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      Rosey wasn’t exactly sure what to expect when they arrived at the ass-end of nowhere in terms of known space. Tyrone, the planet they were approaching, was at the far reaches of Allied Worlds space.

      Though the Allied Worlds barely counted as a government—more like a mob of barely restrained warlords. On the other hand, they were better than the assholes that ran the Kollective, that group of old stodgies in charge of the government closest to Earth.

      A part of her had anticipated that someone would have hailed her starship The Roadrunner and insisted that she pay fees to the local protection racket to ensure safe passage for her ship. Or maybe some level of corrupt bureaucracy, demanding bribes.

      Technically, that had been what happened.

      Some punk named Ajax had hailed her when she’d first entered the system. Turned out, he’d followed her previous career as a speedship racer, and had recognized her and her ship when they’d entered the system.

      Now, he wanted to race her in that jacked-up rusting garbage heap over there, Hermes 3.0. It was either win the race or pay Ajax off.

      She couldn’t back down, either. Not if they wanted to actually make it to the planet. The Roadrunner had a couple of small guns for deflecting asteroids or space debris. Nothing like the armaments the other ship had.

      Rosey, Moe, and Atilio had made the trip from the planet Psykee together, chasing after Oswald, the techno-wizard who’d stolen Rosie’s alien computer components. It had only taken them ten hours of flying through hyperspace to get there.

      Quite frankly, Rosey was still shaking off the aftereffects of spending so much time in another dimension. Going through hyperspace felt like stepping into reality sideways, with all the colors, temperatures, and lights askew enough to make a person start questioning their sanity.

      “Dennis, do you think we can beat this punk?” Rosie asked her ship’s AI.

      She was seated in the cockpit located at the front of her ship. This was one of the areas of the ship that she hadn’t allowed Dennis to endlessly redecorate. (Who knew that a ship’s AI would develop such a distinct passion?)

      As a result, the pilot’s couch was a basic, off-white material that Dennis frequently complained about, the controls were factory-standard colors, and the walls were gray steel. (All right, so Rosey may have buffed them up so they shone. She didn’t mind the hard lines but they had been a little plain.) She had allowed Dennis to reconfigure all the air vents. He claimed that it just improved the feng shui of the entire ship. She appreciated the better air flow. The fans were all turned up high to help her recover from hyperspace, the feel of a breeze helping to settle her back in her body, as it were.

      “I’m certain you’ve tuned my engines tight enough this last passage,” Dennis said sourly.

      “What? I always want you to have that fighting edge,” Rosey replied.

      The pair of them had an agreement: Dennis had free reign to design (and redesign) most of the interior of The Roadrunner, while she got to tweak his engines constantly. Plus, refit the ship with the best hyperspace shielding credits could buy. They could stay in hyperspace for ten hours safely. Maybe eleven, if she was pushing it. Not twelve, or the ship would be shredded and no one left alive.

      Both Rosey and Dennis had budgets for their projects. Moderate work could be done without buy-in from the other. Extensive work required agreement beforehand. (Though Rosey had the feeling that Dennis didn’t actually understand the word moderate.)

      While flying to Tyrone, Rosey and Atilio had spent some time working on Dennis’s engines. It was nice to have a competent mechanic at hand. He was about the same height as her, five foot seven, also in his mid-fifties. While Rosey’s curls had turned white, Atilio’s were just starting to gray. Plus, Rosey had more of an athletic build from years doing manual labor and martial arts, and Atilio at least appeared to be carrying a bit of extra weight around. Not much, as he was former military, and could still drop down and give you forty without breaking a sweat.

      However, he did follow the wrong religion. Really, who used the Dillinger yellow toolset anymore? Anyone who knew anything used the red tools from Badger instead.

      “Scans show a secondary engine in our opponent’s spaceship,” Dennis said after a few moments. “So he might have a surprise burst of speed mid-course.”

      Hmm. While such engines weren’t allowed in speedships, she’d seen such non-legal engines in local competitions, where contestants didn’t have to follow the official racing rules.

      It wasn’t that much of an advantage, though, at least as far as Rosey was concerned. Courses were computer generated and required finesse as well as the ability to change direction easily, not just speed.

      Rosey considered the ship over there again, not paying attention to her readouts as much as what her eyes showed her.

      Dennis had a skinny front end and a big ass due to the reconfigured cargo bays. Rosey no longer raced, but instead, built speedships for clients. She could deliver up to four at a time in The Roadrunner.

      The ship facing her—Hermes 3.0—had two curving prongs sticking out at the front—maybe a primary and a secondary helm. The back of the ship was big and boxy, probably living quarters and engines. Plus the weapon turrets stuck out in all directions, looking something like a crab who’d mated with a porcupine.

      Because of its vaguely circular shape, Hermes 3.0 might be able to take the side-to-side turns in a slalom course better than The Roadrunner. During any straight sections, The Roadrunner would be faster, even if the other ship had a secondary engine system. The question would be at the midpoint, when the ships had to turn all the way around. How fast could Hermes 3.0 make that turn?

      What couldn’t be seen on the scans, but only showed up to the eye, was how poorly maintained Hermes 3.0 appeared to be. Rosey was serious in that it looked like a rust bucket. The hull had been patched at various times using different colored materials. When she zoomed in, she could see the mis-placed bolts.

      She was personally offended. If you’re going to redneck something together, at least do it with style.

      The exterior of The Roadrunner was sleek and fit, uniform and modern. She used the same porcelain alloy on the exterior of her ship that she used on speedships.

      And yes, it might have had a hint of red color, as well as something of a shimmer to it.

      Red ones do go faster, you know.

      “All right, Hermes 3.0, you got yourself a race,” Rosie said eventually.

      “Really?” Ajax squealed. “I get to race you?” He paused, cleared his throat, then continued in a deeper, calmer tone. “I mean, of course. Follow me to the area designated for racing, where you’re going to lose.”

      Rosey snorted. She knew exactly how to deal with that fanboy over there. Even if he lost, the fact that he’d gotten a chance to race her would still give him immense bragging rights.

      And he would lose.

      Rosey had more than one trick up her sleeve.
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      Atilio and Moe—Rosey’s passengers—were suited up in stretchsuits, in case of an accident. They were also strapped into crash couches in the back. While Rosey had told them this was in case something went wrong, really, she just didn’t want to be disturbed while in the middle of a run. She’d routed the front screen vid back to them, so they could watch her race in real time.

      Once they were taken care of, she followed Hermes 3.0 to an area on the far side of the planet Tyrone.

      A regular competition-style space awaited her. The course itself would be generated by a competition speedracer computer. As far as both Rosey and Dennis could tell, that equipment hadn’t been modified or gamed.

      Someone had paid a lot of credits to set this up, as well as paying what were surely annual licensing and inspection fees.

      Why set up such a system out here, so far off the circuit? No official races would be held this far off the beaten track.

      Maybe this was where locals trained in order to join the race circuit.

      It wasn’t until Rosey saw all the smaller ships, flitters and spaceships, those that either came from the planet below or from somewhere in the system, that she realized what she was dealing with.

      Tyrone had a huge racing fanbase. No wonder Ajax had recognized her right away, when she’d entered the system.

      The Roadrunner was being scanned by every ship that had the capacity, to ascertain that it was her, really truly her, at the helm.

      Hopefully, she’d be able to use her reputation to her advantage.

      The area they’d race in wasn’t that big—it was about the same size as the space that Rosey used to test the speedships she built. The course itself would be randomly generated by the race computer and sent to the competitors seconds before they began.

      Rosey knew what to look for when the map was streamed to The Roadrunner. While some racers flipped to the end of the course to see the final section, Rosey always paid attention to the start.

      If she could get the jump on her competitors, put a little fear into their hearts, that would stand her better than some elaborate strategy that might or might not unfold at the end.

      This course started off with a slalom that went up and down, not side to side. This section, it was a tossup as to which ship would make it through more cleanly.

      Good.

      Rosey had made special adjustments to The Roadrunner so that the ship could quickly jump into a race, getting up to speed faster than the original specs would indicate. She grasped the pilot’s yoke lightly, fingers poised over the buttons on the edges that manipulated gyros and speed. Her stretchsuit felt like a second skin, keeping her body temperature perfectly regulated (none of those nasty adrenaline sweat stains for her, thank you very much).

      When the lights on her screen went green, Rosey rammed the yoke forward. The Roadrunner leaped ahead, racing toward the first buoy.

      Hermes 3.0 made a good effort, catching up to her after they’d crested the first buoy and were headed down toward the second.

      However, it was obvious from the start that Ajax over there wasn’t a top-notch racer. He didn’t skim the buoy like Rosey did. There was a lot of wasted space between his ship and the marker.

      And in a race like this, space equaled time.

      Next, came a squiggly set of curves. It took precise timing to make it through the markers set up on either side, to not go too fast and lose control, but also to not go too slow and lose ground. Unfortunately, as Rosey had anticipated, Hermes 3.0 handled the side-to-side movement well. The lead she’d built up at the start was quickly lost.

      The two ships exited the curves nose and nose, bombing down the straightaway, toward the turning point.

      Ajax didn’t turn on his secondary engines at that time. Good. That showed some smarts, because a racer had to decelerate in order to make that midway turn.

      Rosey dipped down below the marker, then braked and pulled back hard on the yoke, forcing the nose of The Roadrunner up and around, flying back over the marker upside-down before straightening herself out.

      Ajax copied the move exactly.

      Hrumph.

      Was she getting predictable? That would never do.

      A second slalom course faced the contestants as they finished the midturn point. This time, the ships needed to go from side-to-side.

      For the first time, Hermes 3.0 pulled out ahead of The Roadrunner.

      Rosey growled and gritted her teeth.

      She was not about to let some punk from the ass-end of nowhere beat her.

      If he did, she might as well truly retire.

      Then what was she going to do? Learn how to knit?

      They now were racing back toward the planet Abruptly, Rosey’s view of it was replaced with a series of dots that expanded rapidly.

      Crap.

      The computer had generated one of Rosey’s least favorite racing segments for the next part: the obstacle course.

      This one was an asteroid field. Other options she’d seen included racing over the surface of a sun and having to avoid eruptions, flying in between battling ships and darting around shots as well as debris, and even a mine field where the racer was following some idiot who kept accidently setting off the stupid mines.

      This wasn’t a real asteroid field. Most of those were completely harmless, with the larger asteroids miles apart, steady in their orbit, and easy to avoid.

      No, this was a made-up one, meant to be exciting, at least for the fans viewing the race.

      Rosey had seen more than one moron wreck their speedship by trying to skim the big rocks which were not smooth, or getting themselves twisted around with their maneuvers.

      She took a deep breath, settling herself. Fans kicked on, blowing air directly into her face. A calm descended over her. For the first time, she felt the flow of the race taking over. She became one with the ship, dancing between the spinning rocks, effortlessly shifting up, sideways, and down.

      Rosey knew better than to take this sort of course at full speed. She’d end up in a simulated crash and lose the race.

      Hermes 3.0 had entered the obstacle course before she did, but lost ground quickly. Poor punk hadn’t flown as many of these as Rosey had.

      Rosey exited the obstacle course three point two seconds ahead of her competition.

      However, the last segment turned out to be a second straightaway.

      It was the best possible setup for a ship like Hermes 3.0, particularly if they had a secondary engine set that they could bring online.

      “We gotta hustle,” Rosey snapped at Dennis as she entered the last course segment. She tapped the button for more speed, pressing the yoke forward.

      The ship didn’t respond how it should have. Everything felt sluggish.

      “What’s the magic word?” Dennis taunted.

      Hermes 3.0 kicked on their secondary engines. Suddenly, the two ships were nose and nose.

      “Are you kidding me?” Rosey yelled. She shook the yoke in frustration. Pressed on it. Actually made a bit of a turn, just to try to throw off her competition, get him to have to slow down and curve away from her a bit.

      He wasn’t having any of it. He continued to bomb ahead.

      Young punk probably thought he was immortal or something equally asinine.

      “I’m waiting,” Dennis sang out.

      Rosey gave an expressive sigh. “Fine. Please. Pile on the power. Now. Or we’re going to lose.”

      “Well, since you asked so nicely,” Dennis said.

      Suddenly, The Roadrunner leaped ahead. Rosey wasn’t sure where all the power was coming from. She hadn’t made that many adjustments to the engines, had she?

      In the end, it was still a close race. The Roadrunner did win, clearing the finish line two full seconds ahead of Hermes 3.0.

      “Do you want to hear your adoring crowds?” Dennis asked.

      “Sure,” Rosey said dryly. She didn’t need that commentary, not as much as she once did. Dennis, she was certain, was dying to hear it.

      As Rosey had suspected, there was indeed a huge racing fanbase out there. They were thrilled with the race and already starting to dissect every move that each racer had made. They accused her of playing a game with Hermes 3.0, letting him catch up and thinking he could win, before piling on the speed.

      No matter. Always agree with a commenter when they called you sneaky.

      Hermes 3.0 hailed her after some of the roar had died down.

      “Wow. Thank you for the race,” Ajax said sincerely.

      “You’re welcome,” Rosey said. She needed to keep her reflexes tuned, particularly given the nature of her mission.

      “So what brings you out to Tyrone?” Ajax asked after a few moments. “Is there anything I can help you with?”

      Rosey grinned. “Yes, as a matter of fact, there is.”

      Having local intelligence on Oswald was going to be invaluable.

      If she played this right, she might have a team of racers willing to go to battle for her as well.
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      Princess Jun Ogawa sat quietly on her side of the dining table, listening to Jamaal Akintola spin tales, entertaining the military ship’s captain, the second-in-command, and the other officers gathered there. He seemed to know exactly how to play to his audience, the sorts of adventures they’d like to hear.

      He was quite good at deflecting attention away from what he didn’t want to talk about, namely, how he had been the one who’d found her, as well as what he and Rosey had been doing.

      Jun still had questions, though.

      She had finally traded in her archaeological digger’s comfortable shirt, baggy pants with lots of pockets, and hooded cloak, for something more befitting a princess. The underlayer was a modified stretchsuit that covered her completely. The material was similar to sharkskin armor and would deflect most weapons. The main body of the suit was done in the dark green of the Empire, with gold material that went from elbows to wrists, as well as from knees to ankles. Over that, she wore a billowing white robe with inch-wide black accents around every seam. She’d put on her “princess paint” as she called it, wearing full makeup: the base smoothed out her tan skin until it was without pores or blemishes; bright red dabs of color on her upper and lower lips, right in the center, giving her the iconic (and supposedly beautiful) “fish lips”; and black lines around her brown eyes, in a cat’s eye style.

      Honestly, she felt ridiculous, like a brightly colored doll, particularly compared to the dull greens and browns the military people wore.

      But that was also the point. She was Important People, and in some ways, outranked everyone on the ship. And it was supposed to show.

      She’d been handed a new AI necklace when she’d boarded the military vessel. However, it only contained a small sliver of the original Sano personality, and so she wasn’t interacting with it much. The necklace that contained all of Sano was still on Moe’s ship Aisha.

      That version of Sano had all of Jun’s notes about the Atoylee, one of only two extinct alien races that Humanity had run across in all their years of space travel.

      Jun had left Sano behind on the ship when the warlord Constantine’s thugs had suddenly appeared. She hadn’t had much time to secure the necklace. She’d run as soon as she’d seen the men, murmuring command words to Sano, shutting her down completely.

      Anyone trying to break into the AI’s system would receive the warning that if they continued, all the systems on the device would be permanently trashed. All that would remain for the would-be hacker was an inoperable, gaudy-looking bauble.

      Jun had had a particular place in mind as she’d raced away from Constantine’s goons. She’d tossed the necklace into Atilio’s room, throwing it under his bed as she’d passed the door, still running.

      The goons had her trapped soon after that, coming at her from both ends of the hallway.

      After Jun had hidden Sano, she’d resentfully surrendered, making them believe that she’d had someplace else she’d wanted to go, to hide in.

      While the goons chasing her hadn’t initially believed her when she’d told them she was Princess Jun Ogawa, they’d at least been smart enough to check on her story before roughing her up.

      Or worse.

      Jun wouldn’t allow her feelings about the warlord Constantine free rein. Or she might scare the nice military men sitting there.

      A princess wasn’t supposed to be that angry. No, she was always supposed to exude control, serenity, and personal power.

      However, Constantine hadn’t just stolen all the alien Atoylee artifacts that her people had uncovered that year on the planet Niani. He’d also taken all their notes as well. Some of those hadn’t been scanned, and were the only copies.

      She was certain that she was on the verge of a serious breakthrough when it came to figuring out what had happened to the Atoylee, who they’d been fighting, and why their planet had been destroyed.

      It was all tied up on the moon Lawaka, and the secret base that the Atoylee had had there. No one had ever taken a really serious look at the closer of the two moons around Niani before, as researchers had only ever speculated that the Atoylee had built on the moon. Plus, it was much easier to mount an archaeological dig on an actual planet with gravity and breathable air than on a waterless hunk of rock with no atmosphere.

      Still. Jun knew she had to go back, had to figure out that puzzle.

      After she paid her respects on Ishiman, of course.

      Beyond being told that her brother Minato was sick, there hadn’t been much news of her family.

      Jamaal had started in on yet another tall tale. His dark skin shone under the bright lights, and his kinky black hair was sheared close to his scalp. He was currently wearing a bright orange robe with gold braid around the standing collar as well as the cuffs and the bottom hem. The robe went down to his wrists and swirled around his feet when he walked.

      Sano had told Jun that it was made of a high-quality silk-blend that regulated temperature, ensuring that the wearer was never too hot or too cold. That made it much more expensive than it looked.

      While Jamaal’s eyes held merriment, as well as intelligence, Jun had also noticed a certain wariness to them. Anytime they walked into a new room on the military escort taking them to the Emperor’s court, he automatically categorized all the entrances, exits, sightlines, and potential weapons.

      He reminded her of Itsuki, the Emperor’s spy master. Itsuki’s official position in court was that of the high priest of the God of Fire, one of the myriad spirits that the court was required to ritually sacrifice to. Few knew his true work. Most of the time, Itsuki was in the background, silent and ever watching.

      The two men weren’t anything alike. Jamaal was so loud, always drawing attention to himself. Itsuki was the opposite—so quiet you’d forget that he was in the room.

      However, the watching quality that they both had was eerily similar.

      In addition, Jamaal had yet to actually answer Jun about how he’d happened to find her. This “friend of a friend” who’d called in a favor while he’d been in the neighborhood wasn’t the full truth.

      So Jun pretended to be entertained along with the others. She could get her answers later, such as who Jamaal actually was, and how he’d gotten access to alien artifacts from an obscure alien race that no one else had encountered.

      Jun had agreed to not say anything more about those. In return for her silence, Jamaal had promised to take her back to the others when he left, not to just abandon her on Ishiman, the planet of the Emperor’s Court.

      She had to get back to the others.

      Particularly if Jamaal’s aliens turned out to be some figment of his imagination. Or if Rosey couldn’t get back the alien artifacts that some techno-genius had stolen from her.

      So Jun sat. Listened. Schemed.

      And didn’t allow herself to think about Moe, his poet’s eyes, his sad smile, or how he’d given up everything just to save her.
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      Atilio sat on the crash couch aboard The Roadrunner, strapped in, as he watched Rosey finish the race with Hermes 3.0. While Atilio didn’t know that much about racing—it had never been a sport that he’d followed—he did know something about flying.

      And crazy-assed pilots.

      The obstacle course had been the most surprising portion of the course, as well as the most revealing. He hadn’t known about that, hadn’t realized those could be a segment of a race. Made sense, though. There were probably other versions of an obstacle course that racers trained on.

      When Atilio had served in the Emperor’s military, the pilots he’d known had their own insane training regimes. He’d been told about a type of Hogan’s Alley, basically, a gauntlet that a battle cruiser had to fly through while being attacked on either side by various other ships. He didn’t understand it, never wanted to have to go through that kind of thing more than once, but he respected their determination.

      His estimation of Rosey had risen as well, watching her handle that asteroid belt. Sure, it was a made up thing. She’d still slide the ship around every asteroid, anticipating the next obstacle in her course, then dancing with it as well.

      Atilio didn’t know of many pilots who could have done it as gracefully. Even the really crazy ones.

      Atilio had been a sergeant, in command of a troop of engineers, as well as a few regular military types, there to protect the rude bastards.

      He’d learned early on that the best way to motivate the people reporting to him was to challenge them, tell them something couldn’t be done.

      They’d move heaven and earth to prove him wrong.

      He suspected that Rosey was only slightly more sane. If something really was impossible, she’d tell him. Otherwise, she’d probably just be excited by the challenge.

      Atilio had loved the army. Loved not having to think or plan ahead. Long-range planning was for fancy commissioned officers. All he had to do was to execute orders.

      He was damned good at that.

      The Empire wasn’t at war with anyone—the Allied Worlds were too poor, the Kollective too inward facing, and Emperor Ogawa knew better. Wars were expensive, hard to win, and generally, not worth it.

      There were still areas of unrest though, where one country decided to squabble with the next, or one planet reached a little too far in terms of dominating its neighbors.

      Atilio and his people would ensure that everyone saw sense in the end. Plus there had been more than once when they’d been deployed to help deal with a local disaster: tornadoes, hurricanes, earthquakes, what have you.
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