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Prologue




“Now we are Kin.” Pavel spoke those words solemnly. 

“Now we are Kin,” Irina repeated, trying to ignore the pain of the cut just above her wrist. Blood had been smeared where Pavel had pressed his wrist onto hers. 

His proud smile made her heart soar. They might have been brother and sister before, but now they were Kin.








  
  
Chapter 1




“I have evaluated your plan. It is sound.” 

The stark words of Captain Alonzo Ferreira made Irina’s heart beat faster. That was what she had been hoping for when she had submitted the outline of her scheme to her superior.

“In fact, it will be easy to supply you with the small ship you need. My brother is sure to have something fitting in his yard.” A rare smile graced his swarthy face.

Eusebio Ferreira was running one of the largest companies in the Calx System, specializing in shipping and trade. Irina hid a grin. She knew that Ferreira Trading Inc. had been hard hit by the pirates, in fact, she’d been counting on their eagerness to ferret out the enemy. And Eusebio Ferreira most certainly had the ear of his brother Alonzo, Captain in the Stellar Intelligence Services. Those ties had worked to their advantage before. Irina mentally shrugged. Anything that helped the Trust to maintain domination in this system was fine with her.

Irina simply nodded, hiding the glow she felt. Finally, she was going to get revenge for Pavel.


      [image: image-placeholder]Irina gripped her injured thigh and cursed. Fresh smoke wafted up from aft, and she knew she had to crawl into the tech section once more. That blighted power coupling must have broken again.

She limped past the pantry and the bunk beds, crawled through the hatch into the tech section and picked up the fire extinguisher. Gritting her teeth against the pain, she made her way towards the power coupling. At least it was easy to extinguish the fire, and this time she took the whole benighted coupling off line, cutting off the engine.

Her plan rested on a number of uncertainties, however. First, she was fairly certain she was close to one of the pirate bases. It made the most sense for them to hide either among asteroids, the Kuiper Belt, or even in the Oort Cloud. She had chosen the asteroid belt, as it was closer to trade routes.

Second, she assumed that pirates would not pass over a drifting hopper, especially if it happened to be close to their base.

Third, she was hoping that she could buy her life with the ‘information’ she would offer them.

With a groan, she slipped back into the pilot’s seat, glancing at the scanner. Still no movement. She leaned back, resting her head against the high back of the seat.

Yet, despite all the uncertainties, this mission was worth the risk.

Blip.

Irina looked up and found a green dot on her scanner screen. 

She took a deep breath and pulled herself onto her feet again. At least, she’d try to meet them at the door.

Her knee buckled on the second step, and she had to grab the back of the copilot’s seat. Irina cursed herself for not taking care of that leg earlier. She must have lost more blood than she thought.

She managed to reach the airlock by leaning against the wall as much as possible. There was one certain way to stop the bleeding, and she decided to use it.

Irina reached for the laser handgun stashed in a box near the airlock. With shaking fingers she turned it to the lowest setting, pointed it at her thigh and pushed the fire button.

Agony raced through her leg, twisted her stomach and sent her into oblivion.


      [image: image-placeholder]She gasped at the sudden pain. The air she breathed in was warm and damp, and even before she opened her eyes, she knew that she wasn’t on her ship anymore.

“Easy.” The rough, male voice came from somewhere near her ear. “We have to get the pieces of your suit out of the wound, or you’ll die of infection.”

He sounded quite convincing. Irina wondered about the medical standard at this base, when sudden pain shot through her leg once again and she hissed.

“Almost done,” another male voice said, from the other end of whatever she was lying on. Irina lifted her head, and the pressure on her shoulders increased. Her strength left her quickly. She knew she was fading out of consciousness when the next flare of pain was only mildly annoying, but she no longer cared.
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