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From up here the normally placid bay looked like a cauldron, the slate grey, foam-streaked waves battering the harbor wall. Jirra wouldn't be surprised if the spray had managed to reach the landing pad a little over a klick away from the sea. She lurched in the pilot's seat. Damn these stabilizers. She'd told Bretna two weeks ago they should be replaced. Her navigation screen showed the SV-90 she was piloting as a red dot dropping toward the target. Too fast, she was sure of it. The stabilizer data had to be wrong. Not for the first time she wondered what Morgan Selwood would have done, then dashed the thought away. Morgan would have worked the ship's computers with her mind. All Jirra had was her bare hands. 

She reached under the console, found the orange lever and pulled. Manual control. A yoke appeared, rising out of the console in front of her seat. She steadied herself, dredging up flying classes from years back. Pulling back on the yoke, she angled the wings a little more to increase the resistance. The old ship bucked in the cross wind, almost jolting the yoke from her hand. She shaped the port wing a little more, raising the ship's nose. Another gust of wind caught the SV-90 and the ship dropped thirty meters in a nauseating downward plunge. Jirra swallowed. She imagined a few dinners back in people's mouths in the cabin. Ride it, girl. Only a few hundred meters to go. Turn the ship into the wind. Keep it there. The muscles in her arms ached with the tension of keeping the yoke steady while she adjusted the wing angles using the buttons on each side of the head. The navigation panel still tracked progress. Dropping correctly, rate of descent too slow, which simply confirmed the data was rubbish. At least the height was right. The green numbers rolled down as the red dot closed on the target. A last gust of wind rocked the shuttle just as it shaped to settle, causing it to bounce on its pads. But they were down and safe.

Jirra blew out a huge sigh of relief. Down and safe, and no thanks to Bretna and his blasted stabilizers. Fleet would have put this hunk of junk out for scrap years ago. Rolling her shoulders to ease the tension, Jirra activated the ramp. Bangs and muffled voices from the cabin told her the passengers were on their way. She checked the ship's status, making notes in the log, half aware of figures scurrying through the wind and rain to the terminal building. Welcome to Sylvani, mining capital of Rytmara.

Her log finished, Jirra climbed out of the pilot's seat and through the door behind her into the main cabin. Despite the gusts of wind probing the interior through the access door, the sour stench of vomit greeted her and she wrinkled her nose. The cleaners would be pleased, but fortunately that wasn't her problem. She ran down the ramp two steps at a time and sprinted for the terminal, where the transparent doors soughed open at her approach. The terminal building was new, finished, she'd been told, only six months before, little more than an elaborate barn with some office space at the back behind the counters. Even so, it was almost welcoming in this weather, despite the garish blue and brown carpet and the cold, pale blue walls. She skidded to a halt in front of a frowning passenger from her flight. Billum Wangiri, owner of the mine she'd just come from. His brows were almost locked together, mirroring the beard that fringed his jaw.

"That landing was dreadful. My secretary was sick on me. Sick." He flicked a beringed hand at his jacket where Jirra noted a damp smear, and the trademark stink.

"Sorry, Sur Wangiri. I had to take manual control when the stabilizers —"

He shook his finger at her. "Don't bore me with excuses, girl. I shall complain to your superiors." 

Superiors, my ass. Bretna was a cheap, corner-cutting ship jock out to make a killing on the side. And the killing part wasn't necessarily a joke, not if this afternoon's little episode was any indication.

"You do that, Sur Wangiri. The report's in my log notes. Maybe you can get him to pay for your coat."

She spun around, ignoring the man's outraged spluttering. She'd had enough of that nonsense to last a lifetime: pompous, self-opinionated men telling her what she could and couldn't do. Bretna appeared from one of the offices beyond the counter. She hesitated. Maybe she could get in first, explain what had happened, and make the point it was his ship's failing stabilizers, not her piloting skills, at fault. Too late. Bretna was talking to somebody else. 

Jirra's heart bounced when she felt the sharp buzz from the bracelet on her wrist. Grief. With her hand lifted to her mouth, she turned around slowly, letting the powerful scanner track over the people. The bracelet tightened on her wrist when she was pointed at Bretna and the man he was talking to. The red glow on the status indicator meant 'danger'. 

Forcing herself to walk normally despite the hammering of her heart, Jirra slipped past a group of people casting worried glances at the sky from the shelter of the terminal. Once outside she hurried down the town's main street with her collar raised.

All too aware of the icy raindrops whipping her frozen face, Jirra dashed the last block to the hotel. A vicious squall swept up the street just as she shoved the door open, almost like a wild animal howling at her heels. She shuddered, both from the cold and the image that rose, unbidden, of slavering jaws and savage yellow eyes. Silly. She hesitated in the foyer for a moment, drawing breath after her run. The place was overheated, as buildings in cold climates so often were, but the scent of wood polish was almost like a balm. Warmth prickled on her cheeks as she peeled off her gloves. What a day it had been, culminating in that tricky landing. And then there was the alarm.

She pulled out her sanvad, the one Morgan Selwood had modified for her, then pressed the side button to activate the feed from the bracelet. A figure appeared, rotating in the screen. Not that it mattered. He could change his appearance as often as he liked, but Morgan's program would run matches that saw through disguises. The match read ninety-one point four. Good enough. Underneath, Jirra read the date last seen, and the location. Grief. She'd left Novipar to escape him, yet he'd found her. Here, out in the boonies, in just a few months. She'd liked it here, even made some friends. The sense of loss roiled in her stomach. Oh well. It couldn't be helped.

Shrugging off her flying jacket, Jirra pulled her pistol from the shoulder holster under her shirt and started up the stairs. A gale of laughter rose from the bar. She glanced over the rail, but didn't stop. Tomas was entertaining the crowd again. Jirra's friend, Siena, was on duty behind the bar, chuckling with the rest of them. Jirra would miss them. Outside her door she listened, her pistol at the ready, before she slid the keycard into the lock. Nothing. Which didn't mean much. The bounty hunter might have accomplices. Her heart pounding, she slid the door aside and waited with her back pressed to the corridor's wall until the light came on. 

She stepped inside, the pistol in the double-handed grip she'd been taught at the academy. Nothing seemed to be out of place. With the door closed behind her she stared around the room, at the pale green curtains framing a picture window looking out over the forest, the wallpapered walls, the wooden furniture with the same smell of polish she'd noticed in the hotel foyer. Nothing seemed to be disturbed. Her heart rate settling, she replaced the pistol in the holster inside her shirt. Damn it. She'd thought she'd have a home here, at least for a while. But she could expect some sort of attempt to grab her. She'd hoped her father would have given up by now. She wasn't going to marry Reysan Cirdan, however many arrangements the families had made. Sucking in a deep breath she pulled her duffel out of the wardrobe. Time to move on, while she still could.

A creak on the landing nearly stopped her heart. Before she had the pistol out again, someone knocked, gently, diffidently. "Jirra?"

Jirra sagged. Siena. The publican's daughter, an attractive woman a few years younger than Jirra. They'd become friends of sorts, two women thrust together in a frontier town where most of the population was men.

"Jirra, please. I know you're there. I need to talk to you." The words were soft and urgent. 

Jirra could imagine the girl huddled against the door. "Come in."

Siena slipped inside as soon as the door had opened enough for her slight frame. Her eyes widened when she glanced at the trousers Jirra held in her hands, and the duffel on the bed. "Are you leaving?" 

"I have to." Jirra turned away to shove the rolled trousers into the bag. "What did you want?"

"Where are you going?" 

Jirra pulled out another shirt. "Away. I've got to go."

"Why?"

Jirra folded the shirt long ways, then rolled it. "I just have to."

"Somebody's recognized you."

The words cut through Jirra. With the half-rolled shirt in her hands she turned to Siena, who stood facing her, arms loose at her side. "This is a frontier town. Just about everybody has a story. You're too good a pilot to be knocking around here. Well?"

Her lips curving into a smile, Jirra nodded. She should have known Siena would see through the veneer. So many of the people here had a story. 'No questions asked' hung in the air. "Yes. I told you my parents want me to marry somebody I don't like. I think they've sent someone after me. I've seen him before, on another world. I caught a glimpse of him at the terminal, talking to Bretna. So I'll go before he gets closer." She finished rolling the shirt and pushed it into the duffel.

Siena leaned against the door, her arms folded. "You're going off world?"

"Yes." Jirra tossed a pair of shoes into her pack and eyed the three dresses. Maybe she'd take one. As a memento, if nothing else.

"Good. You can pilot for me. That's why I came up to see you." 

Jirra stared at the girl, the hanger holding the dress still in her hand.

"You're a freelancer, aren't you? I want to hire your services."

There was a glint in Siena's eye Jirra had never seen before. Not that she'd underestimated her friend. Siena had shown a few times she was made of sterner stuff than her slim build and cheerful smile indicated. Only a few days ago she'd broken up a fight between two farm hands and thrown them both out of the bar. 

"What's the story?" Jirra asked.

"I told you about Anton." 

Jirra nodded. She'd heard a lot about Siena's boyfriend, and seen his picture many times. He'd gone missing from his barracks and nobody seemed to know what had happened to him.

"I've had word from a friend of his. He's been sent to a world called Kuralon. I want you to take me there. I have a ship up at the space station."

Deliver a passenger to a planet? Jirra could easily do that. But then she might be drawing Siena into danger. It was bad enough worrying about herself. "Isn't there a commercial flight?"

Siena shook her head. "No commercial flights."

"Why?"

"It's a new settlement."

Jirra eyed Siena, sensing shiftiness. Something else was happening here. "A new settlement with no commercial flights?"

Siena ran her tongue over her lips. "All right. It's a labor camp. They're rebuilding a colony destroyed in the war. They send people there to die, work them to death."

This was going to be politics. Jirra hated politics. "Why has he been sent there?"

"His friend had to be careful. Everyone's monitored. But putting a few things together, he's been convicted of being in a plot to overthrow the government."

Oh, no. Stuck on some political crusade with Siena? Getting involved in somebody else's love life? That was all she needed. Rising to her feet, Jirra said, "I don't think so. I don't want to be involved in a rebellion."

"You don't have to get involved. All I want is anonymous travel to Kuralon," Siena said, reaching out a hand. "Then you can do what you like." 

Kuralon. Jirra had never heard of the place. But then, she'd never been in this sector before. Which was why she was here.

"Come on, Jirra. I'll pay. You know I have the credits. Just give me ten minutes to pack." Siena's eyes gleamed with hope. "I'll be good company. And nobody in their right mind would go to Kuralon."

A paying contract with a woman she liked. What else was she going to do? Where else was she going to go? "Ten minutes. I'll wait here."

Grinning fit to burst, Siena swung out of the room. Jirra went through her duffel checking she had everything she needed. Funny. It felt good having somebody coming with her. Just like old times. Just like a load had eased.

Siena was back in under ten minutes, changed from her bar room wear into pants and a warm jacket, a suitcase in hand, her long hair tied back. She didn't come into the room. Jirra hefted her duffel, stepped into the hall and locked the door behind her. She'd left enough in the room to give the impression she was coming back.

"Does your mother know you're leaving?" Jirra asked.

"Yes. She'll handle it if anyone comes asking for you." Siena jerked her head to the left. "Down the backstairs will be best." She strode away.

I owe you one already. The 'Traveler's Arms' was one of only two hotels in town. The bounty hunter was sure to turn up here soon.

Siena unlocked the door at the end of the landing, hesitated for long enough to look around, then stepped through. "Fire escape," she muttered. "Close the door behind you."

Dim light struggled through three narrow windows. Dust lay thick on the bare treads and the banisters. Jirra followed Siena, careful to avoid making much noise. She supposed it was just the state of the stairwell, musty, a bit spooky, that made a person lean to caution. On the ground floor the shadows crept closer, thicker. Siena turned an old-fashioned key in the lock, which clicked softly. Having peered around the door, she stepped out into a paved yard, beckoning Jirra to follow.

The wind had dropped, but the sleet had changed to snow. Already the flat surfaces were being transformed with a dusting of luminous white. It would have been pretty if Jirra had had time to admire the view. Siena sidled off to the garage and slipped into the driver's seat of the hotel's service vehicle, slinging her case into the back seat. Jirra joined her as the garage door rose. One thing about snow, people stayed at home, so there wouldn't be too many people around. 

The transport slid into the street, the snow wafting around the weather shield in sparkling swirls. The street lamps had come on, although it was still only mid-afternoon. That was one thing about space, you didn't have to worry about the weather. 

"What about the transport?" Jirra asked as they drove.

Siena's head jerked around. "Huh? Oh, I told Mom I'd leave it at the airport. You don't think your friend will still be there?"

"It's always a risk, I suppose. I'll just have to be careful." Jirra glanced at her sanvad. The next departure up to the space station was in fifteen minutes. "We won't have to wait for too long."

Siena guided the vehicle around to the loading bays where the hotel staff would normally come to pick up spare parts and manufactured goods from Ambrese, the types of things they couldn't grow or produce themselves.

Jirra picked up her duffel and stepped out onto the ice-slick pavement. White flakes brushed her eyelashes and settled on her shoulders, silent as a shroud. With Siena beside her she hurried along a snow-covered, tree-lined path beside a perimeter fence around to the passenger terminal. Under the protection of the building's wide canopy the bare pavement formed an oasis from the encroaching snow. A blast of warm air when the doors opened made Jirra's skin tingle. Phew. And winter was only just beginning on this world. She'd never liked the cold much. Once again she wondered why anybody would decorate the terminal in such cold colors.

"What do we need?" Siena asked. "Just tickets up to the station?" When Jirra nodded, she strode over to the counter while Jirra waited beside a large pot holding a spreading tree. The feeling of unease hadn't gone away. She wouldn't feel safe until she was out of here.

The arrivals area where she'd come in not half an hour earlier, was empty. Not surprising. The overhead boards announced all planetary flights were cancelled. The storms must be building out there. If they were very unlucky, they might ground the shuttle, too. In which case she'd be stuck. Her nerves roiled at the thought.

Half the benches near the shuttle boarding area were already filled, with a few stragglers making their way in that direction. Most dusted snow off their shoulders but a few must have been wearing weather shields. Jirra lifted her hand to scratch at her cheek, letting the bracelet scanner do its work. No response. So far, so good.

Siena came back, two passes in hand. "The shuttle's fully booked. People getting out before winter, I suppose. Let's get some charb at the stall over there. You can sit with your back to the wall." She walked away, still talking over her shoulder. "You'll be okay. Anyone with any sense has gone to a hotel."

Maybe. But then again, Jirra had learned in her journeys with Morgan and Admiral Ravindra that not everyone had sense. The thought brought Prasad to mind. Sadness was such a burden, a blackness that weighed down the soul. She'd almost managed to kid herself that they had a chance of making it together. But that was plain silly. She wriggled her shoulders, casting off the mood. Parting from him was for the best.

Siena thrust a steaming mug into Jirra's hand, then commandeered a table by the wall. Jirra sipped the hot liquid, enjoying the smooth texture as it slid down her throat. It felt good to have a friend, a traveling companion, even if it would only be for a little while. 

The boarding announcement for the shuttle boomed out of the speakers. Jirra slurped down the last of the coffee and rose to her feet, the duffel in her left hand, to join the multi-headed line gathering at the check gate. She and Siena shuffled forward with the rest. The line stopped. People murmured, leaning their bodies to see what was happening.

Jirra's heartbeat sped up. What if the bounty hunter had caused a delay? 

She sighed with relief when the line started moving again. Holding the pass, she stepped through between the gate sensors. She'd barely reached the other side when the bracelet tightened on her wrist.
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Jirra grabbed Siena's arm. "Come on, we have to hurry." Siena stared, but didn't resist, matching Jirra's pace as she wound her way along the passage leading to the shuttle, passing slower-moving passengers. 

"What's happened?"

"I think that bounty hunter knows I'm here."

"Bounty hunter? What does a bounty hunter want with you? And how do you know?" Siena's tone was sharp, suspicious.

Jirra risked a glance over her shoulder. More passengers were lining up behind her, but the bracelet was silent. Perhaps he hadn't been able to get a ticket. She turned around again. Where to go? All the front seats were full, as were the window seats on both sides. Halfway down the cabin she sat in the aisle seat next to a woman, affording Siena a glance and a shrug to signify explanations would have to come later. She registered Siena sitting down a row behind, on the other side, then concentrated on the hatch where the last passengers were filing on board. Her fingers slid over the smooth metal of the bracelet on her left wrist, willing it to remain silent. One more man straggled on board, then the hatch closed. 

Jirra let out a long breath, leaning her head back against the rest. She started when the seat harness descended over her shoulders. The elderly woman beside her put a gentle hand on Jirra's arm, and fixed her with a compassionate gaze. "Is this your first trip, dear?"

"No... no. I was afraid the storm might delay us," Jirra said.

A smile lit up the other woman's face. "This is just a little flurry. Later in the year we get real storms." Her face darkened. "I'm picking up my grand daughter. I hope we'll be able to come down again."

Jirra smiled. "Let's hope."

The woman nodded, then returned to her book. That suited Jirra. She was in no mood for dredging up small talk.

The shuttle shuddered. Jirra kept an eye on the window to her left, watching the ship push away from the building. Even with the sound dampening, she heard the whine of the thrusters as the ship shoved off its platform into the air. Her heart rate steadied as the clouds dissipated, then disappeared. 

The space station grew ever larger in the flat screen on the shuttle's bulkhead, the usual circular, sparse girder structure with room for ships to tether. The shuttle slowed, changing its orientation with the station, aiming for the red outline near the center. The woman sitting beside Jirra put away her book. 

"For your own safety, passengers are reminded to remain seated until docking is complete." The announcer's smooth voice was almost inaudible over the scrapes and rustles of people collecting hand luggage. 

Jirra wondered why they bothered making the announcement. Nobody ever listened, anyway. She insinuated herself into the aisle between a businessman and a woman, shuffling forward with the other travelers eager to be out in the station proper. Siena caught up with her, her brows drawn.

"What's this about a bounty hunter?" Siena asked.

"I told you my family arranged a marriage for me."

"Sure. That's common." Jirra watched the expression morph on her friend's face from suspicion to recognition to astonishment. Siena gasped. "Not really? They sent a bounty hunter after you to take you back?"

Jirra shook her head. "No. I made it perfectly clear to my parents that I wasn't going to marry the man they'd chosen for me. The bounty hunter will kill me. I've besmirched my family's honor."

Siena's mouth formed a perfect O. Jirra wished for the five hundredth time that she'd been born into a less rigid society than the one on her planet.

"Kill you?" Siena finally managed.

"My father was waiting for me when I arrived back from my last trip away. We talked at the station."

She hadn't expected him, standing at the end of the arrival race, a huge smile spread across his face. They'd never been close and the business about her fiancé had driven them even further apart. He'd talked, she'd listened. Her fiancé wasn't prepared to wait any longer. His family was threatening to break the agreement. Her parents wouldn't be able to hold their heads up in polite society. And all Jirra could think of was Prasad greeting his ecstatic wife and children while her heart broke into icy shards. 

"You never went back home?" Siena said.

"No. I was going to, but a friend talked me out of it." Morgan. Morgan had used her influence to find out what was happening at home. Morgan had understood. 

Jirra took a deep breath. “Where's this ship of yours?”

“In a storage bay,” Siena said, pointing a finger vaguely.

“Have you sent instructions to air up the ship and get the AG going?”

“AG?”

“Artificial gravity. You'd better get them to do that."

“Yeah. Sure.” Siena pulled out her sanvad and gave the instructions. “Just a moment.” With her hand over the mouthpiece, she leaned toward Jirra. “That's all? AG and air?”

“That'll do. We can pick up anything else on the way.”

Siena stowed her sanvad. "It's happening. Do we have time to grab something to eat before we leave?" Siena looked around, checking the only food outlet at the commercial passenger end of the concourse.

Jirra's nerves fluttered. "No. That bounty hunter—"

"He won't be up here. The next shuttle isn't for another five hours." Siena grasped Jirra's arm. "Come on. Charb isn't enough for me."

Jirra shook her head. All her nerves tingled, while her fingers flexed on the bracelet on her wrist. She wished she knew where he was. She knew his name, courtesy of Morgan. Dilshan Jutt, who also went by a string of other names. Would she be prepared to kill the man? In all her years in Fleet, she'd never done that. Kill at a distance, yes, of course. Blow a ship away, bomb a target from space. But one-on-one shoot somebody? No, she wasn't really a soldier, even though she carried a pistol in a holster under her clothes. She was a tech. That's what Hasta did. Troopers did the killing.

"Don't worry, Jirra." Siena tugged. "You're safe up here, and we'll be away before he can get here." 

She stood there with that smug half smile, as if she had all the answers. A wave of annoyance shivered up from Jirra's gut.

"We hope. What if he's got a ship up here? What if he contacted his accomplices to meet us? What if he has some other way of getting up here we don't know about?" Bolts of anxiety shivered through her nerves.

Siena stopped tugging. "You're the military person. How will you handle that?"

Handle that? She didn't know. It wasn't her area of expertise. She fixed circuits, rigged scopes, analyzed data. Give me a break, Jirra. Morgan almost spoke in her mind, her lips curved in that half contemptuous sneer. Just go ahead and do it. Carefully. She stared down at the hand, then looked up into Siena's eyes. The girl wasn't even smart enough to be scared, a flare of excitement lighting up her face.

"We have to leave." Jirra took a few steadying breaths, feeling the anxiety drain away. She felt stupid, scared of a threat while the younger woman virtually exuded 'bring it on'. She'd never been like that before. Maybe she'd lost her nerve. "Where's the ship?"

Siena pulled out a data card. "It's in bay 4G." She looked around the walls, then pointed at a large number two on a sign. "That'll be two flights down. The lift foyer's this way." 

Jirra led the way, following the direction of the arrow on the sign, past the shops to the foyer. The second of the three cars stood open. When they were both inside Jirra selected 'four' on the panel.

The car dropped swiftly, then drifted to a halt. Jirra stepped out into a utilitarian corridor with bare gray walls and built in strip lights. Somewhere a fan rattled. Maybe that was why the place felt stuffy. She gazed up and down, looking for the glowing numbers above sealed hatches. Bay G was the fourth on the right. She headed on down, her footfalls loud on the bare metal flooring.

"I've never been in a place like this." Siena's voice fell flat in the stale air. "Are they all so... sparse?"

Jirra grinned. "The working end of a space station? Yep, they're not built for comfort. Neither is the hangar bay on a warship." 

Siena slipped the data card into the slot in the bay's hatch, then gazed into the retinal scanner in response to the request. When the hatch irised open, Jirra followed Siena through the doorway onto a short walkway. Siena's ship drifted in vacuum behind a clear wall. Jirra's heart sank. A battered freighter, capable of travel in atmosphere as well as space. Chips and streaks marred its surface. This little ship had seen better days. She forced herself to look on the bright side. It was an APSS-50, a reliable model which had been around for years. 

Jirra walked over to the console next to the airlock to read the ship's name. Kali's Gift. The status lights were all green, the ship aired up and ready to go. Jirra suppressed a sigh. Might as well get on board and see what Kali's Gift had to offer. Maybe the rugged exterior hid a heart of gold. "Open up, Siena, and let's get underway."

Siena slipped her card into the slot at the airlock. The locks clicked, then the door slid aside. Jirra let the younger woman go first, walking up the slight slope. Once inside, Jirra closed and sealed the door behind her and here she was, back in a space ship, ready to pilot.

The two women stood in a common room, fitted with a table fixed to the deck and six chairs, three on each side. Four acceleration couches were positioned against the back bulkhead. Jirra glimpsed a small galley through an open hatchway. Overhead transparasteel viewports allowed a view of the station's girders. Everything was clean, but dents and scratches had accumulated over the years. The greenish floor covering showed signs of wear along access paths and under the table 

Siena pointed to steps leading down. "That leads to the crew quarters, as well as a doorway to the hold and the engine room. Come on, I'll show you."

They clattered down a short flight of stairs to a passage lined with doors. Siena hooked a thumb over her shoulder as she walked toward the bow. "The hold and engine rooms are back there. These are the crew quarters. The two biggest rooms are up the front. You take right, I'll take left."

Jirra hesitated. The left door was labeled 'captain'. Siena already had that door open. "Uh, that should be my cabin."

Siena had already dropped her suitcase on the bed. She turned to Jirra, eyebrows arched. "It's my ship."

"Sure. But I'm the pilot. I'll bet there's a quick way from there to the bridge. And I see it has some slave controls." Lights blinked on several small monitors at the desk in the corner, and a label on a hatch in the bulkhead read 'bridge'.

For a moment the air crackled between them. Siena's lips pressed together, two lines appeared between her brows. Jirra held her nerve, meeting the other woman's gaze. This wasn't a warship. They were equals, even if Jirra was being paid to do a job. A job. That's what she had to emphasize. "If you want me to do a job, give me the tools."

Siena frowned. "Isn't it like that over there?"

Jirra opened the right hand hatch. No monitors, but there was a hatch in the bulkhead. She pressed the button beside the door, revealing a small washroom, with shower cubicle and lav. "This looks like the owner's quarters to me. You get your own washroom."

Siena gave an abrupt nod, hefting up her suitcase. "Okay. You take the other one."

Jirra stepped back to let her through, then dropped her own duffel in front of the wardrobe. She gazed around the cabin, large by a warship's standards for someone of fairly junior rank. Still, it had all she needed: a bed, a closet, a desk. She could unpack later.

Noises from across the corridor distracted her. Siena unpacking. Things had been a little bit strained there for a moment. This wasn't the Siena Jirra had become used to, the one who joked with the customers, unless they became rude or belligerent. They'd shared some times together, going out for a meal, or a show. They'd even camped together over at the islands for a few days. Maybe she was worried about Anton. She'd certainly talked about him a lot, always mooning over the picture of him she carried in her sanvad. And although Jirra had floated the notion he might have turned to someone else for comfort, Siena never even considered the notion. They were supposed to be getting married next summer, when his conscription period finished. 

Jirra shrugged away the misty sadness that always hung over her when she thought about boyfriends. Prasad was a part of her consciousness. She would always love him. That was why she'd made him go, return to his class, his family, his career. Tears stung her eyes. This wasn't getting them out of here. 

The hatch to the bridge slid aside at a touch of the panel. Jirra ran up the steps into a small area surrounded by transparasteel panels. Consoles and monitors ranged along three sides of the bow, with two acceleration chairs positioned between them. She slid into the left seat, which adjusted to her body after a slight pause. Another sign of wear, she thought ruefully. She noted the worn control panel, the letters faded, the panels ever so slightly askew. This ship sure had seen better days. Never mind. It wasn't as if she had much choice. Internal power had been turned on when the command to air up was received. Indicators flashed, all green, all set to go. She'd never flown an APSS-50. Nerves knotted in her gut. She wasn't Morgan, couldn't just look at a ship and know. But all ships did the same things. There would have to be a deck plan. She selected the menu on the control screen and scrolled through until she had the image. A 3-D depiction of Kali's Gift rotated in front of her. The ship was atmosphere capable. Two short wings fitted with sensors were currently stowed inside the body. Two ion engines were fixed on either side of the stern, both controlled from an engine room aft of the hold. Environment had its own section, including a hydroponics unit where waste was recycled. They could grow some vegetables there. Environment controls were duplicated, one set here, another in the engine room. The schematic included a small workshop. She read through the specs and the maintenance logs. Inspection and service was carried out every six months. That was good to know. But it was due for another service the following week.

"What's happening?" Siena dropped into the chair beside her.

"Just checking out the ship. It's due for service next week."

Siena flicked a shoulder. "It hasn't been anywhere. We bought it to get off Chandamar and move here, then we used it a few times to cart supplies. It should be fine. But Mom contracted Bretna to carry out regular maintenance. She's careful like that."

"Bretna? That skike?"

Siena raised an eyebrow. "There isn't much choice on this planet, is there? Everybody uses him. There haven't been too many issues."

Anger boiled up in Jirra's gut. "I piloted a shuttle in just before you came to my room. I had to revert to manual control because the stabilizers I told him to replace two weeks ago started to fail."

"That's his own ship. He wouldn't do that to a customer."

"Don't count on it. He's only got one real engineer. The others are untrained tinkerers."

Siena swiveled in the chair, leaning toward Jirra. "Look, it'll be fine. The ship hasn't been anywhere. If you need to, you can get it looked at somewhere else."

Jirra pushed down her irritation. What was the point? Siena wasn't a pilot or an engineer, she wouldn't understand. Given her preference, Jirra would have had the freighter serviced before they left. But she didn't feel safe. Her skin prickled, as if she had aiming targets on her back. "I think we should head for Crossmar. We can pick up anything we need there."

"What about Kuralon?"

"You can go anywhere from Crossmar. We can get the ship serviced, pick up supplies." She raised a hand when Siena opened her mouth. "You can't take chances in space. If anything goes wrong it has a nasty habit of being fatal."

Siena shrugged. "I bow to your judgment." 

Jirra contacted station control to lodge a route plan, stating Sto Mara as their destination. She'd correct to Crossmar when they were underway. 

"Route plan lodged, Kali's Dream. You have a slot in fifteen minutes," a bored controller said.

Fifteen minutes. Not actually as long as she would have liked. But then, this space station wasn't exactly busy. Jirra pushed out of her chair. "I want a look at the engines before we go."

"Whatever you say. Do pilots always do that?"

"They do if they have a bar of sense," Jirra said as she clattered down the stairs. "And don't touch anything." Siena's snort rang in her ears.

Jirra jogged through the crew quarters and down the corridor between the sealed cargo units. At least the hatch seals all seemed fine. Which was more than you could say for the engine covers. Paint had worn off, leaving shiny patches where there shouldn't be any. The tools were jumbled together in a box. A Fleet engineer would have sky-rocketed over this mess. It was a mantra: keep your tools clean and in order. And here she was, short of time.

She found the spanner to unfasten the engine covers on top of the jumble. It stood to reason; it would have been the last tool used. The bolts were stiff. She'd bet Bretna's skikes hadn't looked in here for ages. A pair of ion generators, one on each side, directed power to each of the two engines aft. Nothing obviously wrong, but she'd lay a bet that nobody had touched anything under here for a long time. She found a half-empty container of lubricant and applied some through the labeled access points. The shift drive sat in its own housing, which showed less signs of wear. That was good. There wasn't much an engineer could do with a shift drive. Unless the engineer was Morgan Selwood. Still, Jirra was a much better engineer than most, even if she did say so herself. Morgan had taught her well. She didn't have time to do more than a spit inspection of the AG system, or the environmental system.

Promising herself she'd get this area organized soonest, Jirra placed the spanner back in the tool box and ran back to the bridge, sealing hatches as she went. Siena, sitting in the seat on the bridge, held up her hands palms out, fingers splayed. "Never touched a thing, Suri."

Jirra swung into her seat. "Glad to hear it." She also didn't believe it. Five minutes to go. She started the warm-up sequence and ran the pre-flight checks. Environment normal. Ion generation not as good as she would have liked, but more than adequate. AG systems normal. She contacted station control. "Kali's Dream requesting clearance from bay 8G."

"Acknowledge. Please hold."

Hold? Jirra's heart jolted. "Is there a problem, control?"

"Clearance denied. We have reason to believe there's a lien on this ship. We cannot allow you to leave."

​"There's no lien on this ship. That's crazy." Siena scowled, lip curled. "My mother's careful about those things and we bought it outright. Besides, this isn't the first time we've left the space station with it."

"I'm sorry, Suri," the controller said. "We've just received an impounding notice from the planet. You can't leave until the issue is settled in court."
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