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On the edge of freedom lies a dangerous love...

Nothing has ever come easy for Jace Lawless, captain of the salvage vessel Mutiny. Forced into thievery after a virus unleashed by the InnerWorld Government killed his family, only one ambition burns at the back of his mind: Kill the next IWOG officer he has at his mercy.

Bargaining over goods with a middleman isn’t exactly his strong suit. But who in his right mind spends an entire salvage job’s profits on a woman, even if she has a body built for sin and eyes so fathomless a man could lose himself in them? He must be getting soft.

Once Kraft realizes Jace expects only the “cook” part of their cook-whore contract, she sets out to change his antiquated ideas about women. A challenge she relishes, especially if it earns her the freedom and money to get her own ship. Her big mistake is letting down her guard.

Shameless flirting only intensifies the itch to ride Jace hard and put him away wet—several times. It’s an itch it would be dangerous to scratch. Exposing her heart could reveal her secret, one that the still-grieving Jace must never know...or showing her mercy will be the last thing on his mind.

Warning: Contains a celibate ship captain who can’t abide swearing, a kick-ass woman with a marshmallow heart, a motley crew of misfits, interstellar battles, thwarted groping, sensual seduction, and a total bastard who owns his own planet.

Previously published as Thief by Samhain Publishing.
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Chapter One
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“Life is a dance with daggers drawn.”

––––––––
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Deep space, Majestic Quadrant, 2476

Everything felt wrong the instant Captain Jace Lawless boarded the derelict ship. His gut told him to skedaddle, but his empty wallet forced him to stick around.

“Ain’t right.” Garrett gripped his gun with one hand as his flashlight pierced the dark, abandoned shuttle bay. “An intact Basic, just sitting here, waiting for us? Smells worse than that crap we had for dinner, Captain.”

Leave it to Garrett, his second-in-command, to translate his churning gut into words. “On account of our meager bank account, we’d best continue. Right?”

“Right,” Garrett agreed with a reluctant sigh.

Heller fingered every weapon strapped to his massive frame and darted his suspicious gaze around. “Berserkers?”

“Don’t look like,” Jace reassured. “The wall coms are still in place.” He pointed out the audio and visual communication panels. “Those vicious pirates would have stripped the ship.”

Jace kept his gun drawn nonetheless. His flashlight bobbed as he led his crew from the inky shuttle bay to the upper hall.

“Berserkers would have left the bodies too,” Garrett said.

Having thought of that himself, Jace said, “Since we’re all on the same page, Garrett, shut up.” Jace crept down the hallway. “We get in, get the goods, and get out.”

“Simple,” Garrett said, following behind.

“Yeah, right,” Heller grunted, bringing up the rear. “We ain’t ever done a damn thing that’s simple.”

“Like your mouth? Give it a rest.” With silent steps, Jace led his crew through oppressive gloom. The ship thrummed with life-support, but not life itself. Room by room, Jace found a disconcertingly normal ship.

“It’s like our ship, Mutiny,” Heller said.

“If we vanished off it all of the sudden.”

“Garrett,” Jace said sharply. “Shut up. This is—”

“Creepy.” Heller toed an open-faced, battered paperback abandoned beside a rumpled bunk. His flashlight swept the darkened crew quarters. “No bodies.”

“So far,” Garrett pointed out, scooping up the paperback. “Oo, a western.” He slipped it to his waistband.

Agitated enough without Garrett’s alternately sinister and sardonic comments, Jace glared at him with all the loathing he could muster.

“Ponder the weirdness wonder of it all,” Garrett said defensively. “Not one sign of a struggle. No bodies. On a ship that has power, air and, supposedly, an intact, treasure-rich hull. I don’t know about you, but I’m getting a strong whiff of way-too-good-to-be-true.”

Jace gripped his gun, cast his flashlight forward and continued. He swallowed hard. Woefully gaunt, his light hardly pierced the looming black. He smelled sweat, not old and stale, but fresh. A familiar lingering scent of recently prepared freeze-dried food made the short hairs on his neck stiffen. What the hell had happened on this ship?

As they cleared each room, Jace locked it down. The crashing of metal on metal reverberated through the ship like Thor’s mythical hammer.

“I could do without that.” Garrett gulped. “One more jolt, Captain, and my old heart will shoot from my chest.” He ducked behind Heller. “This is getting nothing but more peculiar.”

“Freak-show,” Heller agreed. “Where’s the fucking crew?”

“Don’t swear,” Jace reminded.

Heller rolled his eyes but shut his mouth.

“Shuttles are gone. They had to be in them, right?” Garrett asked hopefully.

“Right,” Jace said, as if by agreeing he could make it true.

“Or at least two of them to pilot the shuttles.” Garrett considered. “That’d leave about thirty on board, Captain.”

“There’s nobody here.” Jace turned, exasperated. “Bailey’s been tapped into the com for twenty minutes. He didn’t hear a peep. Thirty people can’t be that quiet for that long.”

“Yeah.” Heller snorted. “If they had what we had for dinner, one of ’em would’ve farted by now.”

Garrett chuckled. “Keep your bodily comments about supper to yourself. Especially since I’m behind you.”

“Would you two give it a rest?” Short hairs bristled on his neck while his crew made fart jokes. Nerves stretched tight as barbed wire, Jace feared he might spin and shoot if one of them actually blasted gas. Forcing down a tense laugh, he took a calming breath and then focused on leading his crew safely through this job. Bizarre or not, they needed the haul to survive.

“Okay,” Garrett whispered. “It’s empty. Want to take a grasp at why these folks left a perfectly intact ship?”

“Who the hell knows?” Heller asked. “If the cache is intact, who the hell cares?”

Both Heller and Garrett offered excellent points, but steadfast and true, Jace calmly said, “There’s nothing around but that IWOG mothership. And that’s an hour off at best. If we go slow and careful, we got ourselves a cakewalk.” He doubted the fascist freaks of the InnerWorld Government would bother with a derelict Basic ship, no matter what its cargo. But he couldn’t be sure.

Step by wary step, he led his crew to the room atop the curved belly of the ship. At the far end of the rounded, U-shaped room, he saw the huge circular cover in the floor that secured the cache. “Looks intact.”

“Simple,” Garrett said.

“Again, we ain’t ever done a damn thing—”

“There’s a first time for everything.” Jace scanned the room. The only way in was from the dark hallway they all hesitated in.

“Give you a thousand to one this isn’t it.” Garrett peeked around Heller’s bulk and stepped forward cautiously.

Irritated as much by Garrett’s lack of confidence as he was by his comments, Jace turned a blistering glare on him.

Garrett retreated. “Hell, Jace, I’m a betting man, but I wouldn’t bet on this being the first easy job.” Garrett shrugged his narrow shoulders. “It’s just too damn strange.” Goggle-eyed, Garrett assessed the room. “Ponder the weirdness wonder of why this is the only room on this whole ship that’s fully lit?”

“Good point,” Jace said. “Heller, train your gun and flashlight back down the hall while I unpack this.”

After due consideration, Jace said, “If it looks too good to be true,” he looked into the empty, fully illuminated room, “it is.” At the far end was the only way into the hold. “We locked the ship down on the way in. Right?”

“Right,” Garrett said conversationally.

Trying to convince himself and Garrett, Jace said, “If anyone were around, the crashing doors would have called them out. Right?”

Garrett didn’t answer. He hung close to Heller’s bulk.

“If anyone is waiting around to jump us, they’re gonna have to come through this hallway. Right?” Jace didn’t wait for an answer. “Heller, you cover the hallway from here. Garrett, you cross cover from there.”

Obeying his orders, they trained their weapons and flashlights on the dark hallway.

Jace holstered his gear then struggled to open the cover on the hold. No matter how much shoulder he threw into it, the damn thing wouldn’t budge.

“Thief.”

The word rolled from a whisper behind him.

He turned his head. A tall woman dressed head to toe in black dropped a gleaming silver blade to his neck smooth as butter-slicked bread.

“Tell your crew to stand down.”

Jace shot a quick glance to Garrett and Heller. With startled eyes, they riveted their guns on the mystery woman.

Looking for a trapdoor in the ceiling, Jace found nothing and wondered if she’d teleported herself behind him. Baffled, he considered pulling his gun. Jace looked right into her fathomless black eyes as he inched his fingers toward his hip.

“You might want to rethink that, Captain Lawless.” She pulled her sword back. “Look real close. I’m not holding a supper knife to your pretty neck.”

Supper knife? No. She held a good three feet of double-edged razor blade. And how the hell did she know his name? For that matter, how in the blazes had she gotten right behind him without Garrett or Heller seeing her? He’d done everything by the book, took every precaution, and still nothing went right.

“No medic in the Void could reattach your head, let alone mine.”

Her words startled him. When her gaze left him, he felt advantage until he followed her intense stare.

She looked right at Heller, who held his Gatewin Gusher about a foot from her face. If Heller pulled the trigger, he’d kill her all right—and blow a hole in the side of the ship.

“Your man points a cannon into a fish bowl.”

Jace looked up her blade as she looked down the barrel of Heller’s gigantic gun. Jace flicked his gaze and saw two slender barrels pointed at Heller and Garrett from the dark hallway.

Stalemate.

Jace uttered a longsuffering sigh. One wrong move and he’d be responsible for killing everyone on the derelict Basic.

“Seems to me, Captain Lawless, we’ve got a mutual problem with an obvious solution.” Her gaze never wavered from Heller’s gun. “It would be best, at this moment, if we all kept our heads.”

He couldn’t unpack how she got right behind him, or how she knew his name, and it didn’t really matter at the moment. “Don’t recollect ever having my neck called pretty.”

The mystery woman smiled—slow and lazy and sexy. With a voice dripping raw honey, she said, “First time for everything, I suppose.” Her riveted gaze never wavered from the wide barrel of Heller’s gun, nor did her blade waver from Jace’s neck.

“Guess so.” Jace tried to stand. Before he could get more than a few inches up, she tapped his neck with her blade without even looking at him.

Garrett and Heller flinched.

Jace slapped a hand to his neck. He pulled it away to find her lightning tap drew a thin line of blood.

“You’re awful pretty, Captain Lawless.” She darted him a quick glance. “I’d hate to muss your hair, let alone your neck.”

Her focus jumped back to Heller’s gun.

“But hack your head off I will, even if I lose mine.” Her whisper voice rolled strong and compelling. “I go down, we all go down. You tell your crew to stand down.”

Trapped, Jace said, “Do it.”

Garrett and Heller slowly lowered their weapons.

She shook her head. “Not good enough.” With a low whisper, she demanded, “Make it official.”

Blade to his neck, guns pointed at both Garrett and Heller from the dark hallway, he had no choice. “This is Captain Jace Lawless ordering the crew of Mutiny to stand down.”

Garrett dropped his gun and thrust up his hands.

Heller clutched his gun, apparently considering the wisdom of following Jace’s order. It seemed to take forever, but eventually, Heller realized he’d kill them all if he didn’t stand down. Swearing a streak of blue, Heller flung off the many weapons strapped to his gigantic body.

Kneel-bound, Jace looked up into fathomless black eyes. Nothing ever came easy, but why did everything have to be so difficult?

“Just once,” he mumbled, shaking his head. “Just one damn time things could have gone easy.”

His imposing captor stepped close, tilted his face up with the point of her silver blade and considered him.

Leaning close enough to give him an enticing hint of musky perfume, she whispered, “Nothing worth having comes easy.”
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Chapter Two
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“Now that’s a rare thing.” Kraft used her blade to bring her captive off his knees. When he put his big hands a bit too close to his guns, she said, “Hands up.”

With an annoyed sigh, Jace Lawless lifted his hands, palm out, to his wide shoulders. A sudden flash made her picture him in the same posture horizontal. She’d pin his hands to her bed and rock like a wild woman possessed—

“What’s a rare thing, Captain Kraft?” Tan kept her gun trained on Garrett while Bavin tied him up.

Pulled away from her wicked thoughts, Kraft pondered her captive. “I found a smart man.”

Captain Jace Lawless struck her as nothing short of a fancy wrapped gift—not just his perfect face, but the whole of him. Tall, with curly handfuls of black hair and soft green eyes, he wore a battered green shirt, unbuttoned one button from the top. His trousers were a simple cut of raw flax, his hips crossed by a worn leather double-holster, slung low. His wide feet were clad with dusty, square-toed brown boots.

Jace looked like the quintessential gunslinger from every banned western novel she’d ever read. She wanted to start at the edge of him and rip her way to the center. Ride him hard. Put him away wet. Several times.

Kraft tilted her head curiously. Did Jace think the Wild West was alive and well on the Fringe? He must, dressed like that, with two ancient Sod Busters strapped to his hips.

Kraft noted that Garrett didn’t fight at all as the women of her crew secured him. A tall, thin drink of water, Garrett had a deeply lined face, a prominent horse-bite, and he had to be forty-five if a day. He didn’t look pleased, but he didn’t fight. The wisdom that came with age, she imagined.

Kraft didn’t bother to check how Danna managed Heller. From where she stood, she could hear him grunting and swearing while Danna trussed him up. What a beast of a man. Seven feet tall and a good four feet wide. Heller reminded her of a backwards Minotaur; body of a bull with the head of a man—and the brain of a mushroom. Only an idiot would carry a Gatewin Gusher and threaten to use it in confined quarters. If he’d pulled the trigger, everyone on the derelict Basic would have tasted Void. Including him.

Gaze riveted to her tempting captive, Kraft let her powerful voice become that of every outlaw she’d ever read. Fluent in a multitude of languages, she pitched herself to the Western twang of Universal. “A man like you is most unsettling.”

He kept his hands up.

“Lord on high, what a tantalizing man you are, Captain Lawless.” His face, sweet and deceptively young, balanced his eyes, which were wise and old. He had a rugged body worn in all the right places... She shook off the distraction.

“Lock it down, Shar.”

A booming crash shook the derelict ship like a dog with a chew toy. Jace and his crew jumped as every door and hatch in the whole ship sealed off all at once.

“Open the hold, Shar.”

The circular cover twisted. Tan and Bavin rushed forward and pulled it away.

“Clear?” Kraft kept her gaze pinned to Jace.

“Clear,” Shar said over the derelict ship’s com.

“Time?”

“Forty.”

Her captive stood, hands up, shaking his head and glaring at her, mumbling how just once a job could have gone easy. She felt for him. She knew exactly the fit of his boots. His crew, his ship, his life—she could take it all.

And they both knew it.
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Chapter Three
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“I hate to be so forward, Captain Lawless, but I insist you be bare.” Kraft nodded to his hips.

“Of what?” Jace asked. A thousand thoughts ran through his mind of what this woman could do to him. Not all of them wholly unpleasant.

“Weapons. Not clothes.” She considered. “Unless you’d like to take them off.” She dropped him a saucy wink. “I’m a bit short of time at the moment, but I wouldn’t mind a quick dance in your trousers.”

Gritting his teeth, he dropped his pistols, a dagger, and put his hands back to level with his shoulders. If she had taken an interest in him, perhaps he could distract her long enough—Kraft dropped her blade tip to his heart.

“You have a chance to live to fight another day, Captain Lawless.” Her voice rolled soft and seductive. “Foolish to spoil it now.”

Could she read his damn mind? He looked at the blade to his heart, and then up to his captured crew. “Let them go.”

Fathomless black eyes pinned him. “You’d give me the hold and yourself in exchange for your crew?”

“If you’d honor such a trade,” Jace said.

“They say there is no honor among thieves.”

“Is that what they say?”

She considered him, her gaze seeming to delve right into his soul. “Let us suppose there is honor among thieves. What would that make you? Honorable, or a thief?”

“Both?” He shrugged.

Her eyes lit up. “An honorable thief?” She pondered the idea. “Tell me, Captain Lawless, would your crew hold to your word when you are in mind not to?”

“They stood down,” Jace pointed out. “What more do you want?”

“You itch to grab my blade and turn it on me.” Her dark eyes stripped him.

“There’s an idea,” Heller snarled.

Jace wished Heller would shut the hell up for once.

The gigantic armor-clad woman behind Heller gave his bonds a yank, and he yelped like a pup.

“Don’t hurt him, Danna. Not yet.” Kraft considered Jace with a speculative gaze that disturbed and aroused him all at once. She flipped three feet of black, linen-bound hair over her shoulder with a toss of her head.

“Can’t we just kill ’em?” Danna asked.

“Wouldn’t be neighborly,” Kraft said. “They haven’t given us a reason to. Isn’t likely they will. I think I found more than a smart man. I think I found an honorable one.”

The women of her crew laughed, but Kraft seemed genuinely perplexed. She examined him like one would an exotic pet of dubious origin. As she did, Jace studied her face. High, sharp cheekbones set off a wide, sensuous mouth. No make-up, but her highly creamed, coffee-colored skin didn’t need enhancement. He’d never seen such stark, powerful beauty in his life.

Heller struggled against Danna, who edged a blade out of her hip holster. Still looking directly at Jace, Kraft said with soft menace, “Move your blade another inch, Danna, and this time I won’t let any doctor reattach what I hack off.”

After a momentary consideration of her right arm, Danna shoved the blade back into her hip holster.

“Got eyes in the back of your head?” Jace asked Kraft. How did she know what he was thinking and what her crew was doing?

“Could be.” Kraft nodded. “Or maybe I just know my crew.”

“Maybe her crew would be happier on our side,” Heller said.

“Fetch!” Danna tightened the rope around Heller’s hands a notch, and when he grunted she smiled, obviously enjoying her work, maybe a little too much.

“Don’t waste your breath,” Kraft said to Heller as she kept her attention on Jace. “Danna hates men. She likes to carve them up like pumpkins.”

“I take it you don’t feel the same.” Jace delved into the blackest eyes he’d ever seen. Huge and dark, but wide and open, staring into her eyes was like looking into the Void and discovering light.

“I got all manner of use for a man like you.” She appraised him as if he were expensive goods she could well afford. “Don’t think you’d be too terribly unwilling.” Her husky voice enticed and mocked all at once.

“Really,” Jace said with terse regard. “You might be surprised. I don’t much fancy a woman with bigger balls than mine.”

Garrett gasped.

Heller barked laughter.

Kraft’s eyebrow drew up.

“If you’re taking notes, sugar-britches, I tend to like my women a touch less deadly as well.”

To his astonishment, Kraft uttered a rolling chuckle that enveloped his whole body. “You surprise me more and more, Captain Lawless.”

Over the com, a female voice said, “We’re locked, Captain Kraft, but his crew can hear us.”

“Good,” Kraft said. “I hope they’re having as much fun as I am. Time?”

“Clear for thirty. Time enough to dance, Captain Kraft.”

Jace didn’t want to unpack that. What could dancing with Kraft mean?

“Well, isn’t this cozy.” Jace leaned against the wall, his hands still up. If Kraft literally wanted to dance with him, she’d have to make him do it at blade point.

“Having a good time?” Kraft asked with a bright smile. “I know I am. Too bad I can’t offer refreshments and have a proper little sit-down chat, but I’m rather in a hurry.”

“Seems to me you’re wasting all kinds of time,” Danna said from behind her.

Kraft silenced Danna with a glare over her shoulder and turned to Jace.

“How’d you find out about this haul?” Kraft asked. “And before you even think about it, don’t lie to me. I’m not in the best mood.” Blade tip to his heart, she asked, “Sugar-britches?” She shook her head. “As compelling as you are, Captain Lawless, I’m apt to kill you where you stand.”

“Glad you cleared that up,” he said, deadpan. “Here I stood thinking you’d come a-courting.”

She did it again. She laughed. Not maliciously, but with abandoned delight. Her blade held as steady as her eyes.

“What a package you are. Clever, funny, honorable, and like icing on the cake, you’re real pretty too.”

Jace thought again of grabbing her blade.

With a raised eyebrow and a light tap that slashed a hole in his shirt without drawing blood, Kraft said, “You’re not that pretty.” She dropped her smile like a bad habit. “Who sent you here?”

Figuring the truth didn’t matter, Jace said, “Feller by the name of Trickster.”

Kraft swore in what sounded like German.

“I’ve got no idea what you’re saying, but it sounds awful bad.” Jace kept his hands up, wondering what the hell was going on now. This woman changed moods quicker than water went through sand.

She pulled her blade back, and he lowered his hands.

She lifted her blade, and he lifted his hands.

Kraft swore up a streak of German, English, French, Spanish, Japanese and Universal—a cornucopia of international foul words. He understood about half of what she said, but he grasped enough to know how she felt about Trickster. She liked the little weasel about as much as he did. Not much.

“Dammit, Kraft, just do it,” Danna said. “We could take the hold, his ship, all of it!”

“I can’t.” Kraft shook her head.

“Then I’ll do it.” Danna reached for her dagger.

“No.” Kraft lowered her blade and stepped back. “I won’t let Trickster set the tune for my dance. Let them go.”

“What!” Danna exploded. “We’re a heartbeat from scoring—”

“You knew my code when you signed up with me, Danna. I’m not twirling you anywhere you didn’t consider going.” Kraft kept her voice low and calm, but filled with quiet authority.

“Your stupid code’s your own damn problem,” Danna argued. “We got nothing. If we don’t get this, we’re dead in the Void.”

“I know,” Kraft said. “Likely, so are they.”

Behind Kraft’s back, a snarl darted across Danna’s face, and Jace knew his survival hinged on how well Kraft could control her crew. When Heller opened his mouth to speak, Jace shook his head sharply. Mercifully, Heller closed his mouth.

“Trickster tricked us again,” Danna said. “Big surprise! I don’t see how it can violate your precious code to take our due.”

“If I do this, I lose one of the only two things I have left.” Kraft spoke to Danna yet pinned him with hungry eyes.

“Is this about your honor again?” Danna yanked Heller’s bonds hard. Heller’s face went white with pain, but he didn’t utter a peep.

“Stop hurting him, Danna,” Kraft said, keeping her gaze pinned to Jace.

“But that’s our job!”

“No, it’s not. Our job isn’t about hurting or killing anyone. Our job is to keep flying. And we can do that. So can they.” She nodded to Jace. “There is honor among thieves.”

Jace felt a surge of hope that he could get his crew out of this alive.

“Honor, thieves, dancing—half the time I got no idea what you’re talking about.” Danna loosened her grip on Heller, but Jace could see she had no intention of actually letting him go.

Kraft turned to face Danna head-on. Jace noticed that her linen-bound hair fell to where her fanny met her legs. Clad in faded black dextex, her backside turned out to be just as pleasant to look at as her face.

“Must I dance with you again, Danna?” Kraft asked with soft menace.

Even though Danna stood almost as big as Heller, with full body armor and fifty pounds of weapons, she backed off with a snarled, “No.”

Danna untied Heller.

Heller immediately attacked Danna.

Kraft sheathed her blade and turned to Jace. “I’ll get mine, you get yours.”

Jace and Kraft pulled Heller and Danna apart.

“He started it!” Danna kicked at Heller.

“What are you, five? There’s no reason for us to fight.” Kraft moved Danna back with a glare. “Fair is fair.”

“Yeah, and fair is it’s ours.” Heller lunged at Danna.

“That’s enough.” Jace placed a hand to Heller’s chest. Kraft had him, his back to the proverbial wall, and then let him go. Something about her honor and dancing that he didn’t grasp, but thanked his lucky stars for all the same.

After corralling Danna, Kraft turned to him, lifted her hands, palm open and out. “I’ve got no quarrel with you, Captain Lawless, but Trickster is getting a mite too big for his boots.”

In sudden understanding, Jace said, “Trickster sent you along as well.” He retrieved his weapons, and Kraft made no move to stop him. The intensity of the moment went from Gunfight at the O.K. Corral to tea with his Aunt Bessie.

“Fetch likes to tweak me. Trickster doesn’t take kindly to me being a woman in a man’s world.” Kraft rolled her eyes. “Boy’s got serious issues with his momma, I imagine. He probably figured I’d find the hold empty. Another funny on me. Isn’t the first time he’s done it. Hell, knowing Trickster? We might both find the hold empty.”

Before Jace could answer, Danna said, “You let them have this haul, it’ll be the last time that fetch tweaks you! You know we don’t have the—”

With a glare, Kraft silenced Danna.

Jace wished he had that power over Heller.

Casually, Kraft turned to him. “Way I see it, Captain Lawless, who got here first is up for debate. You want to argue salvage rights until the cold comes?”

“We’re all here for the same thing,” he diplomatically offered.

“I think so.” Kraft nodded. “Me, my crew, we’re not looking to kill or rob you and yours. We just want our fair share off this salvage.”

“As do we,” Jace said.

“Let’s take a look-see at what we got then,” Kraft said.

“Yeah, and if it’s good, you’ll be looking—”

“Shut it, Heller.” Jace seriously considered getting a muzzle for Heller’s big mouth, or a cattle prod. If he couldn’t learn Kraft’s stare-down technique, a zap to Heller’s crotch might suffice.

Jace followed Kraft to the hole in the floor. Once down the short ladder, she turned on the light, and gasped. So did he.

“I hate to be so bold again, but pinch me.” Kraft shook her head. “I think I’m dreaming.” She turned and appraised him. “Hell, let me pinch you.”

For a moment, he was lost in her eyes. “We hit the mother lode.” Cardboard, wooden and metal boxes filled the hold from floor to ceiling and wall to wall.

“Only once—” Kraft grabbed the first cardboard box in front of her then dropped it as if it were full of snakes.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She pulled on a pair of worn black gloves and tossed the box to him.

He chucked the box up, out the hole, to Heller.

“Back on Earth, there was a tale of El Dorado.” Kraft tossed him another box. “Man of gold, literally, but too, a mythical city of gold. I don’t know about the man, or the city, but I think we found the supply ship.”

“Looks like.” Jace tossed up another box.

“Trickster had no idea what we would find,” Kraft said. “If you got here first, and found nothing, he figured it’d be funny for me to find it empty too.”

“Even if I found it intact, Trickster wanted you to find it bare.” Jace understood why a misogynistic fetch like Trickster would go out of his way to screw with a powerful woman like Kraft. If not for the problem with Mutiny’s engine, Jace would have been here three days ago. Kraft would have found an empty hold, and he never would have laid eyes on her.

“That’s the general idea.” She tossed him another box of freeze-dried food. “If I find a bare hold, too bad. Trickster just covered his deal. If I find the cache, too bad. He knows he can tweak me on the deal.” She grimaced. “Either way, the little opportunist likes his advantage.”

“Then why do you deal with him?” Jace asked.

Kraft tossed him another box. “Why do you?”

He caught it. “Touché.”

To keep flying, a captain of a thief ship had to deal with middlemen like Trickster. Jace hated it, but didn’t have much of a choice. Captaining a crew of thieves on the Fringe pretty much dictated the bulk of his choices.

Down in the hold, separated from the others, Jace could hear Danna and Heller arguing over how to split the goods.

With an indulgent grin, Kraft asked, “Does it get any better than this?”

Above them, the fighting grew more vocal as Heller and Danna argued over the ammo and weapons.

“Danna is like an unruly child,” Kraft said.

“So’s he,” Jace said of Heller. “An unruly child with a lot of firepower.”

After a chuckle, Kraft climbed up the short ladder and popped her head out of the hatch. “Play nice, Danna. Just separate the goods. Portions and merits will be debated later.”

When the argument simmered down, she dropped off the ladder and back into the hold. Her thin-soled, worn black boots didn’t make a sound. Like a liquid shadow, she turned back to work and tossed him another box.

“Why do you think they amassed all of this?” Jace asked. So far they’d found freeze-dried food, electronics, fabric, guns and ammunition. A major haul easily worth 10K.

Kraft shrugged and kept working.

“Do you think they looked to start a new colony?” he asked.

“No.” Kraft removed her gloves. “That first box felt desperate, like they were gearing up for something that wasn’t even real.” Lifting her hands out to the goods, she made light contact with the tips of her fingers, and then flinched back. “Terror ran this crew.”

Jace waited until Heller walked away from the hatch. He touched her bare hand with a cautious finger. “Are you a reader?” Psychic abilities would certainly explain a lot of the questions he had, like how she knew his name, and how she seemed to be able to read his mind.

“After a fashion,” she acknowledged, hedging.

“What fashion would that be?” He stroked her hand lightly with his fingertip. Her coffee-cream skin was surprisingly soft and shockingly hot.

She broke the tentative touch by pulling her gloves on and turning back to work. After all her blatant flirting, her retreat from a simple caress surprised him.

“How did you get right behind me without Heller or Garrett seeing you?”

“It’s a secret.” She winked over her shoulder. “Can’t tell you all my super powers, now, can I?”

Without further comment, they stripped the hold and joined the others above. Danna and Heller erupted into a screaming match of epic proportions over the lone Bartlet Blaster.

“Danna, let him have it. You have one,” Kraft pointed out.

“This one’s better.” Danna inspected the weapon critically.

“Fine. Take that one and give Heller your old one,” Kraft said.

“I don’t wanna,” Danna whined.

“The drama of the gifted child,” Kraft whispered to Jace.

Raising her voice, Kraft said, “Take the new one, Danna, give Heller your old one, and then we’ll split the ammo for it.”

“But—”

“Dancing, Danna,” Kraft said with a singsong voice. “Don’t cut in unless you really want to dance.”

After darting a glance to Kraft’s silver blade, Danna said, “Bavin, go get my Bartlet Blaster.”

Bavin trotted off like a faithful puppy. Bavin’s clear enchantment with Danna made Jace consider that Kraft, and her whole female crew, might be...lesbians.

Jace cast a speculative gaze to Kraft. She was six-three of dark and deadly Walkyrie with blades and guns strapped to her full, sexy hips. Imposing as hell. Kraft radiated power and authority. Even though he stood a hand taller and outweighed her by fifty pounds, he knew she could take him down without breaking a sweat.

Kraft flashed him that slow, lazy and sexy smile.

Stepping close, she whispered, “Half are, half aren’t. I’m in the no pile.” As she leaned close, she gave him another taste of her musky perfume and breathed, “I like men.”

She ran her gaze over every inch of his body. Jace swore he could damn near feel it, like a good, hard rubdown that touched all his private places with heat. When she finally settled on his eyes, she winked, and he felt certain his decade of celibacy showed in his blushing face.

Lifting her mouth to his ear, she breathed, “I like you.”

Before Jace could even grasp at a response, Heller screamed.
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Chapter Four
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“Shit howdy!” Heller yanked open a crate of universal ammo. He fondled the hollow-point bullets with a gleeful, face-splitting leer. He let Danna look, but not touch, and they soon fell to squabbling again.

Kraft wanted to throttle Heller for interrupting her moment with Jace, but realized she didn’t have time to linger, not with an IWOG mothership close by.

“I’d still like to know why these folks abandoned ship,” Jace said.

When Kraft first touched the ship, the ugly vibrations made her recoil, but her own desire to know overshadowed her reluctant foreboding. Slipping off her gloves, she laid her hands flat against the durosteel hull. She’d read the ship lightly when they docked, just enough to board and secure the vessel. Now she closed her eyes and let her awareness flood deep into the ship.

Emotional residue and disjointed flashes assaulted her in a swarm that threatened to drop her to her knees. A stoic face looming above terrified crew. Bellowed orders and frightened responses. Big eyes and gaped mouths. Hands frantic in work to prepare for destruction. Raw and sharp, the stench of fear and insanity overwhelmed her.

“Captain lost his mind. Apocalypse coming. He ordered all hands to abandon ship, then tossed himself out an airlock.” She opened her eyes and looked right at Jace. “Everything hinges on the captain.”

Terror crushed her like a vice. The reckoning she’d been running from for eight years felt close. Darkness plunged like sudden blindness. Kraft clasped Jace’s hand.

“IWOG mothership approaching,” Shar said over the Basic’s com. “Please maintain silence on all com channels.”

In the dark, she leaned close to Jace. “I hate those bastards.”

Almost a decade on the run, and she’d done countless jobs since she’d acquired Whisper, but this had to be the most intensely strange of them all. Her terror slipped away when she discovered she liked holding his hand while feeling his body heat in the dark. Too soon, the lights came back on, and she pulled away when she really wanted to press him to the wall and kiss him until neither of them could think straight.

“We’re clear, Captain Kraft,” Shar said.

“Did they alter course?”

“No, Captain Kraft.”

Relief surged. Her time would come, but not today.

“I think there’s more than enough for both our crews.” Jace nodded to the piles of goods that filled the room.

“Jace! It’s ours!” Heller bellowed.

“Technically, the cache is hers,” Jace said.

“How do you figure that?” Heller argued.

“Bailey isn’t blind. Her ship had to be here all along.”

“Intelligent, handsome, honorable and fair?” Kraft poked him with a thrust-out finger, impressed that he figured out she’d docked her ship to the Basic, making her ship look a part of it.

Jace gave her jabbing finger a curious brow.

“Just making sure you’re for real,” she said, trying to think of other ways to touch him. Any excuse would do.

“That’s debatable.” Heller kicked a box of ammo and winced.

Jace glared at him, then turned to Kraft. “You’ve been fair with us. More than. I think we’ve got a situation with an obvious solution.”

“Being honorable thieves.” She smiled.

“Such a deal is like to tweak Trickster’s nose.”

Her smile widened. “It is at that.”

“Half?” Jace offered his hand.

Heller and Danna erupted, “It’s ours!” then glared at one another.

Kraft clasped Jace’s hand and said, “Deal.”

* * *
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As they divvied up the goods, Danna and Heller couldn’t stop sneering or lunging at each other.

Jace asked, “How long?”

Kraft tilted her head to the side. “How long is my ship?”

“No.” Jace laughed. “How long have you been in the Void?”

Kraft shot him a grin. “Whole of my life.” She thought for a moment. “Been flying Whisper about five years. You?”

“Never flown your ship.” Jace gave her the same cock of the head with a grin. “Been flying Mutiny about seven, though.”

She laughed. Her gaze drifted to her crew. Her smile faded and her voice dropped. “Gets harder every day, doesn’t it?”

His gaze followed hers. He watched their crews move the cache into their respective ships. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Kraft leaned close, looked right into his eyes, pinned him with both her gaze and rolling whisper voice. “They get like family. More so day by day. More a captain cares, the harder life gets. The Void is a brutal bitch to those who care.”

“Makes us special,” Jace defended.

“Or crazy.” She winked.

Jace blushed. In the whole of his life he’d never met a woman who made him feel like a giddy school boy and a lustful monk all in the same turn. Disconcerting. He managed eye contact, but he couldn’t stop blushing as his thoughts turned.

Kraft touched his arm. “I wouldn’t live it any other way.”

“Me either.”

Heller and Danna erupted into another screaming argument they decided to settle by arm wrestling. It degenerated into a mad, grasping tussle on the floor.

“Mutiny is an odd name for a ship,” Kraft said.

“Whisper seems odd to me as well.”

“Does it? Whisper is descriptive. Is Mutiny?”

“You asking me if I stole it?”

“Did you?”

“Mutiny is honestly mine. Is yours?”

“Lock, stock and barrel. There’s not another ship in the sky like Whisper. Best part of my ship is her crew, though.”

“Seems like you’ve got some pretty tough ladies.”

“Don’t let them hear you say that,” Kraft said, leaning close. “Especially Danna. If you want to see her head explode, call her a girl.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

“We’ve defeated Berserkers, more than once,” Kraft said, looking at her crew. “My crew knows hell. Does yours?”

“They do.” Jace nodded. “We do our best to outrun most.”

“As do we.” Kraft nodded. “Whisper isn’t much to look at, but she’s fast. She’s docked underneath.”

“I thought that looked odd.” The zeppelin-shaped Basic had a smaller cylinder clinging to its belly, like an overstuffed cigar with a cigarette attached.

“Not odd enough to stay away.”

“Script was too good. It’s funny how that can sometimes cloud a captain’s vision.”

“You were willing to give it all up to save your crew.”

Incredulous, Jace glared at her. “Enjoy pouring salt into my wound? Would you like a splash of vinegar with that?”

Kraft lifted her hands in surrender. “I didn’t mean it like that. You’d give almost any script to keep your crew safe, and you know it.”

“You’d do the same for yours,” Jace pointed out.

“Touché.”

“Ha! Say it, fetch! Give! I own your ass!” Danna screamed as she pinned Heller to the floor.

“I ain’t giving over to a she-freak!” Heller bellowed.

“Give, or I swear,” Danna lifted her hand to draw her blade.

“You’ll swear up a whole mess of trouble if you do that,” Kraft said. “Leave off your boy-toy, Danna, we gotta go.”

“I so won,” Danna said as she climbed off Heller.

Kraft turned to Jace. “This time? Everybody won. All of us live to dance another day.”

Before Jace could answer, Kraft disappeared with a slow, lazy and sexy smile.
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Chapter Five
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“You’ve been pissy ever since we salvaged that Basic a month ago,” Garrett said after Heller lumbered out of the galley.

Jace let the comment slide as he picked at his plate of nasty glop. “Is the engine fixed yet?”

“Spit and bailing wire, but Mutiny will get us to Byzantine.” Garrett leaned back in his chair, his own supper mostly untouched.

“When we get there, you get the part to fix the engine, got it?” Jace stabbed his fork around his dinner, searching for something edible amongst the garish goo. Noticing that Garrett had picked out the red bits, Jace rooted around, found one, chewed, then spit it out. “That’s the best of it?”

“Want more nasty? Take a bite of the green things.” Garrett shivered. “Ewww.” His whole face scrunched up. “Red is the best of a bad lot.”

Jace tried again. If he didn’t think too much, the red bits vaguely tasted of tomatoes. “I can tolerate bad food if the ship is running right.”

“Don’t get bristled at me, Jace. I told you two months ago to replace—”

“You’re right.” Jace tossed his fork aside and held up his hand. “You did.” It wasn’t fair for him to blame Garrett for his lack of script. “I’m going to be plush soon, okay?”

“Okay.” Garrett leaned forward with a horse-toothed grin. “You took a shine to that pretty lady thief, didn’t you?”

Rather than answer, Jace considered his plate. Dinner smelled better than it tasted, but that wasn’t saying much. What looked like wads of vibrant yarn smelled like dirty socks and tasted like something he’d accidentally stepped in.

What I wouldn’t give for a decent meal.

“You gonna answer me, Jace, or are you gonna keep making nasty faces at your supper?”

Lifting his gaze to Garrett, Jace said, “Just because you have big eyes for Payton doesn’t mean everyone else is looking to hitch up.”

“That may be so,” Garrett drawled, “my big eyes for Payton, but you didn’t answer my question.”

“Just make sure we’re ready to dock today, okay? Get the part you need to fix the engine when we do.”

“Gonna cost at least a grand,” Garrett said apologetically.

Jace had at least 5K of goods from the Basic salvage. Mutiny needed fuel, water, recyc, parts, food and crew—pretty much in that order. And Jace hadn’t paid his current crew in months. How could he take on new crew when he couldn’t pay the one he had?

“See if you can find what we need for less.” Jace gave the order with a faint hope that Garrett could finagle the part for half. If Garrett could keep Mutiny running for just a bit longer with spit and bailing wire, Jace might be able to get them out of the red and into the black.

“I could have taken the part off that Basic,” Garrett reminded. “Along with a bunch of other useful electronics.”

“You think I’m going to salvage an IWOG credit ship? Are you nuts?” Jace shook his head. “I’m one swift side-step from the edge of the law as it is by salvaging the hold.”

“They’d never know,” Garrett said.

“The IWOG would slap an Ollie on a part worth a grand.” Jace knew the InnerWorld Government routinely slapped trackers all over their credit ships. The only thing the IWOG credit department couldn’t track was cargo.

“Ollie-Ollie-Oxen-free.” Garrett sighed. “You’re right. Not worth the hassle.”

“Nothing is worth tangling with those freaks.” Because of insatiable IWOG greed, Jace lost his wife, his children, his entire world—and he couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

“Never met a woman like Captain Kraft,” Garrett said, tipping his battered straw hat off his brow as he lifted his incisive gaze. “Never in the whole of the Void met a woman so much of so many things.”

Considering his rejected food, Jace picked up his fork and toyed with the bright strands once again as hunger rumbled his gut. He’d rather think about anything other than Captain Kraft, or hunger. Forcing Senna to his mind’s eye, Jace pushed his thoughts down a well-worn, sepia-toned path.

“Beautiful. Powerful. Strong.” Garrett kept his voice low and private as he considered aloud, all the while settling his battered hat to his head.

“Senna was such.” Jace dropped his gaze back to his plate of garish goo. Senna once stood beautiful, powerful and strong. A tiny sprite with cinnamon hair who loved him through failed crops, three children and a thousand foibles. “And it sounds like you’ve got a crush.”

“Not on Kraft,” Garrett said. “Payton is all of those things.”

Payton. His doctor. “Difference is?”

“Deadly. Kraft is deadly. Payton isn’t. Senna wasn’t. No matter how finely you slice it.” Garrett plunked his hat to the table. “Kraft let us go because she took a shine to you. Here I am thinking you took a shine to her too.”

“We’re almost a month behind schedule.” Resolute, Jace shoved his garish meal away. “I don’t have time to consider such nonsense.”

“‘Specially since you’re all crotchety we’re late getting to Byzantine, and you’re afraid you’re gonna miss your opportunity to meet up with Kraft again.”

Garrett had been with him way too long. Jace thought he’d been more subtle about why he wanted to hurry to Byzantine.

“That woman would captivate just about anything male.” Garrett primped his thinning brown hair. “Thing is, that lady had eyes only for you.” Garrett waggled his brows. “Did pretty Captain Jace Lawless take a shine to deadly Captain Kraft?”

“Don’t call me pretty.” Jace shoved away from the dented metal table, stood and stomped off to the bridge.

Laughing, Garrett shouted after him, “Your pissytude answers my question better than words ever could!”

* * *
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After docking on planet Byzantine, Jace led Heller and Garrett into the heart of Kali.

Advertisements blared from plasboards. Hucksters hollered out the wares they had for sale. IWOG consumers, WAG citizens, and Fringe players rushed about in a deafening cacophony. Jace hated being on-world. Sounds and sights and smells made him feel pummeled. Every Fringe planet gave him a headache that didn’t go away for days.

Wall-to-wall foot traffic, bodies so dense Jace gagged on the mélange of sweet perfume and fetid unwashed flesh, made the way to Trickster’s lair horrific. The stench inside the rubble of his office wasn’t much better, just a shade more tolerable than the cluttered streets of Kali.

Trickster welcomed Jace and his crew with an offer of dusty seats and cold IWOG refreshments. Jace declined both with polite suspicion. Trickster repeated his offer with jolly insistence.

“You’re all warm and fuzzy today,” Jace said. “This puckering because you won the lottery, or I did?” With a subtle flick of his hands, Jace flipped his coat from his guns.

Trickster had never been accommodating before. In fact, he’d been downright belligerent.

Heller snorted and spit on the floor. “If the fetch puckers any harder, his whole head will go right up your ass.” Heller settled his gigantic, weapon-riddled frame into a wide fighter stance. At a moment’s notice, he could level the building and everyone in it.

“His attitude is unique.” Garrett tipped his hat to Trickster and then lowered his hand to his gun. “I’m pondering the weirdness wonder of it myself.”

Trickster’s private guard, armed with Swain Shredders, tensed.

The whole room of men hit a sphincter factor of seven in less than three seconds.

“Gentleman, please.” Trickster lifted one hand to his men, the other to Jace. “There is no call for this. I find I am in a whimsical good mood, that is all. We can conduct our business standing, if you prefer, Captain Lawless.”

Bad to worse. Trickster never called him by his rank. Mostly, Trickster hissed Lawless like Jace should live up to the name. While calling him Captain Lawless, the nasty weasel dealt fairly, far too fairly, for the salvaged goods.

Jace chalked Trickster’s unnerving attitude up to the fact that Kraft probably made her deal for her part of the cache. Jace figured Trickster acted strange because he knew he didn’t have the advantage this time. Still, Trickster’s jolly yet sinister mood kept Jace on guard.

They made arrangements for Trickster’s men to unload the goods, at which time Jace would receive his script. Before he and crew could leave, two guards trooped in a bunch of women.

“Stooped to the flesh trade?” Jace knew about the trade in beautiful and skilled women, yet found it personally abhorrent. But most didn’t know that. Payton, the doctor on his crew, and her daughter, Charissa were said to be his bought-and-paid for whores. Nothing could be further from the truth, but the tale did lend to his disreputable aura.

“Women are valuable commodities.” Trickster ordered them to line the far wall of his ramshackle office. They ranged in height, weight, race and, most notably, awareness.

Captivated, Jace riveted on a beautiful slave dressed in fluffpink. The revealing harem outfit didn’t showcase her impossible beauty the way her black clothes and gleaming silver blade had. Tarted up, Captain Kraft looked garish, false, forced to wear a mask that ill-suited her. She stood rigid as a parade-ground soldier, towering over everyone but himself and Heller. Her eyes were so glazed, Jace thought it likely Kraft had no idea where she was.

“Fancy a look at the merchandise?” Trickster sleeked back his greasy hair like a rat grooming his whiskers.

“Already got two whores on my ship. Don’t reckon I need another.” How had Kraft fallen to this? Jace forced himself to shrug and turn away. He had to grit his teeth not to look back.

“Ah, but these are double-skilled whores you can afford.” Trickster lured him back. Jace pretended to consider the offer.

Trickster pointed to each woman as he listed her skills. When he got to Kraft, he said, “This one can cook.”

What I wouldn’t give for a decent meal.

When Jace hesitated, Trickster licked his thin, chapped lips and trilled, “Let you have her for a fair price.”

“A cook for a fair price?” Jace shook his head. “I can’t afford a cook. Besides, I’m out two fighters and you know it, since you’re the one who stole Moore and Fellows from my employ.”

Jace glanced at the two men who now stood as part of Trickster’s personal guard. The turncoats met his gaze with cool aplomb. No doubt they told Trickster he’d not made Payton or her daughter his whore, and that he took a strong exception to them trying to do so. Too, they must have told Trickster that he longed to find a good cook.
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