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1.  ​Aboard the Galaxy Adventurer
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Darius would have loved to lean against the wall to ease the pressure on his right knee, but it wouldn't do to look slovenly. Or even injured. The doctors had told him the knee would recover over time, provided he didn't overdo things. Like standing behind an obviously well-heeled couple and their two attendants taking their time getting through security to board the luxury space cruiser Galaxy Adventurer.

It always felt better when he was moving. Standing still like this seemed to give time for the pain to gather itself in his knee and stab up into his thigh. Maybe he should have taken those pain killers when they were due. He swallowed, trying to force his muscles to relax. The man's voice drifted into his consciousness, high-pitched and with an accent he couldn't place, sawing on his nerves. At last, he and his companions were gone and he could move forward for his own security scan. When the lights flashed green, he stepped through into the ship's foyer, decked out like a top-notch hotel. High, arched ceilings, a curved staircase that he wouldn't be taking anytime soon, soft music, uniformed attendants. He noticed the couple who'd been in front of him entering an elevator with their minders. Just as well the ship had those for crocks like himself.

A man with a military bearing wearing a red uniform covered in more gilt than a Confederacy admiral stepped forward, a wide smile on his face. "Commander Fletcher. Delighted to have you on board, sir. I'm Alvor Bintaran, the ship's manager.  Since you're in diamond class, you'll have your own steward, of course." He turned to a young man in a blue uniform standing at his elbow, who nodded and smiled. "This is Henry. He'll take you to your suite. If there's anything he can't attend to for you, do let me know."

Darius pushed down the temptation to salute. Diamond class, top of the range. Trust Aunt Serena to select the most expensive option. He could hear her voice in his head. Now, no nonsense, Darius. You haven't taken a holiday in years. You deserve the best and with your injuries... 

Henry reached for Darius's bag, hung over his shoulder. "Let me take that for you."

Darius leaned away. "That's okay. I'll take it myself."

The young man never missed a beat. "If you'll follow me, sir. The elevator is this way."

Willing his leg to behave itself, Darius glanced around him as he walked. All the staff wore uniforms that would have passed muster on a parade ground. The woman standing by the elevator was a security guard, demure and deadly, her weapon at her waist. Another armed man stood near the concierge's desk. They both looked watchful but relaxed. 

Henry held the door of the elevator open and Darius stepped inside. He spun around at the sound of running footsteps behind him, on instant alert. Pain shot up through his hip and into his gut. Spinning around wasn't on the list of permitted activities. He swallowed a groan. 

"Thanks." The woman frowned, staring at him, her dark blue eyes showing concern. "Are you okay?"

He forced a smile. "Yes." Olive skin, dark blue eyes. Attractive if not a beauty, her pants and shirt fitted her curves, her dark hair tied back off her face. And she looked familiar, a distant memory that hid in a dark corner of his mind. "Have we met?"

She shook her head. "I don't think so."

The concern had disappeared, replaced with a tone so cool it would have chilled beer. Darius kicked himself. He'd bet she thought that was the lousiest come-on she'd heard in a while. 

The elevator slowed to a stop and she stepped out of the car, taking with her a subtle scent of flowers and a lovely ass. Darius glanced at the directory. Level six, sapphire class, two levels below his own diamond class cabin. Oh well. He probably wouldn't see much of her. A pity. But then again, what would a woman like her do with a damaged old soldier like him? Not that all of him was damaged. Her brief presence had proved that.

The elevator slowed to a halt again and the doors soughed open. "To your left, sir," Henry said.

Darius stepped onto soft carpet in a corridor painted in deep blues decorated with gilt or gold leaf accents. Classy.

"The third suite, sir," Henry murmured. 

The door slid across at Darius's approach. He hesitated in the doorway before he stepped inside. Wow. This was, indeed, a whole suite, more fitting for a president or a billionaire than somebody like him. The steward took him on a tour, showing him the separate dining area, a vast bed chamber that was larger than Darius's apartment in Sandfire, a washroom, and the main lounge. A window that took up most of the wall overlooked the planet, the city down below sprinkled with lights in the gathering darkness. He watched the terminator line creep across Santara's surface, seeming to devour the light.

"It's a viewscreen," Henry said from behind him, "Not a real window."

Darius shot him a look and the lad added, "Some passengers don't know. It can worry people."

Darius could understand that. Years ago, when he'd first seen one of these on a warship, he had wondered what would happen if an enemy sent a missile through the window. He'd asked the officer of the watch about it. He could still see the man's patronizing grin as he explained it was a screen displaying sensor data from the hull. 

He grunted. "I've seen them on warships. How do I turn it off?"

Henry went through the controls on the room's console, set on the wall next to the door. "But it's all voice activated. Just say 'shut the window'."

Darius spoke the words and the screen switched off, blending into the rest of the wall. "I suppose I turn it on by saying 'open the window'."

The screen reappeared. 

"Is there anything I can get you, sir? A drink? A snack? You can eat here, of course, if you wish. Or you can join the other diamond class guests in the dining room at the end of this corridor."

The ever-present ache in Darius's leg turned into an attention-seeking throb. He'd been on his feet too long. He eased himself into a chair. "Brandy would be good. Straight, no ice. I expect there's a gym. I'll want to know where that is, but not right now."

The woman came to mind, the one in the elevator. Not just because she was good-looking. He still felt he knew her, had seen her somewhere.

"Henry, the woman who was in the elevator with us... do you know who she is?"

"She's a passenger but I don't know her name. I know the passengers in diamond, but she's not on this level. She's certainly attractive."

The fellow waited, his hands clasped behind his back, an expectant gleam in his eyes.

"Find out for me, will you? I'll make it worth your while."

He was rewarded with a knowing grin. "Certainly, sir."

While Henry busied himself at the built-in bar, Darius reset the painkiller capsule in his leg via his comm. So much for thinking he was getting better this morning. He changed the dosage to standard and the frequency back to every six hours. The relief was almost instant; the ache was still there, but as a background noise, not the full orchestra with sound effects.

Henry returned with a tray, which he put down on the table next to Darius's elbow. He poured a good measure of brandy into a glass, then set the bottle down next to it. 

"Will there be anything else, sir?" Henry asked. 

Darius shook his head. 

"I'll fetch you the information you asked for."

Darius sipped his brandy, warm and smooth in his throat. The lady with the dark blue eyes and the lovely butt. He'd bet she'd be warm and smooth, too. The thought brought a smile to his face and a tingle in his groin. In the meantime, he might as well browse through the ship's directory.

He'd just finished finding the gym on the ship's deck plans when the door chime sounded. A screen appeared on the door, showing Henry waiting to come in. Darius approved. A nice, unobtrusive security measure.

"Enter."

The door opened and Henry came in. "Here's the record you wanted to see."

Darius's comm vibrated and he picked it up. The lady from the elevator stared up at him. Her name, it seemed, was Cilla Steinbeck and she was staying in cabin R-20 on Sapphire level.

Henry looked expectant. Darius sent him a substantial tip, which he accepted with a smile. 

When the man had gone, Darius gazed at the woman's picture again. He knew her. He'd seen her somewhere... years ago. Yes. Dark blue eyes. He remembered those, but she'd been much younger then, thirteen if he remembered right. Using his implant, he switched the picture to a photo app.

"Make her younger, about thirteen, with her hair around her shoulders."

On the display her hair changed, her expression softened. He nodded at the girl looking up at him. Isabella Ghiborien without a doubt. Or at least with only a slight doubt. He leaned back in his chair. Now what would the president's daughter be doing on a cruise liner on her own?

The room's comm pinged. Henry. "Yes?"

"I thought you might like to know that Cilla Beckstein is in the Explorers Bar. It's on level seven."

Darius chuckled and sent the man another tip. "Thanks, Henry. I'm grateful."

Soft music wafted out of the Explorers Bar, enough to provide background noise but not too loud to prevent conversation. The place wasn't busy, probably too early. A few patrons, mainly men, stood along the bar and couples sat at a few of the tables. Cilla was seated with a mixed group, laughing and chatting. She'd untied her hair, letting it frame her face. Darius perched at the bar and nursed a zinger and ice while his gaze drifted across the other people in the bar. This was an 'all comers' venue, open to all passenger classes. Many of the patrons probably had economy class accommodation. If he remembered rightly, they called it gold class, before the jewel levels started. The group Cilla had joined appeared to be two couples, while Cilla was alone. Maybe she was looking for a holiday romance. Or, more likely, waiting for someone to arrive.

One of the women said, "Look at the time. Guys, we'd better get going or we'll miss the start of the show." As her companions stood, she added, "Are you sure you won't come?"

Cilla shook her head. "Not my thing. Maybe I'll see you at breakfast." She waved as they left the bar.

Darius slid off his stool and approached her table. "Miss Beckstein?"

She stared up at him, her lips an O. Then she smiled. "Oh yes. The man in the elevator who thought he'd met me before."

Darius gestured at the chair opposite her. "May I?"

She gazed down at the floor next to her, then shrugged "Sure. Where did you get my name?"

She was trying to be relaxed and casual, but her shoulders were tense and her fingers grasped the stem of her wine glass a little too hard.

"It wasn't difficult."

"So... have you remembered where we met?"

He made her wait, sipping his zinger. "A few years back. I was part of a security detail, attending a hostage situation involving an up-and-coming senator and his family."

She put down her glass, working on controlling her expression. She did a good job, but he'd been watching for the tell-tale signs that he was right. "Sorry, but I don't see why you think whatever you're talking about has anything to do with me."

He leaned over the table toward her, his voice pitched low.

"Does your father know you're on this ship alone, Isabella? Or is your security incompetent or invisible or both?"

Something growled, low pitched and soft, the sort of sound he'd associate with dark caves and danger. Darius froze as the something sat up beside the woman's chair, a feline with a spotted coat and yellow eyes currently staring at him. He caught a hint of fangs.

She smiled as she put her hand on the beast's neck. "This is Maahes. He's my security detail. And my name's Cilla. I didn't catch your name?"

Darius sat back in his chair, his heart thudding. That thing would rip a man's throat out without asking permission. But it seemed to settle down, its stare not quite so malevolent. "Darius Fletcher. I was a lieutenant back when we met. You lived in a pretty fancy place at Forest Glen. I... helped you back into the house for treatment when the event ended."

Her nostrils flared. "And what are you now? I presume you're not a lieutenant anymore?"

"No." He wasn't sure what he was. Or at least, what he was going to choose when he reached Malmos. Retired, or stuck out to pasture in the Fleet Academy. 

Her eyes narrowed. "Why are you here? Has my father sent you to watch over me?"

Darius couldn't help the laugh. "No, I'm just on holiday. Doing a tour of the galaxy." While I decide what to do next. "Believe me, it's a coincidence that we're on the same ship."

"Is it?"

He shrugged. "This trip gives me an opportunity to visit a few places I've never seen." 

"Gosh, same as me. I hope you enjoy them. So that you know, I no longer have anything to do with my father. I'm a private person and my name is Cilla Beckstein. It's a legal change." She stood. "The events you mentioned are not something I like to dwell on. Good evening."

She spun around and stalked off, the big cat loping beside her. People stood aside to make way for them. 

Darius sipped his zinger. That hadn't gone too well. He didn't like to dwell on that event, either. But for him it had just been another job. Thinking back on it, he couldn't imagine how he and his people could have rescued the family without the girl's plucky, foolhardy, bloody stupid escape. It was just the diversion they needed. She was thirteen then, a kid to his twenty-two-year-old self. She'd be in her mid-thirties now, a grown-up woman. Very nicely grown up. 

The cat was interesting. Although it wore a collar, there was no lead. Well trained or something. Most people used dogs as companion animals. He'd heard they were easier to train. Certainly the cat was no taller than a medium sized dog. Its back reached about halfway up her thigh. But it was solid, powerful, with a large head and large teeth. It had a presence, a don't-mess-with-me vibe. He was a little bit surprised that the animal was permitted into public places but then, if it was a registered companion animal, it was a legal entitlement. Even so, almost everybody gave it plenty of room.

He finished his drink. Judging by the fellows at the bar, he wasn't the only man who'd noticed her. It could be simple testosterone checking out the ladies but then again, if anyone else knew who she was... Now he was getting fanciful, dreaming up conspiracies where none existed. He shoved himself to his feet and went back to his suite.



Cilla strode out of the bar and didn't slow down until she reached the foyer where the elevators were located. Damn Darius Fletcher. Damn him for bringing up ancient history she'd rather forget. She'd plucked up the courage to enjoy a fun evening listening to music, maybe even meeting a few like-minded people, and it had had evaporated in a surge of memories. 

A car arrived and disgorged a crowd of happy passengers. She filed in with a dozen other folk who eyed Maahes sitting quietly beside her. Everyone else had exited by the time she was back at her floor. In her cabin she kicked off her shoes and poured herself a stiff brandy. Just the one, she told herself. She'd learned the hard way that alcohol didn't help. She dropped onto the sofa and sipped. The liquor burned in a warm way, relaxing her tight muscles.

"You are troubled."

She glanced at Maahes. "Memories. From before you came to me. Why you came to me."

The memories came rushing back like a spring tide racing over a beach, unstoppable, inexorable. She clutched at the big cat to stop herself from drowning, helpless to shut it out. The images played out like a vid, her at thirteen...



Isabella tried to ease the metal loops that chafed her wrists. Mom and Dad were tied up, too, all of them sitting down in high-backed dining room chairs, hands behind their backs. Mom, sitting across the table from her, looked scared, her normally tanned complexion pale and blotchy. Dad sat at the head of the table, as usual. Although that was kind of ironic. This wasn't a dinner party. His lips were pressed together and his eyes were narrowed. Isabella figured he was angry, which probably had a lot to do with feeling helpless. He wasn't used to that.

And then there was Forsyth, sitting at the opposite end of the table facing Dad, a pistol in his hand, his comm, on speaker, lying on the table in front of him. He sat next to Fergus Bellamy, who had been her dad's assistant for three years, one of his closest advisors. And now... Yet Bellamy didn’t look like he was enjoying himself. Actually, he looked terrified, stiff and tense.

"I've already stated my position," Forsyth said. "And this is becoming tiresome. You're obviously trying to extend the situation for as long as you can, hoping I'll tire. Before that happens, I'll kill somebody." His lips jerked in a parody of a smile as he moved the pistol's muzzle to point directly at Isabella. "Starting with the daughter."

Mom jerked, her eyes widened. "No. She's just a child."

Bellamy squeezed his eyes shut. "Forsyth, please—"

"Shut up," Forsyth snarled.

The other man who’d arrived with Forsyth, leaning casually against the wall behind Mom, shifted, put his hand on her shoulder keeping her in place. She shrank at his touch.

Isabella stared into the black muzzle of the pistol, a tunnel into oblivion. Part of her wanted to panic. She forced it down and listened.

"There's no need to talk about killing people," the disembodied voice said via Forsyth's comm. He'd said his name, but Isabella hadn't taken much notice.

"No, there's not. I'll say it again. Put Saaid, Alversome, and Kent into a troop carrier. Fly it here. Land. The senator and his family will board the carrier with me, and we will leave. When we reach our destination, I will release the family. There. Simple."

"Where are you taking them?"

Forsyth let out a theatrical sigh. "You weren't listening, were you? That's confidential."

"What guarantee do we have that you'll release them?"

Forsyth laughed. "It's getting dark out there. I'll give you half an hour. Then I'll start killing people."

"We'll —" whatever else the negotiator was going to say was cut off when Forsyth closed the call.

Dad wriggled. "You'll never get away with this."

"Oh my. Straight out of a bad thriller script." Forsyth put his pistol down and leaned back in his chair. "This house is sealed. You might remember Bellamy had it arranged last summer. To keep you safe from terrorists and other nasty individuals. Nobody is going to be coming in here to rescue you."

"Forsyth, you don't need to take us with you. Take your people and go. I'll tell them it's a done deal." That was Dad at his smooth-talking best, when he was trying to persuade people. She'd seen it often enough.

Forsyth chuckled again. "Rupert, Rupert. If I do that, your military will shoot the ship down."

Dad shook his head, "No. I'll make sure—"

His face twisted into a dark mask, Forsyth slammed his hand down onto the table so hard Isabella and Bellamy both jumped. "Don't. Don't bother with the charm offensive. I've heard it all before." He turned to his comm and switched it on again. "How's it going, officer? Time's sliding past."

"The ship is on its way."

"Good. We'll be ready." Forsyth turned to the man standing behind Mom. "Won't we?" he snapped.

The fellow smiled, nodded. He made Isabella feel uneasy. The way he looked at her, like a tasty piece of meat. No prizes for guessing what he was thinking. He noticed her gaze and leered at her, licking his lips. She shuddered and looked away, while he sniggered.

Bellamy looked as though he had a rod up his back. He swallowed frequently, licked his lips, his eyes searching the corners of the room. She'd never taken much notice of Fergus Bellamy. He was just around, somebody who worked with Dad. Mom had never liked him but she'd never said why. She gazed across at her mom, staring into eyes as dark blue as her own. Mom looked drawn, her neck muscles working, throwing sideways glances at Forsyth. She forced a hint of a smile and mouthed, "It'll be okay."

No. No, it wouldn't be okay. In case the awful man behind Mom wasn't enough, Isabella had seen the evil behind Forsyth's bland mask when he slammed his hand on the table. He wouldn't let them go. He'd make his escape with his terrorist friends, then he would kill them. Oh yes, she knew the prisoners' names. They'd been tried for blowing up a Ptorix school, killing forty kids and injuring scores more. They called themselves Crusaders, sworn enemies of the Ptorix. And her dad was a champion of the aliens. He said the planet was as much theirs as Human, that the two species had to learn to coexist. She'd always thought —assumed —that Bellamy agreed with her dad. Dad must have, too. It was pretty clear Forsyth didn’t.

She tried the wrist bands again. The man who'd snapped them on had made sure they were tight and the left one still was. But the right one had loosened. She was sure she could slide her hand out of it. The trick would be to pick the right time. Certainly not now. Maybe when they went outside to get into the ship. Maybe she could run for it. There were bound to be police out there.

Forsyth was talking again. She'd missed some of it but she heard, "Land the ship outside the front door. I want to see Saaid, Alversome, and Kent standing on the ground before I move the senator."

Sounds filtered through from outside. A muffled thump and was that footsteps? 

"All right, Forsyth, they're out."

Grinning, Forsyth reached down and picked up a helmet which he slid over his head. "They're sure to have brought their best marksman for a head shot. Remember me suggesting you buy a few of these for the senator, Fergus?"
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