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      Strange how life went.

      Hasenkamp had spent the majority of his life hiding. When he was little, just a squirt, he'd hidden that he couldn't fight to save his life. Then he'd learned to fight, kicking and screaming all the way, and hidden that he hated it, especially fights in space suits while people were trying to blow up his ship. His air. His lifeline. Got fed up, left the Ceelen, moved to Melin, to Hexal City and promptly discovered that people made assumptions of who he was no matter what he wanted.

      So he'd hidden that he wasn't a thug, a thief, murderer, crime boss or anything they thought of him. Until he was. People kept coming and following him, asking his advice and help, and somehow he'd become king of the underworld in Hexal City.

      Still the damnedest thing. Just when he thought he'd gotten his life to a nice even keel that daughter of his had shown up with a new lover, Bala Wirnhier. The fucking Platinum Consort, richest, most powerful consort on Melin. Imani and Bala had asked his help and what was Hasenkamp supposed to do? She was his daughter. Fathered on his old lover, woman who'd broken his heart when he'd decided he wasn't made to be a warrior like the rest of the Ceelen. She'd stayed, married his rival, sent him on his way with nothing but a note that he'd given her a daughter to remember him by.

      A month after Imani waltzed back into his life, just a month and a half, one short fucking little month plus fifteen days, everything Hasenkamp had built on Melin had burnt to the ground. He'd had to run for a flyer and return to space with just a few of his looms, his precious looms.

      Spend near thirty years learning a skill that took art, took passion, took dedication and he'd lost it all. His precious looms. The dyes for the kimono. All the silk that they'd spun into fine, delicate thread, gone. Burnt. Sometimes he still swore he smelled the ash on his hands, in his hair. So much lost, left behind, and he hadn't even managed to save all the weave books that showed how to make some of his special brocades, ones that he'd studied and learned from scraps of fabric saved from before humanity left Old Earth, before they'd had space ships and blasters and… so much lost in that fire.

      But he'd made it out with all his people.

      Got the lives right if not the goods.

      Drathanni'd shut down the interstellar communication system. Fine. Hasenkamp didn't need that. His business was local. He could have survived just fine once he got back on the ground and rebuilt the Old District, got new looms, new silk, woven new obis and kimono. He'd done it before, multiple times, this whole damned dance to rebuild his life. Damn it all, it wasn't going to happen this time. His entire business was gone, customers gone, even the stupid position as head of the Council of the Consorts had been given to someone else. All he had left was being a crime lord.

      But those people of his, the illegal connections he'd built while trying to be an artist instead of a killer, those meant a lot to his little girl and her lover so he'd stuck around. Meant a lot to the Ceelen and try as he might, Hasenkamp was still Ceelen to the core. Loved the damned ships just as much as he hated them. New leader of the Ceelen, Nthanda, he was a good boy. In love with Bala's half-brother Ru who was King of the damned Hyun-Ju. And that Ru had somehow, between him and Nthanda, found a way to end the generations long war between their lines.

      Made his head spin, everything that had happened in such a short bit of time. Not even three months now. Don't get him started with the change of government on Melin. Probably wasn't even a place for him down there anymore, not as a keeper of the old ways or as a crime boss. The new government was so clean it squeaked and they didn't want any of the old people doing the old things while they tried to clean up the Undercity, give everyone clean water and ample food. That new Prime Minister had been polite but implacable when she explained that they'd found someone 'more appropriate' the lead the Consorts. As if Hasenkamp hadn't been working with the consorts since the day he arrived, creating their clothes and helping them survive the abuse the old Council had heaped on them.

      It was a good thing, what that new Prime Minister was doing. It was. Hell, Hasenkamp supported her a hundred percent in it. Making Melin a place people could be proud to live. Making the Undercity a place where you could live, period. But there didn't seem to be room for the silks and traditional styles of the Old District anymore. Sure as hell wasn't room for his boys and their blaster, their bully ways.

      Hasenkamp was at the end of that life, too. He was running out of ideas of how to remake himself so he didn't have to go back to being a foot soldier for the Ceelen when he was a fat old man, too old to be on the front lines and yet too young to be a teacher. Forty-three wasn't old, damn it. Too old for this life, apparently. Too old for a fresh start.

      "Boss, you're thinking so hard that I'm getting a headache over here," Jerry Burgstaller, his second hand man, complained.

      No one else was there. Good thing, too. They'd all cleared out when Hasenkamp started staring out the window at the fleet, leaving their comfortable suite with its overstuffed leather furniture and traditional tribal masks on the walls. Strange to be back with masks and leather after so long with silk and reed. He missed the smell of the reed mats, like grass and rain woven into the perfect cushion. Missed the green tea, the pork buns steamed instead of baked, the biting rice wine imported from Melin's southern continent.

      Missed everything that he'd lost. That was the problem.

      "It's a damned mess," Hasenkamp complained. He waved one hand at the window, at the shining array of Ceelen ships orbiting Melin. "Look at this. Look at it all. So much happening out there, good stuff, really good stuff, and not a good god-damned thing for me. Melin's blown. Completely blown. We can't live down there, Jer."

      "Knew that already," Jerry said with a little wave of his, thankfully, empty knife hand. And that. Look at that. Jerry hadn't had a knife in his hand for days. Weeks now. Travesty, that's what it was. "You thinking of relocating?"

      "No idea where we'd go, Jer," Hasenkamp said. He threw himself into the couch opposite Jerry, ignoring the way it groaned and screeched against the floor. Should build those things stronger, able to take some weight. Just smoothed his sapphire kaftan over his knees as if he wasn't sulking like a little boy. "Just no clue."

      Jerry nodded, slow and reasonable. Looking at that scarred face, crisscrossed by knife cuts that'd nearly taken his left eye, had taken the tip of his nose, you wouldn't have thought he was smart. But no. One of the best things about Jerry was that he was always thinking. Six, ten, twelve steps ahead of everyone else.

      Hell, he'd make a perfect crime boss if only he'd make that step up to take control. But no, Jerry had never seemed to want that. Perfectly happy to let Hasenkamp be the face, let him be the one everyone focused on. Smart of him. It was why Hasenkamp always listened when Jerry talked. Didn't want to make the mistake of ignoring Jerry's advice only to have Jerry's knife end up in his throat.

      They both knew who really ran things around here. Or used to anyway.

      "What you got for me?" Hasenkamp said when Jerry stayed silent. "Come on, Jer. I know you. Even with interstellar comms down hard you been picking up info. Lay it on me. There a place we can jump, a plan we can follow?"

      Jerry made a face, wobbled his knife-less hand. If he'd had his customary knife it would have been balanced on the tip of his finger waiting to fall at any second. Just like their lives right now.

      "Tasma's changing just as much as Melin," Jerry said.

      "Tasma belongs to Strohkirch," Hasenkamp replied with enough force that Jerry held his hands up for Hasenkamp to wait. "You tell me he's willing to take people on, I'll listen. You tell me he's getting weak and I'll say slit my throat yourself, Jer. I am not going up against a damned Grazzt dragon!"

      "Neither am I," Jerry said with that placating voice that only got Hasenkamp's back up. He rolled his eyes, kicked one leg over the arm of his chair, stared at the ceiling while kicking the dangling foot. "Trust me, Boss, not recommending a battle against the dragon. We'd lose so damned hard there wouldn't be smears left. But Tasma, all the stations, are changing. The Collective's taken over. Tasma, planetary, hasn't been able to kick them out. That Investigator, Min-Su Truman, she gave the Collective control and they're maintaining it hard. The stations are law and order, perfect everything all the time. Galactic Control's on their side and the Collective got a big damned chip on their shoulder. They ain't letting those stations go."

      "Tasma planetary…?" Hasenkamp asked more than a little hopefully.

      "That's a different story," Jerry said with one of his slow-blooming grins that exposed the fake teeth he'd had put in after a battle took out half his jaw few years back. "There's lots of room planetary side. Government is falling apart around their ears, lots like here. Room for things like what me and the boys did. And, for you, lots and lots of talk about how the stations are all 'modern' and 'sleek', forgetting the 'old ways' and 'tradition'. It's a different tradition from what's here. All sarong and stuff instead of kimono and obi, but you're good at this shit, Boss. You could pick it up, make modern versions of sarong, modern kimono, those jacket things. It's a great front and hey, it sells well. Makes you happy, too."

      Hasenkamp stared at Jerry for a moment, a little surprised that Jerry had put that much thought into it. He'd always known that Jerry liked seeing Hasenkamp enjoy himself with the art side of things. Hadn't realized that he'd paid that much attention.

      "I forget how bright you are sometimes," Hasenkamp said, smiling at him and then chuckling when Jerry flipped the 'bite me' salute back at him. "No, really. I do. I never wanted to be the boss, you know. Never liked being in charge. Didn't like it as a kid in training, didn't like when I was nineteen and fighting battles. Don't like it now. I just wanted to make beautiful things and it seems like every time I get good at it life kicks my legs out from under me."

      Jerry looked away, coughed into his fist while making the salute again. But he was smiling behind it. Hasenkamp flipped the salute right back at him.

      "Yeah, I know, Boss," Jerry said. "You've been good about being the front man. The boys, hey, they know you're a bruiser, not a thinker. But you're wrong that you're not a leader. Damn fine at it, really. Just not happy doing it."

      "That," Hasenkamp agreed, pointing both index fingers at Jerry.

      He laughed. "So yeah. The ships are moving again, thanks to that little Investigator girl. She and her girl Sushila are headed back to Tasma in a few days. We hitch a ride on their ship, talk with Strohkirch, make some friends. Maybe there's a place down planetside. Maybe not. If not, we come back here, try something else. If so, hey, we're there. We call the others in and set up shop. You get your front. I get my fun planning. We all start over. Should be fine."

      Hasenkamp nodded, staring at his hands instead of Jerry. It would work. If Jerry was suggesting it, then it would work. Forty-three wasn't that old, really. Yeah, he was fat. And his knees didn't work as well as they used to even with the upgrades to his nanites that Nthanda had insisted on. Getting better as the nanites used up the fat he'd built while weaving down on Melin. Pretty soon he'd be on his way to lean again.

      Almost lean enough for a fight. All the gods of all the worlds knew how much he hated fighting but if it gave him a chance to use these old hands for something other than breaking skulls, it was worth it.

      "Let's do it," Hasenkamp said. He stood, smoothed his kaftan out and adjusted the little hat he'd worn today to cover his head proper-like. "You let the boys know the plan. I'll tell Imani and then contact Min-Su Truman. We'll be on Tasma Station 19 in a couple of days. Hopefully we'll find what we're looking for when we get there."
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      Yannick glowered up the causeway. Station 19 gleamed. Perfectly swept walkways, windows all washed, the damned air even seemed like it had been cleaned because everything he looked at was whiter, brighter, cleaner, nicer, all those lovely things that tourists liked. Even that smell of spices and wine that had been the marker that you'd arrived on Station 19, instead of 12 with its dusty books and thick stews, was gone. All Yannick could smell now was antiseptic and that cheap imitation vanilla crap that the Collective insisted made the place smell 'welcoming'.

      Welcoming, his tattooed brown ass. It made the station smell like every other damned station across the human sphere. Made it so bland and uniform and uninteresting that what was the damned point of living on a space station? Hell, the Collective might like that. They'd done their best to breed themselves into being exact clones of the same woman, only the faintest hints of genetic diversity between them. They probably loved it.

      Yannick?

      It was horrid. The station used to be a place where you could do business, take a chance, make a credit, maybe lose a limb or your life but the odds were even. Law wasn't all that damned important to the old Station Master, that old drunk Kendall Lannon. He'd cut corners for his friends, looked the other way when you cut corners for your friends.

      Not anymore.

      The Collective ruled Station 19 now. And they'd gripped their rule with perfectly manicured fists that wouldn't ever let go. Paperwork had to be perfect. Perfect in every detail. Laws were laws and you damned well followed them. Bribes? The hell was a bribe and don't you know that's against Galactic law? Complete with quotes of the code and the exact text of the law as you got your ass hauled off and arrested.

      Yannick didn't know what happened to the people the Collective had arrested so far. They didn't come back. Didn't get hearings that Yannick had found out about. And the computer system was locked so tight that no way, no how, was Yannick going to try to hack it.

      Whole damn station was getting to be more and more of a prison every day as far as Yannick was concerned. Hell, six months ago he could walk the causeways and gardens and no one looked at him twice. Now, everyone covertly, sometimes overtly, stared at him. Six foot tall man with a bald head and tattoos covering most of his body hadn't been that odd before. Sure, he'd been a little pale compared to most people. That's why the tattoos had started back when he was a young buck soldier for the Ceelen trying to prove himself. But decades of tattoos and exposure to solar radiation had darkened him right up. He was nearly Ceelen black now, funny as that was all these years after he left the Ceelen.

      Didn't fit there. Didn't fit anywhere anymore, not with Station 19 going the way it was.

      "Boss, you can't really love this place that much," Yannick muttered to Strohkirch.

      Strohkirch growled, one of the low little rumbles that carried at a frequency below what human ears could catch. Felt it more in his jaw than anything else. Yannick looked, snorted, shrugged at Strohkirch's glare.

      Not much of a glare for Strohkirch, not a single exposed fang. Grazzt was one of the heavy worlds, Death Planet style, all full of huge armored critters with claws and fangs that saw humans as tasty little morsels. Even the plants ate people. Strohkirch's ancestors where crazy enough to look at Grazzt and say 'hey, nice place to make home'. They'd Altered themselves, genetically engineered their children, to have dense as fuck bones, sub-dermal armor, scales that were another whole layer of armor, faster reflexes, super-healing, the whole schmear.

      Some had gone a step farther after another couple of generations. They made their kids into the biggest, fastest, deadliest predators on the whole damned planet. That was Strohkirch with his iridescent scales, triple-hinged jaw, and gills so he could live underwater as easy as on land. Or in space. Hell, Strohkirch could handle microgravity for months with no extra effort. His body just shrugged it all off.

      Not so much his temper. He'd gotten annoyed at all this priss and perfection long before Yannick started grumbling.

      "I'm not leaving my fish," Strohkirch said and damn, that was the closest Yannick had heard Strohkirch get to an outright pout the entire time he'd known him.

      "Your fish would take over the lakes down there," Yannick replied. "Take the whole damn ocean and all the fresh water and fill it right up."

      "I think the natives would object." Strohkirch's eyes went to slits and he rumbled happily at the thought. Maybe for the objection--hadn't been many battles for him to fight since the Collective took over--but probably for the thought of all those nasty little fish to eat.

      "Nah," Yannick replied. He grinned when Strohkirch frowned at him. "I checked, Boss. They're dealing with a ton o' problems down there. Food supplies aren't exactly adapting well outside the domes. Your fish'd be welcome. Bet you almost anything. Except I get to refuse the bet if you want too much."

      He wagged a finger at Strohkirch and grinned when Strohkirch bellowed a laugh that made everyone around them skitter away like roaches startled by the light. Good. Further away they went, the better. Yannick didn't like being out on the docks anymore. Liked being in the port, proper where all the tourists thronged, even less.

      "No deal," Strohkirch declared, snickering still.

      Five minutes later as the tourists started drifting closer again, Yannick sighed and gave up. "Why we here, Boss?"

      He passed over a bit credit chip, paying off the bet Strohkirch had made with him before heading to the port. Strohkirch tucked it into his thigh pouch. Smug bastard even smirked about it as he patted the pouch shut again.

      "Waiting on arrivals," Strohkirch said. "Truman is back. She has passengers from Melin. It appears that Melin is having… similar revivals as we are on the stations."

      "Shit, really?" Yannick asked, his hazy not-really-going-to-happen ideas of searching out Hasenkamp after all these years dying a flaming death. Not that he would have. You just didn't go track down your old lover, even if they had parted on mostly friendly terms. "Damn. Didn't realize that."

      "Mm-hmm," Strohkirch murmured. He watched Yannick, snorted. "Hasenkamp is coming himself. With his second, Jerry Burgstaller. You know Hasenkamp. You'll know what he wants here. Thus I brought you."

      "He's not the one you want to worry about, Boss," Yannick said with a little shake of his head and an amused snort. "Hasen's never been the brains. Not once. He's a great leader, don't mistake me, but he's not a planner. Never been a thinker. He's a doer. You give him a problem and boom, he's gone, fixing it. Does damn good job of it, even when he hates whatever it is that needs to be done. People follow him like he's a magnet. But he doesn't plan. All the stuff he built on Melin, that's not Hasen. That's Jerry."

      Strohkirch rumbled as if he disapproved of that. Probably did. Strohkirch was both, thinker and a doer, one of those super-genius types that could do what the fuck ever he put his mind to. If he couldn't do it, well, he knew people that could do it for him. That's what he kept Yannick around for, truth be told. That's why he wanted to make nice to Min-Su Truman, newest and scariest Galactic Investigator that Central had only just officially approved in the rank.

      Still.

      Hasenkamp. He wouldn't have left Melin unless things had gone seriously pear-shaped down there. Truth be told, Yannick had thought that Hasenkamp had found his place at long last. No more space battles and blasters going off like when they were young and horny for each other. No trying to be a leader or run a business. He had his weaving, his delicate silks, the art that he'd always talked so wistfully of, and he had the bruiser side happy and fed with running the crime on Melin.

      Things must have really gone wrong for him to have left. Hurt to think of. Yannick hadn't like choosing to leave Hasen. Never had stopped hurting. The man had been near a mile of lean dark flesh when they were young bucks. Grew into himself and then out once he stopped fighting the front lines. Added weight hadn't hurt him at all. Gave Hasen a sort of gravity, a majesty, that he hadn't had before. Yeah, then he'd added a few dozen kilos too much more but hey, the man was entitled to eat what he wanted even if it was eating to excess.

      Yannick didn't hear Truman approach. He didn't need to. Strohkirch straightened up, chin raising, nostrils flaring as he scented the air. Then Yannick saw the way the crowds of tourist parted, eyes wide and hands clutching their bags. Whispers and stares, more than a few points coupled with awe on people's faces.

      Min-Su Truman, stumpy little Galactic Investigator had her dove grey skirted suit, flat grey shoes and tiny grey suitcase rolling behind her as she talked animatedly to her bodyguard/lover Sushila Svoboda. Tall as Min-Su was short, Sushila had on the same dove grey but for her it was an armor suit with a sleek tunic covering her lean curves. Over that was weapons, lots and lots of weapons. Mirrored glasses made Sushila's eyes a mystery while Min-Su's were lasers that cut you apart as soon as she set eyes on you.

      "Damn, I thought I was blowing them up in my mind," Yannick murmured to Strohkirch as Min-Su casually waved to them and then strode right on by. "She really is that intimidating."

      "Agreed." Strohkirch chuckled, all burbling rumbles and flash of fang. Then he straightened again and oh, damn.

      Yannick was so screwed.

      Hasenkamp strolled along in Min-Su's wake. He'd lost weight again, not back to the lean and mean days of their youth. No, he was a hundred kilos minimum, maybe as much as a hundred fifteen kilos but he carried it well. The extra weight was spread over those muscles that Yannick knew he'd never lost. Moved better, too, without that wincing roll from his aching knees.

      He'd lost the kimono, hakama and haori appropriate to a weaver in the Old District of Hexal City and put on Ceelen kaftan in emerald green. It was decorated with beautiful gold lion heads, stylized boxy ones that made him look like a fucking king. Had on one of the old square hats in the same fabric, perched on top of box braids that hung down to the small of his back, tempting Yannick to reach out and touch, pull him close, hold him there and never let him go again.

      Except that no, Yannick couldn't do that.

      Because strolling at Hasen's side was Jerry Burgstaller, right hand man, deadly knife fighter, brains of Hasen's enterprise.

      And he looked at Hasen like Hasen was the center of his universe, like his heart lived and died for every breath Hasenkamp took. Yannick couldn't tell if Hasen knew it. Couldn't see it around the shattering bits of his heart and the long-cherished and never admitted dreams dying at his feet.

      He was too late. Hasenkamp had a lover, one who'd live, die and kill for him. One a damn sight smarter than Yannick would ever be.

      There wasn't any hope left other than the hope that Yannick could keep things cordial and not show just how much his heart bled right now. Strohkirch rumbled and put a hand on Yannick's shoulder. Damn his nose. Of course he smelled it all. Yannick straightened up, smiled too tight and then breathed out and relaxed his face.

      "I'll make it through, Boss," Yannick promised so quiet only Strohkirch could catch the words. "We'll find out what they want, go on from there."

      "Good," Strohkirch said. "I have your back, Yannick. Always."

      That would have to be enough.

      Yannick wanted to walk away, go hide with his computer systems and hacking logs. Not possible. So he put on his best smile, the one he'd used to deal with Min-Su and Sushila, and sauntered after Strohkirch. Sure, his dreams were done for. But there was still work that needed to be done and they needed to find a way to move on past the situation they found themselves in. Maybe Yannick couldn't see a path but he was pretty sure that between Strohkirch and Jerry, backed up by Yannick and Hasenkamp, sexy damned mother that he was, they'd find something to do with the next few decades of their lives.

      It just wouldn't be as much fun as if he'd gotten to do it by Hasenkamp's side.

      Damn it all.
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