this family it worked. While he might still be trying to figure out how, exactly, a recently fired lawyer with her accounts closed had half-taken over his ship, she really had.

      “That is only slightly over two percent for most of us? I’m not saying I did much to help, but that seems low,” Jinx said.

      “The princess has a point, she can also do math,” Kara said.

      “Don’t call me that. It doesn’t apply,” Jinx said.

      “We’re none of us paying room or board. It is a reasonable division. Captain, this is a ship decision and that makes it your call,” Tamara said.

      It being his call hadn’t stopped her from presenting exactly the solution she wanted. The most damnable thing was that he didn’t have a better one to present in turn. Quinn knew exactly what Tamara was doing—she was further establishing herself as his partner. They might be one family, but they had two heads.

      “We’ll try it out this time and if it needs adjustment next time, we’ll reconsider,” Quinn said.

      “What sort of household supplies did you have in mind?” Taki asked.

      “The bedding in most of the quarters is disgusting. When you last loaded up on toiletries, it wasn’t with six women in mind. There are a lot of little things that can be done that can make this ship a lot more livable,” Tamara said.

      “I can’t wait to hit the shops. Get some decent clothes. My best set that isn’t gray got melted awhile back,” Dela said.

      “I had to run with what I had on my back,” Jinx said wistfully. “I miss my closet. I really miss my closet.”

      “I’ve been thinking of branching out into knives. Think they have nice knives?” Kara asked.

      “I’m sure they do,” Tamara said.

      Kara had already demolished her own pan of lasagna, and the rest had worked their way through its equal.

      “Nobody has asked about sleeping arrangements tonight. Nobody curious?” Tamara asked.

      “I figure I’m alone again,” Jinx said.

      “Me too,” Dela said with a grimace.

      “You two want to experiment, feel free to enjoy each other, but you’re both right. Taki, you’re with the captain. Time to work out the rough spots, you two. I’m with Kara,” Tamara said.

      “Cards?” Melody asked, looking between Jinx and Dela.

      “I’m in,” Dela said.

      “Me too,” Jinx said with a grin.

      “Shall we?” Quinn asked Taki.

      “Yes, sir ... yes, I think we should,” Taki said, rising and pushing away her plate, “Thank you for the great dinner, Mel.”

      Unlike the night before there was no kissing on the way back to Quinn’s quarters.

      The sheets had been changed since last night and the bed made. Dela? No, probably not. Melody, most likely, although she wouldn’t have thought of it. It must have been Tamara’s doing.

      Taki let out a low breath. “I thought this would be easier after last night.”

      Quinn did as well, but if it were easy it would have happened a long time ago.

      There was no way not to make it awkward, but there were ways to make it sincere. Quinn began to slip off his clothes, leaving them in a pile at his feet.

      “Just going right there, are you?” Taki asked.

      Somebody had to. When the last piece of clothing was on the ground Quinn turned to face Taki and looked her over. Really looked her over. Short, pretty, her body far more slight than the amount of kickass it contained would allow you to believe.

      Quinn let himself think of the things he usually didn’t. The curve of her small breasts was visible through her jacket, and her lips. The response to those lips was predictable, arousal stirring.

      Taki stared at the straining organ for several long moments before saying, “So, definitely think of me as something other than a sister then.” She slipped off her top, undoing the catch of her bra a moment later. Her breasts really were tiny, although her nips were particularly perky.

      Taki finished undressing and went over to the bed, lying down on her back. Quinn made his way over, pushing a smooth thigh aside with his knee as he moved upon her and then inside of her. The fit was tight, enough that he worried he might be hurting her, but from Taki’s gasp of pleasure he didn’t think it was so. One of her calloused hands moved to his hips, fingers splaying and gripping his buttock.

      “You back out on me now, sir, and I’m going to be really pissed,” Taki said.

      “Maybe we should figure out something else to call me in the bedroom,” Quinn said.

      “Maybe I’m going to call you whatever makes me feel comfortable than secure. You’re my captain, you’ll always be my captain, in this bed or outside of it. So sir, get on with it,” Taki said, her legs moving to wrap around his hips, her ankles joining behind his thighs.

      After the last few days there didn’t need to be anything frantic about this joining, their bodies weren’t crying out for release. At least, at first. Instead there was just the slow and languid motion of two people who knew each other better than lovers and finding a new way to connect, a new way to come together.

      That isn’t to say there weren’t surprises. Taki was loud. The normally quiet-spoken woman moaning with enough force Quinn thought all the ship must have heard it before she finally found release, her body thrusting against his even as his jerked against hers.

      Quinn couldn’t help but compare it to the night before. With Dela everything had been comfortable, natural, easy. This hadn’t been easy, for all that he felt thoroughly spent in the aftermath.

      Quinn moved to roll onto his side, but Taki kept her legs tight around him, moving with him so that he instead rolled onto his back with her straddled atop him.

      “If you’re hoping for a round two, you’re going to have to be patient,” Quinn said.

      “Sir, I’m done being patient,” Taki said.

      The night was exhausting.
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      Sobek was busier than expected, and not in a good way.

      As the Kathryn shimmered back into being after the jump through the Runestone Quinn immediately started to pick up Imperium vessels. A lot of Imperium vessels.

      “Woah,” Dela said. Once again she was playing copilot. “It’s looking like the Core out there.”

      It really was. Judging from the profiles Quinn would guess that there were twelve cruisers out there, thirty-some destroyers, and over one hundred frigates.

      They weren’t in any sort of formation, although after a bit of study some patterns did become clear. There were eight distinct factions of Imperium vessels, each keeping its fleet together and separate from the others. The frigates were mostly near the local station and planet itself, watching over the merchant vessels that were a constant stream of traffic.

      Quinn hit the comm. “Tamara, I need you on the bridge.”

      Tamara was still shopping out of Quinn’s closets. The red and gold dress she wore today had been a gift from Quinn originally. Kathryn had acted delighted and never worn it again.

      Tamara winced as she looked over the screens. “This isn’t good. How is our fuel?”

      “We can get out of the system, but not to another port that might offer us a decent price on what is in our hold. Not with what we have aboard. I was hoping you could offer me some insight on what is happening out there,” Quinn said.

      “I know your nights are busy, but have you been checking the data feeds? There is still no successor for the emperor. Right now all those with a hunger are waiting to see what the others do,” Tamara said, and jerked her head towards the view screen. “We knew Sobek did a lot of trade. What we didn’t factor in was how vital these factions might consider it to their interests.”

      “Everybody is coming to defend their piece of the pie, and with every guest that brings guns to the table the next is bringing bigger guns,” Quinn said.

      “Your metaphors are mixed but understanding is sound. A spark here, a spark anywhere, and this is a dangerous place to be,” Tamara said.

      Quinn didn’t doubt that she was right. It was also unfortunate to have cargo sitting in the hold they couldn’t sell—cargo that most of their resources had gone into purchasing.

      “I don’t see where we have a choice, not where we’re at. Once we get paid, how much will it cost to restore your data access?” Quinn asked.

      “I’m already set up for emergency alerts, but you probably want warning before the general public gets them. Costly, doable, but my share of the take isn’t likely to be enough,” Tamara said.

      “It can come out of the ship’s expenses. It’s for all of our protection.”

      Tamara leaned in and brushed a kiss against his cheek, the briefest of gestures before she withdrew from the cockpit.

      “That was weird,” Quinn said.

      “The woman is balancing on a knife edge. Those implants were part of what made her special. Without them she’s been scrambling for something that matters—to be someone who matters. The Centauri thing might have kept her relevant, but if you think her side of things is easy you haven’t thought matters through,” Dela said.

      “Didn’t know you two had gotten so close since she appointed you her second,” Quinn said.

      “I just feel for her. She landed on her feet, but she still doesn’t feel like herself. You’re offering to give a part of herself back and show that you accept her at the same time. It’s kind of romantic.”

      Quinn hadn’t meant it that way. The thing was he still didn’t like Tamara, not in the way he liked most of the other members of the new crew. Tamara could be cold, ruthless, and scheming, and he was always uncomfortably aware that not just was she smarter than him, but she was willing to use her intelligence to get her way. That said, some initial respect for Tamara had only kept growing. The ship was stronger for having her aboard, and he was stronger for having her in his life. That wasn’t romance, that wasn’t love, but it was meaningful.

      The Kathryn approached the station and received an incoming comm signal.

      “This is Sobek Station control. All berths are currently full and we are running a queue. Currently that is around seventy-eight hours long. Do you have any guild or family affiliation?”

      Over three days. That was a long time, an eternity when you feared how already tense the situation looked outside.

      “Negative on the guild or family affiliation,” Quinn said.

      “Business at the station?”

      “Selling Selexis ore, then turning around and picking up luxuries from the market as well as refueling and repairs,” Quinn said.

      It was more detail than he liked to give, but if any of the guilds had an interest in the ore it might get an earlier dock. It also never hurt to be considered a shopper for more than fuel.

      It was a long period of silence.

      “They forget about us?” Dela asked.

      “Hopefully it’s a good sign. Doesn’t take time to say get in line,” Quinn said.

      “Wanted to thank you, by the way, for offering me a place on the ship. Weirder than I expected, and still don’t know what to make of that, but I’m having way more fun than with Monk,” Dela said.

      “I wonder how he is doing. Did you hear how Ice put him to work?”

      “Guess they put him through some combat challenge. He took down four guys, so she gave him his own ship. Figured anyone that tough would put it to good use,” Dela said.

      Monk had landed on his feet. Quinn wouldn’t have been happy being a pirate. Too bloody, and he preferred to rob from the guilty, but it might suit that man just fine. He certainly had the flair for it.

      The comm bleeped. “We have three offers to pass on from the families. First, the Merchant’s Guild offers priority placement in the queue, estimated wait time twenty-four hours in return for an agreement to sell and purchase exclusively from Guild merchants.”

      “Pretty good. We won’t get any steals, but still competition enough to see we get a mostly fair price on our cargo,” Dela said.

      “Second is an offer from the Mercenary’s Guild. They offer an immediate military docking berth and, if your cargo checks out, one thousand a ton for the ore.”

      “We get in and out, and that’s a nice profit per unit,” Quinn said.

      “Probably a long hike back and forth to the shops from a military berth, but still better than the wait,” Dela agreed.

      “House Senataro offers a berth in four hours at their house dock. Refuel and services of three house engineers for twenty-four hours. Offer of thirteen hundred per ton of ore upon inspection, with the requirement twenty-five percent of the proceeds be spent from the house catalog at standard prices.”

      “That one I don’t know enough about,” Quinn said.

      Dela was already tapping away at console keys, accessing the basics of the local commercial net. A swipe of her finger closed a cheerful noisy advertising jingle almost before it began.

      “Senataro, holo screens, high-end audio equipment, mostly entertainment electronics aimed at a high-end market,” Dela said.

      The comm beeped, awaiting a response. They could wait a bit, fair was fair.

      “Doesn’t sound like what we need,” Quinn said.

      “These bridge displays are antiquated and you know it, and I’m sure Tamara would find something to splurge on out of the family budget. I like the first or third offers the best,” Dela said.

      The engineers were a big value. Melody was fantastic and didn’t actually sleep, for all that her nights lately were being kept busy. Still, there were only so many repairs you could make while in space. Every engineering hour while in port counted and the last offer, with three engineers no less, would give them a lot more.

      Quinn hit the comm. “We accept the offer from House Senataro and look forward to doing business with them.”

      “Acknowledged. Transferring you to Senataro control.”

      There was a crackle and a new voice took over, friendly and upbeat after the other had sounded exhausted.

      “Senataro Control here. We’ve got you slotted in four hours from now. We ask that you have your autopilot keyed to the incoming transponder signal. Docking privileges will be for twenty-four hours and you’ll need to launch promptly afterward. Have cargo ready for inspection and transfer upon docking, and we recommend you have orders for the engineers.”

      “Acknowledged Senataro control. Keying to transponder now,” Quinn said.

      As soon as the autopilot kicked in the Kathryn emitted a slow burn to join a line of parked vessels, waiting their moment for approach.

      “I’ll let the others know what’s what,” Dela said, slipping from the seat and heading off.

      Quinn wondered who the criminal players were locally. While he might prefer clean work to dirty, with this much tension in the system he was certain there were opportunities to be had.
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      The Senataro family was precise. Four hours later to the second the Kathryn’s engines kicked in under autopilot, the ship closing on the station. They bulk of the other craft were congregating around a large central ring, but the Kathryn was heading for an upper torus.

      The dock was immaculate, with gleaming equipment and crew in perfectly matching coveralls milling about. Quinn lowered the ramp as soon as they were down.

      A suited woman, in her forties and with severe features, was waiting. “Permission to come aboard and inspect your cargo, Captain?”

      “Granted,” Quinn said.

      They’d prepared the crates of ore in a line for easy unloading. The woman slipped on a glove and advanced from one crate to the next, passing her hand over each.

      “Nice. Wish I had a scanner like that,” Dela said, arms folded as she leaned against the wall.

      “Item LB4C3 from the catalog,” the woman said. “I’m pleased you accepted our offer. We don’t usually buy our ore direct, but the military lately has been going hard after the market supply.”

      “I’ll have a look. Can it do combat scanning too?” Dela asked.

      “It isn’t designed for it, but if paired with the L7 augmented reality monocle there is some third market combat software. Item AH7D9.”

      “You’ve got those well memorized,” Quinn said.

      “Augmented cortical storage,” the woman said.

      “No need to recite the item number,” Quinn said.

      “No longer in stock anyways. We got out of the market, wrong demographic,” she said. “Cargo checks out as promised, although you’re a little light in some of the crates. Total comes to three thousand seven hundred and forty four. Nine hundred and thirty six of that in credit for the house catalog. Would you like the rest in local credits or a Galactic Bank cheque? I recommend the credit if you hope to do any local shopping.”

      “Issues on cashing out?” Quinn asked.

      “People are nervous, there has been a run on bits. Bank is honoring all requests, but I doubt you’d get yours filled before liftoff,” she said.

      Quinn didn’t like that at all. A cheque could be taken to any other branch of the Galactic Bank, but a lot of their reason for coming here had been to do some shopping. Local credit would let them do that, but they wouldn’t have hard currency for the next stop. They could turn over some goods they purchased here, but it wasn’t ideal.

      “Local credit,” Quinn said.

      The woman flashed a reserved smile. “Excellent. The line has been opened for you, sending details to your ship. I’ll send over the engineers and the loading team to get our goods out of your hold.”

      Melody was in coveralls and a tool belt as she rushed out to meet the engineers, gesturing wildly as she handed them task sheets.

      Tamara, Jinx, and Dela all left for the markets. Taki and Kara were staying aboard to help secure the ship. You could never be too careful, especially with strangers aboard.

      Quinn for his part was headed towards the main port. If you wanted to find criminals the upper torus of the city wasn’t the place. Well, quite a few of the wealthy were probably criminals, but not of the sort he could turn some quick cash on.

      With a bit of reluctance he’d given Tamara permission to spend his share on his behalf. Twenty-four hours just wasn’t enough for him to be confident he’d have the chance to shop properly.

      The working port was busy, crowded with crews disembarking and cargo being moved. Most vessels were freighters, including big ships owned by the major lines and smaller independent craft. There were signs of a criminal vessel if you knew what to look for, like engines larger than the ship really called for. Extra fuel tanks to help the ship make extended jumps. An unarmed vessel, but a well-armed crew, was another sign.

      An hour of walking and watching, and Quinn had spotted several such ships, and made note of the most common destination of their crews at a nondescript-looking building on the edges of the market.

      Quinn passed through the doorway, scanners flickering over him before an inner door hissed open. The scent of exotic spices filled the air, and what sounded like a lyre playing softly the distance. Couches were filled with women in a variety of gauzy attire, all shapes and sizes with a few aliens tossed in as well.

      A statuesque redhead sauntered up with a swagger of her hips. “Hi handsome, I see it’s your first time here. Welcome to the Font. I’m Veca and I can give you the tour. You don’t have to pick me, but you won’t be disappointed if you do. I know how life on a ship can make a man all backed up.”

      “Trust me, Veca, that is not a problem I’m having these days. I was looking to do business, but maybe of a different sort?” Quinn said.

      Veca gave him a pout. “We prefer it if you do both, but follow me and we’ll get you checked out.”

      Veca took Quinn’s hand and guided him between the couches, the girls giving him coy smiles as he passed. Then they were through a door in the back. Another scanner—this one left him blind for a moment as beams swept over his whole body.

      “You’ll need to disarm. Pistol in the bin, knife if your boot as well,” Veca said.

      Quinn hated turning over his weapons, especially in unknown territory, but this was actually something of an encouraging sign.

      Once his weapons were taken a door hissed and slid aside. The room beyond was occupied by only women, most in body armor with weapons at their hips, and one elegantly dressed and seated behind a desk. She was beautiful, stunningly so, her features as perfect as Tamara’s. Quinn wondered if that meant she was genetically enhanced as well.

      “Captain of the Kathryn. You’ve not been to Sobek before and here you come walking into my establishment even though you just put in a few hours ago at the House Senataro port. We’ve got business, Captain?” she asked. Her voice was breathy, heated. Even though it didn’t suit the conversation in the slightest it screamed of sex and need.

      “Don’t know a thing about you or what business you do here. I’ve an eye for certain types though and noticed them congregating around your fine establishment. Maybe they just came for the company, it seems lovely, but maybe you’ve got something that needs doing from a fast ship and a flexible crew,” Quinn said.

      “Mmm. Too-convenient timing, although that doesn’t necessarily mean you’re lying. I’m Maiden,” Maiden said, as she tapped at a few keys. “I’ll need you to speak more plainly, Captain. Are you a smuggler? An assassin? A thief?”

      “More the first or the third, when needed,” Quinn said.

      Maiden pursed her lips. “Have you seen what is happening out there, Captain? This system is a bomb about to explode. Somewhere the fuse has already been lit and we’re just waiting for it to make its way here. It makes it hard to trust.”

      “Makes it vital to trust somebody,” Quinn said.

      “I wish you were wrong. Imperium inspectors are at the docks. They’re also checking all vessels departing the station. That many ships have crews that need something to do and that something is trouble for me and mine. I got a cargo that needs delivered to the rim. You do not open it up and you do not ask questions. Five jumps, and getting caught with it is a death sentence. Two thousand, quarter up front and three quarters upon delivery because I don’t know you. Possibility of more work after,” Maiden said.

      “If we run an Imperium blockade, we aren’t coming back here anytime soon,” Quinn said.

      “Don’t expect you to. Private net channel, standard practice,” Maiden said.

      It wasn’t standard practice for him. The technology existed, but it was out of his price range. Docking at House Senataro must have made Maiden think he was a higher class criminal. Of course, his standard jobs wouldn’t bring him a two thousand payout even with a highly illicit cargo.

      There was probably just the sort of private network equipment he needed in the Senataro catalog. That sort of thing was popular on pleasure yachts for the wealthy so they could conduct private business in space.

      “I don’t know you either. Twenty five hundred, but you can make it twenty percent,” Quinn said.

      Maiden gave him the flat sort of look that women usually reserved for men who were trying to be clever and had their crap seen through.

      “The original offer and I’ll throw in a romp with one of the girls, or boys, if you prefer,” Maiden said.

      “I’ll pass on the entertainment and we can call it twenty-one.”

      “Bad bargain. I run way higher than that,” Veca said.

      “Done. My cargo will be delivered just before you are ready to depart,” Maiden said.
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      Quinn headed back to the Kathryn, Window shopping didn’t have much interest for him and with Tamara in control of his share he couldn’t even afford to go out to eat.

      Workmen were flowing in and out of the ship when he arrived, more than just the engineers they’d offered to provide.

      “Hey stud,” Kara said from her place inside the hold, double rifles strapped over her chest as she kept a wary eye on those coming and going.

      “You know it is okay to call me Captain every so often. What is with all the workers?” Quinn asked.

      “Tamara did some shopping of a different kind and now we’re getting a data hub installed,” Kara said.

      Quinn couldn’t help but to wince at that. That was worse than he’d expected, worse than he’d even feared. A data hub on a Core world wasn’t a pricey thing. They required just limited data channels to interact with a single network. That changed with a ship on the move and often where there were no Galactic standards. Mobile equipment had to be versatile and robust, and both of those cost. Quinn thought he had an idea what she was thinking. With her expensive links needed anyways a data hub would be able to serve both her and the ship.

      Even so he didn’t agree. This would be an expensive toy on a ship that was falling apart. They needed the other things that the money could have bought. So far Quinn hadn’t disagreed with Tamara on any big decisions, but he disagreed on this one.

      By the time Tamara and the others returned hours later Quinn had managed to work himself up quite a bit about it.

      They’d all changed their looks. Dela was wearing a new take on her archaeologist adventurer look, this time in red leather with accents of silver. The top seemed bulkier than usual, armor weave?

      Tamara was dressed in rather more concealing business attire, angular black garments with dramatic lines that spoke of wealth and mystery.

      Jinx was by far the most casual of the three, shorts and a tee-shirt, and sunglasses that concealed her eyes and their distinctive color.

      Tamara caught one look at Quinn’s expression and was angling towards him, sliding her arm into his and moving them towards his quarters. Quinn didn’t have to go along, but stopping would have required wrenching Tamara around and making a scene. He wasn’t ready to go there, not quite yet.

      When the door hissed behind them Tamara let go of his arm. “I can see the desire in you to ruin a very good day and to make it a bad one. I don’t recommend it. We needed a win.”

      “We needed refreshed armor plating. We needed new vid screens. We needed an update to our nav’ maps. There are a host of things this ship needs and isn’t getting because of you,” Quinn said.

      “Ah,” Tamara said primly, and moved to tap the comm panel. “Jinx, I know I’d mentioned it’s your go at the captain tonight. Mind if I take your place?”

      “He told you that you looked amazing in that? He just can’t wait to tear it off you huh?” Jinx’s voice came through.

      “You could say I’ve got him mightily stirred up,” Tamara said.

      “I can wait. Have fun,” Jinx said.

      Quinn stared at her.

      “You were not going to ruin things for that girl with this foul temper. I know the system was expensive,” Tamara said.

      “How much?” Quinn asked.

      “It ate up most of the household share, and my share, and your share, and dipped into the ship’s share. It was expensive up front, but with that we got two years of access. Through the Galactic Bank channels no less, stable and operating in every civilized system and most not so civilized.”

      “I’m not angered that you thought it a good idea, even though it was a damned foolish one. I’m angered that you made such a big decision without consulting me,” Quinn said.

      “We’re on a limited timetable and you made it clear you didn’t want to handle the finances. You ran off into town at first opportunity. I note you came back smelling like a brothel.”

      “I don’t … do I? I didn’t do anything, and they offered,” Quinn said.

      Tamara began to strip down, loosening a clasp on her dress and slipping out of it.

      “Of course not, Captain. You are, for all your many faults, an honorable man. If you weren’t we wouldn’t even be giving this a try. Now strip, if I’m having my night, I’m damned well having it for real,” Tamara said.

      “Perhaps it somehow missed your attention that we are fighting here and that getting it on with you is about the last thing on my mind.”

      Tamara stepped forward, muscles at play beneath the flesh of that perfectly formed body. When she stood in front of Quinn her hand reached out to grab at his crotch, not quite in an attack although there was certainly a hint of aggression in how her fingers explored.

      Physical attraction had never been the problem with Tamara. It wasn’t a problem now and Quinn found himself responding in a predictable fashion.

      “Sex seems to have moved up the queue in your mind now. We’re going to fight a good bit, Captain, more than any of the others because we’re the two poles that are pulling this family between us. I think it is good that we do. I don’t want myself getting too comfortable around you or you around me. I want us to keep each other sharp,” Tamara said.

      “Lady, your mind is just one big festival of crazy,” Quinn said.

      Tamara’s hands moved to his pants, undoing the clasp, and she pushed them down. Now exposed, her fingertips played once more against his arousal, fingers curling around it as they gave a few gentle strokes.

      “And you want me. I’ll do this by hand to start us out, if I must, but I warn you I keep score. Before the night is out, that way ends with you on your knees going down on me,” Tamara said.

      “Are we even having the same conversation?” Quinn asked.

      “No. I’m establishing another one of these little family rules. We can fight, we should fight, but the bad ones, the ones that might grow into poison, always end in us screwing the hell out of each other at the first opportunity. Always. Whatever happens, we’re keeping this family together and that means not letting anything come between us,” Tamara said. Her eyes had a glint that was almost dangerous.

      Quinn stepped out of his pants and took off his shirt, throwing it atop the pile.

      “What do you think we are?” Quinn asked.

      “On your back, on the bed. Not an official rule but I insist, I always finish on top. I’ll answer your question if you really want to know.”

      Quinn was getting that a lot lately. He now wondered if some of the others were getting it from Tamara.

      Quinn stretched out and moments later Tamara was atop him, straddling him, long nails tracing the curves of the muscles in his chest.

      “Tell me,” Quinn said.

      “I’m a monster, Quinn. A beautiful monster, a brilliant monster, but a monster all the same. I never want you to doubt that for a moment, to let anything else cross your mind. I didn’t know what my firm had planned for Jinx, but they never questioned sending me with her because they knew me. What the duke had planned, I’ve done worse. I’ve done so much worse,” Tamara said, and she lowered herself atop him.

      Quinn let out a gasp despite himself, finding himself mesmerized by the sway of Tamara’s full breasts as she began to rock. “But you didn’t complete your contract.”

      “I didn’t. You see, I think there is something special about Jinx. She doesn’t realize it, but there is something truly good about her. Something special, and noble, and strong. I think she is something the Imperium has lost.” Tamara’s hips began to move faster.

      Quinn was already starting to find it very hard to focus on the conversation.

      “I had no idea you had that much faith in her,” Quinn said.

      Tamara chuckled, her nails digging bloody furrows into Quinn’s flesh as she pulled herself forward and pressed a kissed to his lips. Hungered, with a savage bite following that was also enough to draw blood.

      “Not just her. I think you are a hero, Quinn. A second rate, shabby, mopey little hero who was trapped in his past, but in a week I’ve taken you from mourning your ex -wife to loaning me her dresses and fucking me in her bed, and you love it,” Tamara said.

      It was just about the worst thing she could have said. It was perfectly timed. Quinn cried out as his body began to jerk and he released deep inside of her. Tamara found her own release, words blissfully fading for a short time.

      Tamara got off him and threw a package on the bed. “New suit. You’ll love it. Get dressed, we should have dinner with the others. Make sure to compliment all the girls on their new outfits, be flirty.”

      “You can’t think what you just did was right,” Quinn said.

      “Nice and right are usually not the same thing. Your past has been holding you back a long time. I’ll burn it down around your ears if that is what it takes for you to move on.”
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      Dinner was brought in. Melody was still working with the engineers and not available to do her usual cooking. The dishes were some sort of local specialties, seafood in a creamy and spicy sauce that was popular on the main planet in the system.

      Quinn did all the flirting that Tamara might have hoped for, and afterwards they retired to his quarters once more. Perhaps it was her competitive nature that wouldn’t let her rest until they’d gone another three rounds, more than any of the others had gotten out of him.

      It was at least exhausting. He was sound asleep with his arm draped around her when she elbowed him hard in the ribs. A moment later she did it again.

      “I’m not a cow, I can only be milked so much,” Quinn said.

      “Cows can only be milked so much. By your own logic, you are a cow. No, we are not doing this. You wanted an alert if we needed to go. We need to go,” Tamara said.

      That woke Quinn up at once and he slipped his arm from around Tamara to get out of bed, pulling on pants. “How much time have we got?”

      “We’ve got a little bit of advance notice. Not much, in an hour all hell is going to break loose.”

      Quinn checked a clock. Eighteen hours in port. There would still be engineers aboard, they’d need to get them off.

      “Do we have anything still unspent in our credit balance?” Quinn asked.

      “A bit. I’ll blow it on those damned screens of yours. Anything from the House they can bring right over,” Tamara said.

      Tamara hadn’t bothered with clothes, but then she didn’t have much need of them right now. Her greatest contribution was accessing the data net through the interface in her head.

      “Does your high-priced toy work yet?” Quinn asked.

      Tamara narrowed her eyes and tilted her head. “It does. They sent specialists to install it as soon as we ordered.”

      “I want an open channel on an address we were given earlier,” Quinn said.

      A beep and then Maiden’s breathy voice came through. “Captain, perhaps you didn’t grasp the obvious rule of I call you, you don’t call me. You especially don’t call me in the middle of the night.”

      “Prime working hours for you, isn’t it? If you check the data nets you’ll see a storm is coming. We’re bouncing port. If you want us to handle your cargo we need it now,” Quinn said.

      “Wait.”

      There was a delay of about thirty seconds.

      “Fuckers. Cargo will be at your ramp in fifteen minutes. Recommend launching as soon afterwards as possible,” Maiden said.

      “Understood,” Quinn said, and killed the connection.

      “You haven’t even asked exactly why we need to leave,” Tamara said.

      “Does it matter?”

      “No, not in the slightest. Not in the moment,” Tamara said. “Our balance is spent. You’ve got your screens.”

      Quinn hit a ship-wide alert, a blaring tone, and keyed a comm to the whole crew. “We’re bouncing early. Melody, get those engineers off my ship and if anything is hanging open waiting to kill us, see that it isn’t. Dela, want you on copilot. Taki and Kara, we’ll have cargo arriving in the hold that needs secured.”

      Acknowledgments came in and Quinn finished getting dressed.

      “Put something on and talk with me as I walk. What is happening?” Quinn asked.

      Tamara grabbed a dress from a closet, another one of Kathryn’s, white and airy, and slipped it over her head.

      “You know, you don’t have blanket permission to go in there,” Quinn said.

      “Quinn, get rid of these. Put them in storage if you must, but it is better you dispose of them completely. You’ve a lot of women spending the night and they need some closet space. If these are here by my next turn, I’ll tie you to that bed and wear every single one of them while fucking your brains out and seeing just how many sweet memories of yours we can defile,” Tamara said, matter-of-fact and then paused, listening. “We’ve just gone from having no Emperor to having three, and two Empresses besides. I expect that number to grow shortly.”

      Even in the urgency of the moment Quinn just had to stop and stare at Tamara for a second. “How is it you can so consistently present even a well-intentioned idea in a way that makes me horrified at the depths you’ll go to?”

      Tamara leaned in and pressed a kiss to his lips, lingering a moment before she pulled away. “What I do to you, I do in our family’s best interests. Fear not for yourself, fear for our enemies.”

      This wasn’t the time—it wasn’t the time for them to have another fight. Quinn headed for the bridge with Tamara stepping into place alongside him. “They going to start shooting?”

      “The Second Imperium has always been a lie. Thousands of lords all carving out their own territories and giving allegiance to a single Emperor mostly because it reminded them of the First Imperium they’d worked so hard to overthrow. A few of those ships are filled with true patriots, but what does a true patriot even believe in a situation like this?” Tamara asked.

      “I suppose they start weighing the legitimacy of the claims,” Quinn said.

      “And if those ships don’t start shooting, you’ll see a campaign to do just that, I’m sure.”

      “But you think they’ll shoot first,” Quinn said.

      “Wouldn’t have kicked you out of bed otherwise.”

      A bleary-looking Dela was already in the copilot’s chair.

      “Did you choose now to go on a bender?” Quinn asked as he settled into the captain’s seat and hit the comm. “Where do we stand?”

      “Engineers are off the ship, boss,” Melody said.

      “Remaining cargo is stowed, Captain,” Taki said.

      “We’re still waiting on a last-minute delivery. Let me know as soon as it’s secured and we’re good for departure,” Quinn said.

      Dela waited until the conversation was done to say, “Golden wine. For the past year I’ve had nothing but swill to drink.”

      “I thought Monk had pretty good taste in booze?”

      Dela frowned. “So did he. Heathens, both of you.”

      “Sir, that cargo you booked just got here. You need to see this,” Taki said.

      “We’re in a hurry,” Quinn said.

      “I know that, sir, still telling you that you need to get down here.”

      “Run through the launch checklist and get us clearance,” Quinn said to Dela, before he headed for the cargo bay.

      The cargo was girls. They were frozen in some sort of suspension containers, faces viewable through clear glass planes. Not a one looked like she’d left her early twenties, and all were stunningly and unnaturally beautiful in the way of Maiden herself.

      Quinn and his crew weren’t slavers. If that was what this was, it wasn’t going to fly, but Quinn needed answers before he rushed into any hasty action. Quinn called Tamara.

      “We need to go, Quinn,” Tamara said after making her way into the cargo hold. She paused at the sight of the containers, then quickly moved closer, looking through the panes as she tapped beneath her ear. “This is the cargo you picked up?”

      “It is,” Quinn said. “Woman asking us to haul it assured me the cargo came with a death penalty. I didn’t ask any questions, given the fee. Is she smuggling slaves?”

      “If she is, it is of a rare and special sort,” Tamara said, and after another twenty seconds of pacing shook her head. “I don’t think so, Quinn. When a body is engineered like this there are things you can do to make perfect slaves. Implants you can install that override willpower and can take over physical control. They don’t have them.”

      “You have anything like that in you?” Quinn asked.

      Tamara hesitated. “Yes, a subject for another time. I’ve contained mine as best I can, but it will ultimately be a problem for us. If I had to guess I’d say these were weapons. Diagnostics show scars on them consistent with physical trauma and nothing to do with sexual abuse.”

      “That is a thing?” Quinn asked.

      “Out here where lives are cheap? No, not usually. You do your own killing and your own dying. Deep in the Core? Yes. Where did your client want these taken?” Tamara asked.

      “Aldonis,” Quinn said.

      “Pastoral, deep Rim. Recent settlement, no data net. Your client? How was their security?”

      “Double sensors, the second scan deeper than I expected. Set up in a brothel.”

      “Great cover for an intelligence service. A pretty face can open a lot of doors. My guess? They’re past their prime, identified as killers and a price on their head. They’re being given a real retirement, not a “retirement”,” Tamara said.

      “How certain are you?”

      “It’s a guess, but a good one.”

      They needed the cash, they needed the contact, and they needed to go.

      Quinn hit the comm. “You can launch Dela, we’re clear.”
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      “We just going to leave them here like this, sir?” Taki asked, looking over the sarcophagi.

      “I want anything you can learn on them by the time we make our next port. We’re not turning them over without a better idea what is going on,” Quinn said.

      Tamara scowled. “That is easier said than done, if this is an intelligence agency we’re investigating. I’ll do what I can, Quinn, but I make you no promises.”

      “Just do what you can,” Quinn said, before he headed back to the bridge. They were already off the ground by the time he arrived, pulling away from the station.

      “Four different comms have come in, all insisting we standby for inspection,” Dela said.

      Quinn checked the sensors. Things were already looking a lot different than when they were approaching the port. The Imperium ships more cloistered, and there were less merchant ships—and those that remained had doubled up on the frigate protection.

      No, they weren’t the only ones who saw trouble coming. The entire system had gotten a whiff of it. “Don’t respond. I’m going to put us through a course between the fleets asking to board us. If they want to push their demands and start shooting, let them risk a fight by hitting the wrong target. Plot me an extended jump to Kol.”

      Dela looked sick to her stomach. She still had yet to make an extended jump without consequences.

      “Waste of good wine, Captain. Plotting the jump,” Dela said.

      Quinn kicked the engines to full. No use camouflaging the fact that they were doing a runner.

      Emergency lights on the consoles lit up, flashing red and demanding attention. Weapons fire. It wasn’t on them, or even on any of the other ships. One of the fleets had opened fire on the station, energy blasts tearing into the bottom torus where the critical systems were kept.

      “What are they doing?” Dela asked, horrified. “Those are civilians!”

      Quinn had a pretty good guess, not that he liked it.

      “These ships are all here to protect their trade. I’m thinking someone did the math and decided they were out-numbered,” Quinn said.

      Fleets were converging upon the craft that opened fire, shooting at it and in some cases shooting at each other. The merchant traders in orbit were as one doing what the Kathryn was already doing—turning to the Runestone and making for it at full speed.

      Cruisers were headed there as well, exchanging fire with the frigates guarding the traders.

      Quinn altered course to keep out of weapons range. A few diffused blasts from long distance headed towards the Kathryn. He didn’t bother to dodge. They wouldn’t do much more than warm the hull and scramble a few sensors.

      A different light on the console flashed. They’d hit the outer limits of the Runestone. Dela was on it, slamming her fist down on the jump control.

      Blue light rippled around and throughout the ship.

      Quinn for a time was a beam of light journeying through the cosmos.

      Then he was back with Kathryn, who didn’t die, but she wore Tamara’s face.

      Quinn held a Jinx, far more elegantly dressed than he’d ever seen her and at least a decade older, sobbing helpless in his arms.

      Quinn didn’t exist. He’d never existed, and then, for a brief time, he was a circle.

      They came out of warp.

      Dela gurgled in the seat beside him, a few dry heaves wracking her body and she desperately sucked in air.

      Quinn rested a hand on her back. “You’re okay. You’re good. You’re back.”

      Dela let out a sound that was part happy relief, part broken sob. Then came an awkward sort of gurgle before she leaned back in the sea. “I held it together.”

      “Told you that you could do it. Got another in you? We should put some more space between us and whatever the hell’s that way,” Quinn said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.

      “Of course,” Dela said, shaky but determined as her fingers moved back to the controls. “Where to?”

      Good question, Quinn wished he knew this part of the Rim better. Flipping through the star charts, there were a few options. Dexol was classified as an empty system, because the intended colony there had never worked out. That might mean it was the perfect place for a bit of quiet reflection, or it could also mean they’d be walking into a den of pirates they didn’t have a relationship with.

      “We’re not headed for our programmed destination?” Dela asked.

      “Not yet. Issue with the cargo we picked up. I want a place we can sit quiet while figuring out what is going on,” Quinn said.

      “How about Kulo?” Dela asked, holding up her pad.

      A stage two colony, they weren’t exactly scrambling for survival, and not particularly advanced technologically. The world was almost all water. Primary industries of algae farming and fishing, along with a decent tourism sector.

      “You want to take a beach vacation?” Quinn asked.

      “People aren’t going to be shooting the galaxy apart to conquer an algae farming world. No system network terminal, so even if the news drifts in it will be secondhand,” Dela said.

      Quinn’s tendency would have been to find them some place that was literally nowhere.

      “We’re kind of broke,” Quinn said.

      Tamara arrived and overheard. She said, “You’ve got a functional data hub, and we’ll be on a planet that doesn’t. Sending messages, the latest entertainment ... the first thing people on a vacation to get away from it all want is to contact home. And the locals will be keen to pay for access time too. My including that hub on this ship wasn’t entirely selfish.”

      “You find out anything?” Quinn asked.

      “No, but I think I have an idea what strings to tug on. I’m going to need a few days somewhere quiet and the beach sounds perfect,” Tamara said.

      It was Quinn’s call, but it was obvious what the crew wanted and he didn’t have any objections.

      “Kulo it is. Another extended jump, I don’t want to take any chances on being tracked.” Dela gave a weak smile before she put in the new course.

      Another dizzying session as the universe remade itself around them, and several hours afterwards they were in orbit around Kulo. There was no station. From the planet there were several transponder codes for different ports.

      The largest was on a landmass making up one of the planetary poles. So much as the planet had a center of trade, that was it. The city itself was mostly dedicated to refining the algae and packaging it into nutrient supplements to ship off-world. It was also where the bulk of the tourism was centered. There was even a hotel.

      Another settlement was on a largely deserted island chain, used by small ships for scientific expeditions.

      The last outpost was on an equatorial island chain, a number of tiny settlements.

      Quinn still wanted quiet more than anything else. The last choice offered the best hopes of that and he set the destination. Two hours later, with the sarcophagi safely tucked away out of sight in a smuggling compartment, they had a loading bay swarming with people. Deeply tanned locals wearing little, if any, clothing and constantly sunny smiles.

      Tamara had been right again, damn her. Upon learning the ship had a data connection they’d been swarmed with offers. Melody was already loading the freezers up with fish and fruits in trade. Their unique family arrangements hadn’t raised any issues. The locals were easy-going folks, more than happy to even offer them space in their homes.

      “Don’t trust people this friendly. Something is wrong with them,” Kara said, looking at the crowds suspiciously. There was no adopting the local dress code for her. She was in her armor with a rifle across her back.

      “Probably,” Tamara agreed, eyeing them with equal skepticism. For her part she’d raided Quinn’s closets once again for a white bikini. It set off her skin perfectly.

      Dela had skipped clothing entirely. With her deep tan and a flower now in her hair she blended in with the locals surprisingly well and was getting frequent hugs after helping people find the data they were looking for.

      “Volunteering to stay on the ship then?” Quinn asked Kara.

      “Hate the ocean. Back home we have this fish that fly up out of the water, latch onto your face and inject psychotoxic venom. People would come back and try to kill their clan. Had to burn them off, nasty stuff,” Kara said.

      Tamara said, “I’m staying anyways. I need to research. You, however, have a house on an isolated cove. Very romantic, Jinx will love it.”

      Quinn narrowed his eyes at Tamara. At times it was almost as if she’d done all this to set him and Jinx up. But then at the same time she just kept doing more to bash her way into his life.

      Quinn had no doubt it would be perfect. That was part of what made it so troubling.
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      The sun was setting, the sky green and gold overhead in a brilliant spectacle. Days and nights were short here, each lasting about six hours. The locals were on a schedule of two sleep cycles daily, each about four hours. Quinn wasn’t even going to try to emulate that.

      “Wow,” Jinx said, squeezing his hand.

      They were walking to the cottage they’d secured in exchange for a data chip filled with holovids popular back in the Core.

      Jinx had half gone in for the local style, a sarong around her waist, but she was otherwise topless. Her skin was so pale you could see the intricate network of blue veins beneath her full breasts, at least if you stared.

      “This was a good idea,” Quinn said.

      “I’m happy to just not feel we’re on the run for once, even though I know that is exactly what we are,” Jinx said with a flash of a smile. “I guess you’re probably used to that though.”

      “We’re not always on the run.”

      The path rounded a bend and before them opened up a cove. Cliffs lined either side, and the small cottage was perched alongside a white sand beach.

      “Why do you do it? I feel like I don’t have much choice, not right now, but you? Did you pick this?” Jinx asked.

      “Grew up wanting to be a paladin. Pursing justice across the stars and righting wrongs where I found them. Back like the stories of the First Imperium,” Quinn said.

      “I love those. Part of the reason I decided to study history,” Jinx said. “The Paladins might not exist, but there are still knights.”

      “Met any knights? I’m sure there are a few decent ones, but they’re only as good as the lords they serve and there aren’t many of those worth knowing,” Quinn said.

      They saw the cottage was quaint as they drew near, a small garden circling it filled the air with the scent of flowers and the roar of the surf was a constant backdrop.

      Dim lights lit as they approached. At least there was electricity.

      “You could have tried,” Jinx said.

      “Did, one year as an Imperium Marshal on Laosa. I’ve never seen so much corruption in all my time of being a criminal as I saw in that year of trying to be the law.”

      “Quite a change to go from that to running a starship freighter. How did it happen?” Jinx asked.

      “Kat and Ice were pulling the whole steal from the rich and give to the poor shtick at the time. I was sent to arrest them and wound up joining them instead. Ship was Ice’s at first, won it in a poker game,” Quinn said.

      The cottage wasn’t luxury, but still thoroughly pleasant. The bed was a tangled mass of pillows and blankets on the floor, all seemed clean.

      “I want to see the beach,” Jinx said, and grabbed at Quinn’s hand tugging him back towards the door.

      “So what about you? I don’t really know your story,” Quinn said.

      “Rich, but not pampered. My family might have lost our titles, but we came through with a lot and built on it after our fall. But there is tragedy. Always tragedy. We’re descended from the greatest failure in the history of the Imperium and we all, every single one of us, know our day is coming.”

      “Being betrayed isn’t a failure,” Quinn said.

      “Of course it is. A good leader isn’t betrayed, and if they are, they’re ready for it. Opalia wasn’t, and she had a history of being cruel but fair,” Jinx said.

      This was the most he’d ever conversed with Jinx.

      “What do you think of Tamara?” Quinn asked.

      “Back when you pulled off your rescue of us, do you know that it was me who figured out what was happening? I overheard a servant saying that he thought I’d be happy the duke intended to put me in a pretty cage and fill me with his baby. Tamara, I thought she must know—how could she bring me so far and not? I told her I forgave her, I loved her, and I thanked her for seeing me there safely,” Jinx said, turning wistful.

      Quinn hadn’t heard this side of things before.

      “What happened?” Quinn asked.

      “No weapon, just her hands—and she killed six guards. Killed them almost before I could blink, a punch to the throat of the first and then she had his stunner. There were a dozen surrounding her, they just kept stunning her, kicking her, and she wouldn’t stay down,” Jinx said, pausing at the edge of the surf. “I finally had to beg her to stop fighting. And to make sure that you and your people were safely gone. I didn’t want her or anyone else to die for my problem.”

      No, Quinn definitely hadn’t heard this side of things before. Quinn had never seen Tamara even carry a gun, much less give any indication that she was capable of violence. Well, not quite. That time in the shower she’d blocked his every move when he thought he was under attack.

      “She kept her word,” Quinn said.

      “And you came anyways. You all came anyways,” Jinx said, and turned to face him. The last greens of the sunset were fading behind her, although her eyes and their blue luminescence was a faint constant. They were captivating, and strangely intimidating. There was magic there.

      Quinn said, “I ask because of tonight and our family in general. I have the nagging sense it is all her wanting to set us up. You and I, specifically. I wondered what you thought about that.”

      “Tamara is probably going to die, Husband. It will likely be soon. She is a brilliant, lethal weapon and she is off her leash, and war or no war she is not going to be allowed to stay that way. You’re a man with a streak of heroism in a galaxy lacking such men, immensely loyal to those he loved and loves. Of course she wants us falling in love. She hopes you’ll stand by me when she’s gone,” Jinx said.

      This was far different than her usual carefree tone. Calculating, intelligent, considered, and she’d called him “husband”. It wasn’t wrong, the Centauri was many things and one of those was a marriage. Quinn technically had six wives, each of whom had one husband and five wives. It was still the first time anyone had used the term.

      “I don’t know if her motives are that altruistic,” Quinn said.

      “Of course, she plans more. I could be an Empress from the First Imperium and you could be flying a First Imperium ship. The Centauri is from that era. If you’ve noticed, all the clothes she bought are inspired by it.”

      Insightful, rational.

      “Stop looking so surprised, Husband. While I’m aware I have truly magnificent breasts, my brain is even sexier.”

      “I really do like them, brain too,” Quinn said.

      “Mhm. I’ll let you screw them tonight if you want, but you’re putting a baby in me first. Priorities,” Jinx said.

      “Do you really want that?”

      “I love easily. I do love Tamara, she might be mostly fangs and claws, but they’re standing between me and those that mean me harm. I love how brave Dela is, how fierce Kara is, how quietly strong Taki can be, Melody’s heart. I love you too. I want this family to stick together and I badly want to avoid being kidnapped by another duke,” Jinx said.

      “And biologically it’s time?” Quinn asked.

      “My magic—if I want it to be time, it is going to be time,” Jinx said, and she pulled the sarong loose to let it flutter onto the sand at her feet. Laying down she stretched out on her back where the waves just barely washed over her, lit by the light of the setting sun.

      “You do know how to set a scene. You’re stunning,” Quinn said. Jinx had a classic hourglass shape, large breasts and wide hips.

      “Shut up and get down here before the sun finishes going down,” Jinx said with a grin.

      Quinn threw off his clothing and settled down atop her, an elbow supporting his weight as his hips shifted and he slowly eased himself inside of her.

      Jinx angled her head back and let out a breathy moan. “Fast and hard. We can be gentle later.”

      Quinn lowered his head to trace the tip of one of her large nipples with his tongue, the nub perking in response as his hips began to move.

      Jinx was no gentle lover. Every thrust of his hips she rose up to meet and soon they’d established a punishing, primal rhythm. The sort that might leave them both a bit bruised the next day. Neither was complaining.

      As the last rays of sunlight slipped over the horizon they finally found the release. It was the end of the day.

      It was the start of something new.
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      It was noon the next day and everyone had gathered back at the Kathryn for breakfast. Melody had bowls of the local fruit and seafood omelets prepared.

      It had been another pleasurably restless night. Jinx wasn’t a particularly skilled lover compared to some of the others, but she more than made up for it with enthusiasm and eagerness to experiment. By the end of the night he had found himself thrusting between her breasts and she pushed them together with her hands. She’d been on top once, and on one occasion in the water with her legs straddled around his waist for good measure.

      “So where are we at with ship’s business?” Quinn asked.

      “Data trading worked out way better than I’d have believed. Tamara was a lifesaver with that rig. In a little over a day we’ve put away two months of supplies,” Taki said.

      “My tan refresh is going great,” Dela said.

      “You can still wear clothes to breakfast, you realize,” Tamara said.

      Dela shrugged. “Why bother when I’m not out in the world? You should lose the suit, you look like a tourist.”

      “We are tourists,” Tamara said, and then cleared her throat. “I’ve made some headway with my investigation, more than I expected, in fact.”

      “Oh?” Quinn asked, digging into his omelet. The seafood had a slightly coppery taste, a bit off-putting at first, although once you got used to it the tastes seemed to get richer as a result.

      “The sleeping women are networked, set to coordinate and share information along a private channel even across systems. Without me that network wouldn’t have been found. Without our unexpected diversion, I wouldn’t have picked up a still-active node,” Tamara said.

      “So if these girls were assassins and spies that means, what? There is an assassin still out there? Is that in any way our concern?” Taki asked.

      “Not directly, although if we want answers she may be able to provide them,” Tamara said with a frown. “I have personal reasons for wanting to investigate. The active node is in a system called Calderus. It is a name I am familiar with from my time at Delecrox, Miller, and Steele. It is the home of Lord Stanton Barr. Even by the standards of our clients a man both wealthy and terrible.”

      “I’ve zero desire to put ourselves at risk to ease your guilty conscience,” Taki said.

      “We need answers. If there is an assassin after Lord Barr, I’m inclined to help. Regardless, I’ve been a guest on the estate. I know his security. I did mention his wealth,” Tamara said.

      “You want to rob him?” Dela said, flashing a grin. “I knew there was a criminal inside of you.”

      “Just because a man is wealthy doesn’t mean he has anything in his home worth the trouble to steal,” Quinn said.

      Tamara gave him a look. “True. I have thought of that, and this is something of a personal request. I happen to know he keeps a data file of all dealings with the firm, against the firm’s wishes. They’ve been used to motivate the senior partners in the past.”

      “Blackmail?” Jinx asked.

      Tamara said, “You may not have figured this out yet, but I’m on borrowed time. I betrayed the firm and am too expensive a resource to just allow to walk away. Those files might be enough to buy my freedom. He also has one of the largest collection of Delaxian artifacts in the galaxy.”

      Dela perked up. “Big holo drama about the Delaxians three years ago. The big push of the market has passed, but they’re still hot. Anything we can get I can turn over quick.”

      “Risks?” Quinn asked.

      “A paranoid lord up to some very bad things, and whose territory is on the Rim where he can get away with whatever he wants? You can figure the rest out for yourself,” Tamara said.

      Dangerous then.

      It also wasn’t really a question. Jinx had mentioned the night before her belief that Tamara would not live long, and Tamara was now confirming that.

      Whatever her faults—and there were faults beneath that perfect facade—Quinn had married her. He’d die to save her, if he had to. It didn’t mean he was willing put the rest of the crew at risk. Jinx in particular had to be kept safe, if last night had really taken.

      “With our sparkly new toy I can ask around some. Monk had more friends than you knew, and we got a lot of business on our little world by throwing parties. If this guy is as bad as you say, he’ll entertain. Villains love to throw parties,” Dela said.

      Tamara said, “He does, extravagant affairs, and almost one after the other. None of my contacts will work for obvious reasons, I can’t touch anything too close to this directly or I’ll tip our hand. They aren’t going to let a criminal in without having him vouched for a dozen different ways. You have that sort of pull, Dela?”

      “No, but Ice might,” Dela said.

      “Absolutely not. We are not telling that woman Quinn is still alive. I insist,” Taki said.

      “He goes in as a noble,” Jinx said.

      “They’ll test him,” Tamara said.

      “Then I’ll go in as his arm candy. My magic is more than enough to trigger the sensor and blind any scanners, if I’m nearby,” Jinx said.

      “Why not just go in as yourself?” Kara said.

      “I’m not a lady. I could pretend to be one, but I don’t want anyone looking at me too closely,” Jinx said.

      “I don’t want you in there at all. This is going to be dangerous,” Quinn said.

      “Then I’m your other arm candy. I’m almost as good at the punchy as I am the shooty,” Kara said.

      Tamara studied Kara. “An alien consort isn’t that uncommon, especially on the Rim. I agree however, Jinx shouldn’t go.”

      “It’s my choice,” Jinx said, dropping her usual cheer and shifting towards that serious, rational tone Quinn had heard last night. “You saved me, Tamara. I want to help save you. We’ll play this smart, but it is going to happen.”

      Tamara considered Jinx for a long moment. “Very well. A border barony from the far Rim. Half their lords aren’t even in the official roles and they’ve usually got both ships and men at their command. You’ll make for an interesting guest. Can your contacts get such a man an invitation—as someone who has bought arms from you before perhaps?” The question was posed to Dela who nodded.

      “Yeah, that sort of thing I can probably pull off. People always want to be hooked up with a new buyer,” Dela said.

      “I can do our costumes!” Jinx said perkily to Kara, back to the upbeat young woman in an instant.

      “I want spikes,” Kara said.

      “Barbarian chic. Super hot,” Jinx nodded.

      Tamara rolled her eyes. “There is formal attire in your cabin, Quinn. I purchased it for you at our last destination. You’re good to go.”

      “We’re going to need more of a plan than just walking in the front door,” Quinn said.

      “With the chaos as we left port, we’ll have some time with our cargo before our client gets paranoid and triggers any blanking codes for them. I’ll reconstruct the layout and the security of the estate, and educate all three of you,” Tamara said.

      Melody said, “If Tamara has the specifications of what sort of security and equipment they’re using, I can build you some bypasses too. With all the electronics we picked up, we might have the parts.”

      Quinn was never going to get his new view screens installed.

      “I’ll put together a guide on Delaxian artifacts so you know what to steal if you get the chance. Unless I get to be arm candy too?” Dela asked hopefully.

      “One partner is standard. Two acceptable, if one is especially attempting to demonstrate their sex appeal. Three, and they will stop one of you at the door,” Tamara said.

      “I’d be really good eye candy,” Dela grumbled.

      “Nobody doubts your ability to convincingly be a hussy,” Tamara said primly.

      In the silence Quinn cleared his throat. “Then we have the beginnings of a plan. Everyone has their assignment, or if you don’t, help out as you can or enjoy the beach.”

      “Should the captain have etiquette lessons?” Taki asked.

      “For a border baron? They don’t have time for etiquette. They’re too busy keeping things out of sight and where the Imperium can’t reach. Rough is more believable,” Tamara said.

      Calling it a plan was generous, but they had something. Assuming all the parts could even come together.
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      There was no lounging on the beach for Quinn. Dela’s contacts were quick at finding out that a major fete was being thrown in two nights and she could procure an invite for a border baron who had a taste for arms. That pushed all their plans into a rush.

      Quinn, Jinx, and Kara spent most of the day being lectured on either the estate blueprints, the nature of the security systems, or just what made for an especially valuable Delaxian relic.

      It wasn’t enough time. Normally an operation like this required a lot more planning, you wanted to know things in and out. The one thing working for them was that they each were especially attuned to bits of that knowledge. Quinn had broken more than one security system and learning the specifics of how a new one operated came easily enough to him. Kara was a fighter and how to sweep a building layout was second nature to her, so she quickly picked up on the layout of where they were going. Jinx meanwhile had minored in xenosociology, and the data that Dela gave them was in a format she was used to absorbing quickly.

      By the time night was close Quinn’s head ached with the effort.

      “This traveling around with you I think just got a lot less fun, stud,” Kara groaned. “This party better be fun with lots of bodies to drop.”

      “If things go well we won’t drop any bodies at all. They’ll never know we were there,” Quinn said.

      “Not helping,” Kara said. “Me and Mel wanted to double up tonight since tomorrow is the thing. Tamara said it’s cool with her, if it’s cool with you.”

      Quinn in theory had nothing against there being three. He’d proved that well enough. That said, neither Kara or Melody were exactly in the “easy” category. Quinn might have already slept with Kara, but he didn’t really remember, and she was an alien—which meant things were likely a little different. Melody was an android, for all she looked human. That was exciting too, and it was important they also finish their bonding as a family.

      “Looking forward to it,” Quinn said.

      “I’ll go grab her,” Kara said.

      No cottage by the ocean tonight. They still had it, but Kara didn’t trust it. Instead Tamara and Taki were taking it tonight, a bit of oddness that dwarfed any Quinn was likely to experience.

      Back in his quarters Quinn took a quick shower, and when he stepped out into his quarters he found that Kara and Melody had already made their way there. They were seated on either edge of the bed, Kara wearing nothing and Melody a translucent blue negligee.

      Kara’s muscled physique was a contrast to Melody’s which was far softer. And Melody’s hair was a bleached blonde with Kara’s a perfect white.

      “That was fast,” Quinn said.

      “You took your time in the shower. Was getting worried you’d started without us. Get over here,” Kara said.

      “You took work out a plan of attack too?” Quinn said.

      “You on bottom, me on top and Melody on your face. Then we swap that around a few more times,” Kara said.

      Right. They really had planned.

      “You’re that interactive?” Quinn asked Melody, making his way over to the bed and stretching out on his back. “That sounds terrible. I mean, of course you are interactive, you are my friend, my crew. But you don’t eat or drink.”

      “I could, but I don’t get anything out of it and it’s a mess to clean up,” Melody said.

      Kara moved to straddle Quinn’s hips, powerful thighs latching around him as she lowered herself. A few seconds after there was a sharp pinching feeling upon his length, a sensation at first painful although it quickly turned arousing.

      “What was that?” Quinn asked.

      “What? You’ve screwed me before,” Kara said.

      “I was a little drunk at the time. I don’t remember much.”

      Kara rolled her eyes. “Those were just my spikes coming out.”

      “Spikes?”

      Kara rose up as if she were going to pull off him but was unable to get the whole way clear. A tugging motion upon Quinn’s cock confirmed he was actually stuck inside of Kara.

      “I want some answers and I want them fast,” Quinn said.

      Melody was peeling away her negligee, her ample bosom bouncing free.

      “Yek don’t come in male. We’re all female and pretty much everything on our homeworld is trying to murder us. We can breed with almost anything and the spikes just help us do that. Holds you in place, sucks a little blood, gives you a little chemical cocktail right back,” Kara said.

      “What?” Quinn asked louder this time. “Why didn’t I know about this?”

      “Thought you did,” Kara said wryly. “Explained it to you all before, stud. I mean, haven’t you felt like ... really, really horny ever since we crawled into bed? Going a lot of rounds every night? Stays active in your system a couple weeks.”

      “I really want to put your mouth to use and you keep talking,” Melody said.

      “So have I even been in my right mind? For any of this?” Quinn asked.

      Kara shrugged. “Don’t know what to tell you, stud. Being a lover of a Yek, especially a repeat one, has some consequences. I really did explain it all, thought we were good.”

      “Hmph,” Melody said, crossing her arms as she took a seat beside Quinn’s head.

      “So give me the spiel now,” Quinn said.

      “We don’t use it aggressively anymore, not like we used to. Willing partners. Once is just a lot of fun, twice it sticks with you for awhile. Added stamina both in and out of bed. At three you’re turned on around me, like, always. I’m in the room and you’re good to go. We’re uh ... sorta committed to that one now since I already latched on. The spikes don’t retract until, well, yeah. If you want to back out of everything, maybe we call Jinx in and maybe she can help with her magic? I don’t know,” Kara said.

      “Any other surprises?” Quinn asked.

      “Uh, more sex kind of spreads the side-effects to my clan mates. I don’t know if that will happen with the humans or Melody, but maybe. You get a little of my accelerated healing and even more endurance because we’re really rough on our partners.”

      “But no screwing with my head?”

      “Not outside being really turned on by me,” Kara said.

      Perhaps it was a good thing. Quinn wasn’t certain how well he’d be doing at keeping six women satisfied otherwise, however much his ego wanted to insist it wouldn’t be a problem. Always being turned on around Kara would be an issue though, and if that spread to the others even more of one. Get everyone thinking about the wrong things too much and the decisions got a lot dumber.

      Still, this family was easy for none of them.

      “I’m sorry for the delay, Melody, it wasn’t you. Kara, we’re good,” Quinn said.

      Melody shifted to straddle his face, and his entire world became her sex. Perfectly hairless, the flesh had no aroma or taste as he flickered out his tongue to explore her folds. Apart from those oddities she seemed completely human.

      Kara began to rock against him, muscles flexing. Quinn could still feel her spikes although not in any sort of negative way, each was almost an all new set of nerves. Still, it was different than any sex he’d ever had in his life. His flashes of pleasure came perfectly in time with Kara’s moans. Each tightening of her hands where they explored his chest corresponded with a burst of need from him.

      This wasn’t trying to keep pace with a partner, it was like his nervous system was wired to hers. When she finally gave her loudest moan yet and her body jerked it wasn’t that he’d held back for that moment. Perfectly in sync his own climax came over him.

      Their cries weren’t alone. Melody’s too were exactly in time as her hips spasmed atop him. There was no dampness, no sign of release from her, but the sound she made was still contented when she slipped off him to curl up to one side of him.

      Kara pulled off him and lay on the other. Despite the recent release he wasn’t growing softer, his length still straining.

      Right, always being aroused in her presence was quite literal then.

      Melody reached out to grab him between her fingers. “I think I like Kara being in the room with us if this is how it is going to go.”

      “Some of us are still going to need our sleep. Tomorrow is a big day,” Quinn said.

      “We’ve got a few hours yet,” Melody said.

      “And some of us need less rest than others,” Kara said, her fingers moving to slide over Melody’s.
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      “We look ridiculous,” Kara said.

      “You’re not the one who should be complaining,” Quinn said.

      Quinn was piloting the Foxtrot. He was wearing what passed for formal wear in the First Imperium. Part light armor, part skintight fashion statement.

      If his was too hot and stuffy, the girls didn’t have that problem. Kara was actually the more covered up of the two, a set of metallic bracers along a series of steel plates that served as something of an armored bikini.

      Impractical, but striking, Jinx for her part was wearing a good bit less. A feathered mask complete with shaded lenses completely concealed her features, her chest bare but for a few streaks of body-paint imitating feathers, and with a feathered loincloth completing the avian ensemble.

      “You’re fine, we’re all fine. I did my research. Dela said these parties are known for their extravagance and Rim lords are known for their eccentricities,” Jinx said.

      Quinn hoped that was true.

      The Foxtrot followed a beacon down to the estate, landing in a line of luxury shuttles. It was the fanciest ship they had and it was on the lower end of those present.

      As Quinn opened the hatch he was met by an attractive redhead in a gauzy red dress. While she had no weapons, the guards a few steps behind her bore sleek submachine guns.

      “Invitation,” the redhead said.

      Quinn tapped a few keys on his comm, sending over the invitation Dela had procured.

      “Baron Fel, of Fel’s Reach and two companions,” the redhead said, looking into the shuttle. The outfits drew little more than an approving glance. “Lord Barr would like to meet you before you join the party proper. You and your companions need to be scanned.”

      “Of course,” Quinn said, accepting her arm as she offered it to escort him from the shuttle, Jinx and Kara following along behind.

      Melody had developed some countermeasures for the security, concealed in Quinn’s comm where the other electronics should help obscure their purpose. They’d selected an older unit with more noise bleed and bulkier, just the sort of thing that fit with the image they were presenting.

      The girls got a wave of the redhead’s arm. She soon called, “Clear.” Jinx slipped forward to take Quinn’s arm as the redhead pulled out a different device.

      Quinn was given a more thorough scan, the redhead’s hand reaching out to cup his groin towards the end. “Mhm, definitely well armed, but not quite the way we need be concerned about. Your girls aren’t taking proper care of you. Impressive mana levels, you’ve a good bloodline. Find me during the party.  I’m Janesa, and I’ll see you’re no longer neglected.”

      “Perhaps,” Quinn said. “They’re the jealous sort.”

      Janesa gave him a playful pout and keeping a hold of his arm led him towards the estate grounds.

      There was a diverse assortment of guests. Some were in the latest formalwear from the Core, several were closer to Jinx and Kara. There were even a few aliens in the crowd, a golden-skinned man with black eyes, and a grey-skinned woman who stood almost twelve feet tall.

      Janesa led them to where a small line waited.

      “So where is Fel’s Reach, Baron?” Janesa asked.

      “The northern Rim, near Aktari space. Do you travel much? Perhaps you’d like to see it one day,” Quinn said.

      The Aktari were a hostile race of sentient insects that had fought four different wars with the Imperium, although they were currently not being so aggressive. Still, it had left a lot of worlds empty, and a lot of opportunities for the daring.

      Janesa leaned in to press a kiss against his cheek. “Not so worried about them being jealous now? Price is right I’ll go anywhere, handsome. Try me out and make me an offer, and you can enjoy all three of us on your way back home.”

      Quinn doubted it. Janesa was doing security scans. Perhaps the invitation later was for real—people filled more than one role in an organization—but she wasn’t a prostitute.

      They finally reached the front of the line. Lord Barr was a man in his forties. Red robes embroidered with gold cloaked his form and he had a well manicured beard and mustache.

      “Lord Barr, allow me to introduce Lord Fel of Fel’s reach and his companions,” Janesa said, releasing Quinn’s arm and giving an elegant bow before taking a step back.

      Jinx and Kara bowed as well.

      “Baron Fel. Always a pleasure to meet those keeping the frontier safe, especially in these perilous times,” Barr said.

      “A pleasure to meet a man not afraid to seize opportunities, especially in these perilous times,” Quinn said.

      Barr flashed a smile and looked past Quinn, taking a step towards Jinx and Kara. “A Yek consort? How daring of you, she’s lovely.” The lord reached out to brush the back of his fingers across her cheek. “Though here for your security just as much, I suspect.”

      “A tactic we’re both fond of,” Quinn said.

      “Quite,” Barr said moving to Jinx then and looking her up and down. He cupped one of her breasts and squeezed sharply. “Your true plaything. Udders like a cow, this one, and a mask to hide a plain face. If you’re interested I can provide much better than this trash.”

      Jinx flinched.

      “Lord Barr, I’m your guest so I say this with great reluctance, but lay your hand or insult my companion again and I’ll knock you flat,” Quinn said.

      Bar looked back to Quinn and grinned, withdrawing his hand and chuckling. “A Rim Lord, I do appreciate you. The Core lords, they’ll let you bend their wife down and fuck her in front of them if they think it will get them a better deal. Enjoy the party, stay the night, there is a meeting tomorrow you’ll find worth attending.”

      Quinn tilted his head and stepped away, taking Kara on one arm and Jinx on the other.

      “I loathe that man,” Jinx said.

      “He’s an idiot. You’re totally hot. I’d do you right now,” Kara said.

      “It doesn’t matter. That offer to stay the night. We going to do it? Chance to stick around with less of a crowd,” Jinx said.

      “The crowd is in our favor right now. This many people have security tied up in knots,” Quinn said.

      In the foyer a singer was on stage, a real one that Quinn thought he’d seen on holovid before. Not a recent star, but still, this far out it meant the lord really did have some resources.

      They had three mission objectives. One was to find whoever was on the transponder net that was linked to the sleeping women on the Kathryn. It was a long shot they’d find her at all, and questionable how they’d make her talk even if they could. Still, she could be a source who might answer them honestly.

      Second, they had to gain access to Lord Barr’s private data server and clone it, stealing the files for Tamara’s sake. That would require either a link from his private office on the second floor of the estate, or accessing the server directly from its mainframe location in the basement. Both were likely to be secured, although during the party guests might be able to get closer than usual depending on just what was going on and where. Armed security would be protecting the servers, and network security the files.

      Third were the artifacts they hoped to turn a profit from. They were held in an exhibit hall on the main floor and should be open to the party guests. There would also be guards in place and electronic sensors protecting them as well.

      “We should split up. Each go after a different target,” Jinx said.

      “Absolutely not. You were here to help me pass the test. You’re not going off alone,” Quinn said.

      “He’s right,” Kara said, her arm tense. “These people are predators, I can feel it. Neither of you should go off alone.”

      “You’re in tune with life. Do you think you can find someone unnatural? Like Tamara or the ones we have?” Quinn asked Jinx.

      “You’re asking now?” Jinx said. “Maybe. Lots of nobles are here, but they have magic in their cells and I can feel that differently. We’d be looking for heavy alteration and lots of cybernetics without magic. I’ll need to mingle a lot.”

      “Then we mingle. See what there is to see on all floors of the estate. We wouldn’t want to miss anything,” Quinn said.
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      They started their explorations in the display hall, getting a look at the Delaxian artifacts so that they could have a better idea exactly what they were dealing with there.

      It was a quiet respite from the party, only a few guests roaming in the hall and studying the displays. There was art, abstract sculptures that Quinn didn’t much like, and paintings of seascapes which was odd given this planet was over eighty percent land.

      The artifacts had their own wing. They were uniformly of greenish stone striated with brilliant yellow veins. They were seemingly simple items like bowls, spoons, spear tips. It had never been figured out how they were made although the speculation was magic must be involved. Science had yet managed to so much as scratch one. The most collectible examples were those that appeared the most handmade, the crudest.

      “Look at the bowl,” Jinx said, pressing herself in against Quinn’s side. Once she’d stopped being offended at the earlier treatment she was again having fun with the role.

      Grooves that looked like finger marks in clay. It was a rare trait, valuable, and that bowl alone would make this a worthwhile score. Unfortunately, it was well protected. Surrounded by a layer of defensive glass and with a faint blue shimmer inside of a powerful sensor field monitoring the environment.

      Two guards were in every room, keeping watch, and sensors on every door. What wasn’t obvious was a way of really closing off the rooms. It was possible to steal, but Quinn didn’t see a way to do it without going loud. There was time to think about it later.

      They moved to check out the rest of the party. The ground floor had a host of entertainment, flashy but largely traditional. A band, a dance floor, and a banquet table filled with food.

      “Anything?” Quinn asked Jinx.

      “The guards are way too heavy for something like this. He’s paranoid,” Kara said.

      “So we don’t go loud,” Quinn said.

      “You know me, I’ll throw down anywhere, anytime. Don’t see how we’d talk our way through,” Kara said.

      They encountered a second stairway down, guarded by a pair of guards. The basement was strictly off limits to guests. Good to know.

      Not so the upstairs when they checked it out. Lots of guest rooms, some with name plaques upon them. Some simply with a hanger on the door them stating occupied. A second dance hall with rather less clothing and a lot more grinding. Next, a hall of orgies, then a second hall of orgies.

      Jinx angled her head. “I’ve got something?”

      “Here?” Quinn asked.

      “Afraid about going in, stud? I know you’re up for the job,” Kara said with a smirk.

      “That isn’t the problem,” Quinn said, looking over the patchwork of tangled bodies.

      “Not on this floor,” Jinx said, frowning. “Below us. I think.”

      A very careful walk around the outskirts of the room found a stairway at the far end and they made their way downstairs.

      It was a pool, a rather massive one with its own waterfall. Quinn hoped for wealth like this one of these days. Holographic projectors made the water teem with fantastical creatures, and unless this really was the most popular part of the party for aliens, the projections camouflaged the guests as well. Most in the pool appeared to be mermen and mermaids, iridescent tails leaving a rainbow shimmer in the water in their wake.

      Jinx let out a squeal that had nothing to do with business. “This is amazing. We need a pool.”

      “Do you want to clean up a pool after the gravity goes out?” Quinn asked.

      “If I say yes, can we have a pool?”

      “We could practice underwater combat. Never been trained for it,” Kara said.

      “Any idea who we’re looking for?” Quinn asked, changing the subject.

      “Redhead, by the dragon statue,” Jinx said.

      Sculptures of various magical creatures lined the edges of the pool. It wasn’t hard to find the dragon and once their target was spotted it was hard to miss her.

      Her hair was a brilliant red that likely didn’t exist in nature, along with green eyes, pale skin, and features breathtakingly stunning. Unlike most swimming back and forth in the pool she was still, her tail visible beneath the water and her full chest just above the waterline. A drink was on the edge beside her, half finished.

      Melody and Tamara had worked out a way to make contact, one of the little surprises they’d built into Quinn’s com. The estate had security dampeners preventing comm traffic from outside, and inside non-sanctioned channels were suppressed too.

      A brief pulse on the private network the woman should be on would hopefully be enough to get her attention.

      Quinn and the girls moved to the edge of the pool, standing near the statue.

      “I really like your tail,” Jinx said.

      “I really like your boobs,” Kara said.

      “Well, at least one of those things is real,” the woman said.

      Quinn triggered the signal.

      If the woman were startled, she hid it well. “Enjoying the party? I’m Mara, by the way.”

      “Baron Fel,” Quinn said, “My companions, Jinx and Kara. It’s impressive, we don’t see a lot of this out on the Rim.”

      “Green is a good look. And I love the feathers. And your outfit, Baron Fel? First Imperium, Kanto region?” Mara said, shifting her arms behind her and lifting herself out of the pool. The illusion of the tail vanished be replaced with a set of long and shapely legs. If the red of her hair was unnatural, she went to unusual ends for consistency as the lack of attire made clear. A curtsy and then she slithered into a red dress that lay crumpled behind her.

      “Indeed. You’ve a good eye,” Quinn said.

      “You haven’t been looking at my eyes, Baron Fel,” Mara said, leaning in and brushing the back of her hand across Quinn’s chest. “Join me upstairs? Just us for round one, although depending on how it goes we might invite the others.”

      Quinn figured that meant she wanted to talk alone and separate him from his muscle, which she’d identified as Kara. That wasn’t going to happen, but they could at least move things away from the pool.
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      Mara took Quinn’s hand and guided him back up the stairs in the direction they’d come.

      Quinn found himself admiring her finesse. Instead of circling the orgy room she walked right through it. A fraught enterprise considering how much movement there was. A space free to put a foot down between lovers wasn’t easy. With Mara guiding the way however it did save time. Jinx and Kara were forced to circle the room and lagged behind.

      That was probably by intent. Mara led him to a room, one marked with a name tag, “Dr. Marianna Trenchant”. Pulling Quinn inside she closed the door behind them and hit the latch which sealed with a click.

      “Sanctuary,” Mara said, and the lights flickered. The room was pretty but unspectacular, one wall bearing a seascape like those seen in the gallery. A few dresses were draped over the bed. Perhaps Mara had been considering outfits earlier.

      Quinn didn’t have much time to look around. Mara spun with fearsome efficiency and swept his legs out from under him. Collapsing hard onto his back he found himself staring up at Mara holding a small pistol, a hum sounding before a blue bolt of energy took him in the chest.

      The shot didn’t hurt, there was no pain at all really, but instead a tremendous sense of lethargy. Quinn tried to get back to his feet, but his limbs simply wouldn’t operate.

      “We’re off sensors and that door is reinforced. You should still be able to talk. Why are you here, Lord Fel, and what do you want with me?” Mara asked.

      “I’m not actually a lord. I’m a smuggler. I picked up a cargo awhile back. It turned out to be fifteen women suspended in sarcophagi,” Quinn said.

      Mara closed her eyes for a moment. “Tough to fool a mana sensor, but a smuggler might have the ways. These girls? Where did you pick them up, where are they going, and who are you smuggling them for?”

      “Kind of want this exchange of information to go two ways,” Quinn said.

      Mara leveled the pistol at his head. “Allow me to be clear so we have no confusion. The power advantage right now is all one way. You can talk or I can fry your nervous system for good and dig for answers on my own. If I believe you, then you may have done me a favor. You’d much rather be on my good side, trust me.”

      Quinn believed that much. There was something of Tamara’s unshakable control in this woman, along with a bit of Kara’s directness.

      “Sobek station, from a woman who also seemed enhanced and known as Maiden. They were supposed to go to the Aldonis system,” Quinn said.

      Mara pursed her lips, looking deep in thought.

      The door rattled, as if being shaken from the other side.

      “Your defender, I assume. Reinforced, the lord’s guests appreciate their privacy. Me more than most,” Mara said. “You may be speaking the truth. It would explain some things.”

      The door exploded inward, flying off the hinges and slamming into Mara, knocking her to the floor. The pistol went spinning out of her hand across the room.

      “Sorry, stud,” Kara said, stepping in, rolling her shoulders. “Took Jinx awhile to figure out which room was hers.”

      “Gun, corner,” Quinn said.

      Kara shrugged. “She’s not going anywhere.” Still, she made her way towards the corner. She didn’t make it, the door flying up to smash her chest as a leg-sweep hit her behind the knees.

      Mara pushed herself off the floor, hair disheveled and she was bleeding from a cut lip. Her own movement towards the gun was cut off when Kara’s leg lashed out, her foot catching Mara behind the knee. Mara didn’t quite go down, the collapse turning into a roll before she hit the floor and came up into a crouch.

      “Strong,” Mara said.

      “Never met a Yek before?” Kara asked.

      “First time,” Mara said.

      “Might be the last,” Kara said, as she dropped into her own fighting stance.

      “Doubt it,” Mara said, and charged.

      The two exchanged blows, a rapid fire exchange. Mara was the better fighter, she landed several punches that probably would have floored a human opponent, but that just left Kara looking stunned.

      It wasn’t a one-sided fight though. Kara got her hands briefly on Mara and with a surge of her great strength threw Mara bodily across the room to slam into the wall.

      Quinn couldn’t do anything to help, his muscles still not responding.

      Mara wasn’t done, although she was looking a lot more wobbly after that hit. It seemed to almost make her fighting even more controlled and the next time she and Kara closed on each other it ended in a twist of Kara’s arm so forceful that the crack of the bone was audible.

      “Stop right there,” Jinx said, holding the gun pointed at Mara.

      Quinn hadn’t even seen her moving. She must have sneaked around the edge of the room while the fight was going on.

      “Should have stayed out of it,” Mara said, rolling to the side even as the gun flashed blue. There was a meaty thud and Jinx looked startled with a throwing knife suddenly in her throat.

      “Didn’t want to kill anyone, especially if you’re telling the truth,” Mara said.

      Blue light flared from Jinx. It wasn’t another shot from the gun, it was coming from her throat. The knife clattered out of the wound in an eruption of blue energy. The glow of mana—her magic.

      “A royal,” Mara said in disbelief, her foot lashing around to catch Kara in a blow that shattered her nose and sent black blood everywhere as Kara charged. “Time out. Answers, now. Real ones.”

      “Kara, stand down. Check on Jinx,” Quinn said. Everyone went still. “Is there way to unparalyze me already?”

      “Gun,” Mara said.

      Jinx kicked the weapon over.

      Mara swept her finger along the barrel and aimed it at Quinn. A green shot this time, the pulse restoring life to his limbs.

      “Answers,” Mara said.

      Quinn had to admire how much utility she got out of single words.

      “What we told you was the truth. Jinx, you don’t need to know her story. She is a member of my Centauri, they both are,” Quinn said.

      Mara chuckled at that, a mirthless sort of sound. “Here I was thinking you’d just stumbled into something way over your head. If that is true, you were already drowning. Jinx, or whatever her name really is, needs to get out of here. Fast. That little outburst will have triggered every mana sensor in the place, my dampeners can’t protect from so much. Magic like that is both against the rules and not on the guest list.”

      Quinn couldn’t let Jinx get captured, but he couldn’t give up the mission either.

      Quinn said quickly to Kara, “Our story is I got bored and wanted better company. You two are leaving the party early. Take the Foxtrot and get out of here.”

      “Stud, you need backup. This is no place to be alone and little Miss arm-breaker here is no friend,” Kara said.

      “I can handle myself. Get Jinx clear,” Quinn said.

      Kara grunted but nodded. “Come on.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jinx said.

      “Was brave going for the gun,” Quinn said.

      “And stupid. Weapon like that left me one option,” Mara said.

      Kara gave Quinn a look filled with doubt, but left the room with Jinx in tow.

      “So, I want my sisters. You want something here worth risking your life for. What is it?” Mara asked.

      A trade? Quinn hadn’t been thinking of that, but if Quinn was putting the pieces together now, those girls in his hold weren’t going to a happier life after all, not if he delivered them where he was supposed to. While he hated the principle of breaking a contract, not all contracts were equal—and Tamara’s life was on the line

      “I need access to Lord Barr’s private data server,” Quinn said.

      “And I’m assuming your exit strategy is flying away right now?” Mara asked.

      “Pretty much,” Quinn said.

      Mara stared blankly ahead for a long moment. “You picked a terrible time for this. You have a way to get what you need from it?”

      “In my comm,” Quinn said.

      “Good. I’ll try to get you in and us out, but the odds of you dying are good. Sorry. If you do, I’ll try to get the data to your crew. Will they honor a deal?” Mara asked.

      Quinn triggered the recorder on his comm. “This is recording of a deal with a woman calling herself Mara, the one who broke Kara’s arm. In exchange for extracting and delivery of the data we need from the server, we’ll turn over our cargo of passengers. If I die, well, fuck. Honor the deal, Taki, it’s what we do.”

      Mara nodded at that and went about getting dressed. Boots, jewelry, wiping off the blood from her lip, and concealing a still-forming bruise with some makeup. “Let’s go.”
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      “So what is your plan?” Quinn asked.

      “You kicked down my door and set off a major mana flare in my room. If my cover isn’t blown yet it very soon will be and the guards are already on alert. We go physical, steal a shuttle, and fly away,” Mara said.

      “That’s a really bad plan,” Quinn said.

      “Tell your people not to break down the door next time.”

      “So what are you anyways? A spy? Isn’t stunning beauty kind of a drawback?”

      “Again, if you wanted to flirt, the time was before my door got knocked down,” Mara said, as she led the way down the hall. A winding series of corridors took them into a set of rooms where there seemed to be no guests wandering about looking for privacy and a tryst. Not at the moment.

      A pair of guards guarded the corridor ahead. Each had a submachine gun in their hands.

      “Excuse me,” Mara said, advancing closer and flashing them a smile. “We wanted to leave some things at our seats in the meeting room before tomorrow. Is that allowed?”

      “No, ma’am,” said one of the guards. It was all he got out before Mara shot him, the second getting a blast before he managed to get his gun halfway up. The gun dropped but the guard stayed on his feet, an awkward punch swinging towards Mara who ducked and kicked him hard in the groin.

      Quinn stepped forward and punched the guard in the back of the head. He went down hard.

      “Fun toy, extremely short range and a limited charge that is now out,” Mara said, taking a submachine gun off one of the bodies and throwing it over to Quinn.

      “Can’t they scream for help?” Quinn asked.

      “Upped the intensity from when I hit you,” Mara said.

      Farther down the hall and around another turn there were a set of double wooden doors engraved with a massive depiction of a kraken leaping out of the sea.

      “I’ve got something that should get us past the sensors,” Quinn said, kneeling near the door. Another of Melody’s surprises. They hadn’t had a way to duplicate the biometric readings the door would be looking for, but there were certain test sequences this model of scanner had. It wasn’t quite that simple, of course.

      Finding exactly what channel the door used was a matter of trial and error. Quinn hit the sequencer—and the door didn’t instantly pop open as he’d hoped.

      Right, Lord Barr wasn’t an idiot then. This would take some time.

      “Don’t take too long. We’ll have already gotten their attention,” Mara said.

      Green light flared from the ceiling. It must have been some sort of built-in weapon, and it wasn’t on the plans. Quinn saw Mara crumpling to the ground even as he was doing the same.
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      When Quinn came to he was cold. The hallway had been replaced by walls of cement blocks, stains on them that looked like blood. That would fit, this wasn’t a very nice sort of room. Quinn was secured naked to some sort of table—a table full of intimidating-looking hammers, picks, saws, scalpels. A torturer’s toolbox.

      Quinn wasn’t alone. Mara hung from a set of chains in the ceiling with the tips of her toes barely touching the floor. Her clothing was missing too. Bruises on her body might have come from the tussle with Kara, but her face was bloodied and swollen. She’d been worked over since they went unconscious.

      “I wouldn’t worry about her, handsome. I’d be worried about myself.” The voice came from the shadows—a familiar voice, and a moment later he knew why as Janessa stepped into view. She was dressed differently than before, and a bloodstained apron added to her ensemble.

      “Didn’t think you were a whore,” Quinn said.

      “I’m whatever I need to be to stay alive,” Janessa said, moving over to the tray and letting her fingers play across the collection of tools. “Most people are. You will be. Since I introduced you I’m getting to handle you. We’re going to have fun. Well, I’m going to have fun. A lot of pain, a little pleasure.”

      “Great. You’re going to make the torture weird,” Quinn said.

      Janessa leaned down and kissed him. It preceded driving a scalpel into his side.

      Quinn screamed into the kiss. If anything it just made the contact more insistent as Janessa twisted the blade.

      “You’re a real sick bitch, you know that?” Mara asked.

      Janessa pulled away from the kiss to look over. “Up huh? I do like a bit of an audience, not that you’re going to live long enough to see much.” Janessa dug a finger into Quinn’s wound, drawing another scream from him.

      “He’s not going to last that long if you keep stabbing him like that,” Mara said.

      Janessa looked down and frowned. “Mmm, maybe not.” She shifted away, her footsteps echoing as she walked across the room and then back.

      Quinn felt a sudden bloom of heat at his side, the numbing sensation of a medkit.

      “That was just a teaser, sugar. The boss has his big meeting tomorrow so I need to go get some rest, but then we’re going to have all kinds of fun. I’m going to hurt you, then fuck you, then kill you while I’m fucking you. Then I’m going to bring you back and we’re going to do it all over again,” Janessa said, leaning down to nip savagely at Quinn’s ear.

      “You’re so bad at this,” Mara said.

      Janessa gave her a harsh look. “Do you like her, Fel? Tomorrow you’ll get to see her without skin. They’re going to burn it off her one layer at a time and you’ll get to see the whole thing. But if you’re good, I get to keep you for myself.”

      Janessa straightened up, brushing back her hair and delivering a savage punch to Mara’s midsection before throwing Quinn a kiss and leaving the room.
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      “The lord is a bit of a masochist, can you tell?” Mara asked, still wheezy as she tried to get her breath back.

      “Are all his entertainers like that?” Quinn asked.

      “Pretty much. So, we know I’m not being rescued. How about you?” Mara said.

      It didn’t seem likely. Estate security was too tight. Whatever Taki’s feelings might be, she was the responsible one and without him there she was in command of the ship. She’d do the right thing and the right thing meant staying far away from here.

      “Afraid not. Sorry I got you into this,” Quinn said.

      Mara flashed a pained smile. “Live the kind of life I have, was never any doubt it was going to end bad. Rather thought it would end with skin though.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours passed, long hours in the cold, chill air and just waiting to die.

      “I think that is enough time. I didn’t want anyone wandering in on us,” Mara said. She did some sort of acrobatic flip that wound up with her feet above her head and with several savage kicks undid the pin securing the manacles, dumping her to the floor.

      “You couldn’t have done that while Janessa was here and snapped her neck?” Quinn asked.

      Mara leaned over the table, releasing him. Quinn sat up rubbing at his wrists.

      “Her going missing would have raised an alert. No cameras on his torture chamber—well, not the business one,” Mara said. Their possessions had been laid out on a nearby table. She slid back into her dress although left off the jewelry.

      Quinn got into his own clothes. “We have a way out?”

      “Not yet,” Mara said. Grabbing her necklace from the table, a clunky thing made of angular gold-colored blocks, she pulled it apart and moved to one of the walls. Pressing the gold blobs one at a time, they clung to the stone. “The main data server is on the other side of this wall.”

      Quinn stared at her. “Was it ever your plan for us to just get into his office?”

      “It has some of the tightest security on the estate. We weren’t going in through that door. This torture room is right next to where we needed to go, though. Good thing they didn’t throw us into a holding cell,” Mara said. The last of the blobs from her necklace planted, she took a step backwards. A muted ‘oomph’ and the section of the wall exploded into dust, revealing a hole leading into a dark room beyond.

      “Could have told me?” Quinn said.

      “Thought there was a good chance they might kill us outright. It was a desperate plan,” Mara said. One of her bracelets began to glow, a dull illumination that lit the room. Wires extended from the ceiling into a large, oblong box. There was a small terminal on the outside.

      Quinn stepped forward. This room was bitterly cold. No wonder they’d been so cold in the next cell, the chill bleeding through the wall.

      “I hope you really do have a way to get what you need,” Mara said.

      Quinn hoped the same. Opening his comm he twisted a tiny switch to protrude a data connector and plugged it into an open socket on the terminal. A soft beep and lights began to circle.

      “Stealing data from a man planning a rebellion, while also seeking out someone of my particular talents as well. You have fascinating hobbies for a smuggler,” Mara said.

      “This is a rare case where I seem more fascinating than I actually am,” Quinn said.

      “Uh huh,” Mara said with a faint frown. “Unfortunately I wasn’t lying about our exit strategy. It really is shoot our way through and steal a ship.”

      “If it helps, I’m pulling down the security network. Our hope was, if we got this far, to sneak out,” Quinn said.

      “The guests might be asleep but security isn’t. Any exit from the basement is going to be guarded and when we bring down the network they’ll be on high alert.”

      “Any more bombs? We could blast our own way up?” Quinn asked.

      “Sorry. I’m down to two throwing knives, one stun grenade, and a small bit of undetectable poison.”

      “And you said I had interesting hobbies,” Quinn said.

      The comm gave three prolonged beeps and the lights flickered.

      “Time to go,” Quinn said.

      They didn’t have the option of stealth. When they made their way back out to the torture chamber a security guard was just stepping in, a serious-faced young woman. Mara moved faster than she could raise the rifle, a thrown knife plunging into her throat.

      “Not playing nice anymore,” Quinn said.

      Mara advanced towards the guard, grabbing the knife and drawing it across her throat before taking her submachine gun and passing it to Quinn. “We don’t have the luxury. I assume you’ve no qualms about shooting them yourself?”

      “They were about to skin you and do something really weird to me. I think I’m good with killing them all.”

      The door from the torture chamber led to a short hall. Mara led them down it and around a bend. A pair of guards with guns raised was just approaching. A knife bloomed in one of their throats while Quinn hit the second with a burst of fire that sent him stumbling backwards slumping against the wall. Mara punched them both in the throat in passing.

      A stairway brought them back up to the first floor. It was where banquet tables had been set up earlier in the night. Servants were in the process of clearing them.

      Guards rushing into the far side of the room opened fire. At this range they couldn’t be accurate, but Quinn took a bullet in the shoulder and saw Mara take one in her thigh. A brooch went sailing across the room, exploding in dazzling light.

      Quinn and Mara ran—into another hallway and another mass of guards. It was Mara’s turn to take one in the shoulder.

      “We’re not going to make the shuttles,” Mara said, limping ahead. Quinn pulled her into an alcove, ducking behind a sculpture just as a team of guards went past. How many did this estate have? However many, they seemed to have attracted the attention of almost all of them. That would be great if they were a diversion. Instead it probably meant they were dead.

      “In a pinch I’ll take somewhere to hide,” Quinn said.

      “Security systems are down. Let’s see if it’s all of them,” Mara said, stabbing a guard in the eye as he stood staring puzzled at the bloodstains they had left behind. As he twitched out his last Mara grabbed his gun and led the way down another hall. Several confusing turns and they were near where the entertainers had played. Mara pressed her fingers against the eyes of a bust of some unknown nobleman. A section slid away.

      Down the hall, guards caught sight of them and opened fire. Quinn took one in the thigh while Mara took another in the shoulder. Mara pulled him into the opening. A short hall here took them into a claustrophobic room with a small bunk and several screens. Mara slammed her fist down on a panel near the door and a thick metal hatch slammed shut.

      “Saferoom?” Quinn asked.

      “It needs house security to get access to it, but its own security run from inside will keep the unwanted out,” Mara said with a grunt. “It should have medkits.”

      It didn’t. Food, water, entertainment—and a complete lack of medical supplies.

      Mara was tapping furiously away at the console, blood smearing over the keys. A warning siren began to wail and Quinn felt a telltale rumble beneath him.

      “This place is a ship?” Quinn asked, amazed.

      “More an escape pod. We’ll be in orbit in the next sixty seconds and we can try screaming for help. Not for long, they’ll bring us back down soon, but it gives us some time. If we’d rather not die like they have planned, it gives us a choice,” Mara said.

      A pretty poor one. Without medkits Quinn made the best he could, tearing strips off his clothing and binding the wounds. It helped, but it was a matter of dying slow instead of fast.
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      “You mentioned a rebellion. That means he has much of a space force?” Quinn asked, leaning back against one side of the pod.

      “He does. If they all weren’t busy doing wicked things right now, we’d be finding ourselves towed aboard a ship within a few hours. Instead he’s going to have to hire a salvage crew. I figure we’ve got a day, maybe two,” Mara said, shifting herself up onto the bunk. It gave both her and Quinn a bit more room to stretch out.

      “More than I figured. Since we’re probably about to die together, mind explaining to me just who you are?” Quinn asked.

      “Pod could have recorders running. This could all be a setup, although if so you went to considerable lengths. I’d say we could talk about what isn’t related to the secrets I keep but …” Mara stopped, shrugging.

      “When you’re a highly modified whatever you are, you can’t even talk childhood memories I guess,” Quinn said.

      “Not so much, no. What about you? Core accent, although you hide it well. Belepheron quadrant?”

      With a wry smile Quinn looked up at the bunk. “Linguist too? You nailed it, although I got out as soon as I could. When a man needs seven different permits from three different bureaucracies just to take up a trade, it’s no fit place to live.”

      “There is some truth to that, but the Rim must have been a shock.”

      “Course it was. I was a young idiot. Got taken for everything I owned my first week and spent the next six months getting strong enough to take it back. Bounced around awhile before finding myself with the marshals, an experience so bad it drove me right to crime,” Quinn said.

      “I don’t believe that. You’re involved in too much to be a common smuggler,” Mara said.

      “Maybe I’m an uncommon one then, but I’m not whatever you are. Just a man trying to keep his ship flying and his crew safe.”

      “You mentioned a Centauri. Really?”

      Quinn shrugged. “I’d tell you, except—well, I can’t blame you for not sharing your secrets, and I think you’ve earned a few of mine. But you’re right though, this pod is probably recording and I’m not going to share with the man who kills me.”

      Mara considered for a moment and sat up, groaning as she slid over to the console. “Then let’s find the recorder and kill it dead. I’d like to hear it.”

      It was good to have a project. No tools, but their hands and whatever they could scavenge from the supplies in the pod. A metal tin of food wound up transformed into a crude pair of pliers, a duraplastic support a crowbar. It took a few hours of exhausting work and by the end it was more Mara than Quinn. Whatever enhancements she had didn’t help her to shake off damage like Kara, but her physical capabilities did seem beyond his. Quinn wondered just how much this applied to Tamara as well? How much hadn’t she shown him?

      When they were finished Quinn talked, and talked. He told more than he probably should have, delirium starting to kick in, the desire to sleep growing by the moment. Mara listened insightfully the whole time, asking questions, pulling details.

      “I can’t decide if you are a fortunate man or a terribly unlucky one,” Mara said.

      “Lucky. Even with this, I’m glad I met Tamara and the others. I’m the better for it,” Quinn said.

      Mara rested her chin on her hand, looking down at Quinn from the bunk. “I’m sorry, I think you’ve been honest and I still can’t repay you with my own secrets. Yet, I might know more about one of your crew than you do. Do you want it?”

      Did he? Even if he could believe Mara, what good would the knowledge do? Still, Quinn preferred truth to shadow.

      “Please,” Quinn said.

      “Tourmaline Steele is one of the senior partners of the law firm Delecrox, Miller, and Steele, which represents some of the most influential in the Empire. Beautiful, vicious, and she’s achieved immortality by the use of cloned daughters. She creates them in her image and throws them at challenges. When she wants to lose a few years she resets herself, adding her memories to the most successful of these daughters as a form of rebirth.”

      Quinn rubbed his eyes. “And you just have that floating around in your head? Is that sort of thing common?”

      “That particular thing, no. But the Imperium …” Mara paused and frowned. “I must be careful here. The Imperium is filled with horrors and wonders well beyond what most know. Stability requires secrecy and the powerful aren’t inclined to share that which made them that way. Whether it be wealth, magic, or something else.”

      “So you think Tamara is one of these cloned daughters?”

      “Or the woman herself. Don’t discount the possibility. There are rumblings that the old guard is ending. There are those who would end the Imperium. Survivors like Steele often reinvent themselves in times of such turmoil,” Mara said.

      “I wouldn’t be risking my life to help her survive, if it were Steele,” Quinn said.

      “No? But for Tamara you’ll try to steal the records of a man who has been planning rebellion for fifteen years? Anyway, I doubt it is Steele, you’ve had too many close calls already. Yet, even one made in her image is formidable. Be cautious.”

      “Hardly matters now, does it?” Quinn asked.

      Mara chuckled. “You still think we’re going to die here?”

      “You know something I don’t?”

      “Your friends sent a message on your behalf. Someone else has joined the game. Can you guess who they are?” Mara asked. “It’s just three letters.”

      They wouldn’t. Taki wouldn’t. Would she?

      The pod didn’t have proper sensors, but it did have a view port. Crawling over to it Quinn could get a look out, observe the ships heading for the surface. Hulks with weapons crudely grafted onto them, ugly brutish vessels. Pirates.

      Ice.
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      It had been two weeks since death seemed so close in the escape pod.

      Kulo didn’t have a proper spaceport, but they were making it work.

      Mara had used the transponder signal to broadcast their location and the Kathryn picked them up. The word was that Ice had lost three fourths of her fleet, stolen a fortune in artifacts, and captured over a dozen nobles now being ransomed back to their families.

      None of that would have been possible without Quinn bringing down the estate security systems. Ice was now very notorious, and soon to be very wealthy.

      It had taken a week for Mara to crack the security for the sarcophagi that held her “sisters”. Since then they’d all been working tireless to help update and repair the ship. Unmarked shuttles filled with supplies arrived and flew off.

      Today Mara had asked for a meeting with their family and everyone gathered in the kitchen. Melody had made waffles.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Mara said, dressed simply in red engineering coveralls.

      “You’ve been helpful, more than we could have expected,” Taki said.

      That much was true. Outside, the ship had kept its classic First Imperium lines, now with all the signs of old neglect gone. Inside almost everything had gone through some updating, although nothing except their comm relay was especially top of the line. Still, the difference was stark.

      “Family always matters,” Mara said.

      “Not to cut you off, but we agree. Want to join ours?” Tamara asked.

      It had been her turn with Quinn the night before and they’d discussed it.

      Mara pursed her lips. “My sisters were wondering if you’d ask. While tempted, I have other obligations that would have to take priority. However, that segues into what I wanted to talk to all of you about. We’d like to make a suggestion on what you do next.”

      “We’re listening,” Quinn said.

      “You have nowhere to go and a lot of places aren’t safe for you to go again. I’m sure some of you will know of the Anawari Empire.”

      Quinn recognized it—being a fan of heroic stories you’d be hard pressed not to. The Anawari were rumored to be one of the founding members of the First Imperium.

      Jinx said for them all, “Supposedly a pre-Runestone human culture that helped to form the First Imperium. Also the source of my particular bloodline—as you likely know. It is believed to be located within the Galatid belt in the Core.”

      “Wrongly, as I imagine our guest is about to tell you,” Tamara said.

      “The actual location is on the deep Rim. Populated by, among other things, pirates and scavengers, great merchant houses, truly ancient bloodlines trying to be great again, and nearly a dozen unfriendly alien races. The Anawari are barely a part of the Imperium these days and I suspect with the recent chaos they soon won’t be at all,” Mara said.

      “What does this have to do with us?” Quinn asked.

      “We want you to go there. Operate there. If you do, I may accept your invitation if a proper arrangement can be made. They’re a distrustful people, but presenting yourselves as a Centauri on the run from an Imperium in collapse, you’ll find work,” Mara said.

      “And you’ll have a pair of eyes,” Tamara said.

      “Would you be paying us?” Taki asked.

      Mara shook her head. “No. We’ve repaid our debt and if we do any more, you’ll look like an Imperium spy. You don’t want that. I’ll aid you as best I can as a member of your crew, but you won’t have my full resources at your disposal.”

      Quinn looked around the table. “Big decision. I’m not going to make it for us. If anyone wants to chime in, now is the time.”

      “I’m just going to say I really like the thought of being as far away from the Imperium as I can get,” Melody said.

      “Aliens everywhere and their ruins? And ancient human civilization ruins? I’m so in,” Dela said.

      “It pushes me a bit more towards a future I don’t want. I’m a no,” Jinx said.

      Taki said, “I’m with Jinx. You know how it is, sir. Too much civilization or too little and we stop earning a living. We go that far out and I’m not sure how we’ll get by.”

      “It sounds like a brutal place. Fuck yeah, I want to go,” Kara said, cracking her knuckles.

      That made it three to two in favor so far. If Tamara agreed it was decided, and if not it would be up for Quinn to break the tie.

      “I will figure out your game,” Tamara said with a long look at Mara, leaning on the table.

      “I’ve already guessed yours. Prove me wrong,” Mara said with a smirk.

      Tamara smiled briefly at that. “Not today. We need a new start and a place we can put our past behind us. I say we go.”

      That settled it then. A new start.

      Quinn had been thinking of something else for awhile, pondering if it was the right time. If it was a step he was quite willing to make.

      Yes, it was time.

      “We accept your suggestion. You can speak with Tamara about these conditions of yours to join the family. I’d like to bring up other business. If this is a new start, I think this ship needs a new name. The Kathryn is going to become the Centauri Bliss.”

      Taki gaped, her eyes suddenly glistening. “You sure, sir?”

      “I’m sure. It’s time we moved forward, as a family. Wherever we go, we’ll face it together,” Quinn said.
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      I write a lot of books. If you enjoyed this one you might want to follow me on Amazon or Goodreads or subscribe to my mailing list at the end of the list. Here are a few other of my big efforts.

      
        
        The Laboratory

        . When a crazed AI reactivates deep in an abandoned complex in a post apocalyptic hellscape there is only one thing to do. SCIENCE.  Dungeon Core with a completely different twist.

        Now up to 7 books in the series, with audio for those of you that like to listen to your reads.

      

        

      
        The Laboratory

      

        

      
        Glitch Hunter

        Dark Fantasy and LitRPG with a bit of a mystery thrown in. Alex is  a Glitch Hunter, hunter of monsters in a terrifying world where the average citizen is little more than prey for the horrors that lurk in the night. My longest novel to date, for fans of those wanting a long read and something a bit different than the typical  LitRPG. Also in audio if that is your thing.
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        The Crucible Shard

        Liam lives in a world where gamers are held up on a pedestal and their competitions are high entertainment where only the elite get to complaint. When he enters the virtual world himself he finds reality is far weirder than he could ever have anticipated, and when sometimes you think you are the hero you really wind up being the villain. Brutal action, real character development over the series, and many plot-twists.
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      This was a fun one to write. The growth of harem-lit has really been dividing the LitRPG community lately. I knew I wanted to try my take on the genre, but rather than a lot of the more recent books I found my inspiration going back further to the days of Heinlein.

      Heinlein was fond of throwing the morality of his day out the window and presenting these big complex families that always struck me as tremendously real. Instead of relying on some sort of game mechanic to bring people together I wanted a bunch of lost souls looking for a place to belong, looking to move on with their lives.

      The space-opera setting is one I’ve wanted to play with for awhile. I’ve started to get there with my Laboratory series, but this is on a whole different scale. I’ve always loved the scruffy smuggler just working to keep the ship flying. This has all the elements of a big galactic empire, space opera, and the fading of that empire and a brewing civil war, but it is focused on the fate of this ship and the lives of the people who call it home.

      Like a lot of my recent series, I’ve tried to make a book that stands alone. There are obviously some hints at the end there of what the future will be, and if this book does well enough, to provide a sequel. My plans as an author are always in flux—if you are a frequent reader of my author’s notes you know that well. If you love this, please let me know, let others know. Your reviews and word of mouth are tremendously important.

      Next up in the writing queue is a bit of comedy LitRPG. A gnome inventor for the main character, heavy on satire about the genre, myself, and the world. I’ve been wanting to do something with a more comedic bent for awhile, I loved writing Glitch Hunter, but it was dark. A sequel is on the way there, but I need to cleanse myself with something light-hearted first.

      Thank you for reading. Thank you for being family. I hope you all find those who are going to be important to you.
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