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Every man leaves a trail
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THE DAY WAS TOO NICE to be inside. A band of towering cumulus clouds had gathered on the horizon, looking like piles of cotton wool. Waves rode gently to shore, each a perfect repetition of the one in front, like oversized ripples. Tara brought her skimmer down in front of the house listed in the local news, joining half a dozen other early arrivals for the clearance sale. Some she recognized from previous sales she'd attended. Sigmar Sutton, the antiques dealer, sat in his skimmer and Borg Jansen stood under a tree on the verge. He would be trying to persuade the vendors to sell him the lot at a bargain basement price. She hoped the vendors wouldn't be so silly.

The sale was supposed to start at nine, but with people waiting outside, the door would probably be opened earlier. 

Tara leaned against her skimmer enjoying the warmth. It was too hot for this time of year and those clouds would probably turn into thunderheads. But by the time that happened she would be back on the island.

The two-story house stood on a large block in one of Hedron's better, beachside suburbs, so the land would be worth a small fortune. The house itself was constructed in the old colonial style, with wide verandas on both floors. Somebody had spent money on the garden. It was beautifully designed, with swathes of carefully color-matched plantings, in keeping with the beachside setting. 

She wondered if it had some sort of exciting history. Had it been the home of a politician? Or a notorious pirate? But probably not. It would have been mentioned in the ad. Even so, maybe she could pick up some nice items, perhaps an antique, if Sutton didn't nab it first.

The front door opened. Tara waited until everyone else had filed in, then followed into the foyer. She smiled at a middle-aged woman who she guessed was the vendor. "You're Miz Jepson?"

"That's right."

"A deceased estate. Your mother? Father?"

"No. My brother. You might have seen the article in the local news. He drowned a few weeks ago."

Yes, of course. Leif Web. She'd forgotten all about it until now. He'd gone fishing in his boat out around the islands and never came back. There'd been a full-scale search for a couple of days. They found his overturned boat and then a day later his body, washed up on a beach at one of the tiny islands in the archipelago. That had been a few weeks ago. 

"I remember hearing about it. Condolences."

The woman lifted a shoulder. "That's life. Sad, really. He'd not long come back to live here. The items for sale are in the two front rooms if you'd like to go through."

Tara could take a hint.

The room oozed elegance in a show home sort of way. Muted colors, grey sofas, cushions adding a splash of brightness. No real individuality, no sense of the man who had lived here. Not much work had gone into displaying his worldly goods. Items were stacked anywhere there was space. Serviceable dinner ware and cutlery were on a sideboard. A few vases and ornaments stood on a large dining table. That was for sale, too, as was the sideboard. Borg Jansen browsed amongst the furniture offerings. Sutton had already left the room.

Tara spied a model spaceship tucked away on a side table. She picked it up. It was chunky, the kind of vessel primarily used to carry freight. The inscription on the base read 'Stella Mae'. Grandfather might be interested in adding it to his collection. They weren't asking much for it. She carried it over to the woman and paid.

"Do you know anything about the ship?"

"No," Jepson said, checking her comm for the credit transfer. "My brother worked on freighters, though, so this might be one he served on."

"My grandfather is interested in old ships, especially those that used to work from here."

"As far as I know, Leif worked out of Ord Lorman. He left years ago and we didn't keep in touch."

Ord Lorman was a planet in another system. Oh well. She'd bought the model now.

"Was he the ship's captain?"

"Oh no. Leif was involved in the freight part, I think. We weren't close." She smirked. "To be honest, I was surprised that he came back and even more surprised he could afford a house here." She turned away, smiling at a young couple approaching her with some of the tableware. 

Tara drifted away, into the second room. This appeared to be where the woman had placed what she figured were the least valuable items. More crockery, a few tasteful modern ornaments, some reasonable furniture, and a few boxes of this and that sitting on the floor. Sutton was there, examining an inscribed trophy, which he took out to Miz Jepson. Tara glanced inside one of the boxes and caught a hint of red. She picked up a cracked mug with a picture of a woman in a flowing red dress wrapped around the outside. 

Tara's hands trembled. She knew that design. This was the Crimson Lady, mascot of the famous ship. Just as well Sutton had his hands full. It was good quality porcelain, with a fine texture, basically white, with a red and gold rim. The handle had broken off and it was cracked, the line running down through the woman's head almost to the base but even so, if it was genuine, if it came from the legendary Crimson Lady, it would be worth... she sucked in a breath... thousands. She turned it over, reading the words on the base. 'Beecher Designs, Kendon.' She didn't know what the symbols meant, but Archimedes, Grandfather's house IS, would be able to find out.

Tara took a couple of deep breaths and tried to look blasé, then went back to Miz Jepson and held up the mug. "How much do you want for this?"

She stared at Tara. "You know it's broken?"

"Yes. But I like the design. We might be able to get it fixed."

She pulled an 'if you say so' face. "Take it. You can have it. I was going to throw it out."

The woman obviously had no idea. Tara smiled, thanked the woman, and forced herself not to hurry out of the house. 

She flew the skimmer to the island faster than she should have, juggling a mix of apprehension and excitement. The cloud towers were advancing, creating shadows on a sluggish sea. They were in for a storm, early in the season but weather didn't seem to care about the niceties of seasons. She got the skimmer into the garage just as the fat drops started to splash down.

Grandfather was in his study watching the rain fall on the house's central atrium, splatting onto leaves and running down the windows.

"Tara," he said, smiling. "Just in time."

She grinned. "I was lucky. Any later and I would have been drenched. I picked this up at a deceased estate sale." She handed him the ship model, which he set on the desk in front of him.

"Not bad." He inspected it, then looked up at her. "But I hope you didn't pay much for it."

She told him and he laughed. "It's worth about three times that much."

The shelves on the wall behind him held ten spaceship models, a fraction of his collection. He changed them out regularly, but the Crimson Lady always held pride of place, the lady in the flowing red dress prominent on her bow. Yes, the design on the mug matched.

"What about this?" Bubbling with excitement, she pushed the ship model aside and put down the mug.

Grandfather's eyes narrowed and his body tensed. He lifted the mug carefully, turning it in his hands. "Wow." He stared up at her. "From the same place as the ship?"

She nodded. "A deceased estate. The woman selling doesn't know anything about the mug, just had it in a box of junk. She gave it to me because it was damaged." 

Grandfather laughed. "I hope you didn't tell her."

"Not likely. You've taught me better than that." 

"Even in this condition, if it's genuine, it's very valuable." Grandfather frowned, fixing her with his intense dark gaze. "The design appears to be correct. Can you tell me anything, Archimedes?"

The house's IS responded immediately. "The design matches that of the original ship. Please show me the maker marks on the base."

Grandfather turned the mug over so the IS could scan it. 

"The tableware for the original Crimson Lady was manufactured at the Beecher plant. The company no longer exists, taken over eighty-seven years ago by Chando Corporation. That company has now closed. The new owner is Quanzhou Corporation."

"So, this mug might be from the original ship?"

"I believe so, yes."

Butterflies danced down Tara's spine. She sank into a chair, staring at her grandfather. The old man leaned back, his fingers on his chin, his face serious. "You know, my dear, this is the most tangible link to the Crimson Lady anybody has had since she disappeared. No genuine artifacts have ever been found." He lifted the mug, turning it in his hand. "If this is genuine then I want to know where it came from."

"There's no point in asking at the house. The man who owned it is dead. And the woman at the house, his sister, clearly didn't know much about him. And cared even less. He'd only lived on the planet for a few months."

"Every man leaves a trail." He stared at the mug. "What was his name?"

"Leif Web, the fellow who drowned a few weeks ago."

"What can you find about him, Archimedes?"

"He was born here in 1480. After an undistinguished education at a local secondary school, Leif got a job with Sembrek Transport, loading the shuttles that took containers up to the space station. After Sembrek was taken over he left Harissa for Ord Lorman in 1505. There is no further record of him until his return this year. He bought the property at North Beach six months ago. He died in a boating accident. Do you wish to hear details of that?"

Grandfather shook his head. "It was all over the news. The idiot went out without a life vest. I don't know. Some people never learn. Is there anything about his time on Ord Lorman?"

"I can put in a request with the authorities at Ord Lorman. It may take several days to receive a reply."

"Do that."

Tara would bet the 'several days' was the administrative part of the transaction at Ord Lorman. She still marveled at the fact that almost instantaneous communication was possible over a distance of light years, provided the sender and the recipient both had satellites with shift space capabilities. Still, it made sense. Transferring simple transmissions had been the first breakthrough in the early days of space travel.

In fact, the reply from Ord Lorman arrived several hours later. Being the retired owner of Eldarni Enterprises and very, very rich came with benefits, it seemed.

"Leif Web worked for Consolidated Space Services as cargo master, serving on several freighters on a number of routes. He spent the longest time on the Stella Mae. There is very little on Ord Lorman's public databases about him. From that we can surmise he was never in trouble with the law. He won first prize in shooting with a local club. His address before he returned home to Harissa was an employee apartment building near the space port."

That all sounded ordinary with a capital O to Tara. Then he comes back to Harissa and buys and renovates a house at North Beach? "Did he win the lottery or something?" Tara asked.

"I'm sorry, that information is not recorded."

Grandfather chuckled. "I suppose that's possible. But freight handlers quite often indulge in a bit of clandestine business on the side. The company accountants have learned to allow for it. A bit like breakages. Still, if we want to know a bit more about Mir Web, we'll need to visit Ord Lorman."
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RYS AVOIDED LEVINIA'S HAND and offered her a neck bow. "I'm glad you enjoyed your cruise, Levinia. Do tell your friends."

Levinia smiled, showing a row of perfect teeth between impeccable red lips. "I certainly will, Rys. Remember, that invitation stands." With one last wink, Levinia pivoted and walked away, hips swaying.

Rys waited until the docking bay closed behind her admittedly shapely ass and leaned back against the bulkhead. "I don't think I've ever been so pleased to see the end of a cruise."

Marcel smiled. "You could have been her toy boy in a bayside mansion, Rys. Everything you ever wanted at the snap of your fingers."

"Huh. Her fingers. Until she found a new toy to play with." He straightened and walked down the short passage back to the ship's common room, stripping off his formal captain's jacket as he went. "Not my type at all. I preferred the elderly people wanting one last fling. Kaff for everyone, please, Jason," he said, addressing the ship's IS.

The sound of boots coming up the steps preceded Sylvia's appearance. She plopped into a seat beside Marcel. "It's sometimes sad to say goodbye to our guests. But this was not one of those times."

Rys got up and fetched the kaff. The aroma alone was enough to lift his spirits. "I'm sure the lovely Levinia is a hit in polite society."

"She'll probably tell all her friends about what a great time she had on Star Struck. They'll be clamoring to book." The engineer's eyes twinkled, her hands cradling her mug. Marcel chuckled.

Rys rolled his eyes. He'd had more than enough of predatory cougars for the time being. Marcel and Sylvia had enjoyed watching him fight to be polite, professional, and at arm's length during their month-long tour of nearby planetary sites. 

The kaff tasted so good. He took a long drink then put the mug down.

He might as well be honest with himself. Buying the business had been a mistake. He thought it would be fun, a cushy job taking tourists to the stars. Maybe he should have stayed in Fleet. But he hadn't. And he couldn't relay that sentiment to Marcel and Sylvia, who'd come with the ship.

"Anything new, Jason?" he asked the ship's IS.

"We have two new bookings awaiting confirmation. The dates are free. And you have an invitation to visit Ozram Eldarni regarding a business opportunity."

Marcel and Sylvia exchanged a glance. "Eldarni," Marcel said. "The owner of Eldarni Enterprises?"

"That is correct. Although he is now retired."

Rys drained the last of his kaff and put his mug back into the machine for another. Eldarni was a name even he had heard of. The man had made a fortune in manufacturing over his long life. "What sort of business opportunity?"

"I have no further information," Jason said. "You are asked to attend at Mir Eldarni's home at a mutually convenient time."

"You might as well," Marcel said. "Sylvia and I have work to do clearing out all traces of Madama Levinia's presence." He sniggered. "And I can't imagine old Eldarni being in the market for a toy boy."

Rys ignored Marcel's flippancy. But it was true that Sylvia needed to carry out maintenance on the ship's engines and Marcel, in his role as ship's manager, would restock the galley and see to deep cleaning. Rys would be getting in the way.

"Okay. Tell them I can be there at three this afternoon if that suits."

"Mir Eldarni will be expecting you."

"I'll leave you to it. By the time I get down to the planet and have a bite of lunch—"

Sylvia waved him away.

Rys caught the space station shuttle down to the space port in Harissa's capital, Kendon. The terminal bustled with an assortment of businesspeople coming or going and a few holiday makers. He collected his bags, stepping around a mother towing a yelling toddler, and found the fast-tracked crew exit through customs and immigration. 

The terminal doors slid aside at his approach and he was outside, breathing in real air. It was always nice to set foot on a planet, for a while, anyway. Especially on such a lovely spring day. A few fluffy white clouds floated in a deep blue sky and an avenue of Culpo trees in full flower laced the air with their fragrance. Mauve petals carpeted the walkways.

Rys killed an hour in a café eating lunch and people-watching, then called down an air cab to take him to his appointment. The cab lifted and flew toward the beachside up-market suburbs but it flew on, over sparkling blue ocean. Rys was surprised for a moment but then he recalled that Eldarni was retired. He followed the cab's flight on the viewscreen as it approached an island off the coast.

The comms light glowed blue and a brusque voice said, "Cab, please state your name and business."

"Rys Kovas. I have an appointment with Mir Eldarni."

"Proceed."

Rys wondered what would have happened if he'd given the wrong answers. Shot down? The cab slowed and settled on a landing pad. He alighted and walked along a paved path toward the front door as the cab lifted into the air behind him. The house wasn't what he'd expected. Long and low, it had been built around the natural vegetation, with a tree trunk rising from what had to be the center of the building. It fitted into the environment, the gardens designed to look natural, and there was no sign of ostentation that he might have expected from someone so wealthy. The air here tasted of freshness and salt, brought from the ocean on a breeze that ruffled his hair. The sound of waves provided a soft background noise as he walked.

The door opened before he reached it. The man in the doorway was tall and slim but the way he was standing left Rys in no doubt the fellow would be able to set him on his butt in a moment if he had to. He was also undoubtedly armed. It seemed Ozram Eldarni kept himself well protected.

"Captain Kovas. Please to come this way." He spoke with an accent Rys couldn't pick, clipped and precise. Rys guessed from his manner that he'd done time in somebody's militia, a bit more than the standard two-year conscription.

The man turned with the athleticism of a dancer and led Rys through a foyer lined with holographic statues into a room with one transparent wall, giving a view of a garden at the center of which stood a tree, no doubt the one Rys had seen from outside.

A woman rose from behind a desk. "Captain Kovas. Thank you for coming." Her voice was soft and gentle, with the lilt of the folk in the upper-class suburbs of Kendon. She nodded at his escort. "Thank you, Orson."

Orson withdrew, giving Rys time to catch his breath.

She was stunning, tall and slender, dressed in loose pants and a short-sleeved top. Her platinum blonde hair hung around her shoulders, her fine boned features were devoid of makeup. And her eyes were the most remarkable shade of violet he had ever seen. If he'd been asked to guess her age he would have said in her thirties because of her manner and the guarded coolness of her gaze. Not a cougar hunting for a toy boy, then. She resembled pictures he'd seen of ancient sculptures, poised and elegant. A natural  beauty, such a contrast to the brash, painted Levinia. Here was a woman he would have found it hard to resist.

"It's my pleasure," he said, smiling. It was worth coming here just to see this vision of loveliness.

"I'm Taralyn Wyndham. Mir Eldarni is my grandfather." She gestured at a door behind her. “Come through, won't you?"

She ushered him into a room which also looked into the atrium. One wall had three shelves of models of spaceships. Another was lined with... he did a double take. Bookshelves! Containing ancient books made out of paper. They were worth a fortune. 

The old man sitting in one of three armchairs in the corner of the room chuckled as he rose to his feet. Tall and slender like his granddaughter, Eldarni was old, his face weathered with the stories of his life. He'd not bothered with sculpting his features. Although, like most well-heeled men he had retained his hair, letting it go silver-gray. 

Dark eyes betrayed a sharp intelligence as he studied Rys. "You're right, Captain Kovas. The books are worth a fortune. An old man's indulgence. Thank you for coming." 

He gestured at the chairs. "Please, sit down. Would you like kaff? A glass of wine?"

Rys sank into the indicated chair, noting that Miz Wyndham had also sat down. "Water would be nice."

Miz Wyndham got up and extracted a jug and three glasses from a cupboard, then poured for each of them. Like the fellow who had met him at the door, she moved like a dancer, with fluid grace. Were they married? That would be a shame.

Eldarni's voice, surprisingly deep, interrupted. "So, Captain Kovas. I expect you're wondering why I wanted to see you."

Feeling like a teenager caught eyeing off a girl, Rys took a sip of water.

"I've looked into your history, as you might expect. You retired from the Fleet with the rank of commander and bought a luxury yacht which offers tailored tours. They're quite popular, I believe. I understand the business belonged to your uncle, who has retired off-planet. So, you've spent a good deal of your life up there amongst the stars."

Rys nodded. Uncle Will had owned the business for five years and done well out of it. Rys had run three tours and was already feeling he'd made a mistake.

"I, on the other hand, am a wealthy manufacturer. I've spent all my days on Harissa except for short business trips. I retired several years ago and left my son to run the business. I amuse myself by delving into the planet's history and collecting original sources." He gestured at the bookshelves. "And as you can see, I have a fascination for spaceships. Especially the Crimson Lady." He pointed at the model at the center of the display, an elegant vessel with long, flowing lines. "You've heard of the Crimson Lady?"

"Of course. I tell some space stories as part of my tour. The Crimson Lady's one of them. Guests love that stuff. A phantom ship, floating endlessly among the stars, sometimes turning up to terrify freighter crew."

Eldarni leaned forward. "But you know it was a real ship."

Rys shrugged. "I'd heard the stories before I bought my uncle's ship. For me it was like the Solstice Spirit – I stopped believing in that when I was about five. Not believing in the Crimson Lady took a little longer." 

From the corner of his eye he noticed the lovely Taralyn smile. He raised a hand. "I mean, I know she existed. Or at least, I'm willing to believe she did. But that was over one hundred years ago. She was a pirate ship — a Human pirate ship— preying on freighters in the trade lanes around the outer limits of the Empire. And then she didn't. There are lots of theories. The most plausible is that the Yrmak clans didn't like the competition and destroyed her. The most popular is that she was pursued and disappeared into some other spacetime continuum. From that shadow space she returns from time to time, a ghost retracing her past." He shrugged again. "My uncle told me the spiel, what to tell the guests, suck them into the mystery, maybe even hint that they might see her, somewhere out there near the Seymara Drift."

Eldarni smiled. "Ah, that's the problem with stories. They pass from one person to another and each teller changes a word, or alters an inflection, or leaves a bit out. Sometimes what's left is a summary, if you will. A bit like that painting." He pointed at an abstract on the wall, splashes of color in greens and browns with a hint of blue. "That's a painting of the essence of a tree canopy. Light and shade, leaves and twigs. An impression."

Now that Eldarni had explained, Rys saw what he meant, even if he didn't see the point. Where was a business opportunity in all this?

"And sometimes the story attracts elements to itself. The original facts are cloaked and masked by later additions. So, that painting is of a tree from a certain point of view." Eldarni sat back in his chair, a hint of a smile curving his lips. "Which version about the Crimson Lady do you tell guests on your tours." 

Rys looked away, staring into the tropical garden behind the transparent wall where a fountain danced in a pool. "What I just told you. Sure, I tell the stories. We go out to the edges of the Seymara Drift and show them the remains of an allegedly haunted mining platform still attached to one of the larger asteroids. That was an area where the Crimson Lady was supposed to lurk, pouncing on ships from inside the asteroid belt." 

He chuckled. "Needless to say, that's one of the places she's supposed to have reappeared, surrounded by a ghostly light.

"I don't believe the reappearances. I've never seen her. In all my time in Fleet I never heard of anyone who'd seen her. The ship is gone, destroyed. The so-called phantom doesn't use the gates. No one sees her near the space stations. The suggestion that she has been seen is a trick of space or an officer of the watch having delusions or somebody believing too many stories. I'm sorry."

Eldarni turned to his granddaughter, a twinkle in his eyes. "Tara?"

Rys was more than happy to look at her. He could easily drown in that violet gaze.

She smiled. "What would you say if I said we've obtained an artifact?"

He stared at her. "From the Crimson Lady?" 

She nodded and opened a box he hadn't noticed, sitting on the tiles beside her. It contained a broken mug, which she handed to him.

"I attend attic sales, local markets and the like. It's amazing what people throw out or sell for a pittance, not knowing what they have. Sometimes ordinary items reveal much about the history of the planet. In fact, I picked up one of those books that way. It needed restoration but that was to be expected.

"I acquired that mug at a clearance sale. The owner had died and his relatives were clearing the house."

Despite the missing handle and crack, Rys guessed it was good quality porcelain. The mug was basically white, with a red and gold rim and a picture of a woman wearing a sexy red gown that flowed around the outside.

"Did you know the Crimson Lady was a rich man's yacht before she was converted to a pirate ship?"

Rys shook his head. "No."

"She belonged to Lord Ayrton Regiri, a descendant of one of the original settler families. Regiri decided to relocate to San Toro, in the Bullmer system, apparently for business reasons. His wife and daughters left with the household goods on a leased freighter. Regiri himself remained behind to finalize a few matters before leaving on the Crimson Lady with his son, a lad of six years. He never arrived at San Toro. A distress signal was intercepted, saying that the ship was under attack from Yrmak pirates and then she disappeared. Searches were sent out but no trace of her or her passengers was ever found. After a couple of years, Regiri was declared dead and shortly thereafter his wife remarried. 

"Not long after that, the yacht reappeared as a well-armed pirate. She terrorized the shipping lanes in a dozen systems around this neighborhood. Five years after the reappearance, she disappeared for good. Once again, opinion was the local Yrmak warlords had found her and blown her apart but none of them claimed credit and no artifacts were found. After a few years, it was generally surmised the ship must have had some sort of malfunction in shift space."

Rys made a note to himself to remember the story. He would add it to his spiel about the Crimson Lady. If he was still in the tourist trade. "Interesting. Who was the pirate?"

"No one's certain," Miz Wyndham said. "Whoever the captain was, he or she was never given a name. There are stories, of course." 

Eldarni chuckled. "Some say it was the ship's captain, Benito Allori. That he killed Regiri and went off to make his fortune. It's possible, but the obvious answer is that Regiri went off pirating himself. I've done some research and I think the facts bear out that explanation. Regiri was in financial and marital difficulty, and he wasn't above some underhanded dealings. In that two-year period after which he was declared dead he converted the ship to operate as a pirate."

Good grief. It was straight out of a Boys' Own adventure story.

Rys returned the mug to Miz Wyndham. "So, you think this came from the original Crimson Lady?"

"I've had it dated. It's from the right time." She placed it back into the box at her feet.

A mug from a hundred-year-old legend. No, it couldn't be. There had to be a logical explanation. "Whoever the captain was, he had to have a crew. Perhaps one of the pirates left some of the tableware somewhere."

"It's possible. But the crew disappeared with the ship and while it's true some artifacts have been sold over the years, all of them proved to be forgeries." She shook her head, sending her hair shimmering around her shoulders. "This one is genuine. But there's one more interesting aspect to that mug. I was able to remove a little bit of residue from the crack and had it tested. It's a type of kaff that wasn't available until about fifteen years ago." 

She picked up her comm and sent him a lab report. Most of it went straight over his head but what he did understand confirmed what Wyndham had said.

Rys's head spun. Somebody had drunk kaff from that mug less than fifteen years ago. How was that possible? He could think of some explanations. Someone had gotten hold of factory seconds. Some crew member had souvenired a mug from the original Crimson Lady and used it. He shook his head. None of it made sense. It was an intriguing story but what was the point of all this? "With respect, what is it you want from me?"

"I want to know where this mug came from," Eldarni said. "To be honest, I think the Crimson Lady is still out there somewhere. I wish to hire your services to take a six-month tour, open to extension, to find her at best, at least to discover the history of that mug."

Rys stared at the old man. Was he serious? "The most likely explanation is that the ship was destroyed."

"True. Rest assured you will be well compensated. Your guests will be me and my granddaughter." Eldarni steepled his hands on the desk and waited, his dark eyes inscrutable.

Rys tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair. Six months chasing a phantom. Or was it about a phantom? Was this really about an old man who'd had his feet in the dirt all his life, who wanted to see the stars before he died?

If Star Struck went off with one client for six months, would his business suffer? Probably not. It might even be a sales pitch when he returned. If he returned. Part of him danced a jig. No further need to be an entertainer. No more cougars. He gazed at Taralyn Wyndham and her amazing violet eyes. If she threw herself at him, he might even catch her. Oh, what the hell? Why not? It might be fun.

"When would you want to leave?"

Miz Wyndham's smile was like a beacon.

"Whenever it suits you, Captain," Eldarni said. "Since you've only just returned, shall we say in five days?"

"I shall require a contract."

That was dismissed with a languid wave of Eldarni's hand. "Of course." 

Rys's comm registered an arrival. 

"Take your time reading through that. If you're in agreement, I'll have my bank transfer a deposit."

Rys's spirits soared as he signed the contract. He was going on his very own Boys' Own adventure. With nary a cougar in sight.

Eldarni had his own skycar take Rys back to the spaceport, which gave him plenty of time to think about what he'd done. The buzz had worn off. Taking Eldarni on for six months was great as far as he was concerned but what would Marcel and Sylvia think? They'd been with Uncle Will for all of the five years he had owned Star Struck. He should have talked to them before he signed the contract. They might not want to be involved and if they didn't, he would have to find another engineer and someone to manage the ship.
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