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      Selina’s finger tensed on the throttle of the tiny craft as she guided it into the moon base waiting pattern.

      Moon Base 703 had the reputation of being difficult to navigate without incidents, but Selina knew she didn’t have the luxury of damaging this craft. If she made any mistake Ashford, who was a cantankerous boss, would have no problem blaming her. He’d made it clear after the last scrape she’d unwittingly fallen into that she had no more chances left. He’d let her go without qualms.

      She had no home, no family, and nowhere to retreat to. So she couldn’t afford to make a mistake. Ever.

      “Better get this right, Selina.” The cabin was tiny, but the sound of her words still reverberated in it.

      “Sylvie’s Dream, you are cleared for landing on Moon Base 703. Berth A five four on level seven has been cleared for your arrival.” The disinterested tones of the moon base traffic officer rattled through the old speaker.

      “Affirmative, Moon Base 703. Berth acknowledged. Sylvie’s Dream will begin entry sequence now.” She carefully tapped the details into the keyboard then waited for the navigational unit to settle on the best path.

      If it wasn’t for the load she was to pick up there, she would have happily avoided this port. She hated busy moon bases; mainly because they reminded her of the days she’d spent flying during the war, when any port like this spelled danger. Intrigue had been everywhere and one misstep... Well, remembering wouldn’t help.

      The independent planets had lost the war and were subsumed by the acquisitive Federation. She had lost all her rights to citizenship because she’d been a fighter pilot for the other side. All that stopped her from being banished was her skill as a pilot. Ashford had taken advantage of the need in the Federation for well trained freighter pilots, claiming that they were necessary for the continuation of commerce.

      She brushed away the memories best forgotten with the ease of experience.

      Vehicles passed her, lumbering space tankers and the new, highly maneuverable luxury shuttles. They passed close, and on more than one occasion, she gritted her teeth as the proximity alarms blared.

      The berth lay ahead. The massive gray doors imprinted with the designation in fluorescent yellow confirmed her location. With care, she propelled the aging Centura G-9 into position and the docking clamps met the ship with a clunk and thud. From the side viewport, it was easy to watch the great doors open wide and the clamps pull the ship into the berth. The cavernous space within brightly lit as the lighting shone on the craft.

      “Sylvie’s Dream, power down your systems and set brakes.” Another voice, this one low and melodic, gave the instructions.

      Her fingers flew over the controls before she depressed the comms button. “Sylvie’s Dream acknowledges. Systems powering down and brakes are set.” With a sigh, she removed her finger from the button.

      For a moment, she stayed in her chair, slumped in the creaky padded seat. She reached for her safety belts and unclipped them. They retracted with a hiss and she stood, letting the aches of long hours in the command seat wash off. Then she reached out, grabbing her identity tags and slipping them over her head. She had no standing in the Federation and it was a crime for her to wander anywhere without her information disks. If she was caught out of bounds and they scanned the data chip embedded in her arm, they’d throw her into the prison system.

      Even the vague memory of Federation jails left her shivering. It wasn’t something she would choose to relive. Not after her experience after a drunken night out. Federation justice officers had been clear—do it again and be banished. Life sucks sometimes, she thought.

      Selina headed for the door, the clanking of her no-nonsense boots echoing in the corridor, and she reached for the lever. The door slid open with a loud grind and she entered the airlock. The second door required a passcode which she quickly tapped in; it too opened and the aging hinges creaked. On the other side stood a contingent of Federation officials. Waiting. She hated this bit.

      “Present your data chip for verification.”

      Silently, she extended her arm, waiting as they waved the wand over. The quiet beep told her they had the details they sought.

      “Present your credentials.”

      She unclipped the tags hanging at her neck.

      They scanned those too then nodded, handing them back. “You are confined to levels seven, eight, and nine. You should check the public announcement daily and, if required, present yourself to the indentures office by o-seven hundred moon base time. Failure to do so will result in immediate detention. Do you understand these instructions?”

      “I do.”

      The man opposite her smiled in a condescending manner, one she had almost become used to, as he held out a bright pink tag. Anyone who saw it would know she held no official status. She accepted it wordlessly and clipped it to the identity lanyard. The routine was just that, routine. But she still hated the obvious color tag these moon bases used. They were so...noticeable.

      “Failure to present same tag on request—”

      Selina nodded. “Will result in immediate detention. I understand.”

      He blinked and looked more closely at her before grimacing. “Then you may continue

      your business.” Just like that he turned with a squeak of his boots on the plascrete floor and left her standing there.

      She slowly made her way down the ramp to meet with the hard-bodied men waiting. They sized her up, their eyes shining as they attempted to work out whether she’d be willing to undertake a liaison. But as with every other base and depot she had flown into, they held no interest. No man had. Not for a long time.

      “Selina Codecko. Captain of the Sylvie’s Dream.” She held out her hand and accepted the shake of the man closest. His callused hand gripped hers firmly. “I’ll be loading parts for the Orlach sector in the next day or so.”

      One of the men raised an eyebrow. “That’s a long, lonely run for a single woman.”

      Selina held her ground, meeting his eyes. A bland smile bloomed and she knew it held no invitation to these men. “Maybe, but it’s my next run. The ship will require replenishing of food stock, the oxygen tanks inspected and refilled, and the same for the water tanks.”

      The man who had done all the speaking so far nodded. “Fine. It’s a—”

      “Centura G-9. Old, but an efficient workhorse.”

      The man scratched his head. “Fine. Me and the boys will attend to that. You’d better head

      to level eight and see if there is any accommodation left. They don’t let the captains remain onboard here.” His gruff words carried an unspoken warning. Those without status were fair game, so play wisely.

      Thank you hovered on her lips, but she dismissed the words. Those words could be construed as gratitude and she couldn’t afford to be beholden to anyone. She’d lived too long by her wits. Now wasn’t the time to forget them.
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      “Sir, we have another individual without status. A Captain Codecko, flying Sylvie’s

      Dream. The ship is currently berthed in A five four on level seven.”

      Renjiro Ito accepted the data chip and was about to place it on the pile with others for

      perusal, when he stopped and speared the official with a look. “The captain is here for how long?” Many of the other status-less travelers stayed less than a full lunar cycle on the moon base, so by the time he checked their details, they had already left. But if they were going to be there longer... Well, he would check their background. In his position as the Federation’s civil defense commander for the region, he had to ensure the safety of the people in his care.

      Many of those without status still held enduring grudges against the Federation. The Indy governments had never explained the necessity to be folded into their united systems. Those disenfranchised by their integration had just blindly fought the Federation. Many of the ground troops who had survived the bitter but brief war had returned to their previous employment. But the flyers... They hadn’t. No, a proportion had continued with skirmish after skirmish. So the Federation had banished them. After years of bitterness, there were still pockets of resistance. They wanted nothing to do with unity.

      While forcible banishment wasn’t a perfect outcome—and if Renjiro were honest, he hated it—it was the ruling of the senate. He had to accept their decision.

      The female officer flicked through the paperwork that had been generated, pulling Renjiro from his reverie. “I think it is several days. She’s expecting an incoming cargo load to be rerouted to the Orlach sector. She’s one of Ashford’s people.”

      Renjiro grunted and slid the chip into the reader. The face that stared back at him was one he knew. He remembered night after night in his dreams, the battle of Seicha Two Seven Seven. Initially, it was a search-and-find mission. It had become more than that once he realized it was also a stronghold for a legion of Indy warriors.

      “Where is she currently?” He rasped the request, his heart rate speeding up. If this was
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      her, then he’d seek her out. Ensure she was fine. It was the only way he could thank her for the risks she’d taken during those long days and nights. His hand shook and he shoved it into his pocket to hide his physical response.

      “Sir?” The woman in front of him looked confused. “I don’t know what you...” Her words died away as he rose.

      “Where is she being accommodated?”

      “Well, see, there is no current available accommodation on levels seven, eight, or even nine. At this point...” The young officer shrugged. “We don’t know where she is at present. We can request all pink tag holders present themselves—”

      Renjiro shook his head. “No, that won’t be necessary.” He reached for the jacket carelessly slung over his seat. “I’m going out. Redirect all transmissions except from my cousin or command.”

      Her face blanched. “Yes, sir.” Her crisp salute was returned as a matter of formality as he left his office, the shushing of the closing door the only sound as he strode into the corridor.

      His people were used to him just heading out, and this time he was thankful. He’d been on this moon base for weeks and it always left him feeling jittery and on edge, so he’d walk off his frustrations. Right now, he didn’t give a damn about his work or the jitters that sometimes assailed him.

      The need to find the woman who’d cared for him was overwhelming, and he fought the memories of her soft touches and the whispery kisses they’d shared. She’d stayed with him for several days before he woke that morning to find her gone. Nothing more than a note filling the place where she’d rested beside him, giving him the coordinates back to his ship, where she’d carefully stashed it. Where she’d found him, alone and injured.

      The lift was in front of him and he swiped his command card. It would override any other commands, and he smiled. He needed to get to level seven. See if she had settled herself in the ship.

      The doors whispered open and he strode inside.
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