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​Chapter 1
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Milo Foss was up to his eyeballs in slime. Must be a day ending in Y.

He maneuvered the thoroughly used filter cartridge out of the air scrubber, trying to keep any of the gunk from slopping onto the floor before he got it to the trash cart. Then he held his breath, closed his eyes and dropped it into the cart. Something slimy splashed up into his hair, and the stink was evident even while trying not to breathe. And this was just the air filters. The water filters were the stuff of nightmares.

“Hey, Milo, are you still alive down there?” Jayanne’s voice came over the earbud he wore, calling from Operations.

“Not been slimed to death yet.”

“The Raptor will be back in an hour. Duscha just called in to say he’s brought you a present.”

Milo grimaced. He doubted that meant anything good. Though, maybe it was a container full of new air and water filter cartridges, so they could change them out on the regular schedule advised by the manufacturer. Not leave them in until all the lights on the scrubber went red.

“He said to meet him at the hangar bay when they arrive,” Jayanne said.

“Okay. I’ve got a couple more filters to change. I’ll be there.”

“He also said to bring a cutting torch.”

Intriguing. Milo got the last two filters replaced in ten minutes, and wheeled the trash cart to the disposal chute, where he sent the slimy filters into the depths of the station. In the old days, when the Triple R was actually working properly, they’d have been incinerated. Now they couldn’t spare the power to do that, he dumped them down this shaft, where the gunk was probably evolving into a slime monster. One day it would climb up out of the chute and murder them all in their bunks. He snorted at the thought. Don’t threaten me with a good time. Without bothering to lock the hatch into the chute, he wheeled the cart away to hose it off, muttering.

“Bring it the fuck on, slime monster.”

An hour later he’d taken a shower, put on a clean jumpsuit—for relative values of clean—and arrived at the hangar bay with his cutting torch to find a number of people there already, including Dewei, the station’s medic.

“Hey,” he said, standing beside her at the observation window that looked into the hangar bay. The space door was open. “Are you expecting a patient?”

“They told me to be here in case I’m needed,” she said. “Apparently the Raptor’s bringing in a captured ship.”

“What, Duscha managed to capture a ship?” He kept his incredulous voice quiet. Euller and his cadre of bodyguards were waiting nearby. Milo didn’t want them overhearing anything that sounded like mockery of their fearless leader.

“We’ll never hear the end of it,” Dewei said. They both watched as a ship was maneuvered into the hangar bay, using tractor beams from the station and from the Raptor. A mid-sized craft, probably big enough to accommodate six people, Milo thought, though you’d have to really like those people. He spotted the logo on the side, a stylized crown, with small cog wheels topping each of the points.

“That’s a Betty King ship.” He shook his head, and spoke quietly again. “Oh boy, this is a really dumb idea.”

Dewei looked at him, but didn’t speak. The ship touched down on the deck, and sat there, doing nothing. Everyone else stood around also doing nothing for a while, as the bay repressurized and then they heard the racket of voices and boots coming from the nearby airlocks. The Raptor had docked. Duscha was back at the station. He appeared a couple of minutes later. Milo and Dewei both tried to look inconspicuous, but right then Duscha was more focused on his prize.

“We’ve had it under tow for eight days,” he told Euller. “Figured it was best to open it up here. Hey, Foss, you got a cutting torch there?”

Milo held it up to confirm that the honking big nozzle in his hand attached to the bulky power unit on wheels beside him was indeed his cutting torch. In case anyone mistook that for his box lunch or something.

“C’mon, let’s winkle this guy out of there.”

Milo was kind of glad it was a guy. He didn’t like to think of any women being prisoners here. He followed Duscha and several well-armed crew people into the hangar bay. The Betty King ship sat there, its engines off, silent but for plinking noises here and there as the metal skin of the ship adjusted to the temperature in the bay. Which was not exactly warm, but not so cold as the deep dark out there surrounding the station.

“Open a channel to the ship,” Duscha ordered Operations. Jayanne confirmed that it was open, and Duscha went on. “I guess you can see us out here. We’ll cut our way in and get you anyway, so why not come out quietly and save everyone a lot of trouble?”

No response. At Duscha’s nod, Milo wheeled his cutting torch over to the hatch. It would be a shame to damage the ship. For one thing, it was an elegant design, enhanced by its matt black with red trimmings colorway. Its name, Roebling, was picked out in gold that matched the crown logo. But it was also a shame because he’d probably be expected to repair it afterwards, to make it spaceworthy again. No way was Duscha going to let this sit here gathering dust, when he could be the commander of a flotilla.

Milo was considering where best to cut that would leave the most easily repairable damage, when the hatch sprang open. He stepped back on instinct, as a dark shape appeared and threw something at the deck. A concussive blast knocked Milo on his ass and sent the unlit cutting torch skidding away madly to crash into some crates and fall over on its side.

Everyone else in the bay had fallen over too, he saw, when he rolled onto his side to check the others. Duscha and his guards were scrambling up, retrieving weapons they’d dropped. Milo decided he’d stay down here on the deck. Fighting was not his job, or his strong suit. It was the right move, as, just when people were getting onto their feet, the figure in the hatch tossed out another of his surprises. Another blast scattered people and equipment. Milo was the first able to get his bearings again, since he hadn’t tried to get up. He made it as far as his knees, thinking this was the right moment to exit the bay and leave the others to deal with this bullshit, when Duscha yelled at him.

“Pick up that rifle, Foss, you clown!”

Oh damn, someone’s dropped rifle had ended up right by Milo. That was unfortunate. He grabbed it and pointed it towards the hatch, where the figure appeared ready to drop another concussion grenade.

“Drop it!” Milo shouted. And then thought that was probably what the guy intended to do anyway. “I mean...don’t drop it. Not armed anyway. Um, drop it if it’s not armed, or—”

Duscha reached his side and grabbed the rifle from him, with a disgusted look on his face. He wasted no words on Milo, turning the rifle towards the hatch.

“Knock it the fuck off, asshole. Where do you think you can go? Come out with your hands up and you won’t be hurt.”

There was a long moment of waiting, as people got back onto their feet, complaining about bruises. Milo expected Dewei to come in to check on anyone who’d got hurt falling down, but she stayed outside. She wasn’t the most dedicated medic he’d ever met.

Finally, a man stepped out of the hatch and onto the deck of the hangar bay. He did not have his hands up, but did hold them away from his body to show they were empty. He was a tall guy, in black pants and shirt and the dark red jacket of a Betty King engineer. Spotting him anywhere else, Milo might have whistled his appreciation of the dark good looks, the glossy black hair and the deep, dark eyes. Although the fierce scowl might have made him think twice.

Duscha showed no sign of swooning over tall, dark and handsome though. “Bring him,” he ordered a couple of his guards. They grabbed the prisoner’s arms and started to hustle him after Duscha. Milo was about to go and retrieve the cutting torch and see if it was damaged, when Duscha turned to him. “You too, Foss.”

“Me?” Milo said, playing dumb. Playing dumb was definitely his strong suit.

“Yeah, you. Don’t you want to meet your new boss?”

What the fuck did that mean? Milo left the torch to collect later and followed Duscha out of the bay, trailing behind the prisoner and his guards. The Betty King logo on the back of the man’s jacket reminded Milo again what a terrible idea this was. They reached Duscha’s office. Office was rather too productive a word for the room, to be honest. Most offices were for people to do work in. The desk in here was mostly a bootrest now. The liquor cabinet took up a lot of one side of the room. Dusca sat down, leaving everyone else standing. The prisoner shook off the hold of the guards, but didn’t make any other attempt to escape. He swept the room with an unimpressed glare. Probably the first time this room had been swept in months.

“Okay,” Duscha said. “Here’s the deal. We need some repairs to this station. You’re going to do them.”

The engineer looked down at Duscha, still scowling. “If you’ll allow me access to my ship’s computer I’ll prepare a quote for the work.” He had an accent. One Milo had no frame of reference to place, but that did things to his insides. Was it hot in here? “I have a rather high hourly rate.”

This provocation only induced a chuckle from Duscha. Well, why should he worry about sarcastic engineers? He had the guy by the balls.

“I should also warn you that my employer will hire appropriate contractors to secure my freedom,” the engineer went on. “Unless she can persuade the military itself to do so.”

Appropriate contractors meant mercenaries, Milo supposed. There were lots of mercs and other military contractors working out here, tracking down ex-Li pirates like Duscha’s group. And from what Milo had heard, Betty King would not take it lying down, having one of her guys kidnapped. This would bring trouble to their door for sure.

Bring it the fuck on.

“You let me worry about that,” Duscha said. He got up and poured himself a generous glass of brandy. The generosity didn’t extend to offering anyone else in the room a glass. “If you don’t cooperate, we’ll kill you and go find one of your colleagues. If you do cooperate, then once you’ve finished the work, we’ll let you go.”

“I sincerely doubt that,” the hot engineer said. But after a moment, he shrugged. “However, I’d prefer you not attack any of my colleagues. And I might as well keep myself busy until my rescuers come and arrest any of you that survive their initial attack.”

He glanced to the side as he said it, first at the guard on one side, then the other, and then at Milo. The first time he’d made eye-contact, or even shown any sign he knew Milo was in the room. That last remark had been for everyone in here who wasn’t Duscha.

“Attaboy,” Duscha said. “Foss here is going to be your assistant.” He waved a hand at Milo. “He’s shit at everything, but he’s all we’ve got in the way of engineers.”

The jibes, and the effective demotion should have been humiliating, especially garnished by the contemptuous glance the engineer gave him. But to be honest, Milo was relieved. He’d been the only engineer on the station since they took it over, after the mutiny, after all the Raptor’s engineering staff had been...Don’t think about that. He’d been the only one responsible for keeping the power on and the air and water filters operational, and he’d been terrified every day that something would break that he couldn’t fix. He gave his new boss a weak smile. At least this guy knew what he was doing.

“Hi,” Milo said. “I’m looking forward to working with you.”

“You gonna behave now, pal?” Duscha asked. “You gonna go with Foss here and not bash his head in or anything?”

“I promise not to bash his head in.”

“Well, great. We’ve got cameras all over by the way, so if you try anything, you’ll fail. Okay, Foss, go find him a bunk and show him around.”

The guards took them part of the way to the bunk rooms and left them. Milo was tense for a moment, wondering if he would indeed have his head bashed in. There were cameras around here, as Duscha said. Though he hadn’t said they were working cameras. But no, the man followed him, looking around at the dim station corridors with an appraising, and disapproving, eye. He certainly was good at disapproving. He hadn’t approved of anything from the moment he stepped aboard.

“I’m Milo,” Milo said. “Milo Foss. What’s your name, friend?”

“Izan Maria Castillo de la Rosa.”

Milo stared and then collected himself. “Ah, that’s quite a mouthful. You got a short version?”

“That is the short version. Also, please note that I am not your friend, Mr. Foss.”

“No, you’re my boss, apparently. I’m gonna call you Izan, okay? Unless you prefer something else.”

“I’d prefer sir.”

Ooh, he was a piece of work. “We’re not that formal here. We’re like one big family.”

“I thought the expression was one big happy family.”

“Like I said. One big family.”

They walked in silence for a while, then Izan spoke. “You’re the chief engineer here?”

“Kind of. By default. I’m actually an engineering apprentice.”

Izan looked at him in surprise. “Apprentice? How old are you?”

“Rude question.”

“You must be at least thirty.”

“I’m twenty-eight, if you must know. Yes, I know, pathetic. An engineering apprentice at twenty-eight.” He tried to calm down from the defensive head of steam he was building up. Fortunately, they’d reached the bunk room, so Izan had some new targets for his disapproving glare.

“I assume you’re used to something fancier,” Milo said.

“I’m used to something cleaner.”

“Well, this is what we’ve got. Find a free bunk and I’ll give you the tour.”

* * * *

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2
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By the time they returned from the tour of the station, or rather the small area these pirates lived in, a man was dumping a box of Izan’s clothes and other possessions onto a table in the bunk room.

“We’ll hang onto these,” the man said, holding up Izan’s small pistol, and pocket utility knife. The knife was more annoying to lose. The pistol was issued by the firm. The pocket knife was his own. But at least they’d left him his watch and the fountain pen that had been a gift from his parents. That was still in his jacket pocket, along with a notebook in a leather cover.

The thug left and Izan began to unpack his things from the box. He was not, despite what the ridiculous Mr. Foss said, used to anything fancy for his accommodation. Going out to work on far flung installations, and traveling for weeks at a time on transport ships, one got used to basic sleeping facilities. So, he would not complain about the bunk. But he was going to try to find some clean sheets before he slept in it.

“Wait,” Milo said, as Izan put his clothes away in a locker by the bunk. “You had a pistol aboard?”

“It’s standard issue for personnel traveling to isolated locations.”

“Why didn’t you use it?”

“I reasoned that if I came out with guns blazing, I’d be shot.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right about that. Are concussion grenades standard issue too?”

“Oh, no. I improvised those during the journey here.” He’d had to keep busy somehow after the Roebling’s engine was disabled and he was being towed in.

“You made them yourself?” Milo was wide eyed. “That’s pretty impressive. You weren’t afraid someone would shoot you for using them rather than the gun though?”

Izan shook out a pair of work pants and folded them carefully to place them neatly on a shelf in the locker. If locker was the right word. Its lock appeared broken. A small cupboard then. “It was a calculated risk,” he conceded.

“But why bother?” Milo had taken some of the clothes out of the box and started folding them. “You must have known you couldn’t get away. Why not surrender right away without all that fuss?”

“A man has his pride.”

Milo smirked. “Yeah, you’ve got that all right, Don Castillo de la Rosa.”

Izan grimaced. Spare him the semi-educated. “Just call me Izan,” he said. He gave a small smirk himself. “Or, as I said, sir, or perhaps Doctor.”

“You’re a doctor?” Milo looked confused.

“I have a doctorate in engineering.”

“Wow, you are way overqualified for this job.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg
@a/ﬂé gﬁc/gmﬂg

BECKY BLACK






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





