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Three complete stories from the Dryden universe starring Tian, Brent – and Puss.

Eye of the Mother 

When fate throws Brent Walker and Tian Axmar together, it's strictly a business arrangement. She's an Imperial agent with a problem to solve, he's a space jockey with an empty bank balance and a tramp freighter for hire. 

Somebody's murdering Yrmaks and Humans, and leaving a mysterious calling card. Somebody wants interspecies war. Tian hires Brent to help her investigate, delving into Yrmak customs and beliefs to understand what's going on. It's an increasingly dangerous game, with more than just lives at stake. Before it's over Brent and Tian will be faced with choices which will change both of them forever. 

For the Greater Good

A Human settlement is destroyed and all signs point to an Yrmak raid as Tian and Brent scour the site for clues. They never expected to find a survivor, a rare alien feline with special abilities which holds the key to many of the questions driving the investigation.

As tensions between Humans and Yrmaks ratchet to the point of no return, Tian and Brent must bring all their skills to bear, following a dangerous trail of deception and misdirection. 

They uncover a devious plot to incite an interspecies war designed to strike at the very heart of the Empire. With lives at risk, there's no time to waste. Racing against the clock, Brent, Tian, and Puss must stop the planned carnage, and this time for Brent and Tian... it’s personal.

Retribution

Tensions simmer on a world where Humans blame Yrmaks for their defeat in a recent war. For Celia Whitley, former head of Imperial Security and director of Humans First, it’s a great place to incite an interspecies war. All it takes is money and weapons – and she can organize both. Revenge over the Yrmaks who murdered her husband will be hers.

Imperial agent Tian Axmar wants Whitley dead – but her boss insists the woman be brought back to face justice. Whitley’s trail had gone cold until Tian, Brent, and auralfang, Puss, learn of a stolen cargo of heavy weapons.

Tian and Brent scramble to prevent a war on one world from spilling over to engulf the Empire. But interspecies war is not the only vengeance Whitley wants. Tian, Brent and Puss will need all of their abilities to prevent the cruelest blow of all.
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A new commission

The noise in the bar swirled around Brent Walker like a storm. Highs and lows, shrills and flats, all meaningless sounds mixing with the cocktail of stale beer and the unmistakable tang of carra weed. Swallowing the last of his beer, he shoved himself to his feet. There was no point in staying here. In fact, he'd better get Vagabond out of the space station before the station master impounded her. His stomach lurched at the thought of losing his ship. Blast Narvak. Brent had only been an hour late, bugger all in the scheme of things. But Narvak didn't wait for anybody.

Brent sidled past a group of half-drunk miners. One of them had a girl sitting on his knee, his gaze fixed on her tits. Huh. Brent would have been doing the same thing if he'd had the credits. Oh well. At least Vagabond had sexcapades in her database. The two Yrmak bouncers eyed him as he slipped past them into the street.

Outside the air was cooler, even here in the middle of the station, which said more about the heating level in the bar than the air circulation system. Brent trudged off toward the transit which would take him to the distant docking bay where Vagabond and the other tramp haulers were located. The street was virtually empty in this industrial part of town. The din from the tavern he'd just left subsided to a drone when he went around a corner. Warehouses huddled together, virtually hanging over the street, the peeling facades and faded signs a testament to the times. A streetbot beeped toward him, gathering up the litter. Brent stepped around the machine and was about to walk on when he heard someone trying to stifle a cry of pain. He hesitated for a nanosecond, then moved on. Not his business. He had his own problems. He'd taken two paces before another sound jerked him to a halt.

That splat was fist on flesh. The woman's cry of pain was bitten off. A male voice growled, the tone threatening. He knew that scenario all too well, listening to his father beating up his mother. Anger twisted his gut as the images surfaced; the bruises on his mom's face, the cut lip, the broken ribs. He'd been small then, too small to help. But he wasn't now. Brent let his ears lead him to the narrow alley between two buildings he'd just passed.

In the shadows he made out a hulking figure standing over someone on the ground. "On yer feet, bitch. And don't try that again."

The figure on the ground stirred.

"Hurry up. I ain't got all night."

The man didn't move, but the woman whimpered as she struggled to all fours, her hair hanging over her face. He chuckled. "Hurts, dunnit?"

Fury raged up Brent's gut. Bastard. Gutless wonder. "Let her be, asshole."

The man whirled, his left hand clenched. "Mind yer own business, buddy. She's a prossy. I paid for her, so she does what she's told."

Brent couldn't see the man's eyes in the dimness but he swayed on his feet and his words were slightly slurred, even if they were delivered with threat.

"I don't care what she is. She doesn't deserve to be beaten up by a person twice her size." The girl was on her feet now. The top of her head barely made the punter's shoulder.

Raising a fist the size of a ham, the man lurched forward, his lips curled into a snarl. "Get lost, hero."

The girl dived, tackling the fellow around the knees. Brent leaped aside as the man crashed down past him. A sharp crack punctuated the splat of his body hitting the ground.

Oh damn. That didn't sound good. Brent knelt beside him, groping for a pulse. Nothing. His heart hammered. All of a sudden losing his ship wasn't the worst thing that could happen.

"He's dead, isn't he?" The girl stood beside him, her chest heaving.

Brent rose to his feet. "Yes, he's dead."

She nodded. "Can't say I'm sorry." She bent down and took a device from the dead fingers, a short silver cylinder. "We'd better get out of here before anyone else turns up."

That sounded like an excellent idea. "You'll be okay then?"

She flashed a look at him. "I'm not a prossy, whatever it looks like. At least, I was forced to do it. Can you get me out of here?" She didn't say 'please' but the word hung in the air between them, her eyes begging, her lips parted.

Damnit. How did he manage to do that? Now he had a liability. But what the hell. He was clearing out, anyway. "I'm getting off planet."

"Suits me." Resting a hand on his arm, she added, "I owe you."

What was that? An offer of payment in kind? He looked her over properly, taking in her black hair, dark skin, dark eyes, one of them starting to close from the swelling on her cheek. She wore a close-fitting thigh-high skirt, a halter-necked top and boots with heels so high she might be short of oxygen. Dressed like a tart, even if she claimed she wasn't one. Maybe he'd got lucky for a change. "Yeah well. We'll see."

He urged her back into the street, where he set an even pace, a couple of people in no great hurry, but with somewhere to go. The mix of voices and music became louder as they approached another tavern. Three men coming toward them all showed signs of a long night. One of them leered at the girl. Brent put his arm around her and pulled her against his side, and the trio ambled past. She slotted in nicely beside him. He hoped she had offered payment in kind. Losing Narvak's job wouldn't be so awful after all. Come on, Walker. She's just been bashed by an ugly bruiser, and all you can think of is screwing her.

He cleared his throat. "What was going on back there?"

"He wanted to take me back to his hotel. He said the bed in my room wasn't suitable. I'm not sure why, but any reasons I can come up with aren't attractive. Anyway, he was so drunk I thought I might be able to escape, so I ducked down the alley. I hoped he'd come after me and try to grab me. I could handle that." She raised her hand to a dull metal collar around her neck. "But he used his controller. Press a button and it's like having a nerve whip applied to your neck. And then he slapped me around."

Brent suppressed a shudder. He'd had a touch-up with a nerve whip a year or so ago, in a barroom brawl. And that had been mild. Just the thought had his nerves tingling. "The controller. That was the thing you took away from him?"

She stepped out of his grip, her eyes wary. "That's right."

He stopped and raised his hands, palms out. "Don't worry. I'm not into kinky. Or cruelty. I like my sex partners to be willing and engaged."

Dressed like a tart, sure, but didn't act like one, didn't move like one. Sexual slavery happened, pirates collecting women and selling them to brothels. It was none of his business, and he wasn’t stupid enough to mess with the people whose business it was. But he sure didn't like it. He had two sisters and just the idea of them ending up like this was enough to make him see red.

Maybe this was one woman where he could make a difference, at least get her out of here.

"Look, my ship's down on deck J. I can take you to somewhere else. Gujarat?"

She almost sagged, the tension draining away from her shoulders. "Thanks. Gujarat’s fine. But first I have to get this thing off." She fingered the collar.

"Sure. No problem. I've got tools on my ship."

She shook her head. "This thing is monitored from a control room at the brothel where I worked. If I get too far away from it, the collar will contract and kill me. The man who runs the place took pleasure in telling me that, and I've no reason to doubt it."

"But you've got the controller."

"It's a short range device to inflict pain. But it can't remove the collar. That can only be done at the brothel."

Shit. That would take time. Time he didn't have. Come midnight, they'd impound his ship. In less than an hour. She stared at him. Worried.

Damnit. "What needs to happen?"

"We need to break in and disable this thing. Then it should come off."

Break in? Oh, damn it, he didn't have time.

She put her hands out. "What's the issue? Please?"

If he didn’t get out now... He'd used the money he'd earned at Laremenssa to pay Giselle's tuition fees. He'd been counting on Narvak's advance to pay the station docking dues. I could find another job. Pterpix always needs somebody to run shitrack. Maybe he'll advance me enough to get my ship out of here.

He gazed into eyes narrowed with concern. His ship wasn't her problem. He couldn't leave her here with that slave collar around her neck, like some sort of pet dog. No, not a pet. You wouldn't treat a pet like that. He'd work something out. "No problem. Where do we go?"

Her shoulders sagged and the tension drained from her face. "This way." She led him to the next corner, then turned down a side street lined with apartment blocks.

The girl leaned close to him, resting her hand on his shoulder. Her hair tickled his cheek. "You're a punter. Act the part," she whispered.

He could do that. He put his arm around her, her breast pressing lightly against him. Payment in kind dangled before his fevered imagination. Down boy. "What's your name?"

"Tian. You?"

"Brent."

They passed a restaurant where the proprietor was closing up, bringing tables and chairs inside. A smell of spicy food lingering in the air reminded Brent he was hungry. That would have to wait, too. There were more people here, mostly males going to or from one of the many brothels in this area. You could take your choice. The Red Garter, Hotlips, Ranch Raunchy. Spruikers stood outside, enticing punters with special offers.

"Which one?" Brent asked.

"It's a special, private place off the main drag. Kinky." Tian steered him around a corner into a street lined with neat apartment blocks. A red sign hanging on a building a hundred meters away added a subtle splash of color to the station's regular night time lighting.

Brent stopped and leaned closer to her, his lips near her ear. "How do we play this? Where's the control room?"

"Behind the counter in the foyer. We'll have to get past the duty manager."

"Just one man? Human?”

"Yes, but he can summon a squad of Yrmaks at the press of a button."

Brent's heart sank. Yrmaks. The big, scaly aliens were the go-to heavies for the well-off mobster. "Better be sure he doesn't press the button, then."

The word Inferno hung over a glossy black door. Discreet and classy. Brent would never have tried his luck here.

"How did that ugly bruiser get in here?" he whispered.

"All you need is credits and an appointment."

Credits. The answer to just about anything.

Tian pushed a slim card into a slot beside the door, which slid aside. Brent's heart beat a little harder as the foyer was revealed: white-tiled floor, two black couches, elegant pots planted with ferns, color-coordinated art works. A punter sat loose-limbed and relaxed on one of the couches. He looked like a happy chappy waiting for transport to take him somewhere else. The sooner the better, or even earlier than that would be good. The man sitting behind the reception desk wore a well cut suit, but the material strained around his shoulders. Brent hoped there wasn't a fight because if there was, he'd lose.

Tian tugged Brent's hand and muttered, "Play it by ear."

Brent let her lead him inside, under the stare of the man sitting behind the desk.

The manager's smile faded and his eyes narrowed. "This isn't the one you left with."

Tian licked her lips. "He handed me over."

Taking his cue, Brent said, "My mate was too drunk to stand, let alone fuck. Wouldn't be right to waste her, now would it?" As he spoke Brent felt around behind Tian's back for the controller. If the fellow asked for that, he'd better be the one to produce it. Warm metal pressed into his questing fingers.

The proprietor looked down his nose, staring at Brent. "You have the controller?" The words were polite, but with a hint of menace

Grinning, Brent waved the cylinder. The man's smile was more like a sneer.

A movement behind him sent a shiver of alarm down Brent's spine, but it was only the outside door opened. A cab driver stepped inside. "Somebody want a cab?"

"Yeah." The punter on the couch pushed himself to his feet and shuffled toward the door, the concierge watching his every move.

One down, one to go. Brent shoved the controller into his pocket and closed his fingers around his pistol's grip, willing the fellow to leave, while Tian pretended to press the call button for the lift.

The outside door closed. Brent turned, pulled the gun and fired in one practiced movement. The manager's body jerked, then slumped and fell, the chair clattering to the ground with him. Brent's heart hammered. If anybody had heard... he shifted, back to the wall, looking around, the gun poised in his hand.

Tian stooped to frisk the fallen man's pockets. She straightened, carrying a keycard in one hand and a pistol in the other. "How long will he be out?"

"A good hour. And after that he'll — "

She nodded. "He'll feel sick for a while." Ignoring him she pushed the card into the slot in the door behind the reception desk. It clicked and rolled aside. Tian took one step forward, then jerked backwards, her hands to her neck. "Shit."

"What's happening?"

"I can't go in there. You'll have to do it."

"Me? What do I know about slave controllers?"

She motioned with her hand. "It can't be that hard. Even he can do it." She glanced at the manager's body.

Shit. This gig was getting worse and worse and time was slipping by. Brent stepped around the guard's console, registering an array of small pictures, some moving, some not. Brent glanced at them for long enough to realize they were vids in each of the brothel's rooms. Maybe they were there so the manager could check on the girls' safety. But Brent would bet his ship the owner sold these on the porn market, too.

Brent stepped into little more than a cupboard lined with anonymous controllers, many with blinking red or green lights. He examined the contraption, turning it over in his hand. One end had the button that caused the pain, with next to it a small blue light that he guessed meant it was on. What now? If this thing was voice controlled, he'd be in trouble, but a lot of these devices weren't. It saved on maintenance. The light on the box in the corner glowed a steady blue, like the one on the controller, and different from all the others. It was somewhere to start. He pressed the button marked 'menu' to display a list of functions on the wall above the unit. He read through the list, selecting 'unlock'. Nothing happened.

Blast and be damned. He didn't want to be here. This was all too hard. "Unlock doesn't work," he called to Tian. "Any other ideas?"

"Is there a receiver somewhere? Something you can slide it into?"

Shoving down his impatience, Brent looked for a cradle, a slot, an opening. Below the blue light he spied a hole where someone had crudely added red lines to suggest a woman's privates. Shaking his head, he slotted the cylinder home.

The blue light flashed.

Bingo.

"Hurry, somebody's coming," Tian muttered.

Brent glanced over his shoulder while his heart rate ratcheted up. She'd ducked behind the counter, next to the duty manager's prone body. Made clumsy by haste he fumbled for the 'unlock' command on the tools menu and pressed it just as the external door opened.

He stepped back into the foyer, closing the door behind him. Tian crouched at his feet.

A well-dressed, bright-eyed youth with the formal, shaped beard that was all the fashion at the moment stepped inside. Probably straight off a freighter and anxious to get his rocks off. Oh well. Too bad, kid. Brent lifted his gun and fired. The blast hit the punter in the chest, sending him sprawling backwards.

Tian rose to her feet, the collar in her hand, gazing at the body lying on the white tiles like a discarded toy. "You don't mess around, do you?"

"Not when I'm faced with somebody who could recognize me in a line-up. Come on, let's get out of here. My ship's on J level."

Dark eyes stared into his soul. Brent was pretty sure she knew what J level meant. The slums of the shipyard. She hesitated for a moment, her hand on the door. He braced himself for questions, insults, but she said, "Let's do the punter thing again, okay?"

"Okay by me." Maybe he'd get payment in kind later on. Although the sores on her neck bothered him, as did the bruising around her eye.

As soon as they were outside she slipped an arm around his waist, but while she walked close beside him, there was no warmth, no teasing, her body tense.

He put his arm around her shoulders and leaned close to whisper as they walked. "Did you take it off to sleep? The collar thing?"

Her lips stretched into a grimace. "I couldn't take it off for anything."

What could he say? "Um. Glad I could help."

"Yeah. Me too. And I mean that." Her arm tightened around his waist. "Let's try a bit of a cuddle while those Yrmaks get past us."

He hadn't even seen them coming. They appeared from around a corner, their short-barreled weapons clutched in their claws, their boots ringing on the walkway. His heart thudding, he tried a tentative smooch, brushing her lips with his while his arm locked around her shoulders, high up so the marks on her neck wouldn't show.

He needn't have bothered. They hurried past on some mission of their own. Tian pulled away. "Let's go. They're on their way to the brothel."

"What makes you think that?"

She glared at him. "Places like that have a call-in system. If the security people don't get a regular contact, they come looking." She dragged him into an alley and hissed, "Follow me. I know some shortcuts."

***
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TIAN DARTED DOWN A narrow lane, ignoring the startled, "Hey," from Brent. What she'd give to get rid of these awful shoes, but they had a few more open places to cross and she might have to look the part. Now that the horrible collar was off her neck her body sensors were checking for damage. She could almost hear them tut-tutting over the sores on her neck and back. The pain had already been blocked.

Her proximity sensors were starting to function better, although they weren't at a hundred percent. Nothing was a hundred percent, not even her memory. How had this happened? How had she been captured? Later. She'd deal with it later.

She slowed at a corner between overhanging warehouses, holding her arm out to keep Brent back. He crowded behind her, his breath warm on her neck. She peered around, straining her ears for sound. The taverns in the industrial sector were all going full swing. A heightened noise level, shouts and splats was probably a brawl at Romero's. If the Yrmaks they'd passed were on the hunt for her, this time she wouldn't be fitted with a collar.

All clear. She strode down the lane to the right, which brought them out into the station's secondary hub and the entrance to the transit system. The moving walkways weren't quite as crowded as usual. The station kept standard galactic time, which meant this was the figurative middle of the night. Although that didn't matter to most travelers. Tian stepped onto the feeder track, Brent just behind her, balancing her body as the speed increased so they could merge with the main track. In front of her a child tugged at his mother's hand whining he was hungry.

"Yeah, me too, kid," Brent muttered.

Tian tensed when an Yrmak soldier wearing standard body armor came onto the track just behind them. But he was relaxed, both hearts beating at normal pace. Probably just someone returning to a ship. Nevertheless, she was glad he didn't come after them onto the exit to J dock.

"You go first," Tian said, stepping off the track.

Brent ran ahead. Something was driving him. His heart beat far too fast and his body temperature was elevated. She kept pace with him, letting him lead the way. Three bays, four... he skidded to a halt and slapped his hand onto the panel at the gate. Nothing happened. He gritted his teeth. "Come on. It isn't midnight." He pressed again.

Tian focused on the gate panel. All circuits in order. Recognition systems working. Which was more than she could say for Brent. He banged his hand on the surface. "Fuck." He grated the word, his lips drawn back. Anger, frustration, and bitterness all fought for dominance.

Tian took hold of his arm. "Steady. What's going on?"

"I can't get in so I guess my ship's been impounded." His lips curled. "Bastards. They set me up. They told me I had till midnight."

He was telling the truth, no doubt about it. "Why?"

"They gave me a berth. I said I'd have the credits to pay them, I had a job lined up. Only I was late and Narvak gave it to someone else."

Narvak. An up and coming junior crime boss in the Thukktar syndicate. Interesting. "What were you going to carry for Narvak?"

He scowled. "Hardly matters, does it? Got any ideas?"

"Maybe I have. I've worked on systems like these. Let me take a look." Tian moved over to the gate, standing in front of the access panel. She concentrated, connecting to the circuits. This was the old-fashioned type of circuitry, easy enough to follow, and easily avoided security. The system recorded ID details for anyone using the bay in a history file, and set payment status according to circumstances. Usually captains were expected to pay in advance, but docking a ship with payment owing was a common scam for some of the operators. They charged extra for the service, but the extra never went into the station books. Impounding a ship was even better. There were always pirates looking for good secondhand ships.

Brent's ship was still there, so his must be the last ID recorded. She toggled the setting from 'blocked' to 'paid in full', then banged the unit with the heel of her hand so he'd think she'd done something.

"I think something was loose. Try again." She stepped back.

He gave her the sort of look that said he'd do it to humor her, and pressed his palm on the panel. The bay door clicked and slid aside.

"Well... crap. I..." He stared around as if looking for a fairy godmother. "Yeah. It's a few minutes to midnight. We'd better get out of here."

Tian could almost feel the flow of endorphins as Brent's mood swung from fury to euphoria. Excellent. She didn't want him to dwell on what had just happened, ask difficult questions. He made to grab her arm, but thought better of it and jerked his head. She followed him down the tunnel to where the ship, a standard LX-340 light freighter, floated in its dock. There weren't many around anymore, but it was a good design, robust and dependable, if not the fastest.

Brent opened the airlock and beckoned her inside. "The sooner we're out of here the better," he said as he sealed the hatch.

Tian wasn't arguing with that. If the operator hoping to impound the ship was watching his screens they might still be in trouble. But the fact the ship had been seized early might mean the shift had changed. After he'd told the inboard systems to air up the ship, Brent fidgeted, swaying from foot to foot as the gauge for the ship's airlock shifted from red to orange to green.

At last. The hatch clicked and swung open. Tian followed Brent into a cramped common room fitted with the usual bolted down bench and chairs, and a food dispenser in a corner. A large screen took up one wall. The fittings were scuffed and chipped, showing their age, but at least everything was clean.

"Would you like to..." Brent gestured. "Take a shower?"

Tian half expected him to suggest sex. He'd obviously been thinking about that earlier. Her sensors might not have been operational with the collar on, but she could still gauge the look in a man's eyes. Sorry to disappoint you, son. But not just now.

"I would. Do you have any clothes I could use? Standard ship suit?"

"Yeah, sure. I can do that. But it'll be too big for you."

"Doesn't matter."

He turned to an open hatchway, then looked back at her over his shoulder. "There's only one washroom."

She grinned. "I didn't expect anything else."

After he'd shown her where to go, Brent backed away, mumbling, "Gotta get her into an exit grid. I'll bring the clothes in a sec."

The washroom had a narrow shower cubicle, a lav and a washstand, perfectly functional if you didn't turn around quickly. She stripped, thought about destroying the garments, and decided to keep them. In her line of work costumes could come in handy.

Naked she stepped into the cubicle, which sensed her presence and started the water flow at just the right temperature. Ah, lovely. She pumped gel from the dispenser and massaged her entire body, reveling in the sensual pleasure. All the damage had been repaired. Hardly any marks on her neck, or bruising and swelling around her eye. She washed her hair, too, then rinsed and set the cubicle to dry mode.

The cycle had just finished when the washroom door opened. Brent stood in the doorway. Tian sensed heat, a speeding heart, admiration, and a hint of embarrassment. "Sorry," he stuttered. "I forgot. Should have knocked."

"That's okay. I'm sure you've seen a naked woman before. Did you bring me some clothes?"

"Oh. Yeah." He held out the ship suit and a pair of soft shoes. "I'll... er... I'll be on the bridge."

Tian took the suit from him and he turned away. She slipped the garment on and fastened it at the front. The suit hung on her, but she rolled up the sleeves and the trouser legs. At least it was clean and dry. Dressed, she headed up the passage to the bridge.

Brent sat in the captain's chair on the right side of the curved console. He swiveled to face her, tension etched into the lines of his face. "They've pushed us down the grid, they say there's a lot of traffic." He waved at the nav screen. "I'm not convinced."

Tian sat down in the co-pilot's seat and focused on the comms system interface to connect to the space station's system. No, not specially busy at all. Which meant they were deliberately delaying. Why might be another matter. That Yrmak patrol would have reported events to its master, whoever that might be. They'd be looking for her. And then there was the operator who coveted this ship. Maybe security was up to something. She tripped a switch in the system, suppressing the alarm her intrusion triggered.

Security had dispatched a squad to docking bay J-7.

Tian resumed her Human persona. "I think we'd better clear out. They've sent a squad to stop us."

He jolted. "Right. But what about the bay restraints?"

"I can disengage them."

His eyes widened. "You can? How?"

"I'll tell you later." Tian sank back into machine mode. This part was easy, simple relays telling locks and switches to engage or disengage.

Brent had the engines warmed up. Now he set the nav computer to back them out as soon as the restraints were completely withdrawn. Tian took a quick glance at the security cameras at the entrance to the dock and overrode the ship's safety to set her moving as soon as the equipment had cleared the hull.

"I'm not clear," the ship's system complained. "There is a risk of damage to the hull."

Brent opened his mouth, but Tian was quicker. "There's an even bigger risk to our skins if we're not gone." She directed the image from the camera outside the dock to a screen on the bridge console. Six men clustered at the hatch. She'd stopped them getting in, but she wouldn't be able to stop the laser cutter they were using.

Tight-lipped, Brent nodded. "We're out of here, Vagabond. Underway, now!"

Power surged through the hull as the ship complied.

"Tell the system to do a proximity scan, anything powering up that might be a threat, anything already out there," Tian said.

Brent issued the order. While the images appeared, Tian did her own scan. The station had four patrol ships to carry out customs checks and generally keep the shipping in line. And line their own pockets, but that was another story.

"Vagabond you do not have clearance to leave. Return to your bay immediately." The station controller's voice was sharp.

Tian glanced at Brent. He'd have to play this one himself.

"Sorry control, this is an emergency."

"What sort of emergency? Return to your dock. If you do not, you will be in violation and we will impound your ship."

Vagabond picked up speed, squeezing through the last barrier and out beyond the space station.

"Ah, to hell with them. Turn 'em off," Brent said. "Get us on course for Gujarat."

"Acknowledge."

Tian pointed at the screen. "They've set the closest patrol ship in pursuit." A start of the art Viper, for which this out-of-date freighter was no match. The nav calculations were taking too long and the ship was dawdling out of the station's sphere of influence. "Brent, get this thing to move or it's all over."

Brent glared at her. "She's not as young as she used to be, but we'll get there." He turned his back to show her he was talking to his ship. "Speed it up, okay?"

She'd gone too far. Tian kicked herself. Men love their ships, even old ladies like this one. Vagabond? He should have called her Grandma. She slipped back into machine mode and kept a watch on the advancing Viper. Uh-oh. Red lights glowed on the ship's bow tractor beam ports. Tian took over Vagabond's drives and punched the power on so hard the acceleration slammed her body into the seat.

Brent's shout of, "Oh hell," resonated in the bridge as a bulk carrier filled the screen. Tian flipped the old ship over the vessel so it was between them and the patrol ship, then released control. "Well. The old lady's got some power when she needs it, hasn't she?"

Brent looked pleased and puzzled all at the same time. The ship forestalled any questions. "Prepare for shift space."

Tian's seat jolted and the nav screen went black. Safe so far.

Brent's shoulders slumped. "That was close. You seem to know your way around a ship." His eyes were slightly narrowed, speculative.

"I'm a qualified pilot. Up to Atlas class."

He turned to face her, his hands on his knees. "I accept you're not a prossy. So what are you? And why the collar?"

Of course he was suspicious. He didn't know anything about her. But she wouldn't tell him everything. Truth be told, she didn't know everything herself. The last thing she remembered with any clarity was easing into a warehouse in the dark.

"My name's Tian Axmar. I was doing some security work for Consolidated Agriculture Enterprises. Vetting a consignment from Brixton Enterprises going to CAE on Hillbor. Next thing I knew someone was fitting a collar to my neck." Dark rows of shelves. No sense of a person anywhere, wondering why the hell she'd been sent there. A sudden searing pain...

He stared at her. "Brixton Enterprises is a bit..." He chewed his lip. "What was the consignment?"

Tian had all this in her cover story. She didn't even have to think about it. "Power packs for farming equipment. CAE is upgrading its gear on Hillbor, so they can increase production." And yes, she knew Brixton was a bit dodgy. That was why they sent her. "What do you know about Brixton?"

He shrugged, but his eyes shifted sideways. "Just stories I've heard." He shoved himself out of the chair. "I don't know about you but I'm starving. It's not gourmet, but it'll fill you up."

Tian followed him to the common room and took a seat. He selected an option from the menu on the front of the dispenser and pressed the button.

"I asked for beef stew," he said, sitting at the bench opposite her. "I hope you're okay with that?"

"Sure. Whatever. So — tell me a bit about you. Married? Kids? Parents?"

The smell of cooking wafted through the ship.

"I have a couple of sisters."

"Is that why you rescued me?"

"Huh? Oh. Yes, I guess so. Men beating up women... it's not right." A shadow passed across his face. "That's what I heard first. Fists on skin."

There was more to it than that. But Tian let it pass.

The dispenser pinged. Brent fetched the two plates and tucked in, while Tian ate as much as she would need to restore her energy levels. Certainly this was better nutrition than the scant rubbish they'd fed her at the brothel. He eyed her left overs and she pushed the plate across. "I've had enough."

He ate quickly, scooping up the food and shoveling it into his mouth. Brown hair down to his shoulders, hazel eyes, a strong jaw. No stubble so he'd probably had the facial hair treatment. A nice guy trying to make a go of it in a harsh universe. But was that enough to trust him with more information? Let alone ask for his help.

He picked up both plates and put them into the dispenser's recycle slot, then wiped the table down. She leaned away to give him room and he grinned. "My momma taught me to be neat."

She smiled. "Is she still alive?"

He hid the expression fairly well, but not well enough for her sensors. Sadness. Guilt? "No. She... died years ago."

That little hesitation between 'she' and 'died'.

"And your sisters?"

His smile reflected his pride and affection. "One's at college, studying to be an engineer, and the other one just got married. She and her husband are teachers. I'm real proud of both of them."

"Seen them lately?"

He shook his head, his eyes glancing away for a microsecond. "Nah. I've been busy. Anyway, you haven't told me about the collar. What was that about?"

"The collar is a dominance thing. That brothel isn't just a kink establishment, where people role-play with whips and binders and things. They cater to people who get a thrill out of brutality. The collar meant I had no chance of escape and they could inflict nerve pain whenever they wanted. I think in a few days one of those depraved bastards would have tortured me to death. Just for fun. As a matter of fact, I think I might not have survived the thug I was with when you rescued me." Maybe that was the intention. Somebody wanted her dead. But who? And why?

He gazed at her, not surprised, angry. "There are some sick bastards in this universe."

She shrugged. "There are."

And there were, plenty of them. Yrmaks were quite happy to round up a bunch of Human women for the brothels on the lawless mining worlds. But they didn't usually go out of their way to trap an agent in a deserted warehouse. Also, whoever had set this up knew enough to know that there was no point in sending a couple of toughs to grab her. Which raised all sorts of issues. She'd always believed that no one in Imperial Security knew she wasn't quite Human. Maybe that wasn't true. Maybe Kest had set her up. He'd pulled her off her main assignment for the Brixton thing. She'd wondered why at the time, but Colonel Kest didn't answer questions from subordinates, especially her. He certainly didn't like her. He sent her to the warehouse, knew the time she'd be there, knew she wouldn't be easy to take down. Whoever it was hit her from the side with what she surmised was a disrupter. They didn't kill but inflicted terrible pain. No wonder the things were illegal. She remembered a moment of agony and then a hazy memory of the collar being fitted. The device had almost destroyed her internal communications. Almost.

Brent shifted in his seat and licked his lips. "Listen, do you want to play a game of Empire?"

"Sure." He was right. Let's do something different. Besides, she needed to get this guy on her side.

He pressed a control on the table between them, which slid aside. The 3D game arena appeared, showing territories and displacement of troops. "Which side do you want to play?"

"I'll play the Yrmaks." Which left him to play the Humans.

Tian enjoyed playing the aliens. It helped her to understand them better, an important part of her current job. The biggest problem Yrmaks had in any war was their tribalism. It was rare that any two Yrmak armies would fight together, and when they did the possibility of an internal feud was always hanging in the air. That was one of the probabilities in the game. She played an Yrmak admiral and did well until some of her ships rebelled.

Brent shifted his fleet into position on the game board, grinning. "That's it, lady. I've got you by the short... I've got you in a corner."

She signaled surrender. "You have indeed. Well played." Leaning back in her chair, she added, "Maybe this is when I work off some of that debt I owe you."

The grin changed, his pupils dilating, but he was still unsure. She stood. "Your place or mine?"

He switched off the game. "Mine. There's more room."

She followed him down the passage. "Yours is the cabin on the left." He opened the door on the right, gestured her inside and told the ship to prepare for sleep. The bed lowered into position from the bulkhead.

Tian slipped the ship suit off her shoulders and wriggled out of the garment. Brent was in a hurry, almost tearing off his clothes. He had a nice body, fit but not over-muscled, his cock hard and ready. The man's hunger beamed off him as he drew her into his arms and kissed her, his tongue thrusting between her lips, while he slipped his hands down to knead her butt.

He broke away and muttered, "How do you wanna do this? I don't wanna hurt you."

She almost laughed. "However you want. You on top is fine."

It was the right answer. He eased them both onto the bed, then reached down to slip his fingers into her, working her clit until she was ready. So much more considerate than the men she hazily recalled from the brothel. He shifted to kneel between her legs then shoved inside her. She moved with him, her arms around his neck, her fingers in his hair. It felt good, pleasure coursing through her body. When he shuddered to his climax she held him tightly.

"Oh man," he mumbled. "That was nice."

She smiled. "My pleasure. I enjoyed it, too."

She eased out from under him. "There's not enough room for two. Sleep well." He mumbled something as she left the room carrying her clothes.

Tian crossed the corridor to the other cabin. As he'd said, it was smaller, but with the same functionality. She lowered the bed and sat on the end, flicking through the menu options on the screen hanging on the opposite wall. She'd already checked the ship's systems and reviewed Vagabond's layout. Brent's shipping records seemed to be complete. He often carried pharmaceuticals. Did that ever mean narcotics? Also quite a few hardware components. And two shipments of shitrack. Not too many captains carried that stuff. It stank. Just the thought of it was enough to wrinkle her nose. But some of the nav records didn't quite match the shipping records. He'd been to Laremenssa several times, once just recently. And he'd visited Semla a few times, too. In fact, Semla, then Laremenssa occurred more than once. She could understand shipments to Semla. They were in the system. But no cargo was taken on at Semla, so why spend a few days on Laremenssa?

Once she heard rhythmic snores from the cabin across the way Tian slipped outside, along the corridor, through the silent common room and into the hold. Now to see if Brent always told the truth.

The hold was subdivided into compartments, each with its own entrance. Tian started at the front. She stepped into a confined space wide enough for her extended elbows to touch the walls and a body length long. Employing her augmented visual sensors she looked for fragments of material. Her nasal sensors checked for Shale, the Yrmak narcotic of choice, and Chrome, the latest Human designer drug. Both were guaranteed to send the user soaring. For an hour or two before they were comatose. Both were highly addictive. She was glad to find no trace. She liked Brent.

The second compartment was as clean as the first. When she entered the third compartment, the stink of shitrack almost destroyed anything else. But not quite. Since the shitrack, this was supposed to have housed a consignment of machine parts.

Hands grabbed her arms, spun her around and slammed her back against the wall. Brent glared down at her, his fingers gripping her upper arms. "What in blazes do you think you're doing?"

Don't fight back. "I'm nosing around." Quite literally, as it happened.

"Why? Who are you? What's going on?"

"You carried weapons in here."

His eyes flickered and his heart jolted, but he recovered. "Machine parts. You can check on the inventory." His grip tightened. "Who in hell are you?"

Tian glanced at her arms. "You're hurting me." Or you would be if I were Human.

He let go. "What's going on?" His eyes narrowed. "Have you set me up?"

"No, Brent. Let's go back to the common room."

"You go first. And I'm right behind you."

She walked calmly back out of the hold, with him breathing down her neck. She was almost sure he had a pistol in his pocket. How much to tell him? Maybe a little. She could tell if he was lying, or hiding anything, or intending a double cross.

She sat at the same table where they'd eaten. "I'm an Imperial agent." He wasn't surprised.

"You got caught? That's why you were in the brothel?"

"I suppose so. I'm more inclined to think I was set up."

"Who are you after? What's your job? Why were you nosing around my hold?" Suspicion streamed off him like invisible mist.

"I was looking for any signs of Chrome or Shale."

He shook his head, his lip curled. "I don't carry that stuff. I've seen what it does."

"But you'll carry Yrmak weapons."

"No," he said, shaking his head. "What gives you that idea?" But he'd hesitated and his eyes had narrowed.

"The load wasn't heavy enough for tractor parts, which is what's listed in the manifest. And you did the job for Narvak." He swallowed.

She leaned toward him. "Brent, I'm not looking for small time couriers. Damn, I'm not even after people like Narvak and the Thukktar. My boss is concerned about Yrmak movements. He wants to know what's going on."

He'd calmed down a little, but he was still edgy, his palms sweaty and his heart rate up. "The Yrmaks are always at each other's throats."

"We think this might be a bit different. Have you seen this around?" Tian used the table controls to draw three concentric circles with eight rays crossing over the center and directed the image to a screen.

Brent considered the design, his lower lip jutting. "Looks a bit like a spoke." His brow wrinkled. "Yeah, I might have. Scratched on a wall down in Lizardville at Semla."

The Yrmak sector of any space port was always called Lizardville by the Human pilots. But then, the Yrmaks called the Human sector Apetown. "Is that where you delivered the... ah... tractor parts?"

"Yeah." He cleared his throat. "But so what? Kids do that sort of thing everywhere."

"We're hearing rumors from the Yrmak heartlands. You know they think the constellation.... Well, no, you wouldn't. From Pok Yaavan, which is their world of origin, you can see a constellation they call the Mother." Tian brought up the view from Pok Yaavan on the common room's screen, then used lines to join the outline of the mythical figure on the starscape.

"Huh. Doesn't look like my mother. And anyway, how can space-faring species believe that crap?"

"Well, they do." Tian requested an image of the Mother as represented in art, a female Yrmak carrying a tree branch in her right hand. "Here she is. This is a statue in the Church of the Mother in Nambor space station's Yrmak district."

"Good grief."

"Why are you surprised? Humans are space farers, but some of them believe in a greater power."

"Sure. But constellations? One jump in shift space and suddenly your Mother looks like a deformed plow."

"Seems Humans had those traditions, too. Anyway, let's look at the constellation again." She reverted to the view of stars from Pok Yaavan and pointed at the star representing the Mother's right eye. It glared, much brighter than any of the stars in the sky. "It's gone supernova. We think that might be what the circle and ray symbol represents. Anyway, whatever it is, it was scrawled on a wall of an Yrmak business on Namrod station that had been attacked. Blown up and the owners killed."

"But that would have been under Yrmak authority. Why do you care?"

"We always like to know what's stirring up the Yrmaks. The chief of police refused to tell us anything, of course." Her exact words were, 'keep your ape snouts out of our business.'

Tian had asked her what the explosion symbol meant. It was always hard to read Yrmaks, but the chief's eye ridges had reddened for a microsecond. Not something she wanted to discuss. "Just a child's scrawl." Tian had wanted to follow it up, ask some questions. To give him his due, Kest had raised it with his own boss, Celia Whitley. Or at least, he'd said he did. Soon after that, Kest had called her, sent her off to chase Brixton. Was there a connection? She wished she could remember the attack properly.

"And when the Yrmaks are stirred up, we also get the other half of the argument."

Brent leaned back and folded his arms. "And what's that?"

"Humans First."

Rolling his eyes, he said, "Oh, come on. They're a bunch of nut jobs. Anyway, how does that work? Who takes any notice of them?"

"In most cases they are, as you say, a bunch of nut jobs mouthing off about how we're better than the lizards. That's always attractive to some people, especially those feeling down-trodden, or victimized by the Yrmaks. Humans are almost as tribal as Yrmaks. On any all-Human planet, they'll fight with each other. But on mixed planets, like Gujarat for instance, there's always simmering us versus them sentiments." She raised her palms. "You even see it on the space stations."

"Well, yeah. It makes sense to side with your own."

"Sure. But we have reason to believe that there are some Humans First sympathizers in positions of power. Alzan Tark is one." Tark was a rich merchant on Gujarat who had been elected to the Planetary Council. Would he have had anything to do with her abduction? Maybe through Colonel Kest? Something to ponder.

"So?"

"It's in their interests to encourage the Yrmaks to fight each other. Go ahead, give them weapons."

He sighed. "I just delivered a consignment. That's all. That's what I do. What they do with the cargo afterward..." He shrugged. "Speaking of which, I've gotta get back to work."

She nodded. "Yes, you do. I want to offer you a job. With pay."

He frowned. "Doing what?"

"My cover is blown but I want to follow this symbol." She pointed at the exploding star sign. "I'll be your copilot and we'll go looking for work hauling freight, just like you usually would. And at the same time, I'll nose around some."

He tilted his head to one side, and she picked up signals of interest and caution. "What's in it for me?"

"We'll pay off what you owe for docking fees at Nambor station."

His micro reactions showed that pleased him. "That's a down payment. Monthly pay?"

"Four thousand."

"Uh-huh. And what if we get a cargo? Who owns it?"

"You do. And we'll pay you if you get a cargo or not."

Four thousand a standard month was good pay. Brent fingered his chin, staring at her. "I dunno. Why should I trust you?"

"True. That's up to you. If you'd rather not," she spread her hands, "take me to Gujarat. We'll pay reasonable passage, which can be what you owe Nambor station. And that's the end of that." She had him, but he'd put on a bit more of a show.

"And I won't get into trouble?"

She chuckled. "Not trouble over anything you've carried before. You can go about your business. But if you take on the job, I won't lie to you. I expect there might be some trouble."

He jerked his head in the briefest of nods. "Make it six thousand a month and you've got yourself a deal."

"Five thousand."

"In advance. As well as payment of my debt at Nambor station."

None of that would blow the budget. "I can do that if we can get close enough to a relay satellite."

Brent found the location where the ship would exit shift space before the final jump to Gujarat and scanned for inhabited planets. All of them would have an orbiting comm satellite able to send messages at almost instant speed. "Rossiter is only six light years away from our next exit point. There'll be a relay there."

"Fine. Change the course and I'll transfer the funds."

Grinning, he held out his hand. "Done."

She shook.

***
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BRENT LET TIAN LEAD the way back to their cabins and waited until she'd closed the door behind her before he went into his own quarters. He'd trained himself to sleep for a few hours, then wake to check the ship. It was part of his normal routine when in space. He'd found her cabin empty and the rest, as they say, was history. Or serendipity.

What the hell? She was a nice lady, as well as thoroughly competent. And yet, something about her bothered him. She was a bit distant, maybe a bit dangerous, like a pistol on a hair trigger. But then, he would have taken a job from Narvak, knowing it was likely to be shady — as long as it wasn't drugs — and Narvak was a known asshole who'd kill a man in a moment. Five thousand a month was great money. Just a couple of months and he'd be able to pay off Giselle's university fees.

She was good looking, too, with a great body. Just thinking about it went straight to his groin. She hadn't suggested any more payments in kind. Boy, wouldn't that be an added benefit? What was he thinking about? Oh yes. Humans First... Narvak... a weird symbol...

Every time he tried to focus he drifted off. Never mind. He'd think about it when he woke.

When he awoke Vagabond was in a high orbit around Rossiter, well beyond its single small moon. Tian was already in the common room looking at star charts when he walked in. She smiled. "Hi. I've made the payment transfers. Why don't you check?"

Brent's account now held five thousand and forty credits, and his debt to Nambor was settled. Which was a load off his mind. He hoped his normally reliable sixth sense was properly engaged. "Did you sleep all right?"

Her eyes sparkled. "I did. You have no idea what a relief it is to have that collar off."

She wore his second best ship suit with the front fastener slightly open. He could have sworn she'd had sores all around her neck when he'd first removed the collar. Was it just yesterday? And hadn't she had a swollen, bruised eye? No bruises around the face, only the slightest hint of scarring on what he could see of her neck. Strange. "Want something to eat?" he asked as he moved over to the dispenser.

She shook her head. "I've eaten."

He selected vegetable fritters. While he waited he said, "You heal fast."

She looked up at him, eyes wide, then touched her neck. "These? Yes, it's great, isn't it? I found some cream in your washroom, said it was good for cuts and abrasions. It certainly is."

Okay. That explained it. He'd bought a few tubs from a peddler in the markets on Semla. He'd used it himself and it had worked. Although not quite so quickly and his scrape would not have matched the sores on Tian's neck.

The dispenser beeped. He took out the food and brought it to the table. She was staring at the star chart. "What are you looking at?" he asked between mouthfuls.

"I don't really want to go to Gujarat. You said you saw the rings symbol on a wall at Semla. Do you have any relationships there? A trading partner?"

"Yeah, I do some work there from time to time. I took a shipment of pottery and materials from there back to Laremenssa after I delivered the tractor parts." Best not to tell too much.

She raised an eyebrow. "Oh? That's not on your inventory."

"Yeah well," he mumbled. "Cash job." He scooped up more food and stuffed it into his mouth.

"Yes, and sometimes it's as well to keep a few things from the customs authorities on Laremenssa. Artifacts, perhaps?"

He bet his ears had gone red. Yrmak artifacts were worth a fortune in the markets on New Haven. People made a fuss about pillaging other cultures but it wasn't as if there weren't plenty more where they came from, and he'd paid the trader a fair price. He'd be going back there soon enough, anyway. "Man's gotta make a living."

"Right. And those tractors parts are what you shipped for Narvak?"

"I don't ask questions."

She cocked an eyebrow.

"Yeah, guns. I get paid, the customer's happy. No questions asked. Look, I'm not into morality. I don't move drugs or slaves. Anything else is fair game provided the money's right."

"Okay. Semla sounds like a good idea. Set course for Semla, Captain. We'll visit your shady trading partner and see if she can tell us anything about the symbol."

That was one thing she didn't know. Not every Yrmak trader was female. Feeling a little bit smug, Brent cleared away his plate while Tian brought up the hologram of the planet. The bluish sphere hung above the table, rotating slowly. Ice sheets covered both poles. There was one continent and a smattering of islands.

A smooth, female voice delivered the commentary. " Semla is the second satellite of the M class star, Tripitan. The planet's day is about one third longer than standard and the year is about two months shorter. Gravity is point nine standard and the atmosphere is breathable. It has no moon and no axial tilt, so it is habitable to sentient life forms only at the equator. The population of about three hundred thousand is two thirds Yrmak and a third Human. The economy relies on farming rare herbs, and mining crystal deposits. Do you require further detail?"

Brent glanced at Tian, who shook her head. The sphere disappeared.

"That's where I got the healing cream," he said. "The trader showed me the plant it was made from, reddish and fleshy. I might see if I can get some more of that, since it works so well."

"Good idea. You might be able to sell it at Laremenssa. Just out of interest, because we're buddies, where did the artifacts come from? Because the notes indicate the settlements on Semla aren't that old."

She was certainly sharp. Why wasn't he surprised? If nothing else, he'd rather have her on his side than as an enemy.

"Some Yrmaks make regular trips back to one of their home worlds. Semla is quite close to a major enclave. The Humans and the Yrmaks get along pretty well on Semla. They trade and they smuggle. All sneaky bastards together."

"I suppose the Yrmaks fight?"

"A bit. Trader pushing and shoving, mostly."

"Yet they bring in guns?"

She asked an awful lot of questions. "Like I said, not my problem. But the guns don't stay there. They sell 'em on to people who want them." He dropped back onto his seat and folded his arms. "I'd be very surprised if anything nasty is going down on Semla. Nut jobs like Humans First... I don't think they'd survive long."

"But you saw the exploding star symbol."

"Well, yeah. Or something like it." She seemed to be obsessed with a scratch on a wall. He couldn't see the point, but she was paying, and he might pick up a cargo, too. "But it's somewhere to start."

Tian chewed on her lip. "So... what's the approach?"

"Easy. We're looking for a cargo. No drugs, no slaves, but anything else is negotiable. We start at the bars, ask around. Should be fun."

She nodded. "Except we won't mention no drugs, no slaves."

He raised his hands. "No. I won't go there. Non-negotiable."

"I'm not suggesting we accept them as cargo. But I would like to see what we're offered. I'm a spy, remember?"

There was that. Maybe he'd end up regretting this. But he was intrigued, and he'd been paid. "All right. I'll go set course."



Murder most foul

VAGABOND made the last jump from shift space into the vacant area between Semla and Tripitan three, the nameless gas giant further from its primary. The star burned red, the color of molten iron. If Semla had been the same distance from a hotter star it would have been uninhabitable to Yrmaks and Humans. Brent brought the image of the planet into the center of the view screen and magnified until it filled the space. So far out, little detail was discernible except the bright white poles. Semla had one major continent, most of it locked in permanent ice and snow.

The co-pilot's seat creaked as Tian sat down beside him. The planet was growing steadily, no longer a featureless spot in space. "What's the space port like?"

"What you'd expect. Pretty basic. There's a maintenance depot where they can fix just about anything on a ship like this one. Don't bother taking a modern yacht in there, though."

Frowning, she pointed at the screen. "Do they always send up a welcoming committee?"

Brent's heart lurched. He recalled seeing an old AX-50 fighter on the ground at Semla. It was approaching fast and the infrared glowed white hot around its missile ports. "Crap."

"LX-340 change direction to 90-38-47 and present identification." The voice spoke in clipped, no nonsense Standard. But it was an Yrmak.

"Changing direction." Brent performed a braking maneuver and fed the coordinates into the nav system. The ship slowed, moving into a distant orbit around Semla.

"This is freighter Vagabond, captain Brent Walker, co-pilot Tian Axmar. No cargo. Looking for cargo."

The patrol ship came alongside, its missile bays open, threatening a broadside at the slightest wrong movement.

The inboard sensors showed the other ship's scanners running over Vagabond's hull as an orange glow moving slowly from stern to bow. "I've been here before. Last year. Brought in components and took out some merchandise."

"Trader's name?"

"Coming in, Trovin Fuller. Coming out, Loorten Var."

"Stand by."

They'd be checking. It didn't take long. A burst of harsh sound was the Yrmaks taking to each other. He spoke some of their language, but not enough to decipher this. Something about the other Human. He thought.

Tian responded in perfect Yrmak. "I wasn't there the last time."

Brent closed his mouth. She spoke Yrmak. She spoke bloody Yrmak.

The rest of the conversation proceeded in Yrmak. Brent strained to understand. The grammar was a nightmare and they all spoke quickly. But at the end Tian, smiling, ended with a jaw-breaking, "Skraat," Yrmak for thank you. The patrol ship turned away.

"You didn't tell me you can speak Yrmak."

"You didn't ask." She tossed her head, sending the dark hair dancing. "I need this stuff for my job, okay? It's not much good chasing after Yrmaks if you can't talk to them. Anyway, here's the coordinates for landing. They wished us a good trip." Her fingers flew over the controls, setting the destination.

Every time he turned around this woman came out with something new. Like peeling an onion. "Is there anything you can't do?"

"Oh, yes. I can't cook to save my life. Or swim. Or give a damn about fashion." Her tone softened. "Like I said, the things I can do are skills I need to do my job. I was selected and trained for it from a very young age. There are things you can do that I can't."

"Like what?"

She shrugged. "I don't know enough about you to say much more. Look, being able to speak Yrmak is an advantage to you, too. But it's a huge help to have your knowledge of how the markets work, and who to talk to. I'd say we make a good team. Don't you?"

Vagabond had turned and headed for Semla. Now the ship was adjusting attitude for the drop into the atmosphere.

"I guess so." You make me feel so inadequate. He kept the thought to himself, staring out of the view screen at the cloud masses covering much of the planet's surface. On the inboard screens the clouds had been edited out so a line of islands was visible. The main continent, where the space port and most of the population were located, was just coming into view as the terminator line passed. Dawn was breaking at Semla space port. And he didn't have a bay booked. He'd better get onto that.

"Tian?"

She turned to him.

"I need to book a bay. You paying for that?" After all, she'd hired the ship. Even if he hadn't made that clear in their verbal contract. Bay fees would eat into his five thousand.

A half smile hung around her lips as though she knew what he was thinking. "I'll cover expenses. Bay fees, accommodation, replenishment."

Which meant five thousand clear. Wow. This was much better than Narvak. And if he could arrange for a cargo, even better. "How long do we want to stay?"

"Make it three nights. I'll bet we can extend if we need to."

Muttering, "Not much doubt about that," he contacted the space port, which was more than happy to provide bay seven for three nights, with a ten percent discount for a stay of more than one night. Brent initiated the landing cycle.

A triple warning beep sounded. "I'm shaping to land. Harnesses will deploy."

The seat harness settled over his shoulder and waist. Moments later the ship bucked as the atmosphere thickened. Heat trailed in her wake until she slipped into the cloud banks, braking all the time. Far beneath the clouds waves crashed against a craggy coastline. Not far from the sea the space port lights flashed blue and orange, marking bay seven. Vagabond dropped through a rain squall, then into an opening in the roof, which closed as the ship landed, dropping gently onto her pads.

Immediately the harness withdrew Brent commenced the shutdown. "Welcome to Semla. It's just after dawn here. The markets won't start until mid-morning."

Tian ran her hands over her face and through her hair. "It's nice to be dirtside for a while. Is the local food edible?"

"If you pick your places." He stood and stretched, enjoying the ache and click as his spine straightened. "There's a café that's open all hours just outside the spaceport. The food's plentiful, the kaff's hot. And if there's any work around, they'll know about it."

***
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TIAN STOOD BEHIND BRENT while he locked the door into the bay. "Is there much pilfering around here?"

"I wouldn't know. I always do this. Mind you, I usually take one of the outside bays. Cheaper, and you can leave fast if you have to."

Like when you're carrying contraband.

They walked through a clean, fairly new hall, utilitarian rather than catering for tourists. A few benches around a food dispenser was as fancy as it got. This place didn't cater for the well-heeled visitor.

A sign pointed the way to the Spaceport Hotel, directly adjacent to the terminal. They stopped at the hotel's foyer to book a room for two nights before venturing outside.

A damp mist hung around the buildings, obscuring anything further than a few spans away. A hazy glare in the clouds over the ocean was the sun. Tian pulled her coat more tightly round her. It was Brent's and the sleeves were too long. She could have simply increased her core temperature but he would be sure to notice that. He was suspicious enough of her as it was. Across the road a sign flashed 'Space freighters tavern' in both Yrmak and Standard. Brent held out his arm to stop her from leaving the pavement as a wheeled truck rumbled past. Then he took her arm to guide her over the road.

She pulled gently away from his grip. "It's okay. I've crossed a road by myself before."

He looked startled, then shrugged. "Just tryin' to help."

The café's doors opened as they approached. The woman coming toward them gave Brent an appraising look and scowled at Tian as she went past. Tian suppressed the smile. Brent wasn't hard to look at. If circumstances had been different, then maybe she might have taken a chance. But they weren't. She was an Imperial agent and he was a nice guy trying to make a go of it. She remembered their sexual encounter with a mix of regret and longing. He'd been gentle and careful, even though it hadn't lasted long. She knew she'd be able to seduce him, have a quick fling. The micro-signs were there if you knew what to look for. Maybe later. Right now she had to keep her mind on the job.

A bar and half a dozen tables, a couple of them occupied, almost filled the room. Three Yrmaks, empty bowls in front of them, chatted at the table nearest the door. Two Human spacers in grey flight suits leaned against the bar talking to a powerfully-built Yrmak who she guessed would be the proprietor. He looked up from his conversation, hailing them in accented Standard. "Hey there, folks. You want food or a drink?"

"Morning, Ghaard. Food," Brent replied.

"Fine. Grab yersells a table. I'll send Sue out."

Tian sat down where she could see the bar. Brent busied himself with the menu tablet, selecting first 'Human', then 'breakfast'.

A woman emerged from a doorway wiping her hands on her apron. A tag pinned to her ample chest read 'Sue'. "Hey there, folks. What'll you be wanting?"

"I'll have the space freighter's special." Brent turned to Tian, his eyebrows raised.

"I'll have the light breakfast. But kaff now, please." The woman nodded.

She returned with two steaming mugs. "I've seen you afore, haven't I?" she said as she set the mugs down.

Brent nodded. "Been here twice before."

"Ah. Yes. Thought so. Well... welcome back." She turned to go.

"Any work going, Sue? We've got an LX-340 with compartments."

The woman chewed at her lip. "You okay carrying... sensitive... stuff?"

"Sure," Brent said. "I've got ... special... compartments."

Tian sipped at the kaff, strong and hot. They were speaking in a pretty obvious code. This would be smuggling. Never mind. Not her problem.

"You be around for a while?" The woman asked.

"Uh-huh. A few days."

"I'll keep it in mind." Sue went off to fetch the food, which she set in front of them with a hearty, "Enjoy."

Brent tucked into a mountain of something resembling thick stew piled high on his plate while Tian picked at unfamiliar fruit and a type of porridge, monitoring the conversation at the bar. The discussion had been about ship drives, but now the subject had changed. Someone was dead: a master engineer.

"He was the best. Don't know what we'll do without him. And now they've arrested Skinner." The Human spacer shrugged.

The barman's eye ridges glowed red. "Silly. Wasn't no Human. Humans don't use Yrmak spears to kill."

"They might if they want people to think it was an Yrmak," the taller spacer said.

The barman snorted. "Why? Why kill him at all? Why blame Humans? Silly."

"I heard it was about money," The second man said.

The other spacer drained his glass and put it on the counter. "Whatever. It isn't earning us any money. C'mon Bob. See you next time, Ghaard." The stools scraped across the tiles as the two men rose. Ghaard waved a goodbye as the pair left.

Brent finished the last mouthful of food and sighed. "That was good. Better than ship grub."

As if on signal Sue appeared next to their table to collect their plates. Tian put out her hand. "Sue, I couldn't help but hear what those fellows were talking about. An Yrmak murdered, blamed on a Human? Does that sort of thing happen often here?"

The big woman shook her head. "Don't happen hardly at all. We get along." She barked a short laugh. "More likely to have Yrmaks killing each other."

"What happened with this murder?"

Sue pulled a face. "Skinner and Loorn have run a maintenance shop here for — oh — eight years. They had their moments, of course they did. Yrmak and Human. But they were friends. Loorn was murdered and they arrested Skinner. I sure don't believe Skinner did it."

"Loorn. Oh crap," Brent muttered. "How did he die?"

"Spitted in the guts with an Yrmak spear." Sue mimed the blow. "And then his ankles were slit to drain his blood."

"Spear? They use spears?" said Tian. She might as well act dumb, keep the woman talking.

"It's an artifact. A ceremonial weapon from the old days," Sue explained. "All Yrmak males have them. It has two prongs, one for each heart, with all fancy workings on the metal. Loorn was killed with his own spear." Sue shook her head. "They reckon Skinner had it all planned. He stole Loorn's spear and hid it in the workshop. Then he picked a fight and he used it to kill Loorn. Skinner had a pistol. Why not use that? Makes no sense to me."

She leaned closer to the table, shooting glances between them. "You might say it's just another murder, these things happen. But I dunno. The local Rylat is up in arms about it, mouthing on about filthy apes and the chosen ones. That's the Yrmaks. Or at least, the Yrmaks who follow the teachings of the Mother. Yrmaks and Humans are not supposed to be friends." The woman curled her lip. "Religious rubbish."

She collected the plates, then hesitated. "If you're going out to the markets, bear in mind a few people are on edge. Take it easy. Okay?"

"On edge?" Tian asked.

"Some of the Yrmaks have picked up on the filthy, murdering apes thing. Some of the Humans are on edge around the Yrmaks. There's distrust on both sides. Tempers can flare just like that."

Tian nodded. "Thanks. Just one more thing. When did this happen? The murder?"

Sue pursed her lips, her brows drawn together. "About a standard month ago." She smiled. "Gotta go. Come back again, won't you?"

"You knew this person?" Tian asked as Sue carried the dishes into the kitchen.

Brent nodded. "Loorn built the compartments on Vagabond for me. He was recommended."

"The ones you used to smuggle the artifacts?"

He stared at her, unabashed. "Yeah."

"And Skinner?"

"Loorn did the design and the hardware. But Skinner did the system work that runs interference so surveillance doesn't pick up the mods, and he did the fiddly bits." He held up his hand and waggled the fingers. "These do better with detail than Yrmak claws. Although they've got some wonderful precision tools to make up for it."

"What do you think of this story? That Skinner murdered his partner?"

Brent chewed his lips. "They seemed like friends to me. Nothing stiff and formal, and a bit of banter. I can't see them killing each other. Besides, Sue was right. That workshop was full of stuff that could kill. Skinner would have carried a pistol. Everybody does. Doesn't make much sense to me that he'd steal Loorn's spear."

No, it didn't. There was more to this, there had to be. Humans First? Maybe. Upset the Humans by blaming Skinner, make them more anti-Yrmak? But it might have been much more prosaic than that. "Was the spear worth anything? Might they have had a fight over Skinner stealing it?"

"It's a thought, I suppose. Yes, the spear's worth thousands in the artifacts market. A genuine ceremonial spear. But who knows?" He shrugged. "I assume the police would have thought of that. But why do you care? One trader in one obscure port?"

"I've got a very vivid imagination. Maybe this is just another domestic. But what if Loorn was killed to make a point and Skinner was framed? I find it fascinating that the Yrmaks don't believe Skinner did it. Remember Ghaard? He called it silly."

Brent grinned. "That's your job talking, isn't it? Conspiracy theory."

Maybe. Thoughts churned in Tian's head. Ceremonial spears were important. Every mature Yrmak male had one, and they didn't give them up for anything. Back before the days of pistols Yrmak males had to use the spear given to them at maturity to kill. In early times it was an Yrmak from an opposing clan. In some societies things hadn't changed much. So a ritual killing? A ritual killing that made the Yrmaks and the Humans edgy?

"You said Semla was where you'd seen the circle symbol. Where was it."

Brent's face stilled. "It was scratched on the wall outside Loorn's place."

"Let's take a look around," Tian said, pushing herself to her feet. "If nothing else, I want to get some clothes."

She went up to the bar to settle the bill. Ghaard handed her the usual electronic chitty. "Horrible business when partners fall out," she said as she acknowledged the payment. "Brent here knew the one who died."

Ghaard fixed her with yellow eyes. "Many knew him. He was the best. We miss him."

She gazed at him, wide-eyed. "So dreadful that his partner was arrested. Sue said she didn't think he did it."

"Naargh. Why kill with Yrmak spear? Trying to make trouble between Humans and Yrmak."

Tian turned to go, then hesitated. "Brent, maybe Ghaard will be able to help us with that design we saw on Namrod station. I'll see if I can find it." Tian pulled out her comm and found the concentric circles image. She'd put the design onto an Yrmak pot.

The Yrmak took a half step back and his eye ridges flared red. "Where you get this?"

"Saw it on Namrod station in an Yrmak shop. I was hoping to buy some more with the same design."

Ghaard's claws rattled on the counter. "No. No Yrmak would put this on pot."

Tian pointed at the pot. "But — "

The red of the Yrmak's eye ridges deepened. Angry. "No." He turned his back on them.

Putting her comm back in her pocket, Tian returned Brent's stare. He didn't say anything until they were outside. ". Smart move, that, putting it on a pot. Interesting reaction. It scared the crap out of him."

"Mmm. That or made him angry. Or a bit of both." Tian glanced up and down the street. "Show me where you saw that mark. Then show me where I can get some clothes. You know, a well-fitting ship suit."

"There's a supplier right next door to Loorn's workshop so we can cover both with one toss of the tablecloth."

The misty drizzle had gone with the lifting cloud. Down here near the space port most of the buildings were shops, workshops or warehouses, all built out of black stone with steep metal roofs, all without windows, protection from the vicious storms that whipped up from the sea. No doubt very practical, but combined with the grey clouds, the cool breeze and the puddles Tian found the town depressing. Another of the heavy wheeled trucks rumbled down the road and into a warehouse where a wide door stood open. Tian looked inside as she walked past and noted a couple of Yrmaks dressed in light green coveralls removing containers from the vehicle.

She walked on to the next building, more black stone and steep roof. The door was closed. Brent nudged her. "This is Loorn's place."

There used to be sign on the wall above the door, but it had been scrubbed out. Tian could just make out the outline of the letters: Loorn and Skinner, first in Yrmak, then in Standard.

"They've scrubbed out the name," Brent said.

"The Yrmaks do that. They believe the spirit of a murder victim drifts around as a malignant force looking for revenge. If you leave a name on a wall like that, the spirit homes in on it. Did you notice Ghaard wouldn't say the murder victim's name? That's why."

"Huh. How about that? You know a lot about them, don't you?"

"It's — "

"Yeah, I know. It's your job. Is this name thing why nobody's working the shop?"

"That's part of it, yes. Where was the symbol?"

"It was here." Brent searched around the edges of the locked front door. "It was here. On the right, I think. I stood here, waiting for them to let me in, and noticed it." He glared at her. "Somebody must have cleared it off, maybe when the sign was scrubbed out."

Tian searched with her augmented vision. No scratches. "Was it scratched, or painted?"

Brent frowned and chewed his lips. "I don't remember. It wasn't important. Paint, or chalk. Something like that."

Tian searched again. She found traces of chalk, but no outline. If the symbol had been there, it had been cleaned. And in this climate, anything like chalk couldn't last. Still, it suggested a connection between the symbol and the dead engineer.

"No trace of anything now. But it's a connection. Perhaps. Let's get me some clothes."

They crossed an alley separating Loorn's from the next establishment. This time, the doors were open and Tian passed through the doorway into a dimly lit cave of a room filled with shelves. It seemed Yrmak goods were on one side, Human on the other.

A female Yrmak came out from behind a counter. "Can I help?"

"I want a ship suit," Tian said.

"Can make you one." She waved a clawed hand. "Come here."

Tian followed her to a booth and stepped onto a circular platform inside. Lights came on and the platform turned to allow for a full body scan. When the door opened, she stepped out.

"Come back in three jurn," The Yrmak said, raising three claws. "Thirty credits. Or better, tomorrow, twenty credits."

Tian nodded. It was a fair price and the work would be done in a few standard hours. "Make two. Deliver them to the Space Port Hotel today and I'll pay fifty."

The woman grinned, showing fangs. "Done."

" Look, we've just arrived and heard some talk about a murder. Next door?"

The female's pupils narrowed. "Yes. Bad for business being so close."

Tian put on her wide-eyed innocent act, a dumb tourist hearing something exciting. "Do you know anything about it? What happened? Someone said a Human killed an Yrmak?"

"Not my business." But she lifted her lip, showing a hint of fang. Body language for 'I know something but I'm not telling'.

"Do you think the Human did it?"

"The police investigated. They say it was Human. Who am I to judge?"

Tian pouted, feigning disappointment. "Fair enough." She made as if to leave, then raised a finger. "One more thing. We're traders and Yrmak pottery is very popular at the moment. We saw one with this design on it. Any idea where we could buy some more?" Tian pulled out her comm and showed the Yrmak the pot with the symbol.

The trader's eye ridges reddened and her pupils narrowed to slits. "No Yrmak made this."

"Oh. But... it was on a market stall." Tian looked around at Brent. "Wasn't it?"

He had the sense to nod. "Does it mean something?" he asked.

"Do you have this pot?"

"No." Brent shook his head. "When we went back, the stall was gone."

The Yrmak said nothing. The conversation was over. Tian pocketed her comm. "Tomorrow for the clothes, right?"

"Right."

"Anything you want, Brent?" Tian asked.

"Me? No, I'm fine." He tried a smile. The Yrmak hadn't moved and her eye ridges still glowed crimson. "Let's go see what's on at the markets."

Outside a ray of sunshine escaped from the clouds, glinting from wet stone and sparkling in the puddles.

"Amazing how a hint of sun can brighten up the day." But even so Brent still stuffed his hands into his pockets against the chilly air. "That symbol bothers them, doesn't it?"

"It does. Good bit of improvising there. She wasn't surprised the stall was gone, did you notice that?"

"I did. Private Yrmak business that doesn't do anyone any good."

A few more people were out on the streets, coming from the residential parts of the city, higher up the hillside. This was the Yrmak part of town. Round houses, mainly built of black stone, could be glimpsed among lush vegetation. Some of the trees were so tall their tips disappeared into mist.

They turned a corner and started up the hill to a field where stalls and marquees were being erected. A curved bridge crossed a stream gurgling beside the road on its way to the ocean. In the middle a young Yrmak and a Human kid hung over the railing to play the age-old game of whose stick is fastest.

Tian enjoyed these places where ordinary Humans and Yrmaks shared their world. There would be Yrmak stalls and Human stalls. The food was different, the clothes racks different, the vendors' calls different. But the kids played in the same way, kicking a ball, or chasing each other.

Brent strolled up to an almost completed stall selling Yrmak herbal remedies and glanced along the row of jars. Leaning over her shoulder he pointed at some pots. "That's the stuff you used. I'm going to buy some." He beckoned the proprietor over.

"Enjoy yourself," Tian said. "I'll be around somewhere."

Now the market was nearly set up customers strolled between the booths, lingering for a taste here, a sip there. An Yrmak haggled with a Human stall holder over trays of bulbous, orange-striped fruit. Somebody waved jewelry at her. "Very pretty, lady. Would suit."
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