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“Captain, you’re needed on the bridge.”

The sultry voice slipped through Tor’s ears and went straight to his heart. He jerked his head up and twisted around. His thoughts cleared enough for him to match the voice to the curly blond hair and smooth, sexy face. “Shelly?” he croaked. His heart slowed as the details of recent events began to download from his memory. “What time is it?”

“Oh six hundred, ship standard time. That’s one hour before you normally rise. If you’d like, I’d be happy to tell them you’re indisposed.”

Tor looked at her through tired eyes. “You already woke me up, what else am I supposed to do?”

She bit her bee-stung lip and smiled. “I’d be happy to provide a distraction.”

His eyes widened. Tor sat up straighter and shook his head. “What? No! No...don’t.  That won’t be necessary. I’m fine, Shelly, thank you. Tell them I’m on my way.”

She pouted and said, “Yes, Captain... message relayed.”

He stared at her. She looked back at him, smiling while her eyes slipped from his and looked down his body to where it disappeared under the blanket. “I’m coming, you don’t need to wait for me.”

“I can clean up, if you like.”

“Clean up what?”

“You, Captain.”

“Why? I... oh my god. Shelly, out!”

She sulked and mumbled, “Yes, Captain,” on her way out of his room.

“Unbelievable,” he muttered and threw back the blankets so he could get out of bed and get dressed. “I never should have let Rex go alone to get her reprogrammed.”

Dressed in pants, shirt, and boots, Tor made his way out his cabin and turned to his right. Two steps later he was in the cockpit, or as his synthetic human called it, the bridge. “What’s up? Other than me?” he asked.

Cryn glanced over her bare shoulder at him. Her idea of appropriate shipboard attire was a camisole without a bra and a pair of shorts that showed the shape of her ass more than they hid it. “Morning boss, we’ve got company.”

He ignored the view in the valley between her breasts and asked, “Continuum?”

“No.”

“Why do we care? Space is big, but we’re not the only ones in it.”

“Captain, here’s your caf,” Shelly said as she slinked up behind him, steaming cup in hand. “Maybe next time I can help you clean up? Or at least get dirty?”

Cryn twisted in her seat. “Ooh, what did I miss?” With her British accent she sounded scandalous.

Tor ignored the bounty hunter turned pilot. “Thank you, Shelly, please resume your duties.”

She smiled and started to turn away. “Oh, Sir, I was wondering something...”

Tor held back his sigh. “What is it?”

“Next time we’re in a port with accommodations, would it be all right if I enhanced my wardrobe? I’m rather tired of the same old stuffy uniform I’ve always had to wear.”

Tor glanced down at her grey Continuum issue dress. It was stretched tight across her chest after Rex had taken her to be reprogrammed. He’d had her enhanced physically as well. “I didn’t think you could care about what you wore?”

She pouted. “I’d like to look presentable for my ship and my crew,” she said. “A girl likes to look pretty, right Miss Decker?”

Cryn laughed. “Bloody right we do! You tell him, Shelly.”

Shelly blinked her eyes at Tor and smiled.

“What have I gotten myself in to?” Tor muttered. “Fine, you can get some clothes if the opportunity presents itself. Until then... just make do however you can.”

Her smile turned into a beaming grin. She leaned forward and brushed her enhanced lips against his cheek. They were warm and soft and all too human feeling. “Thank you!”

Tor stood frozen as she turned and hurried away. When he could think again he lifted his cup to his lips and took a drink of his coffee. It was hot. Too hot. He sprayed it out into a mist that splattered the wall and floor.

Cryn stifled a laugh. Her control ended there, she couldn’t deny herself the satisfaction of saying, “You don’t need to flirt with her, you know. You own her, you can debugger her anytime you want.”

Tor turned and glared at her. “It’s not— I don’t—“

Cryn burst into a fit of giggles.

“Knock it off,” he muttered. “I’m mar—”

Cryn’s grin faded as Tor caught himself. She turned back to the pilot’s station and brought up a localized 3D display of the surrounding solar system. “This ship was at the edge of our scanners. As soon as we came into range they adjusted course to head away from us.”

Tor thanked her silently for not teasing him about his slip up. His wife was gone. She had been mercilessly gunned down by Continuum prison guards. Every blast that hit her left a hole in his heart that couldn’t be filled. He looked at the holographic ship and reached out to tap it and cause details to expand around it.

“Corvette class,” he said. “Bigger than us, better guns too, but we’ve got better shields and speed.”

“Somebody’s been studying,” Cryn teased.

He ignored her and continued, “It’s coming at us, not running away.”

“Brilliant, Cap. That’s why I called you,” Cryn said. “They turned to run but when we didn’t give chase they pinged us with active scans. I couldn’t get our shields up in time to keep them out. Then they turned and started for us.”

“We’ve got a Continuum ship; I thought people were afraid of us?”

“Risk versus reward,” Cryn said. “They like what we’ve got.”

“Water! We’ve got water!” Tor said.

Cryn rolled her eyes. “Heavy water.”

“Right, water!”

“Heavy water foils most long range scans,” she said. “The wrong kind of people know that.”

“What are you saying? We’re lucky enough to find a pirate that has a corvette class ship?”

Cryn reach up to the hologram and rotated it so Tor could see it. “That’s military. Rebel military.”

“Pirates,” Tor muttered.

Cryn shrugged. “Today’s pirate could be tomorrow’s admiral.”

Tor winced. “Or today’s criminal could be tomorrow’s captain. I get it. So they assume if we’ve got heavy water we must be hiding something.”

“Well, we are.”

“That’s not the point,” Tor sputtered. “They’re not supposed to know that!”

Cryn stifled a laugh. “You and your mates played games on easy mode when you were a kid, didn’t you?”

“Hey, what’s going on?” Joy, the ship’s second in command asked as she walked up behind him.

Tor turned and glanced down at the petite woman. He turned back before he was tempted to notice just how taut the off white t-shirt was that stretched across the only part of her body that wasn’t petite.

“That’s a big ship,” Joy said. “Trouble?”

“Maybe,” Tor said.

Cryn shook her head. “Definitely. They turned to come at us. Must have figured what we’ve got is worth taking. Continuum escort ships don’t fly solo.”

“Otherwise they wouldn’t be considered an escort,” Joy reasoned.

Cryn smiled at her. “Too bloody right.”

“Stupid,” Tor muttered.

“Bad luck on our first real job,” Joy said. “Do you need a co-pilot?”

“You read my mind,” Cryn teased.

Joy glared at the back of her head. If it weren’t for the anxiety the pilot was projecting, Joy would have snapped back at her.

Tor slid into the co-pilot’s seat and said, “Go wake up Rex, Joy. Have Shelly on standby in case we need her to help with the ship’s systems. I’ll cover until he gets here.”

“Thank god,” Cryn muttered.

Tor turned to her. “For what?”

“Rex,” she said. “He may shed on the controls but at least he knows what he’s doing.”

“Hey! I’m not that bad... just tell me what you need.”

She rolled her eyes. “Adjust I.D. to sixty six percent.”

“What? Why! That’s gravity and inertial dampening. Cutting it kind of low.”

“Yeah, that’s what I.D. stands for,” Cryn said. “Gives us spare power to recharge weapons, shields, or drive boosts. We already run at eight percent for long shifts to save power, we’ll just have to be careful if they start shooting at us.”

“What’s next, life support?”

“Yes, it is. Take that to fifty percent.”

“Cryn!”

“Your ship, but you gave me the job of flying it and keeping it your ship.”

“You’re smiling.”

“I’m scared,” she admitted. “I make jokes so I don’t realize how bad this is.”

“You didn’t make many jokes when you were in cuffs on Finetta.”

“I had no control there, there was nothing I could do but try not to piss myself.”

Tor winced. “Sorry about that. I—”

Cryn shook her head. “You’re forgiven. I didn’t like it much, but it worked out well. Might be it worked out the only way it could have.”

“You could have ditched us or turned us in.”

Cryn nodded. “In the past I would have. I’m reformed. Did my time and all that.”

Tor snorted and adjusted the last of the systems. The background hiss of air blowing through the ship’s vents faded away, leaving him too aware of the sudden silence. “Going to get cold in here,” he warned. “You might want more clothes on.”

“You really don’t know how these things work, do you?”

“I know space is a vacuum and that means absolute zero, or damn close to it.”

“If we were unpowered we’d lose heat. Ships are insulated really well though, odds are we’d run out of air before we froze.”

“So why bother with temperature controls?”

“Engines, weapons, shields, the crew mess, everything that uses power makes heat. The life support doesn’t heat us up, it cools us down so we don’t end up looking like beef jerky.”

“Really? It could get that hot?”

“Just you wait and see,” she said.

Tor frowned and then glanced back when he heard footsteps approaching. Rex stepped through the hatch, his canine mouth wide open and showing off a lot of teeth as he yawned. He shook his head to help him end the yawn and looked about the cockpit. “What’s up, boss?”

Tor hopped out of the chair and motioned for Rex to sit. “Cryn wanted you at her side. We’ve got company that’s interested in us.”

The Mongrellian looked at Cryn and smiled, showing off more teeth. “You asked for me?”

She glanced his way and said, “If this goes bad, I need somebody to blame it on.”

His smile dropped to a scowl. “I can go back to my bunk. I was having a nice dream about—”

“No!” Cryn stopped him. “I don’t want to know what you were dreaming about. Stay... please.”

“Please?”

She sighed. “Yes. I was just taking the piss out of you. I need the help. Your help.”

Rex’s lips lifted in another smile. “All right. Don’t worry, I won’t let it go to my head.”

“Too late,” she muttered.

Rex looked over his controls and noted the changes Tor had already made. “I thought I was more bouncy than usual. I bet that makes other things bouncy too.”

Cryn’s hands danced across her control panel to realign the 3D view so they had a better image of the solar system. She focused on her work, but still threatened her furry co-pilot, “So help me, Rex, if you’re staring at my tits I’m going to lock you in the hold.”

“I was talking about Joy,” Rex said.

“No he wasn’t,” Joy said as she walked up behind them.

Rex cursed.

Cryn let out a huff. “I take back anything nice I ever said about you.”

“What, you’ve got nice—”

“Rex, stop before she tries to space you,” Tor advised the man.

Rex snorted.

“He wasn’t thinking about you either, Cryn,” Joy shared. “Not that your boobs aren’t nice.”

Cryn twisted to look back at Joy. “Oh? Who then?”

Rex stiffened in his chair and stared straight out the cockpit window. His hackles raised.

“Let’s focus on the rebel ship,” Tor said, ending the standoff.

“Rebel ship?” Rex grabbed onto the lifeline. “It’s not Nelanian?”

“No, and they’ve cut across our heading so unless we turn tail, this is happening,” Cryn said.

Rex yipped as a light flashed in front of him. He swatted it out and said, “They’re hailing us. Comms have a two second delay.” 

“Range is six hundred kilometers and closing.”

Tor swallowed and glanced at Joy. She gave him a nervous smile and a nod.

“Okay, answer the hail. Let’s see what they want.”
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The captain of the rebel ship was a woman with an eye patch. The image wasn't zoomed out enough for Tor to see if she had a hook for a hand or a peg for a leg, but he couldn't help but wonder.

"Captain, stand by for boarding and inspection," she said without preamble or introduction.

Tor smiled at her to hide the racing of his heart. Was today his day to have a heart attack caused by some woman or other? "I'm sorry, did I miss the part where we get to know each other first and maybe have a date or two before you move in?"

"The Nelani system is a system in revolt. My ship is one of many enforcing a blockade to prevent external aid from altering the course of events and interfering with the will of the people. Power down your shields and weapons then enter into an orbit of our star at your current distance."

"I see, and what side are you on, Captain..."

"Stear," she offered up her name. "Now power down or we will be forced to take action against you. Continuum or not, you will obey local system laws."

Tor couldn't keep his lip from twitching. They did think his ship was a member of the oppressive galactic regime that forced system after system into obedience. "We have no interest in interfering with local affairs. We're delivering water to an outpost on Taris IV... humanitarian aid."

"A water delivery from outside this system? Unlikely, Captain."

"What with the civil war, this was deemed the most likely to prevent undue loss of life."

She gave him a look that reminded him of his late wife. Jinx always knew when he was trying to pull one over on him. Captain Stear made a gesture with her arm that wasn't captured by the camera. "Last chance, before I open fire, Captain."

"Tor, she's not amused," Joy whispered.

Tor didn't need a psychic to tell him that. "Attacking a Continuum ship is a pretty big risk to take. We're happy to let this system settle its internal dispute on its own, as long as there are no abuses of civilian casualties and the surviving government falls in line."

"I hope your death is a quick one," Captain Stears said before her 3D image blinked out of existence.

"They're launching drones!" Cryn announced. "I'm going evasive, hold on!"

Tor opened his mouth. The ship lurched to the side and the nose dipped down. With the reduced inertial dampening he crashed into the wall and rolled back. Joy was on top of him a heartbeat later, tumbling into him and holding on tight to minimize injuring one other.

Tor hit the bulkhead that housed the door to the cockpit and kicked his leg out against the other side, jamming himself in place. Joy clung to him and he wrapped one arm around her to hold her tight against his side. The ship jerked back and forth as Cryn pushed it through a series of maneuvers that caused objects deeper in the ship to roll, slide, and fall. Taylor cried out from the bunks as he was thrown out and onto the floor.

"What am I doing?" Cryn called out.

"Turning us into a meat smoothie," Rex yipped.

"I mean run or fight? I can only dodge for so long."

Tor thought of the corvette and what he'd read about them. They were formidable opponents, but they had thin skins and weak shields. Then again, they had enough weapons to keep anyone shooting at them out of range. Their final defense was how modular they were. Core a section of a corvette and bulkheads sealed it down, keeping the ship as a whole effective fighting unit as long as the bridge crew was functioning and at least one of the redundant internal systems were intact. And they were already on the defensive.

"Run," Tor said. "Get us clear."

"What if they launch missiles? We can't outrun them!" Rex asked.

"Missiles cost too much," Cryn said. "That's a gamble they wouldn't take."

Joy peeled her head back from Tor's side and pushed herself back from him to stand on her own. "Stear doesn't care about money," she said. "She believes in their cause. She—"

Cryn jerked the ship around and sent Joy staggering across the entrance to the cockpit. She grabbed Tor's leg and still slammed her hip into the wall.

"Shield at forty four percent," Rex yipped.

"What the hell is going on?" Taylor roared from deeper in the ship.

"We are under attack, Mr. Spanner," Shelly announced from where she'd secured herself in the galley. Can I help you find a safe and snug place to ride this out?"

Tor slapped the door control to the cockpit. It slid shut, giving them another solid foundation to brace themselves against. It also blocked out Shelly's innuendo that Tor still hadn't dealt with.

"Rebel ship is falling back," Cryn announced. "Three light seconds between us."

"Shields at thirty nine percent," Rex said.

Tor rode out a spiraling roll that rocked him and Joy back and forth into each other a few times and then asked, "You can't dodge a beam weapon that takes three seconds to get here?"

"The drones are still on us," Cryn snapped. "They're trying to shoot out our thrusters."

"How many?"

"Six, we already got two of them."

"Shoot the others already!" Tor snapped.

"They're staying out of my firing arcs," Cryn growled while putting the ship through a slaloming maneuver. "If I turn around we fly back at that ship."

"So, you did it before with that patrol ship."

"And we got away by going superluminal. Do you really want to hop out of this system and then have to come back and do this all over again?"

Tor gritted his teeth and grunted when Joy's shoulder hit his ribs and stomach. She wrapped her arms around him to hold on and pressed the side of her face against his chest. "Don't get any ideas," she hissed.

Tor wrapped an arm around her back and helped hold her tight against him while Cryn continued to test the ship's structural integrity beyond what its designers ever intended.

"You can't shoot them?" the battered captain asked.

"Not like this. They'll run out of fuel soon. As long as we don't end up damaged we'll be gone then."

"How soon?"

Cryn focused on flying through a pattern the drones had setup to try and force her into a firing solution that would leave them damaged and unable to maneuver.

"Anytime," Rex answered for her. He hissed as the shield display flashed a warning "Or it could be a few more minutes. Shields at thirty one — no thirty two percent; that was a bad one. They're landing hits faster than we can recharge."

"Take power from the weapons," Tor ordered. "If we can't shoot them, use it to keep us alive until we can get away."

Rex glanced at Cryn. "Sounds like a good idea."

She nodded. "Capacitors will still be charged in each turret."

Rex's nails clicked across the controls as he made the adjustments. He huffed a few times and then reported back. "They're still going down, but coming back up faster. Twenty ei— nine percent."

"Cryn?"

"We're going to make it," she vowed.

Joy turned her face so she was staring at the back of Rex's and Cryn's heads. "So what, they'll just track us and catch us when we land. Or call for help. How much time can we gain on them?"

"We're not really going to Taris IV," Tor reminded her. "I just said that to—"

"I know that," she snapped. "But they probably know it too. Or they will when they track us heading towards Baleos."

Everyone fell silent in the cockpit. Lights flashed, warnings chirped, and everyone shifted back and forth as the ship dodged fire from the tenacious drones. 

"We could use the QDE," Rex said.

"Run away and come back later? Odds are we'd run into the same problem. This is a blockade," Tor pointed out.

"No, I mean an in-system burst," Rex said.

Cryn snorted. "The drones would tear us apart."

"I mean after we lose them."

Tor glanced down at Joy and realized he could see down her shirt where her large breasts were squished against his stomach. A little lower and... He jerked his eyes up to his unlikely bridge crew.

"That's going to be hard. Huge fuel burn for what, three seconds of travel?" Cryn mused.

Tor frowned and used the problem to push Joy's tempting cleavage from his mind. "Why a huge fuel burn? If it's only a few seconds..."

"Takes a lot of fuel to start a QDE jump. QDE fuel, not the regular stuff for the action drives."

"Will it short us?" Tor asked.

Cryn frowned and glanced at Rex. The Mongrellian jumped in his seat and consulted his control board to run the simulation. "We'll still have plenty to get out of here, if that's what you're worried about, but it'll cut into the profits. Especially since we need to do it twice."

"Twice?" Tor asked in a pitchy voice.

"Don't be a baby," Cryn said. "Once to get to Taris IV and duck behind line of sight so they don't see us change course and jump again to Baleos."

"We'll still have enough to make it back to Finetta... or wherever," Rex said. "Probably only that one jump though."

Tor chewed the expenses over in his head. He'd gotten lucky to steal a fully stocked and fueled ship and a crate of felderite ore to start them off. Selling the ore had netted an impressive profit, but he'd turned around and spent most of it on paying off the bounty on Cryn's head. Now he owed everyone but Cryn a lot of money and the ship wouldn't fly on happy thoughts alone.

"Ha! The drones are dropping off. We made it!"

"Twenty one percent left on the shields," Rex added. "I had it under control."

Cryn snorted.

Joy loosened her grip on Tor and slipped out of his grip. She stepped back and adjusted her shirt so it the neckline wasn't pulled as low as it had been. She caught Tor's eye and mouthed the word, "Sorry."

Tor smiled his appreciation. Joy was a Gifted... sort of. She could sense feelings and sometimes thoughts and images. As she put it, she wasn't very powerful or very good. Part of that was because she'd tricked the Continuum into thinking she'd failed the procedure to become Gifted so she'd never been trained. The part was because she didn't want to be any good at it.

That didn't stop her from teasing him from time to time. He'd given her permission, since it made her smile when she embarrassed or flustered him. Tor figured a little discomfort was worth helping out a friend that hadn't had a reason to smile since she was barely old enough to walk.

He turned his attention back to Cryn and Rex. The decision couldn't wait any longer. A few seconds using the Quantum Drive or a few days under regular ion drives. The rebel corvette wouldn't catch them, but it would give them a chance to arrange a reception.

"Can't spend our reward if we're dead," Tor said. "Do it."

Rex yipped and started programming instructions into the nav system for the QDE. The sooner they put this system and job behind them, the better.
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"Good to meet you, Captain. I'm sorry to keep you waiting."

Tor tried to keep his chest from swelling too much. This was the kind of reception he had been hoping for. Sure, it came from a man short on hair and long on belt, but there was respect in his tone. "Same to you, Mr. Kade. I was a little concerned, I admit."

Jonah Kade smiled and waved Tor's worries away. "Quite the harrowing tale of your arrival. It seems the rebels are on the verge of becoming the establishment here."

"Please forgive my lack of knowledge on local politics... Is that good or bad?" 

Jonah shrugged. "It's interesting. The old regime was sloppy and easy to bribe. Made it easy for us to function here. We'll see what the new one is like."

Tor didn't bother hiding his grimace. "Change in management is never fun."

Jonah grinned. "Indeed. I find myself faced with a particular dilemma, in fact."

Tor's eyes narrowed.

"You're a shrewd man. Cunning too, I have to say. Who would expect a water delivery to an ice moon? Perfect cover to hide your true cargo."

Tor did his best to keep the praise from going to his head. Lucky for him Joy had stayed on the ship so she wouldn't feel the need to bring him down a peg or two. "I thought it was clever. I wasn't expecting a pair of in-system jumps though, so I've still got plenty of faults."

The owner of the hidden smuggling base nodded. "As do we all. It's those faults that keep us honest... or give us leverage and opportunity."

Tor considered the twist in conversation. He opened his mouth to call the man out on it but Jonah didn't give him a chance.

"Tell me, Captain, if you were trusted to handle some precious cargo that was worth a considerable amount, what would you do?"

Tor spoke slowly, "I'd make sure it was delivered safely."

Jonah nodded. "Of course... I haven't explained myself well. Let's say you have something that is unique. One of a kind, but of no particular use or meaning to you. Something that doesn't belong to you. Something that someone else is willing to pay a considerable amount for if you hand it over to them instead of fulfilling your original contract."

Tor studied the man. He knew what he would do, but he wasn't sure what kind of answer Jonah was searching for. "How much are we talking?" he asked, hoping to gain time and insight.

"A very substantial amount," Jonah said. "Possibly an equal amount in favor and opportunity."

"That would be tempting," Tor admitted.

"Tempting enough to lose the item in transit?"

Tor hesitated.

"I really hope you're not going to tell me what you think I want to hear."

Tor let out the breath he hadn't realized he was holding. "Do you know what I used to do, Mr. Kade?"

Jonah tilted his head, bidding him to continue without needing to say so.

"I was Security Director for a station. Not just a station, really, but a gambling resort."

Jonah's lip twitched up in a smile. "And now you're a smuggler. One side bet too many?"

"You could say that," Tor agreed. "I was betting that my organization respected and valued the job I did. I was wrong."

Jonah raised one eyebrow, twisting the parallel lines on his forehead into wrinkles that crashed into one another.

"I was framed for theft and left to rot in a labor camp," Tor said.

"A theft you didn't commit?"

"No."

"A common story among labor camps, I imagine?"

Tor smirked. "To a certain extent, you're right."

The balding man nodded and steered the conversation back where he wanted it. "So what would you do with this valuable cargo I mentioned?"

"I'm a lousy liar, Mr. Kade. If I took a contract to deliver something, no matter how precious, I'd see it through. I've learned I can't trust many people in this universe, but as long as I can trust myself I can get by."

After a few thoughtful nods Jonah said, "That's a respectable answer, I think I like it."

"And you? What would you do?"

Jonah smiled. "I have my price," he admitted. "Fortunately, I've never been offered a sum high enough to match it. I expect I never will... but it's there."

Tor chuckled. "An honest answer for an honest answer. I respect that."

"Victor spoke well of you. Whatever you did on Finetta impressed him, and he's a hard man to impress."

Tor frowned. "You spoke with Victor? When? How?"

"An encoded message contained in the cargo you delivered."

"Son of a..."

The fat man nodded his head again. Tor wondered if he had weak neck or a strange habit. "It's quite common, really. At least when both parties of a deal are aware of each other. He suggested you might be trustworthy and a good asset to develop."

"Is that right?"

"I have many pilots I can trust... I can trust them to turn up for a quick score and a short windfall without thinking of what might befall them in the long term. A man such as you, a man that can be bought only once, is rare."

"I'll see a job through," Tor agreed. "So long as I agree to it up front and know all that needs to be known about it."

"Sure, sure," Jonah said and bobbed his head in unison. He turned and motioned at the image of a sunset making the atmosphere of Baleos appear to be on fire above the icy spires of the surface of the moon above them. Jonah gestured with a device in his hand and the screen shimmered and changed.

"What is this?" Tor wondered aloud as he stared at a small one-room residence. The bed was down and the sheets thrown back.

"Oh, now where has she gotten off— ah! There she is... oh dear, talk about poor timing."

Tor stared in shock as the door to the room's shower opened and a slender mocha skinned woman emerged. Water that hadn't been whisked away by the currents of dry air at the end of the shower cycle ran down her smooth skin.

"This is Aryssa Huntington. Oldest..."

Jonah's words faded into the background. He didn't see Aryssa, he saw Jinx. His wife, standing whole and unharmed. Her nose a little thinner, like she'd always wanted, and her stomach and hips a touch tighter. Then again, time on Opdyke had helped her lose those last few troubling kilos she'd fretted over. Her lips were thinner too, but the resemblance...

"Captain?"

Tor shook his head and forced his gaze away from the woman on the display. It couldn't be Jinx. She was dead. She'd died in his arms on Opdyke. Died after she'd been shot down trying to escape a place they should have never been.

"Oh... do you know her?"

Tor shook his head and cleared his throat. "I... no, I'm sorry. She reminded me of someone, that's all."

"Someone very beautiful," Jonah said with a wink and a nod.

"You have no idea," Tor breathed and risked a glance at her.

Aryssa was dressing when he looked again. She slipped a robe over her shoulders and tied the sash at her waist. The robe was sensual and expensive. Diaphanous was the word he was looking for. He could see through the material to the dark purple flesh that capped her youthful upturned breasts. Each stroke of her brush through her hair teased the material of the robe over her dark flesh.

"So, what do you think?"

Tor shook his head. "I... she's beautiful. I'm a little troubled about this invasion of privacy though. Could you be looking in on us right now?"

Jonah chuckled. "Of course I could, but I'm here with you. This is my operation, Captain. I must be aware of anything and everything that goes on."

"Even the bathroom?"

"What better place to hide something?"

Jonah grimaced and forced himself to turn away from the woman on display. "This is your unique and very valuable commodity?"

"Indeed," Jonah said. "The former leadership of this system is long on tradition and belief in themselves. They will fight to the bitter end believing they are in the right, even though they know they are doomed."

"Maybe they aren't?" Tor suggested. "You never know, I've survived some pretty long odds myself."

"Perhaps you're right. In any event, they reached out to me with the belief that I can get Aryssa safely away. If she's found by the rebels, she'll be exploited at best."

"At best? What's the worst?"

"Public execution."

Tor winced.

Jonah nodded.

Tor wanted to find the man a neck brace and lock it in place.

"You want me to get her out of Nelania?"

"Yes."

"Where?"

"Her choice," Jonah said. "I was given a list of places to avoid though. Places that will be watched."

"Her choice could be expensive. I'm a little short on allurnium as it is."

Jonah nodded and grinned. "Like you, Captain, I find that my business and reputation is best served by honoring my contracts. Agree to this and I will refill your ship and pay for your time and efforts."

Tor glanced at Aryssa again. His chest ached as he saw her touching up her face with makeup. She was left handed. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw she was left-handed. Jinx had favored her right. His chest locked up again when she loosened her robe and let it slide down her arms to her waist. She moved the applicator and began to apply the tool to include designs on her neck and chest. He swallowed and asked, "How much are we talking?"

"Half a million, minus half the cost of fuel."

Tor jerked his eyes away and met the shrewd eyes of the smuggling mastermind. He couldn't bring himself to nod because of the man's subconscious habit. "Four fifty plus fuel," Tor countered.

The tendons on the side of Jonah's neck twitched but his head didn't move for a full ten seconds. He grinned and nodded at last, sealing the deal. "Excellent, Captain. I'll have her delivered to your ship shortly. Mind you, discretion is going to be extremely important. As I said, I know my people and I know what I can trust them to do. That's why I'm entrusting you with this job, not them."

Tor nodded and risked a glance back at the woman. His eyes widened when he saw her creating a trail of sparkling dust that led to her right nipple, making it look like a comet.

"Artistic young lady, don't you think?"

Tor tore his eyes away. "I should have asked for more."

Jonah laughed and turned away with him. He nodded and clapped Tor on the back, offering silent commiseration.
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Chapter 4
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"Hey boss," Cryn greeted Tor after he stepped through the airlock. She was seated at the table in the galley with Taylor and Joy and a deck of cards. Card games with Joy seemed like a terrible idea, but it didn’t look like they were betting anything.

Tor frowned. "How's the ship?"

"Good, they finished unloading and we're waiting to see if you buggered someone into getting us another job or not," Cryn said.

"Nothing to fix either," Rex said between pants as he climbed through the door behind Tor and made his way to slide onto the bench and force Taylor over. "Shields kept the drone's blasters from doing any damage."

Tor frowned. “Where you been?”

“Just looking at the ship and... around,” Rex admitted. 

Tor was worried. The Mongrellian could scrounge up ice on a desert moon.

“There’s a lot of stuff out there. I couldn’t get close to much of any of it, they keep it stowed under lock, key, and armed guards. Still, seems like a lot of prime merchandise, depending on the situation.”

“What did you expect, tea and kibble? This is a smuggler’s den,” Cryn said. “Luxury items and vital supplies, what with the bloody war and all.”

Tor considered the crates he’d seen organized throughout the hold. He’d initially asked for some cargo to move, but instead he’d gotten Aryssa. Cargo of a different sort.

“What’s on your mind?” Joy asked.

He shook his head and looked to Cryn. “How’s the ship? When can we be ready to go?”

"Won’t take long,” she said. “Quantum drive has enough fuel left for one jump. We could push maybe twelve light years in any direction."

"Don't worry about that," Tor said. "We're getting a full load."

Cryn frowned. "Full cargo load? That'll burn more fuel."

He shook his head. "No. Cargo bay stays empty for this one, but our fuel tanks get filled."

"Bloody hell!" the ex-bounty hunter said. "Good on you, boss!"

"Drop the cards and get the ship ready. Taylor, get our tanks full to the brim. Rex, make sure the ship's in good shape and tell me what I need to do to boost power in here so Cryn doesn't try to smash my head on a wall the next time someone looks at us funny."

Rex's laugh sounded like breathy yips. He slid out of the end seat on the couch and headed back towards the engine room. Taylor followed behind him to work on prepping the ship to receive fuel.

“Guys, wait!” Tor said before they could disappear. He couldn’t stop thinking about the crates all around them.

They returned and looked through the crew quarters doorway at him, Taylor’s head almost half a meter above Rex.

“Taylor, Joy says you can hack encryption like nobody else. Does that mean you’re good at hacking systems in general?”

Taylor grinned. “I’m not saying I’m the best there is, just the best I ever met.”

Joy chuckled, supporting his claim.

“Rex, you thought you could reprogram Shelly...”

Rex dropped his head and shrugged. “Yeah... I was wrong. I saw enough to know I’d have jacked her up,” he said and then looked up at Tor and grinned. “But look at her now. Amazing change, right? She’s something else!”

Tor sighed. “Yeah, I’ll deal with that later. Between you and Taylor, see if you can get anything out of the station here.”

Joy’s eyes narrowed and she leaned forward over the table. Her t-shirt stretched and looked like it might tear under the load. “You think this job is too good to be true.”

Tor knew it was a statement, not a question, but he didn’t want the others to realize it. “No, I just want to be pro-active. The more we known the better position we can be in. Leverage.”

She leaned back, sparing her shirt. “I won’t argue that.”

Rex looked up at Taylor and they shared a grin. “We’re on it.”

Cryn was next. Her eyes sparkled as she asked, "What about me, boss?"

Tor looked at her and, courtesy of her jacket being open and exposing her thin shirt, saw that it was more than just her eyes that were excited. "Do...whatever it is you do."

Cryn winked at him and slid out of her seat. In addition to her cropped jacket that only fell to her bottom rib she’d put on a pair of skin hugging dark blue and silver pants. She slipped past him and put an extra swing in her hips as she made her way to the pilot's seat in the cockpit.
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