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Chapter 1

Red-tagged
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If I still had hair, I'd be pulling it out right about now. Luckily, it, along with a large portion of my sanity, had been sacrificed to the dark reaches of the vasty a long time ago.

"Recheck your board, Black Rock Seven," I said. "We are priority, docking directly to main station." The tiny dot of light that marked our dock space on the 3-D display in front of me was nowhere near the main shipping ring of Mandragala Station.

"No, ser." The Black Rock Seven Security Officer's expression was bored as he stared out of the comm screen at me. "The docket shows your payload is status: quarantined. You will proceed to Remote Dock D, berth three, as instructed."

"But that's impossible!" We were carrying six skids of apolytosium 17 ingots, an inert alloy used in spaceship hulls! "Check again."

"Look, Captain..." his tone took on the forced patience of someone who dealt with brain-atrophied spacers every day.

"Zant," I said. "Captain Vivi Zant." The name was on the screen right in front of him.

"Captain Vivi Zant. The docket says your payload is red-tagged. If you have a problem with that, take it up with the dockmaster."

I had a major problem with that. There was a ship, crewed by a bunch of card-carrying union bastards, waiting for our cargo. By the time we hit the clamp rings, we'd be an hour late. Now, this guy was telling me there would be an additional holdup while we straightened out this quarantine mess. Small free-haulers like the Thief's Hand didn't keep a union ship waiting in dock. It wasn't healthy—economically or physically.

"Why?" I asked.

"What, ser?" His patient tone was wearing thin.

"Why the quarantine?" 

"We do not have that information, ser. Please stand by for Mandragala Station docking instruction."

I threw myself back in my pilot couch and scowled at the hologram mock-up of the station as I waited for a green light to signal Mandragala had cleared the Thief's Hand for final approach into port. To Remote Dock D, berth three.

Most Black Rock Station staff enjoy their job sitting on the edge of Earth Alliance star systems, swatting at the little spacer mice squeaking to get past their vicious paws.

Does it sound like I hate them? No. As a former Earth Alliance Space Marine, I used to be one of them. Six years ago, spacer time. My ship's time. Because that's all that matters to me on the scale of things. And I was still running errands for the military out on the Rim when they tugged my chain. Still paying for the things they put inside my head and body when I served. Those things let me do their jobs. They are things I really want to keep so I can continue to transport cargo between EA stations and the Outer Rim.

I caught a stealthy movement from the corner of my eye.

Crap! I'd left the vid-link with Black Rock open! I lunged forward to cut the connection as Saurubi landed on the console beside me in a flurry of red, dusky blue and bronze.

She thrust her face at the screen with an angry hiss.

For once, The Mother Universe blessed me with a sliver of luck—the Black Rock officer had turned his attention down to the board in front of him.

I caught my business partner/co-captain by the back of her short vest and jerked down hard. She slid off the console with a screech of claws on metal. Thirty-two kilograms of sinew, bone, and fur hit the deck with a solid thump.

At the same moment, a light on the console bloomed green and a stream of digits scrolled down the in-system nav screen.

Black Rock Seven looked up at me with an expression that asked, "Why are you still here?"

I flashed him a brittle smile. "Remote Dock D it is, ser." I cut the vid link, returning Black Rock and the Hand back to their isolated bubbles in space.

Saurubi sprang back to her feet, twitching her ears to shake out any rumples I'd caused to her fur, and leaned on the console to display an intimidating set of canines at the now-dark screen.

"What does he say?"

"He says we've got trouble." I keyed a go code to confirm the coordinates, then sat back to rub my fingers over my bare scalp. "What the hell, Saura! Have you lost your fuzzy blue mind? You heard the scuttlebutt at the last drop point!" Rumor was the EA was running security in the Inner Systems so tight that Black Rock personnel were spoiling for any excuse to add some excitement to their day. "Messing with them is dangerous."

"Not as dangerous as me."

I gave her a sidelong look. "That's when you're close enough to hook your nasty little claws into them. Not out here."

That pleased her. It didn't distract her. "What does he say?" she asked again.

"Our cargo is quarantined."

Pointed furry ears bent back, flat to her head, the edges turned outward. "How can quarantine metal?" She made a rude snorting sound. "Tell is wrong."

"Saura—"

"What? You are warrior, Vivi. You must be fierce in the presence of stupidity!"

Fierce, yeah. But I knew the difference between exhibiting 'fierce' and exhibiting 'bad attitude', my past being riddled with incident reports of the latter.

I was trying to do better these days.

Besides, if I pushed this guy too hard, he could send out one of his nasty short-range drones to put a hole in our ship, then bump us into the local star. Security maintained in Black Rock's eyes.

Saura clasped her hands behind her back and began to pace the generous four steps our ship bridge allowed.

I sat in silence, giving her time to regain control over a temper that matched the flaming red pouf of fur she wore in a soft deathhawk cut.

Tabisee are similar in body structure to Humans. They walk upright with forward-bending knees and their facial features are comparable to ours, except for their large, slit-pupil eyes. Their bodies are sinewy, lithe, and covered in fur. They have sharp white teeth and lethal claws, which they considerately keep sheathed most of the time.

And any comparison you might be making to a small earth animal should stop right there. Tabisee are not soft or cuddly—well, their fur is soft—but they are definitely not cuddly. They do not have whiskers. They do not purr. Their tempers are short, and they are brutally honest and pragmatic in nature.

They also hate earth cats, probably because of the parallels Humans ignorantly try to draw from their appearance.

Saura stands one-and-a-half meters tall. The tips of her upright ears barely brush my shoulder, but on a bad day, she can take out a squad of Space Marines in three minutes flat. I've seen her do it, and it wasn't always on a bet for beer money and laughs. Did I mention Tabisee have short tempers? I have a healthy respect for the co-owner of the Thief's Hand.

She stopped pacing and looked at me, the bronzy wires intricately tattooed into her skin glinting as if they had a life of their own. "What does quarantine business mean?"

"For us? We can't deliver our cargo until they remove the restrictions."

"Cannot get paid." She summed up the problem precisely.

"Yeah..." I watched her ears shift through a series of positions, open and forward, upright and turned outward, then tilted back and flattened: thought, deeper consideration, then irritation.

"Not good." It was an idiosyncrasy of Saurubi's that she dropped what she considered superfluous words, particularly pronouns. It was something about Tabi Astrogators lack of concern for people and their specifics. Inversely, she said Humans talk too much.

"Worse than not good." I said glumly. "If we can't get our money we can't make our lien payment for the Hand. If we can't make our payment..." What that meant sent another wave of panic through me.

Panic was not a useful reaction. I dug down deep, the way I'd learned to dig when we leaped from a dropship into a shitstorm of weapon fire during a Marine raid on a pirate's nest.

That, however, had only been risking death. This could strike to the very heart of our existence with an ugly finality, sending Saura back to the Tabi Empire and me to the life of a scrub, begging on the docks.

"You will fix, Vivi," Saura said brightly. In her logic, the problem was created by Humans, therefore, I should resolve it.

Dutifully I found the bedrock level of confidence—the idiotic Human optimism—that told me I could do anything I had to. 

"It's a stupid mistake," I told her. "I can fix it."

***
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THERE WAS NO TIME TO start at the bottom and work my way up, so I bypassed the dockmaster and went directly to the person in charge. We were still two days out from Mandragala when Stationmaster Hu returned my call.

"Captain Zant," he greeted. "I understand your concern, but there are unconfirmed reports of a slagmander nest in one of the ore bins on Galray. We must proceed under the assumption that your cargo is contaminated." His expression did not invite discussion.

I knew about the little red lizards indigenous to Galray's rocky surface. They were merely an annoyance and the harsh climate kept their numbers under control. Their excretions, however, carried a deadly parasitic infection that spread like wildfire in close-packed Human settlements. Over a century ago, when operations first opened on the planet, a contaminated cargo had killed over a thousand settlers at its destination world, as well as wiping out a ship crew and nearly half of Galray Company's production staff.

That's the way things worked in space; you adapted fast or you died. Sometimes you didn't get the chance to adapt.

"Ser, we took on our cargo from a low-orbit foundry, where slagmander contamination is not possible." Galray's mining companies, which produced metals critical to the hardening of ship hulls, now lifted the ore off world by vacuum well and smelted it by concentrating the local star's energy with giant mirrors in a process called sol melt to prevent another infestation and the shutdown of their world's exports. The ingots, strapped to skids, transferred directly from the foundry into a ship's hold. The whole operation took place in a vacuum as another preventative measure against slagmander contamination. Nothing in space touched planetside and no living thing could survive the process. Cargo flowed out of the vast facilities every day without incident.

He shrugged. "Station management has chosen to err on the side of caution. Until the quarantine expires, you can't shift your cargo out of your hold."

"How long is that?"

"The quarantine period is forty-two days."

My heart tried to twist out of my chest. The note on our ship was due thirteen hours after we hit the dock cradle.

"Fourteen standard days have already passed while we were in transit," I pointed out. It was a useless argument; even if we shaved off that time, we couldn't survive the remaining twenty-eight days of quarantine any more than we could survive forty-two days. We had hours to fix this or we would lose our ship.

"We can't take the risk. The full isolation period is in effect. However," he took a deep breath.

"What?" I jumped on the word.

"The medical consensus is that you'd be dead by now if the contamination had breached your ship's life areas. We are willing to attach a decontamination unit to your debarkation tube and allow you access to the station to conduct your business. The ship's hold, however, will remain sealed for the length of the quarantine."

It was the best I was going to get from him.

"Thank you, ser." I thumbed off the connection and sat, staring off into the air.

This was bad.

A stinging pain on the back of my hand snapped me out of my dark thoughts.

"Ow."

Saura lifted her claw. Her ears tipped in question.

"No one is taking the Thief's Hand, Saura." I said fiercely as I wiped the back of my hand against my thigh. The blue fabric of my shipskins would absorb the blood droplet and cycle it with my dead skin cells and sweat. "We won't let them."

We couldn't let them.

"Can go to frontier, Vivi," she suggested. "Not put in to port."

Just take the ship and cargo and leave... It took a moment for that to run through my brain. As desperately tempting as it sounded, it was impossible. "No, Saura, we can't." I'd been forced into spacer life on the run once. It was not something I wanted to move back into. "Big H would never stop searching for us if we skipped out on our loan. He has too many connections." His flunkies would climb all over each other to do him a favor, hoping to catch a crumb of his gratitude. "We'll work this out. I refuse to make you a criminal."

She sniffed. "Already criminal."

"Not that way. Not hounded to the edges of charted space."

Her ears tilted forward, twisting. "Then what do?"

"We go in. Scriver can advance us enough money on the cargo to make our lien payment to Big H. Once he's off our backs, I can work on getting this situation cleared up. If we're stuck in port for the whole quarantine period, I'll pick up odd jobs to keep us going." I didn't want to think beyond that to the legal repercussions of our failure to deliver our cargo to the destination ship on time. I sighed. "We may be looking at some tough times."

"Tough times," she echoed acknowledgment. With the high fees on Mandragala Station and our strained budget, we were facing cold, hunger, and thirst.

We'd been through tough times before.
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Chapter 2

Things to Lose
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The magnetic cradle rings of Dock D sent a tremor through the Hand as they clanged down on the cylinder of our outer hull. 

"Dahphuu!" Saura spat a curse and scrambled to reposition black and white stones on her Go boards.

"Wouldn't it be easier to play on virtual gameboards?" I asked as I scooped a stray white piece off the deck and set it in a free space, bracketed on three sides by black markers.

Pinned in, like us, with options closing, I thought.

"Not same." She plucked up the piece and moved it to another position. "Is physical connection to opponent."

There would be many connections to opponents. I'd never figured out how it worked. Non-Earth Alliance species, outside of military roles, were not allowed inside the EA inner systems, so her presence on Mandragala was breaking the law. Yet, every time we hit the farthest-out stations, a rumor spread through the Go community that Saurubi Cerros Syrhas was back and the calls came flooding in. Everyone wanted to challenge the reigning Interplanetary Agon Cup Champion.

For International Go Federation records, Saura was a retired EA Space Marine; therefore, by reason, she must be Human, right? Her adoring fellow competitors knew better and they guarded their little, not-so-secret secret with zealous enthusiasm.

As long as she kept her furry blue mug off our ship screens and her self inside the ship, the EA ignored her presence, even though they had to know she was Tabisee from her five-year stint in the EA Space Marines. Maybe it was gratitude for our continuing service when they called us up for action on the Outer Rim.

Gratitude? Was I an idiot? There is no gratitude in space.

But they weren't asking questions for whatever reason, so it worked for me.

"I'll check in, so don't get too wrapped up in your games," I warned her.

"You will fix, Vivi." Go boards were rapidly covering every open surface in the control room.

I wished I had the same confidence in me that she had. When those dock rings clamped down on us, the dock fees—thank the gods, stations couldn't charge a breathable air tax anymore—had begun sucking away the last of our limited resources. It gave me a mental image of creds draining from our account the way ice slewed off a comet's tail.

"Shutting down ship grav system." My fingers glided over a console, disabling systems we could do without while docked. My stomach fluttered as our gravity ring began to slow its rotation. The station spin would transfer enough force to keep the Go boards in place and let us move about the ship. We would simply have to exercise caution to prevent bumps and bruises.

Unfortunately, shutting down our grav ring also meant losing our primary source of heat. But we would manage that, too.

"Will have good reason to use workout equipment," Saura said, referring to the chamber full of resistance-based exercise equipment along the inner side of the grav ring. Earth Alliance regulations required spacers to log a certain number of hours to space-time ratio to keep physically fit, and they would ground anyone who didn't log the time. I ranked one percent above the minimum allowable. She used the damn things every day—and she didn't even have to report it!

"That's why we wear shipskins," I sang out defensively. Along with the other functions the fabric in our suits performed, it worked our muscles and circulatory system with our body movements to keep us healthy.

"Not enough." Her ears came forward in exasperation as she looked up at me. "Six weeks watching vids is bad!"

"Ugh." I gave a grunt of disagreement as I finished the last of my java and set the cup on the galley counter before she could cover every surface in there, too. "Old adventure movies are not bad for me." She simply refused to appreciate the Human artform of video entertainment. "You should watch them with me."

Her golden eyes narrowed to slits and her upper lip curled to flash sharp incisors. "Gives you bad ideas."

Was the queen of attitude actually criticizing me? "What? You mean the violence and drama?" I threw my arms out as wide as the passageway allowed and grinned.

She gave me a dark look.

Okay. Being locked up on our ship, freezing our asses off while a station full of activity boomed outside our hatch, inaccessible to her and unaffordable to both of us, was going to be hard on us.

"I know, not a hero." I dropped my arms and sighed. I was Vivi Zant, the whack job space marine who obsessed over weird things. I knew what other corps members had whispered. The sooner I could resolve this and get away from here, the sooner I could exhale the anger and resentment—and fear—twisting up inside of me.

Why the hell was the station taking so long to attach the debark tube to our hatch?

I took a deep breath. "Let's head for the Outer Rim when we're done here. We can pick up a security job or something. Forget about this inner system shit for a while." In the inner systems Saura couldn't step a foot off the ship, but on the frontier she was just another species in the mix.

She didn't look up at me, but I saw her ears perk in silent approval.

The soft chime I was waiting for finally sounded. Our physical connection to the station was up and running, ready to clean away all those dreaded, nonexistent parasites when I opened our hatch.

"Disconnecting from ship system." I pressed a node on the flexible, bio-mechanical circuitry board buried beneath the skin of my left forearm. Felt a flicker of loss as the perivision in my left eye cleared. The implant, known as wetware, was the thing that set a spacer apart from surface-bound population. Coupled with hardware in our heads, it linked us to critical systems inside our ship, enabling us to respond in fractions of a second, and, out on the docks, allowed us to link with equipment and things like bay doors, while most "bounders" had to do their thing with key codes and slide cards. The augmentation was a precious gift, courtesy of the EA Space Marines—a lure to make people enlist. Most spacers, including me, could never have afforded the enhancements on our own.

With most of the console lights on the bridge darkened, and the nerve-vibrating rumble of the grav-ring gone quiet, the Hand was snoozing in Saura's capable control.

I moved on to the next step, enabling my station feeds. Hardware in my brain searched out and made a connection with the station systems. Ship feeds always ran in the peripheral vision of the left eye. Now, as they disappeared, I gained another stream of information in the outer corner of my right eye. Station time, maps, FAQ lines. Adverts. All available and eager to respond to the twitch of eye muscle or a querying thought.

I concentrated on the lift location that would carry me up to the main ring, pulling the information out of the Mandragala feed. 

I could have made the necessary calls to our lien holder and cargo broker from our ship, but I refused to risk a rejected call. The conversations with Big H and Scriver had to take place face to face as soon as possible.

Saura was watching me now, her golden eyes dark with concern. "Don't have to stay on station ring overnight, Vivi," she said gently.

"It's okay." I swallowed against the tightness in my throat. "It's been two days since I talked to Hu. Scriver should have this mess straightened out by now." Optimism. The stuff dreams—and failure—are made of. We were both familiar with the slow speed of Human bureaucracy. "I'll rack on the ring for the night." 

Sleeping in one of the cheap, horizontal pod stacks in a secure area on the dock would be noisy and cold, but, for me, it would be preferable to any flophouse in Spacertown. Just the thought of that place drove a rush of sound and smell through my brain that made me want to retreat to the darkness of my cabin and never come out. "I'll get this fixed before I come back."

Okay. I had twelve hours and a plan of execution. Heading down the passageway past our cabins, I pulled a light jacket from the rack beside the airlock and slipped it over my cobalt blue shipskins so I would meet station 'decency' codes.

They don't call the tight, multi-functional suits spacers wear 'skins' for no reason. Designed to protect from extreme temperature changes, and to control cell-shed while stimulating muscle-tone and blood flow, they fit our bodies like a second skin. Most ringers, or dockworkers, don't give a second thought to them, though there are always a few weirdoes who work dockside for prurient interest. Entering areas where the stationers work and live, however, is a different matter. If we want access to places beyond the docks, rules require a thigh-length loose garment worn over our skins. 

All I can say is, if the sight of my skinny, bald, fifty kilogram, hundred seventy-seven millimeter tall body, with the breast bulge of a prepubescent girl, stirs their interest, hooray for them. As long as it keeps their creepy attention focused on me as an adult, and off any kids, I don't care.

"Keep a feed open in case I need to talk to you," I called back to Saura before I hit the hatch release and stepped out into a small, white-walled vestibule. A yellow light blinked insistently above a box stuck on the surface to my right.

'Caution! Entering decontamination chamber', flashed in my perivision. 'Please put on supplied eye protection before activating.'

"Yeah, yeah," I muttered. I pulled the eye coverings out of the box and put them in place while the Hand's hatch slid closed behind me. When I touched a red bar that flashed 'activate' on the surface of the enclosure in front of me, blasts of air and light slid over my body. Then the white surface in front of me parted. I returned the eye protection and I stepped out into a long white tunnel on the other side. At the bottom I could see a red glow from the letters of a virtual sign floating outside the sealed opening. It read "Quarantine."

I had another word for Mandragala Station management: discretion. Apparently, it was missing from their vocabulary. Letting a rumor of potential plague spread inside a closed environment like a station could be nearly as deadly as an actual threat. People could panic and panicked people were known to react stupidly. Of course, there was also a certain level of clearance required to access Dock D, so they must have some faith in their workers discretion.

"This is all a crap mistake," I repeated under my breath as I walked the fifteen meters down the debarkation tube.

A station technician dressed in white, accompanied by a dour-faced, blackclad security officer, waited at the bottom. The tech straightened her posture as I came into view. Bracing herself for whatever would happen next?

I understood her reaction. I could even sympathize with it. We spacers are a crazy lot. We come in to civilization trying to lose the phantoms of the lonely deep dark, only to end up frustrated when we can't make the Human connection. Most resort to becoming drunk and angry, which only fires more hostility around us. Fear that some mad hatter might damage the station doesn't help attitudes on either side. It's a self-perpetuating cycle: stationers mistrust spacers and spacers mistrust stationers.

Quarantine could make for an even worse situation. The thought of losing a ship could drive someone to an extreme action—like making a run for it and taking a piece of the station along with them.

Instantaneous vacuum does bad things to the air bubbles that are Human structures in space.

I didn't believe I would ever be crazy enough to rip the maglocks off a station and vac it, but you couldn't let the people in charge know you had limits on what you were willing to do to protect yourself or they'd walk on your back and try to stand on your head.

I took my own deep breath. Easy, Zant, there's no reason to go to war here.

At least, not yet.

"Vivi Zant, owner and captain, Thief's Hand." I forced a smile.

The tech didn't look overwhelmed by the warm and fuzzies, either. "Idents." She held a hand-scanner up to the seal.

I lifted my left arm and she passed it over my wetware.

"You have my ship under quarantine. Who else do you think would bring it in to port under in those conditions?" I growled at her.

Okay, maybe there was a little pent up frustration.

"Can't be too careful, ser," she said in practiced, non-confrontational response. "Please breathe into the respiration tube in front of you."

I pulled the sanitary cover off the little nipple sticking out of the seal and breathed into it.

She studied the small data screen in her hand and I counted off the seconds while the whole interaction transpired. Mother Universe, it was eating precious time!

"Captain Zant is clear," the tech announced to someone at a remote location. I noticed the guard beside her still kept his hand on his weapon as she passed the scanner over a section of the seal. They stepped back as it split apart and I walked through onto Station Dock D.

The tang of metal and oil hit me hard. Gods, I hated that smell! I might have lived out my whole life never knowing it existed, breathing fresh planetary air and feeling the sun on my skin, if the raiders hadn't hit my home on New Bounty.

But they had, and because of it, I knew the stink of station docks far too well. It was the way of the universe.

"Have a good day, ser." The tech and her escort descended the ramp ahead of me and were gone.

I strode for the lifts, to take the long ride up to the main station.
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Chapter 3

Sidelined by Hope
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Mandragala's commercial shipping ring echoed with the slam and bang of giant machines moving cargo from ship to station to vendor, or to ship again. Most of the Human traffic kept to the warmer central area of the ring, safely away from massive machinery and mountains of shipping containers, where thieves, pickpockets, and worse might lurk. The lowlifes hanging out there still found prey in drunken spacers and new meat—the confused and bedazzled newcomers to space that had not yet learned the wariness necessary for survival. At least once every few weeks one of them never got a second chance to learn.

Like I said; you adapt fast...

I stood on the outer border of the main promenade, shivering in the icy, dead air while I searched the pile of rundown prefab buildings stacked high along the wall of the station's central core. The pile, iced with its overlay of lights and adverts, had grown since our last trip in. I could have watched the colors and movement of the ads for hours—my own cheap form of entertainment—but I was on a mission to save our livelihood and they were making it difficult for me to find what I was looking for. I cut back the commercial overlays in my perivision to 'cargo-related only' and studied the quieter business signage that remained after the dancing, blazing carnival of lights faded. High on the pile wall, bilious, blazing green, meter-tall letters declaring "Seven Star Cartage" sizzled over the duller shingles of lawyers, insurers, and expediters.

Scriver once told me spacers were drawn to the color green. He speculated it was some deep, anthropological thing, based on our planetary origins; like an association of safety with the trees we had descended from. I thought it might be because it shared the color with our vacuum food packs.

Whatever. 

I worked my way through the press of bodies toward that area of the stack.

Though the crowd was not dense, I occasionally felt the bump of another body. Most of them were accidental: people caught up in conversation or lost in thought. But every once in a while the bump was harder. More purposeful. Like a stationer spotting a bald head and forgetting there wasn't room up here for factories to make their necessities, or fields to grow their food. Forgetting they needed someone to bring in the stuff that kept them alive.

Yeah, assholes. You're welcome.

My resentment faded by the time I climbed the five levels of narrow metal stairs to my destination. Mandragala's gravity had me fervently vowing to work out the next time Saura suggested it. Right now, however, I had to get to the business of saving said exercise equipment.

"Zant, good to see you." The smile on Jakub Scriver's craggy, slightly less than handsome face looked a bit tight around the edges as he beckoned me inside his two-meter square cube of office. "Come in. Sit.

"You look like hell," he added. It was a little, not-funny joke we shared.

"Still adjusting to station environment," I told him as I looked around.

The place was the same old box. Though it was small, I knew, coupled with the blazing green sign, it ranked high on the station's rental scale. Lucky for him, with records stored and accessible on-demand through brain implants and three-dimension personal screens, he had no need for a larger space.

"How's Saurubi?"

The question caught me off guard. Not the mention of my partner's name—he had given us our first job after we bought the Thief's Hand and we considered him a friend. It was just that social chatter during work hours in his little, expensive cube was not his style.

A delaying tactic for bad news? My heart rate increased as I slid into one of the two chairs he squeezed in for customers. I decided to play the social game for a little while, though it wasn't my strong point. We needed him as close to one hundred percent on our side as we could get him. "I left her covering every available surface on the Hand with Go boards."

"You don't worry all that activity will start the EA asking questions?"

Yeah, I did, but in the years since our discharge, the Tabi Empire must have filed some kind of inquiry with the EA regarding the whereabouts of their expensive little Astrogator and nothing had happened yet.

I shrugged. "The EA knows where she rests her furry ears every night." They sure as hell didn't exhibit any offended sensibilities when they handed us an assignment on the Outer Rim. All we could figure was the personnel exchange with the Tabi Empire must have moved to another level.

A lone picture frame on his desk caught my attention. It displayed a smiling woman holding a little boy. My heart gave a twist. "New?" I gestured toward it.

"Oh." Scriver tried to look casual, like he'd forgotten it was there. "Actually, we formed an official union a few years ago."

In that few seconds pause, I had searched out the station's social announcements: the kid was born right after we left Mandragala last trip. The woman was pretty. She had hair. The kid in her lap partially blocked view of her body, but she probably had tits, which was more than I could claim.

Scriver and I had had a brief brush before our second contract. But the years lived in a grav well for him, as opposed to months spent in fold for me, hadn't played well for partners in a relationship. It was an unhappy detail—or questionable benefit—of life as a spacer. 

I asked him about the kid. I like kids, though I have no plans for any of my own. I have my reasons. 

The boy was three years old. Scriver showed me another picture. I smiled and told him the kid was damned cute. He was.

Deep down, I fought off a terrible pang of sadness. Three was such an innocent age.

"So, what's the situation down on Dock D?" he asked as he shut down his personal vid feed.

Finally, we were getting to the meat. "They made me blow into a rubber tube, pronounced me 'clean', and left the external cargo doors covered with red tape." I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. "When did they notify you of the quarantine?"

"A few hours before you made Black Rock."

I stared at him. "You were expecting a coffin ship to hit the outer system!"

He grimaced. "Let's just say I was pleasantly surprised when they told me your face showed up on Black Rock's monitors."

Nice he threw the word 'pleasantly' in there. "What have you done since then?"

"What do you think, Zant?" His voice took on an edge of anger. "I have to keep Seven Star afloat. I was looped in when you talked to Stationmaster Hu. I've run through all my contacts since then." The hard veneer of his business armor cracked. "I've tried, Vivi. Station management won't budge on the length of quarantine."

Shit. "Okay. But we still have to collect on our contract."

"Yeah, that's a problem." Light glinted off the fashionably oiled waves of his thick, dark hair as he ran a hand through it. "You know the contract says payment on delivery."

I felt a creeping chill of foreboding. "The cargo is sitting in Dock D, ready for you to take possession."

"In forty-two days! I can't pay you until I take actual possession."

"Jakub! We have to collect at least a partial payment now!"

He shook his head.

"This quarantine is trumped up and you know it!"

"I do. And I would help you if I could. But we have a bigger issue mucking things up, Vivi. A few weeks back a rumor about a scheduled meeting between the EA and the Whooex Union Trade Consortium hit the boards."

Well, shit.

***
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WHEN HUMANS FINALLY met aliens, we didn't encounter just one species. We met a whole Union of fourteen Star Associations. And it wasn't our dazzling charm that drew them to us: it was our mode of space travel.

In the mid-twenty-first century, we found a crashed alien ship on one of Saturn's moons and the real Human push into space began. Within twenty years, we went from sublight speed to a subspace drive that shortened lightyears to years for adventurers willing risk cryo sleep to venture out into the Vasty.

The day after we established our hundredth colonial outpost the Whooex Union of Stars came calling. They did not come bearing an invitation to join in hand, or claw, however; they came with an ultimatum for us to cease the use of our subspace drive. It seemed our method of travel cut across an alternate dimension, threatening the life there. One of the diplomats explained that they, too, had used that method of travel in the early stages of their expansion into space—until the threatened dimension declared war upon them. After a few years of devastating war, they had developed a new method of space travel.

That was fine with us: we were willing to accept a few years slowdown in our colonial expansion in exchange for a better mode of travel. 

That was not what the Whooex Union had in mind. Apparently, they simply wanted us to stop using our method of space travel. Otherwise, they explained, our inter-dimensional neighbors would declare inter-dimensional war on us. 

No one had come to us threatening retaliation. We weren't the nervous species in the room. "Us, as in Humans?" we asked.

'No," they said. "Us. As in the whole Whooex Union." 

Obviously, they had never dealt with Humans before. The now-famous mother of Human advancement into intergalactic space, Chloe Patel made a suggestion to the Whooex diplomats. "Share your system with us. Or," she said, "we must continue to use our destructive drive." 

They threatened to destroy us. Our people—as fine a bunch of steady-handed negotiators as ever existed—said maybe so, but we could probably get in a few good licks on one of those other dimensions first. Then the diplomats could try to explain that to their angry, ancient foes.

In the end, they had no choice. It was admit us to the Whooex Union, with access to their drive, or go to war. 

Of course, there were stipulations. The Earth Alliance was accepted as junior, secondary member with limited trade benefits. We could handle that, just as long as they gave us full access to the new, for us, drive technology. 

It took several decades to master the tech. After that, we gained contact with the several species, including the Tabi Empire, whose spatial territories butted against our own. Frontiers formed and limited trade developed—small time stuff, but good enough for a fledgling alliance. But the crown jewel—admission to the Moneyworld, the Whooex Union Trade Consortium—remained beyond our reach.

Not everyone in the Whooex welcomed us, however. For reasons unknown, the Endar hated us from the moment we sat down to discuss the drive situation with the delegation. They made it abundantly clear they would prefer to send us back to the Stone Age. It seems, however, the Whooex Union has a rule in its charter stating any civilization comprising a hundred worlds or more is an established society and potential membership material.

Lucky Humans? Maybe. We now suspect we know who finessed that perfectly timed bit of legalese, though there's no way to confirm it.

Saurubi once told me the EA should not be too hasty in congratulating itself on its connections, real or imagined. She said some of them could prove more trouble than they were worth. When I asked her to explain, she refused to elaborate.

***

[image: ]


"JAKUB," I SAID. "WHAT has gaining admission to the Whooex Trade Consortium got to do with you advancing us payment for our cargo?"

"Are you from the next galactic arm, Zant? It means we're up for full membership to the Whooex Union! It means an embassy and access to all the markets on the Moneyworld. It means vast commercial potential!"

I didn't know whether to laugh or curse. "The EA has been through this process twice in the last one hundred and sixty years! Everyone gets their hopes pumped up and the Endarans block us before it comes to vote."

"Vivi! Right now we're collecting paltry crumbs of trade from the few allies willing to do business on the Outer Rim. The Moneyworld is the chance to contact with thousands of worlds! Think of the markets this would open!" He leaned forward, his expression rapt with anticipation. "One hundred and sixty years as a junior member. A hundred and sixty years! They can't keep rejecting us forever. Our charm has got to win them over eventually."

Yeah. I didn't think the Endarans were succumbing to our charm or anything else Human. Saura said they vehemently hated us. She couldn't tell me why, but said their dislike was one of the chief reasons the Tabi Empire chose to ally with us.

"How long is this..." I wanted to say fiasco, but decided it would not be helpful, "vote going to take?"

That sobered him a bit. "Within half a Sol year."

"Can businesses on this station survive a half year of this?" I waved a hand, unable to put a word to the situation. I knew that Saura and I couldn't.

"You can imagine the reaction it's stirred," he said, his expression pleading for me to understand the effect the news had excited on the station—hell, was probably having on every market in the Earth Alliance. "Capital's in short supply on the station right now. It's not just me, Vivi. For the past few weeks, everyone's been sitting tight, waiting for... I don't know what." He sighed. "Anyway, loose funds have dried up all over Mandragala."

"Has the Whooex given the EA the coordinates for the Moneyworld yet?" To this point, they had kept the location of the Trade Consortium World a secret from us. If they had shared that information with our highest levels of bureaucrats, the rumor would be out there, no matter what its level of confidentiality. Then even I would have to concede there was some legitimate basis for this mess.

"They say it's coming." His expression belied his confident tone.

Great. A rumor had preempted our lives. "I don't care about the Moneyworld. I care about keeping my ship. In the next ten hours I have to make at least a partial payment to Big H for the Hand."

"I wish I could help you, Vivi, I sincerely do! But if I can't move your cargo, I can't pay you."

I knew Scriver well enough to recognize when he was not going to budge on his position. Getting payment from him before the cargo shifted out of our hold was a dead issue.

But he was also at risk here.

"You know something's not right, Jakub," I said. "If they thought we presented a real threat to this station they wouldn't let us come near it. Why are we sitting in Dock D for forty-two days if they don't believe we're a danger to the station?"

"Because the contagion kills in forty-eight hours. Obviously, you're not infected, but that's not necessarily true for the cargo—"

"It's sol-smelted metal! Everything is done off world. Besides, if the station believes our cargo's a threat, why don't they order us to scuttle it and simply decontaminate the hold?" Not really "simply", but simpler than quarantine.

"Dammit, Vivi!" He hissed as he glanced at the upper right corner of the room, where a station security "eye" monitored all his business transactions. "Don't make the situation worse than it is!"

Make it worse for whom? Delay in delivering the cargo to his customer equaled penalties in his own contract.

Which was exactly the solution I was grasping for. "Look, this has you in a bind, too."

Still irritated with my previous suggestion, he gave a curt nod of agreement.

I continued. "You hold the forwarding contract on our cargo, right? So, let us run out the quarantine by carrying it on the next leg of the haul instead of sitting here, burning through time and money. Advance us enough credit for supplies and let us have the contract. The quarantine will expire before we reach your end user and it saves you six weeks of penalties. You can pay us for both legs when we deliver it, less the supplies. Neither of us loses." And it legally put us beyond the reach of the repossession process until we had Big H's money. "File the contract and we'll be out of here in hours. You have to pay somebody to haul it, now or later."

"I can't do that, Vivi." His hand flattened on the desktop with a smack. "Hann Brothers holds that transport contract. They delayed their departure time, waiting for it to arrive."

"Why didn't they just pull out when the quarantine came down?"

He gave me a sour smile. "Station management didn't want negative feed on the waves, so they didn't tell the ship captains until after they locked you down. No one is aware of the quarantine except you, your partner, me, station management, a few security, and the 'need to knows' representing Hann Brothers. Now Hann is pissed. They're demanding compensation for the delay from anywhere they think they can get it, including the Hand and Seven Star."

"They can't do that!" I stared at him in horror.

"No, they can't. The courts set precedence on that: quarantine is beyond a shipowner or contract's control. But, I'd still have to break the contract with them to switch it over to you. What do you think they'd do to me if I let you slice out their job on top of everything else?"

The Hann Brothers was a huge shipping conglomeration with strong Earth Alliance Space Transport Workers Union, or EASTWU, ties and influence in all the right places. They could, and would, ruin Seven Star Cartage and the Thief's Hand.

"Which ship is it?"

"The Jillie D."

I groaned.

"What?"

"The crew of the Jillie D and I have history. I was the officer in charge of a Marine detail that hailed them down in deepspace and boarded them looking for contraband. We confiscated somebody's stash of hazeadorn."

"What's hazeadorn?" Scriver frowned.

"A powerful, banned substance deep-sea poachers use to immobilize sea life for quick net catches. A few grams dumped in an ocean can cause a huge amount of destruction. Poachers drop it, move in, grab everything that surfaces, then leave while the stuff continues to spread, suffocating water life and causing massive marine kills. We never discovered the identity of the smuggler, but the kind of money hazeadorn brings would have spread around to several people."

"Ship crews are too damn tight to let a thing like that pass," he observed.

Ship crew had to be tight. Those bonds with your crewmates might be the only thing that kept you alive if disaster struck out in the Vasty. Unfortunately, sometimes those bonds transferred to an ugly, arrogant attitude toward anyone outside their circle. Someone on the Jillie D had a grudge against me. It meant a significant number of the crew were out to beat the hell out of me—or worse—in revenge for a fellow crewmember's loss.

It was a message they wanted to send to all the indies: Don't mess with an EASTWU crew.

"Hann won't wait six weeks for this load."

"Of course not. Crew has recall at zero hour, tonight. Hann has demanded compensation for the load shortage and the delay. The station is giving them free dock time back to your original put in."

No doubt, Mandragala would figure out a way to recoup that loss from Seven Star and the Thief's Hand.

Things were looking desperate for us. "Let us take the next leg of the haul," I urged again. "We can save you the late penalties!"

"Can't do, Zant. It's the principle of the thing with them. You know that."

The principle being the opportunity to eliminate another small contractor from the competition.

"If they agreed, would you do it?"

He shook his head. "I can't ask. I can't jeopardize my connections with the Hann Brothers. I need them. But I have—"

"What about us, Jakub?" I interrupted. "I'm asking you to throw us a lifeline here." I broke off to draw a deep breath, knowing station security was closely monitoring our exchange, including our vitals.

With good reason. After several successful litigations for negligence or failure to provide reasonable protection from unstable individuals, star station owners lived in a state of constant terror. Lawsuits had forced a complete handover of one massive facility and a change in ownership dynamics on another. People with things to lose recorded everything for legal protection against people without anything left to lose.

Saura and I were rapidly falling into the last category. "Jakub, I can't go to Big H empty-handed. Give us something—"

"I can't, Vivi. I don't have it!" His expression looked strained. "Maybe you can get something short term...from one of the banks."

"For a spacer who's only collateral is already tied up? Not likely!"

His mouth tightened. "Look. There is something. I don't know anything about it, so I was reluctant to mention it..."

"What?" I snapped.

"Damn it Zant! I'm trying to tell you! Someone contacted me right after the Hand began station fall. They said they want to talk to you." 

Was he sweating?

"Who?"

"I don't know. He left an address in Spacertown—"

"You know I don't do Spacertown!"

"I don't know what your problem with Spacertown is, Zant, and I don't care. All I have is the address he gave me."

Damn the reaction Spacertown evoked in me! I clenched my hands to my sides to hide their sudden shaking. "What does he want?"

"Didn't tell me." He was sweating!

"Well, tell him to meet me here."

"I don't have a way to contact him. Just an address. It's in your feed. You know you don't have a lot of time."

What the hell? Why was he suddenly acting like a spacer going through station customs with a kilo of space dust shoved up his ass?

Maybe because he thought it was some kind of illegal transaction. Like I didn't have enough trouble already.

"You're right. I don't have much time." I needed to keep this association, but I had to move on. Try to work a deal with Big H. "I'll be in touch." Scriver wasn't a bad man; he was only caught up in a bad situation, the same as we were. "Thank you for your time, ser." I nodded and left his office.

***
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"CAPTAIN ZANT! I HEARD you were a plague ship." The chair creaked ponderously as Big H leaned back and regarded me through narrowed eyes.

"Not a plague ship." Mother Universe! I should have known word would have already reached him. "The quarantine is on the cargo."

"So, you got my money?" That was Harry Grantham: neither dainty in appearance or demeanor. 

"Not yet."

"Payment's due in nine hours." He cocked his head, a humorless smile splitting his heavy lips and pushing up ridges of salt and pepper bristles on his heavy jowls.

"The quarantine's for six weeks."

"Hunh."

I got directly to the point. "Scriver can't advance payment on the cargo. I came over to work out terms with you."

"Vivi. Captain. You know I don't want your soup-can of a ship." He straightened in his chair and braced his elbows on the desk, his plump hands flat on the surface in front of him. "Hell, I'm perfectly happy to let somebody else deal with the logistics of the crew, ship, and space. But I do want my money when it's due." He smiled again. "Lady Business is a cold, hard bitch."

And Big H worshipped at the Bitch Goddess' feet.

She seemed pleased enough with him. Harry Gratham was the one Human in Earth Alliance space with a remote link to the Moneyworld.

Several years ago he had managed a tenuous link with a financial institution close to the massive coalition of worlds and their markets—sort of like knowing a guy who knows a guy. It was the nearest the EA had come to the sacred cash cow of the Moneyworld. It didn't make Harry any money, but he became a celebrity in the eyes of EA financial markets that were desperate to worm their way into the heart of Whooex commerce. Years later, we still hadn't made any inroads into those coveted markets and the shine on Harry Gratham had dulled; but influential people still considered him one of our best hopes to crack the shell around the Moneyworld.

He leaned back in his chair again and crossed his arms. "No. I can't help you, Captain. If word got out I went soft on you, I'd have every piker I held a note on coming in here with a sob story about their cargo."

"But this one is true. You know it!"

He stared at me impassively.

I didn't particularly like the man who held the note on our ship, but he ran a successful business based on reason and fair risk. "If I can pay the interest—"

"Payment's due in nine hours. No exceptions. Some exciting opportunities are opening up and I need all the capital I can get my hands on."

Damn the Moneyworld! "Even if you take the Hand, the cargo remains under quarantine. You can't take actual possession for six weeks!"

"Maybe," Big H nodded. "But tell me, how're you and catgirl"—as lien holder on the Hand he was also aware of Saurubi's presence in EA space—"gonna come up with the money to cover the loss of the cargo?"

I thought the top of my head would come off with the rush of my fury. "The cargo doesn't come with the ship! It belongs to Scriver! What are you trying to do, get us killed?" No investor could let a debt like that slide.

Big H chuckled. "Relax, Zant. Scriver won't kill you; not when he can pass the debt on to you. Catgirl will go back to the Tabi Empire, to face charges for not returning at the end of her service in the Marines, and you'll pay the debt. You know the law."

A black cloud of horror threatened to engulf me. Yeah, I knew the law. According to the EA, personal belongings and cargo must be removed from a repossessed ship within twenty-four hours, or it became default property of the new shipowner. I just hadn't thought about it before. Scriver probably hadn't, either.

Big H was right: I would have to assume the loss and become indentured into service to Mandragala Station. I'd become a scrub, rented out as crew to whatever ship would bid for my service to pay off an impossible debt.

I felt as if he had kicked me in the gut.

"Believe me, Zant, I don't want your damned ship; it's not ready cash. But, if it's the only way to get my money, I'll take it." The chair creaked again as he clasped his hands.

For the first time I noticed that the heavy rings, intimidatingly crusted with blazing jewels, that usually decorated his fingers were gone.

Liquidated for capital?

Images of ragged refugees, huddling together on the outer dock for warmth, flitted through my mind. I saw my face among them.

"Figure out a way to get my money, Vivi."

No matter what it cost us, I had to do that. We could not lose the Hand.

***
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FIVE HOURS AND EIGHT small lenders later, I was frantic. After hitting the legit sources, my last three stops had been to the most reputable loan sharks. All to the same response: no one had money to loan, regardless of the interest rate I offered to pay. With the deadline to pay Big H four hours away and the station's twenty-four-hour clock moving toward night cycle, I wasn't any closer to solving our problem.

My next stop would have to be the lenders in Spacertown. With the sum we needed, we'd never get out from under that.

Scriver had to help us.

"What is it now, Zant?" The man who stared out at me from my personal comm screen looked wearier than when I'd sat in front of him six hours ago.

"Scriver, if I don't get paid for our run we lose the ship and Big H takes the cargo with it. Neither of us can recover from that. Give us the next leg of the carry. Please! We'll do it for half the rate." It was a bad deal, but it would buy us some time.

Harry would be pissed to the max. He would penalize us. He would make us renegotiate our rate. He would have his henchmen beat me to within an inch of my life. But a big pile of creds sitting in front of him—eventually—would have a magical way of smoothing over the rough spots in our business transactions.

Scriver shook his head. "I can't, Vivi. I gave you what I had."

Did I see that glint of sweat back on his forehead?

"Damn the union, Scriver! We're both going to lose!"

"It's not the union, Vivi." He leaned in toward the screen, his voice low and urgent. "It's—" He straightened back up. "I can't pay you: that's all I can say." He shook his head. "My advice, friend, is go to the address I gave you."

Friend? "Jakub! We—"

"Vivi! For once in your life, stop fighting a losing battle! Shut your whining and go to the address I gave you!" The image blanked, leaving me staring at the address hanging before me.
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Chapter 4

Sideways
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Every planet, station, platform, or flotsam island in EA space has a Spacertown. That's all they're ever called. The management wants to ensure that when we skinny, gravity-sensitive, hairless—from the depilatories we use to keep our hair from clogging our ship filters—Human misfits swarm out of our ships, we can find the place as quickly as possible. It's always on the worst piece of property available, usually along the edge of the station ring out near where the ships nose in and the racket of loading and unloading never stops, or, onworld, where ships landing and taking off roar endlessly and their drives light up everything day and night. The places are crime riddled, rundown, cold or boiling hot, with the utilities—and the security—intermittent to non-existent.

In the locations where the law does get actively involved, Spacertowns get an additional name added to the front for clarity in the court system. They become Mandragala Spacertown, or Pele' Spacertown. They are no different from Zephyr Isles Spacertown or Vacca Spacertown except, maybe, for size. The nightlife, bars, sex trade, drugs, crime, and general lowlifes are conveniently located near their patrons, and the patrons are conveniently isolated from the decent citizens who have permanent addresses, though sometimes those decent folks want to cross over the line—get a little dirty for the thrill of it—before they slip back inside their secured zones. There's a lot of dirty in Spacertown. It makes money.

You would never know that from the appearance of the place.

I hate Spacertown. It twines through my dreams. The memory of it grips me with cold, creeping panic. It's a personal thing; something I don't choose to discuss. Saura knows why. So do my foster parents and my superiors in the EA Space Marines. It's need-to-know only.

Now desperation drove me to its outer edge.

Nausea tugged my guts as I checked the address Scriver had dropped in my personal feed. The storefront looked as if the only things holding it up were the spacer bar leaning into it on one side and the tattoo parlor on the other. Sort of like they were putting the squeeze on it.

The place was a quaffa bar. In military terms, an EYOR, or "enter at your own risk."

The EA military has a zero tolerance policy on the quaffa; its use is grounds for immediate dismissal from service. Stations also ban their personnel from frequenting the joints. But there's always a quaffa bar somewhere in Spacertown, and it always has plenty of glassy-eyed, blissful patrons.

The bar's door, a cloth banner painted with the Whooex Basic symbol for Elegant Air, rippled in the breeze from two fans strategically positioned to keep the fumes of the place from escaping into the concourse. It wasn't that the owner felt any concern over the danger addictive smoke presented to passersby; he simply wanted to make sure every bit of the stuff recirculated back to the people who were paying for it. No free sniffs here.

Thank the stars for the owner's greed.

Desperate as things were, Saura and I did not need a connection to anyone hanging out in this place. I turned away.

"Zant?"

I glanced around. None of the people moving past reacted with any interest toward me, and the buildings were too tightly squeezed together to allow a shady figure to beckon from a dark alleyway.

"Zant." Something brushed my wrist.

I looked down and a flash of white fury rushed over me. What was a kid doing on the concourse in this hellhole?

"Are you Zant or not?" The question carried a gravelly, sardonic tone I'd missed before. The image of the child-face resolved into a porcine snout, small, beady eyes, and heavy jowls. A hand with short, stubby fingers lifted a cigar to a toothy mouth.

The Frairy stared up at me impatiently.

"I'm Zant," I growled, fighting back the adrenalin charge of horror that had slammed me when I thought a kid had approached me in this goddess-forsaken area of the station. "What do you want?"

The short, stocky alien grunted, causing a large puff of blue smoke to float up from the cigar. It caught in my throat.

"His Frilliness wants to speak to you." He jerked his head toward the Elegant Air.

One of the few things I knew about Frairies, other than their bad attitude and notoriously awful taste in clothing, was that they were frequently found doing business in and around quaffa bars out on the rim. Rumor said the fumes did not affect them.

What was one doing standing in the middle of an inner system station, where EA law supposedly banned aliens? And why wasn't anyone reacting to his presence? The crowd moved around us without even a downward glance at what I could only describe as an upright pig dressed in a purple suit, orange plaid shirt, green bowler hat, and tiny silver ankle boots.

His Frilliness? "What?" I asked brilliantly.

"You want somethin'. He wants somethin'. Unless your wealthy uncle died and left you a fortune in the last few seconds."

So, it was about money.

Yeah. It was about saving the Thief's Hand. And me. And Saurubi.

In spite of my better instincts, I nodded. "All right."

"This way." The creature struck off through the milling press of Human bodies towering around it. It moved fast. The only way I kept up was by watching for the bouncing curve of the bowler hat, an effect caused by a gait reminiscent of an upright, walking mouse.

It passed under the banner of the Elegant Air and disappeared inside.

Swearing, I paused outside the range of the fans. Despite the stringent position of the military and stations against the drug, people did not necessarily become addicted to quaffa the first time they experienced it, or, for that matter, ever. However, a wise Human did not enter a quaffa den without the companionship of several close friends who could be depended upon to make sure everyone in their group also left the premises, no matter how resistant one of their number became.

Note that I said wise, not desperate. Besides, you can go in without indulging; but you pay, either way.

"Give me a mask," I told the skinny, unkempt girl at the door.

"One federal." She pulled a packet from beneath the counter but did not offer it to me.

"That's more than the cost of going in bare," I protested. "Shouldn't I get a discount for not indulging?"

She shrugged. "Quaffa costs money whether you breathe it or not."

"Oh, right," I snapped as I passed my wrist over her payment reader. Chalk up another expense to this quarantine business. I could have used the filter stowed in the cuff of my shipskins, but the elaborate, compression-packaged item would cost a lot more than a federal to replace.

She slid the packet across the grubby surface to me.

I tore off the protective cover and fitted the square of blue filter material over my nose and mouth, pressing the edges securely to my skin before I brushed aside the painted banner and stepped inside.

Apparently, this bar believed in giving its patrons their money's worth: the air was murky with brown smoke. I'd be really pissed if I lost the damn Frairy in all the gloom. I'd be doubly pissed if breathing this air rendered it beyond communicating with me. I'd be triply pissed if the mask I had just paid a small fortune for was made of cheap paper and I ended up lying on the floor of this dump until someone dragged me out.

Which reminded me, belatedly, that Saura had no idea what foolishness I was engaged in.

I spotted the Frairy headed deeper into the bar toward some high-backed booths individually isolated by heavy privacy curtains. He stopped at the rearmost one to wait for me.

"We want to do this sometime today if you don't mind," he growled when I got within hearing distance.

Oh, I had a sarcastic, illegal alien on my hands. I glared down at him. "How the hell are you even on this station?"

Ignoring me, he whisked the drapery aside with his stubby hand. "Sit down and mind your manners, Flygirl."

I took a step forward and stopped, too stunned to move. The Frairy gave me a shove and I plunked down in the booth to keep from falling across the table.

Stepping in behind me, he dropped the drape.

***
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THE ALIEN SITTING—OR, rather, floating—across the table from me looked similar to a fancy Earth jellyfish, with multiple tendrils, some wide and ruffled, some nearly as fine as hair, trailing from a meter-wide, semi-transparent, pinkish dome.

It was an Oulunsk.

Rumor had it most members of the Whooex Union view the Oulunsk—or MoMo, as the creatures prefer to call themselves—as brilliant but lawless pests. The EA takes a more circumspect approach to the one-meter tall levitating jellyfish who are one of the three founding members of the Whooex Union and supposedly the oldest civilized species in our known galactic space.

MoMo are acknowledged geniuses in the field of invention. They created and own sole rights to the language translation hardware and chips in my, and everyone else in the Whooex Union's, head. They also created the fold drive that most Whooex members use for space travel. They know what the rest of us want or need, which is no surprise, since the little buggers seem to show up, uninvited, everywhere. Not just in Human space, but across the entire expanse of Union member Star Associations. While the Whooex Union Charter clearly states that no member species can enter another Star Association's recognized space without mutual agreement, the MoMo do not honor boundaries, real or imagined, in their insatiable curiosity about their fellow members.

No doubt, there are many things we do not know about this most ancient of races. There is probably very little they do not know about us. And, whatever they don't know, they are actively intent on discovering, right down to military and political secrets. The Earth Alliance has diplomatically followed the lead of other Union members and classified them as active historians—since no one is capable of keeping them out of any place they want to be anyway. They sort of show up and float around without bothering anyone or anything, then mysteriously disappear. They never reveal what they learn.

I once heard a story about one of Earth Alliance's planetary banks opening its vault to discover several of the creatures floating around inside. The owners didn't find anything missing, but, supposedly, even items inside the lock boxes had MoMo mitochondria on them.

The incident inspired an interesting question that made some people very nervous. Every species has a few skeletons they want left in the back of their closet. Are the little buggers capable of accessing those skeletons and using them against us?

We do know they list their planet of origin as a place called Rhom, which does not show up on any star map, but they now claim another world, unnamed and also hidden, as home. And we know that the Endarans hate them, which isn't a big surprise since they hate Humans and Tabisee, too. The Endar Primacy is the main obstacle to the Earth Alliance's full membership in the Whooex Union and our access to the Moneyworld. They're the guys that advocated for our complete annihilation on first Whooex contact. Such a disagreeable, confrontational species certainly would not appreciate anyone who had the ability to get inside its most secure areas.

At least Endarans stay in their own space.

The MoMo across the table floated a few centimeters upward, rippled a frilly blue bit of its trailing under-section, and settled back in position above the bench.

"You guys aren't allowed this deep in EA space!" I exclaimed when I finally found my voice. "Is security aware you're here?" Space Marine security training does not vanish with decommissioning.

The Frairy gave me a 'yeah, right' look. "This is a quaffa bar. Nobody's payin' attention to the other patrons. Now, shut up and settle in for a listen. His Frilliness wants to talk to you."

"I have enough trouble without getting picked up for associating with illegal aliens. Let me out of here." The Frairy standing at the end of the bench firmly blocked my way unless I wanted to go under the table. I looked down at the nasty carpet and debated whether I wanted to make my exit that way. "Can't these people see you?"

"Of course they see us." The Frairy shrugged.

"You paid them off!"

"We improved the economic status of a few. Others, no. Your race has a marked predilection for curiosity, but some of your species are willing to overlook anything that doesn't relate to them personally."

I felt icy tingles run down the back of my neck. "That's how sabotage and invasions happen."

The MoMo's uppermost frills ruffled with pink.

"What?" I glared between the MoMo and the Frairy. Diplomacy was one thing; these two were violating EA law by being here!

"We do not seek to invade Earth Alliance space," the Frairy said with icy formality.

Some people obviously wouldn't stop them if they did. 

Another part of my marine training finally kicked in. I didn't want to start a diplomatic incident in a Spacertown dump. "I didn't mean you were intent on invasion," I said stiffly. "It was an observation on how things happen if people turn their backs and let it."

"Oh," the Frairy gave me a mocking look of relief. "Thank goodness we're not suspects. Meanwhile, His Frilliness wants a word with you."

"I don't think my translator covers Oulunsk." Some language packages were unavailable in Marine software, mostly for species on the far side of the Union, where we had never made contact—and, of course, Arpi, the Endaran language.

When the EA military first began to implant Whooex language chips in Human personnel, it wanted the option to remove all the enhanced parts at termination of service. That policy quickly changed. Space is vast, and sometimes the government must rely on the assets it has in place. The Space Force came to the realization that leaving language translation hardware active in exiting personnel gave it the advantage of having trained, security-minded individuals available for immediate recall throughout Earth Alliance space, especially on the Outer Rim. The benefit of better communications skills when we interacted with our fellow aliens enhanced security.

Space Marines were never considered completely decommissioned for that reason.

"There is no MoMo to Human translation." He twitched the end of his flat, pink nose and made several chuffing sounds I took as laughter.

"So, how do I know he's saying anything? How do I know you're not making things up?"

"You'll have to trust me."

Not likely. "He signs you with his tentacles?"

"No." The chuffing came again.

"It's telepathy."

The chuffing ended abruptly. "Enough socializing. We'll proceed with the discussion now."

Had I hit a sensitive spot? Did Frairies and MoMo share a mind link? Was it natural or mechanical? It could make for some interesting security discussions in the future.

"Look, you have a problem," the Frairy began. "Your cargo is red-tagged. We have a solution. We can arrange for you to move it forward, bypassing the quarantine."

What? A miracle from out of the deep dark? I didn't think so. "Sounds great, except I've already asked the man who holds the contract on the load and he said no."

"As the owner of your cargo, His Frilliness can contract out its transportation to whomever he chooses. Hann Brothers refused to transport the shipment to the destination he requested, nullifying their contract."

"Wait! You own our cargo?" I twisted to stare at the MoMo, unsure whether to react with relief or fury. "Since when?"
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