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Jirra’s on the run, Siena’s rescuing her lover, Toreni wants Master Chef status and Chet wants her reputation back. Four women, four goals, and one very small ship. Add a fleet request to free a rebel, the promise of little to no help and a caste-defined society simmering with discontent on the edge of explosion.

Now, on their own, they’re staging an escape from a backwater prison planet and navigating the murky terrain of dreams forbidden by the rigid caste system underpinning their culture. Success demands more than team work. They’ll have to jettison their own prejudices and forge relationships free of the rules and caste lines.

There’s more than just lives at stake. There’s dreams and a possible tomorrow more fragile than gossamer.



Time to leave

FROM UP HERE THE NORMALLY placid bay looked like a cauldron, the slate grey, foam-streaked waves battering the harbor wall. Jirra wouldn't be surprised if the spray had managed to reach the landing pad a little over a klick away from the sea. She lurched in the pilot's seat. Damn these stabilizers. She'd told Bretna two weeks ago they should be replaced. Her navigation screen showed the SV-90 she was piloting as a red dot dropping toward the target. Too fast, she was sure of it. The stabilizer data had to be wrong. Not for the first time she wondered what Morgan Selwood would have done, then dashed the thought away. Morgan would have worked the ship's computers with her mind. All Jirra had was her bare hands. 

She reached under the console, found the orange lever and pulled. Manual control. A yoke appeared, rising out of the console in front of her seat. She steadied herself, dredging up flying classes from years back. Pulling back on the yoke, she angled the wings a little more to increase the resistance. The old ship bucked in the cross wind, almost jolting the yoke from her hand. She shaped the port wing a little more, raising the ship's nose. Another gust of wind caught the SV-90 and the ship dropped thirty meters in a nauseating downward plunge. Jirra swallowed. She imagined a few dinners back in people's mouths in the cabin. Ride it, girl. Only a few hundred meters to go. Turn the ship into the wind. Keep it there. The muscles in her arms ached with the tension of keeping the yoke steady while she adjusted the wing angles using the buttons on each side of the head. The navigation panel still tracked progress. Dropping correctly, rate of descent too slow, which simply confirmed the data was rubbish. At least the height was right. The green numbers rolled down as the red dot closed on the target. A last gust of wind rocked the shuttle just as it shaped to settle, causing it to bounce on its pads. But they were down and safe.

Jirra blew out a huge sigh of relief. Down and safe, and no thanks to Bretna and his blasted stabilizers. Fleet would have put this hunk of junk out for scrap years ago. Rolling her shoulders to ease the tension, Jirra activated the ramp. Bangs and muffled voices from the cabin told her the passengers were on their way. She checked the ship's status, making notes in the log, half aware of figures scurrying through the wind and rain to the terminal building. Welcome to Sylvani, mining capital of Rytmara.

Her log finished, Jirra climbed out of the pilot's seat and through the door behind her into the main cabin. Despite the gusts of wind probing the interior through the access door, the sour stench of vomit greeted her and she wrinkled her nose. The cleaners would be pleased, but fortunately that wasn't her problem. She ran down the ramp two steps at a time and sprinted for the terminal, where the transparent doors soughed open at her approach. The terminal building was new, finished, she'd been told, only six months before, little more than an elaborate barn with some office space at the back behind the counters. Even so, it was almost welcoming in this weather, despite the garish blue and brown carpet and the cold, pale blue walls. She skidded to a halt in front of a frowning passenger from her flight. Billum Wangiri, owner of the mine she'd just come from. His brows were almost locked together, mirroring the beard that fringed his jaw.

"That landing was dreadful. My secretary was sick on me. Sick." He flicked a beringed hand at his jacket where Jirra noted a damp smear, and the trademark stink.

"Sorry, Sur Wangiri. I had to take manual control when the stabilizers —"

He shook his finger at her. "Don't bore me with excuses, girl. I shall complain to your superiors." 

Superiors, my ass. Bretna was a cheap, corner-cutting ship jock out to make a killing on the side. And the killing part wasn't necessarily a joke, not if this afternoon's little episode was any indication.

"You do that, Sur Wangiri. The report's in my log notes. Maybe you can get him to pay for your coat."

She spun around, ignoring the man's outraged spluttering. She'd had enough of that nonsense to last a lifetime: pompous, self-opinionated men telling her what she could and couldn't do. Bretna appeared from one of the offices beyond the counter. She hesitated. Maybe she could get in first, explain what had happened, and make the point it was his ship's failing stabilizers, not her piloting skills, at fault. Too late. Bretna was talking to somebody else. 

Jirra's heart bounced when she felt the sharp buzz from the bracelet on her wrist. Grief. With her hand lifted to her mouth, she turned around slowly, letting the powerful scanner track over the people. The bracelet tightened on her wrist when she was pointed at Bretna and the man he was talking to. The red glow on the status indicator meant 'danger'. 

Forcing herself to walk normally despite the hammering of her heart, Jirra slipped past a group of people casting worried glances at the sky from the shelter of the terminal. Once outside she hurried down the town's main street with her collar raised.

All too aware of the icy raindrops whipping her frozen face, Jirra dashed the last block to the hotel. A vicious squall swept up the street just as she shoved the door open, almost like a wild animal howling at her heels. She shuddered, both from the cold and the image that rose, unbidden, of slavering jaws and savage yellow eyes. Silly. She hesitated in the foyer for a moment, drawing breath after her run. The place was overheated, as buildings in cold climates so often were, but the scent of wood polish was almost like a balm. Warmth prickled on her cheeks as she peeled off her gloves. What a day it had been, culminating in that tricky landing. And then there was the alarm.

She pulled out her sanvad, the one Morgan Selwood had modified for her, then pressed the side button to activate the feed from the bracelet. A figure appeared, rotating in the screen. Not that it mattered. He could change his appearance as often as he liked, but Morgan's program would run matches that saw through disguises. The match read ninety-one point four. Good enough. Underneath, Jirra read the date last seen, and the location. Grief. She'd left Novipar to escape him, yet he'd found her. Here, out in the boonies, in just a few months. She'd liked it here, even made some friends. The sense of loss roiled in her stomach. Oh well. It couldn't be helped.

Shrugging off her flying jacket, Jirra pulled her pistol from the shoulder holster under her shirt and started up the stairs. A gale of laughter rose from the bar. She glanced over the rail, but didn't stop. Tomas was entertaining the crowd again. Jirra's friend, Siena, was on duty behind the bar, chuckling with the rest of them. Jirra would miss them. Outside her door she listened, her pistol at the ready, before she slid the keycard into the lock. Nothing. Which didn't mean much. The bounty hunter might have accomplices. Her heart pounding, she slid the door aside and waited with her back pressed to the corridor's wall until the light came on. 

She stepped inside, the pistol in the double-handed grip she'd been taught at the academy. Nothing seemed to be out of place. With the door closed behind her she stared around the room, at the pale green curtains framing a picture window looking out over the forest, the wallpapered walls, the wooden furniture with the same smell of polish she'd noticed in the hotel foyer. Nothing seemed to be disturbed. Her heart rate settling, she replaced the pistol in the holster inside her shirt. Damn it. She'd thought she'd have a home here, at least for a while. But she could expect some sort of attempt to grab her. She'd hoped her father would have given up by now. She wasn't going to marry Reysan Cirdan, however many arrangements the families had made. Sucking in a deep breath she pulled her duffel out of the wardrobe. Time to move on, while she still could.

A creak on the landing nearly stopped her heart. Before she had the pistol out again, someone knocked, gently, diffidently. "Jirra?"

Jirra sagged. Siena. The publican's daughter, an attractive woman a few years younger than Jirra. They'd become friends of sorts, two women thrust together in a frontier town where most of the population was men.

"Jirra, please. I know you're there. I need to talk to you." The words were soft and urgent. 

Jirra could imagine the girl huddled against the door. "Come in."

Siena slipped inside as soon as the door had opened enough for her slight frame. Her eyes widened when she glanced at the trousers Jirra held in her hands, and the duffel on the bed. "Are you leaving?" 

"I have to." Jirra turned away to shove the rolled trousers into the bag. "What did you want?"

"Where are you going?" 

Jirra pulled out another shirt. "Away. I've got to go."

"Why?"

Jirra folded the shirt long ways, then rolled it. "I just have to."

"Somebody's recognized you."

The words cut through Jirra. With the half-rolled shirt in her hands she turned to Siena, who stood facing her, arms loose at her side. "This is a frontier town. Just about everybody has a story. You're too good a pilot to be knocking around here. Well?"

Her lips curving into a smile, Jirra nodded. She should have known Siena would see through the veneer. So many of the people here had a story. 'No questions asked' hung in the air. "Yes. I told you my parents want me to marry somebody I don't like. I think they've sent someone after me. I've seen him before, on another world. I caught a glimpse of him at the terminal, talking to Bretna. So I'll go before he gets closer." She finished rolling the shirt and pushed it into the duffel.

Siena leaned against the door, her arms folded. "You're going off world?"

"Yes." Jirra tossed a pair of shoes into her pack and eyed the three dresses. Maybe she'd take one. As a memento, if nothing else.

"Good. You can pilot for me. That's why I came up to see you." 

Jirra stared at the girl, the hanger holding the dress still in her hand.

"You're a freelancer, aren't you? I want to hire your services."

There was a glint in Siena's eye Jirra had never seen before. Not that she'd underestimated her friend. Siena had shown a few times she was made of sterner stuff than her slim build and cheerful smile indicated. Only a few days ago she'd broken up a fight between two farm hands and thrown them both out of the bar. 

"What's the story?" Jirra asked.

"I told you about Anton." 

Jirra nodded. She'd heard a lot about Siena's boyfriend, and seen his picture many times. He'd gone missing from his barracks and nobody seemed to know what had happened to him.

"I've had word from a friend of his. He's been sent to a world called Kuralon. I want you to take me there. I have a ship up at the space station."

Deliver a passenger to a planet? Jirra could easily do that. But then she might be drawing Siena into danger. It was bad enough worrying about herself. "Isn't there a commercial flight?"

Siena shook her head. "No commercial flights."

"Why?"

"It's a new settlement."

Jirra eyed Siena, sensing shiftiness. Something else was happening here. "A new settlement with no commercial flights?"

Siena ran her tongue over her lips. "All right. It's a labor camp. They're rebuilding a colony destroyed in the war. They send people there to die, work them to death."

This was going to be politics. Jirra hated politics. "Why has he been sent there?"

"His friend had to be careful. Everyone's monitored. But putting a few things together, he's been convicted of being in a plot to overthrow the government."

Oh, no. Stuck on some political crusade with Siena? Getting involved in somebody else's love life? That was all she needed. Rising to her feet, Jirra said, "I don't think so. I don't want to be involved in a rebellion."

"You don't have to get involved. All I want is anonymous travel to Kuralon," Siena said, reaching out a hand. "Then you can do what you like." 

Kuralon. Jirra had never heard of the place. But then, she'd never been in this sector before. Which was why she was here.

"Come on, Jirra. I'll pay. You know I have the credits. Just give me ten minutes to pack." Siena's eyes gleamed with hope. "I'll be good company. And nobody in their right mind would go to Kuralon."

A paying contract with a woman she liked. What else was she going to do? Where else was she going to go? "Ten minutes. I'll wait here."

Grinning fit to burst, Siena swung out of the room. Jirra went through her duffel checking she had everything she needed. Funny. It felt good having somebody coming with her. Just like old times. Just like a load had eased.

Siena was back in under ten minutes, changed from her bar room wear into pants and a warm jacket, a suitcase in hand, her long hair tied back. She didn't come into the room. Jirra hefted her duffel, stepped into the hall and locked the door behind her. She'd left enough in the room to give the impression she was coming back.

"Does your mother know you're leaving?" Jirra asked.

"Yes. She'll handle it if anyone comes asking for you." Siena jerked her head to the left. "Down the backstairs will be best." She strode away.

I owe you one already. The 'Traveler's Arms' was one of only two hotels in town. The bounty hunter was sure to turn up here soon.

Siena unlocked the door at the end of the landing, hesitated for long enough to look around, then stepped through. "Fire escape," she muttered. "Close the door behind you."

Dim light struggled through three narrow windows. Dust lay thick on the bare treads and the banisters. Jirra followed Siena, careful to avoid making much noise. She supposed it was just the state of the stairwell, musty, a bit spooky, that made a person lean to caution. On the ground floor the shadows crept closer, thicker. Siena turned an old-fashioned key in the lock, which clicked softly. Having peered around the door, she stepped out into a paved yard, beckoning Jirra to follow.

The wind had dropped, but the sleet had changed to snow. Already the flat surfaces were being transformed with a dusting of luminous white. It would have been pretty if Jirra had had time to admire the view. Siena sidled off to the garage and slipped into the driver's seat of the hotel's service vehicle, slinging her case into the back seat. Jirra joined her as the garage door rose. One thing about snow, people stayed at home, so there wouldn't be too many people around. 

The transport slid into the street, the snow wafting around the weather shield in sparkling swirls. The street lamps had come on, although it was still only mid-afternoon. That was one thing about space, you didn't have to worry about the weather. 

"What about the transport?" Jirra asked as they drove.

Siena's head jerked around. "Huh? Oh, I told Mom I'd leave it at the airport. You don't think your friend will still be there?"

"It's always a risk, I suppose. I'll just have to be careful." Jirra glanced at her sanvad. The next departure up to the space station was in fifteen minutes. "We won't have to wait for too long."

Siena guided the vehicle around to the loading bays where the hotel staff would normally come to pick up spare parts and manufactured goods from Ambrese, the types of things they couldn't grow or produce themselves.

Jirra picked up her duffel and stepped out onto the ice-slick pavement. White flakes brushed her eyelashes and settled on her shoulders, silent as a shroud. With Siena beside her she hurried along a snow-covered, tree-lined path beside a perimeter fence around to the passenger terminal. Under the protection of the building's wide canopy the bare pavement formed an oasis from the encroaching snow. A blast of warm air when the doors opened made Jirra's skin tingle. Phew. And winter was only just beginning on this world. She'd never liked the cold much. Once again she wondered why anybody would decorate the terminal in such cold colors.

"What do we need?" Siena asked. "Just tickets up to the station?" When Jirra nodded, she strode over to the counter while Jirra waited beside a large pot holding a spreading tree. The feeling of unease hadn't gone away. She wouldn't feel safe until she was out of here.

The arrivals area where she'd come in not half an hour earlier, was empty. Not surprising. The overhead boards announced all planetary flights were cancelled. The storms must be building out there. If they were very unlucky, they might ground the shuttle, too. In which case she'd be stuck. Her nerves roiled at the thought.

Half the benches near the shuttle boarding area were already filled, with a few stragglers making their way in that direction. Most dusted snow off their shoulders but a few must have been wearing weather shields. Jirra lifted her hand to scratch at her cheek, letting the bracelet scanner do its work. No response. So far, so good.

Siena came back, two passes in hand. "The shuttle's fully booked. People getting out before winter, I suppose. Let's get some charb at the stall over there. You can sit with your back to the wall." She walked away, still talking over her shoulder. "You'll be okay. Anyone with any sense has gone to a hotel."

Maybe. But then again, Jirra had learned in her journeys with Morgan and Admiral Ravindra that not everyone had sense. The thought brought Prasad to mind. Sadness was such a burden, a blackness that weighed down the soul. She'd almost managed to kid herself that they had a chance of making it together. But that was plain silly. She wriggled her shoulders, casting off the mood. Parting from him was for the best.

Siena thrust a steaming mug into Jirra's hand, then commandeered a table by the wall. Jirra sipped the hot liquid, enjoying the smooth texture as it slid down her throat. It felt good to have a friend, a traveling companion, even if it would only be for a little while. 

The boarding announcement for the shuttle boomed out of the speakers. Jirra slurped down the last of the coffee and rose to her feet, the duffel in her left hand, to join the multi-headed line gathering at the check gate. She and Siena shuffled forward with the rest. The line stopped. People murmured, leaning their bodies to see what was happening.

Jirra's heartbeat sped up. What if the bounty hunter had caused a delay? 

She sighed with relief when the line started moving again. Holding the pass, she stepped through between the gate sensors. She'd barely reached the other side when the bracelet tightened on her wrist.

​

Getaway

JIRRA GRABBED SIENA'S ARM. "Come on, we have to hurry." Siena stared, but didn't resist, matching Jirra's pace as she wound her way along the passage leading to the shuttle, passing slower-moving passengers. 

"What's happened?"

"I think that bounty hunter knows I'm here."

"Bounty hunter? What does a bounty hunter want with you? And how do you know?" Siena's tone was sharp, suspicious.

Jirra risked a glance over her shoulder. More passengers were lining up behind her, but the bracelet was silent. Perhaps he hadn't been able to get a ticket. She turned around again. Where to go? All the front seats were full, as were the window seats on both sides. Halfway down the cabin she sat in the aisle seat next to a woman, affording Siena a glance and a shrug to signify explanations would have to come later. She registered Siena sitting down a row behind, on the other side, then concentrated on the hatch where the last passengers were filing on board. Her fingers slid over the smooth metal of the bracelet on her left wrist, willing it to remain silent. One more man straggled on board, then the hatch closed. 

Jirra let out a long breath, leaning her head back against the rest. She started when the seat harness descended over her shoulders. The elderly woman beside her put a gentle hand on Jirra's arm, and fixed her with a compassionate gaze. "Is this your first trip, dear?"

"No... no. I was afraid the storm might delay us," Jirra said.

A smile lit up the other woman's face. "This is just a little flurry. Later in the year we get real storms." Her face darkened. "I'm picking up my grand daughter. I hope we'll be able to come down again."

Jirra smiled. "Let's hope."

The woman nodded, then returned to her book. That suited Jirra. She was in no mood for dredging up small talk.

The shuttle shuddered. Jirra kept an eye on the window to her left, watching the ship push away from the building. Even with the sound dampening, she heard the whine of the thrusters as the ship shoved off its platform into the air. Her heart rate steadied as the clouds dissipated, then disappeared. 

The space station grew ever larger in the flat screen on the shuttle's bulkhead, the usual circular, sparse girder structure with room for ships to tether. The shuttle slowed, changing its orientation with the station, aiming for the red outline near the center. The woman sitting beside Jirra put away her book. 

"For your own safety, passengers are reminded to remain seated until docking is complete." The announcer's smooth voice was almost inaudible over the scrapes and rustles of people collecting hand luggage. 

Jirra wondered why they bothered making the announcement. Nobody ever listened, anyway. She insinuated herself into the aisle between a businessman and a woman, shuffling forward with the other travelers eager to be out in the station proper. Siena caught up with her, her brows drawn.

"What's this about a bounty hunter?" Siena asked.

"I told you my family arranged a marriage for me."

"Sure. That's common." Jirra watched the expression morph on her friend's face from suspicion to recognition to astonishment. Siena gasped. "Not really? They sent a bounty hunter after you to take you back?"

Jirra shook her head. "No. I made it perfectly clear to my parents that I wasn't going to marry the man they'd chosen for me. The bounty hunter will kill me. I've besmirched my family's honor."

Siena's mouth formed a perfect O. Jirra wished for the five hundredth time that she'd been born into a less rigid society than the one on her planet.

"Kill you?" Siena finally managed.

"My father was waiting for me when I arrived back from my last trip away. We talked at the station."

She hadn't expected him, standing at the end of the arrival race, a huge smile spread across his face. They'd never been close and the business about her fiancé had driven them even further apart. He'd talked, she'd listened. Her fiancé wasn't prepared to wait any longer. His family was threatening to break the agreement. Her parents wouldn't be able to hold their heads up in polite society. And all Jirra could think of was Prasad greeting his ecstatic wife and children while her heart broke into icy shards. 

"You never went back home?" Siena said.

"No. I was going to, but a friend talked me out of it." Morgan. Morgan had used her influence to find out what was happening at home. Morgan had understood. 

Jirra took a deep breath. “Where's this ship of yours?”

“In a storage bay,” Siena said, pointing a finger vaguely.

“Have you sent instructions to air up the ship and get the AG going?”

“AG?”

“Artificial gravity. You'd better get them to do that."

“Yeah. Sure.” Siena pulled out her sanvad and gave the instructions. “Just a moment.” With her hand over the mouthpiece, she leaned toward Jirra. “That's all? AG and air?”

“That'll do. We can pick up anything else on the way.”

Siena stowed her sanvad. "It's happening. Do we have time to grab something to eat before we leave?" Siena looked around, checking the only food outlet at the commercial passenger end of the concourse.

Jirra's nerves fluttered. "No. That bounty hunter—"

"He won't be up here. The next shuttle isn't for another five hours." Siena grasped Jirra's arm. "Come on. Charb isn't enough for me."

Jirra shook her head. All her nerves tingled, while her fingers flexed on the bracelet on her wrist. She wished she knew where he was. She knew his name, courtesy of Morgan. Dilshan Jutt, who also went by a string of other names. Would she be prepared to kill the man? In all her years in Fleet, she'd never done that. Kill at a distance, yes, of course. Blow a ship away, bomb a target from space. But one-on-one shoot somebody? No, she wasn't really a soldier, even though she carried a pistol in a holster under her clothes. She was a tech. That's what Hasta did. Troopers did the killing.

"Don't worry, Jirra." Siena tugged. "You're safe up here, and we'll be away before he can get here." 

She stood there with that smug half smile, as if she had all the answers. A wave of annoyance shivered up from Jirra's gut.

"We hope. What if he's got a ship up here? What if he contacted his accomplices to meet us? What if he has some other way of getting up here we don't know about?" Bolts of anxiety shivered through her nerves.

Siena stopped tugging. "You're the military person. How will you handle that?"

Handle that? She didn't know. It wasn't her area of expertise. She fixed circuits, rigged scopes, analyzed data. Give me a break, Jirra. Morgan almost spoke in her mind, her lips curved in that half contemptuous sneer. Just go ahead and do it. Carefully. She stared down at the hand, then looked up into Siena's eyes. The girl wasn't even smart enough to be scared, a flare of excitement lighting up her face.

"We have to leave." Jirra took a few steadying breaths, feeling the anxiety drain away. She felt stupid, scared of a threat while the younger woman virtually exuded 'bring it on'. She'd never been like that before. Maybe she'd lost her nerve. "Where's the ship?"

Siena pulled out a data card. "It's in bay 4G." She looked around the walls, then pointed at a large number two on a sign. "That'll be two flights down. The lift foyer's this way." 

Jirra led the way, following the direction of the arrow on the sign, past the shops to the foyer. The second of the three cars stood open. When they were both inside Jirra selected 'four' on the panel.

The car dropped swiftly, then drifted to a halt. Jirra stepped out into a utilitarian corridor with bare gray walls and built in strip lights. Somewhere a fan rattled. Maybe that was why the place felt stuffy. She gazed up and down, looking for the glowing numbers above sealed hatches. Bay G was the fourth on the right. She headed on down, her footfalls loud on the bare metal flooring.

"I've never been in a place like this." Siena's voice fell flat in the stale air. "Are they all so... sparse?"

Jirra grinned. "The working end of a space station? Yep, they're not built for comfort. Neither is the hangar bay on a warship." 

Siena slipped the data card into the slot in the bay's hatch, then gazed into the retinal scanner in response to the request. When the hatch irised open, Jirra followed Siena through the doorway onto a short walkway. Siena's ship drifted in vacuum behind a clear wall. Jirra's heart sank. A battered freighter, capable of travel in atmosphere as well as space. Chips and streaks marred its surface. This little ship had seen better days. She forced herself to look on the bright side. It was an APSS-50, a reliable model which had been around for years. 

Jirra walked over to the console next to the airlock to read the ship's name. Kali's Gift. The status lights were all green, the ship aired up and ready to go. Jirra suppressed a sigh. Might as well get on board and see what Kali's Gift had to offer. Maybe the rugged exterior hid a heart of gold. "Open up, Siena, and let's get underway."

Siena slipped her card into the slot at the airlock. The locks clicked, then the door slid aside. Jirra let the younger woman go first, walking up the slight slope. Once inside, Jirra closed and sealed the door behind her and here she was, back in a space ship, ready to pilot.

The two women stood in a common room, fitted with a table fixed to the deck and six chairs, three on each side. Four acceleration couches were positioned against the back bulkhead. Jirra glimpsed a small galley through an open hatchway. Overhead transparasteel viewports allowed a view of the station's girders. Everything was clean, but dents and scratches had accumulated over the years. The greenish floor covering showed signs of wear along access paths and under the table 

Siena pointed to steps leading down. "That leads to the crew quarters, as well as a doorway to the hold and the engine room. Come on, I'll show you."

They clattered down a short flight of stairs to a passage lined with doors. Siena hooked a thumb over her shoulder as she walked toward the bow. "The hold and engine rooms are back there. These are the crew quarters. The two biggest rooms are up the front. You take right, I'll take left."

Jirra hesitated. The left door was labeled 'captain'. Siena already had that door open. "Uh, that should be my cabin."

Siena had already dropped her suitcase on the bed. She turned to Jirra, eyebrows arched. "It's my ship."

"Sure. But I'm the pilot. I'll bet there's a quick way from there to the bridge. And I see it has some slave controls." Lights blinked on several small monitors at the desk in the corner, and a label on a hatch in the bulkhead read 'bridge'.

For a moment the air crackled between them. Siena's lips pressed together, two lines appeared between her brows. Jirra held her nerve, meeting the other woman's gaze. This wasn't a warship. They were equals, even if Jirra was being paid to do a job. A job. That's what she had to emphasize. "If you want me to do a job, give me the tools."

Siena frowned. "Isn't it like that over there?"

Jirra opened the right hand hatch. No monitors, but there was a hatch in the bulkhead. She pressed the button beside the door, revealing a small washroom, with shower cubicle and lav. "This looks like the owner's quarters to me. You get your own washroom."

Siena gave an abrupt nod, hefting up her suitcase. "Okay. You take the other one."

Jirra stepped back to let her through, then dropped her own duffel in front of the wardrobe. She gazed around the cabin, large by a warship's standards for someone of fairly junior rank. Still, it had all she needed: a bed, a closet, a desk. She could unpack later.

Noises from across the corridor distracted her. Siena unpacking. Things had been a little bit strained there for a moment. This wasn't the Siena Jirra had become used to, the one who joked with the customers, unless they became rude or belligerent. They'd shared some times together, going out for a meal, or a show. They'd even camped together over at the islands for a few days. Maybe she was worried about Anton. She'd certainly talked about him a lot, always mooning over the picture of him she carried in her sanvad. And although Jirra had floated the notion he might have turned to someone else for comfort, Siena never even considered the notion. They were supposed to be getting married next summer, when his conscription period finished. 

Jirra shrugged away the misty sadness that always hung over her when she thought about boyfriends. Prasad was a part of her consciousness. She would always love him. That was why she'd made him go, return to his class, his family, his career. Tears stung her eyes. This wasn't getting them out of here. 

The hatch to the bridge slid aside at a touch of the panel. Jirra ran up the steps into a small area surrounded by transparasteel panels. Consoles and monitors ranged along three sides of the bow, with two acceleration chairs positioned between them. She slid into the left seat, which adjusted to her body after a slight pause. Another sign of wear, she thought ruefully. She noted the worn control panel, the letters faded, the panels ever so slightly askew. This ship sure had seen better days. Never mind. It wasn't as if she had much choice. Internal power had been turned on when the command to air up was received. Indicators flashed, all green, all set to go. She'd never flown an APSS-50. Nerves knotted in her gut. She wasn't Morgan, couldn't just look at a ship and know. But all ships did the same things. There would have to be a deck plan. She selected the menu on the control screen and scrolled through until she had the image. A 3-D depiction of Kali's Gift rotated in front of her. The ship was atmosphere capable. Two short wings fitted with sensors were currently stowed inside the body. Two ion engines were fixed on either side of the stern, both controlled from an engine room aft of the hold. Environment had its own section, including a hydroponics unit where waste was recycled. They could grow some vegetables there. Environment controls were duplicated, one set here, another in the engine room. The schematic included a small workshop. She read through the specs and the maintenance logs. Inspection and service was carried out every six months. That was good to know. But it was due for another service the following week.

"What's happening?" Siena dropped into the chair beside her.

"Just checking out the ship. It's due for service next week."

Siena flicked a shoulder. "It hasn't been anywhere. We bought it to get off Chandamar and move here, then we used it a few times to cart supplies. It should be fine. But Mom contracted Bretna to carry out regular maintenance. She's careful like that."

"Bretna? That skike?"

Siena raised an eyebrow. "There isn't much choice on this planet, is there? Everybody uses him. There haven't been too many issues."

Anger boiled up in Jirra's gut. "I piloted a shuttle in just before you came to my room. I had to revert to manual control because the stabilizers I told him to replace two weeks ago started to fail."

"That's his own ship. He wouldn't do that to a customer."

"Don't count on it. He's only got one real engineer. The others are untrained tinkerers."

Siena swiveled in the chair, leaning toward Jirra. "Look, it'll be fine. The ship hasn't been anywhere. If you need to, you can get it looked at somewhere else."

Jirra pushed down her irritation. What was the point? Siena wasn't a pilot or an engineer, she wouldn't understand. Given her preference, Jirra would have had the freighter serviced before they left. But she didn't feel safe. Her skin prickled, as if she had aiming targets on her back. "I think we should head for Crossmar. We can pick up anything we need there."

"What about Kuralon?"

"You can go anywhere from Crossmar. We can get the ship serviced, pick up supplies." She raised a hand when Siena opened her mouth. "You can't take chances in space. If anything goes wrong it has a nasty habit of being fatal."

Siena shrugged. "I bow to your judgment." 

Jirra contacted station control to lodge a route plan, stating Sto Mara as their destination. She'd correct to Crossmar when they were underway. 

"Route plan lodged, Kali's Dream. You have a slot in fifteen minutes," a bored controller said.

Fifteen minutes. Not actually as long as she would have liked. But then, this space station wasn't exactly busy. Jirra pushed out of her chair. "I want a look at the engines before we go."

"Whatever you say. Do pilots always do that?"

"They do if they have a bar of sense," Jirra said as she clattered down the stairs. "And don't touch anything." Siena's snort rang in her ears.

Jirra jogged through the crew quarters and down the corridor between the sealed cargo units. At least the hatch seals all seemed fine. Which was more than you could say for the engine covers. Paint had worn off, leaving shiny patches where there shouldn't be any. The tools were jumbled together in a box. A Fleet engineer would have sky-rocketed over this mess. It was a mantra: keep your tools clean and in order. And here she was, short of time.

She found the spanner to unfasten the engine covers on top of the jumble. It stood to reason; it would have been the last tool used. The bolts were stiff. She'd bet Bretna's skikes hadn't looked in here for ages. A pair of ion generators, one on each side, directed power to each of the two engines aft. Nothing obviously wrong, but she'd lay a bet that nobody had touched anything under here for a long time. She found a half-empty container of lubricant and applied some through the labeled access points. The shift drive sat in its own housing, which showed less signs of wear. That was good. There wasn't much an engineer could do with a shift drive. Unless the engineer was Morgan Selwood. Still, Jirra was a much better engineer than most, even if she did say so herself. Morgan had taught her well. She didn't have time to do more than a spit inspection of the AG system, or the environmental system.

Promising herself she'd get this area organized soonest, Jirra placed the spanner back in the tool box and ran back to the bridge, sealing hatches as she went. Siena, sitting in the seat on the bridge, held up her hands palms out, fingers splayed. "Never touched a thing, Suri."

Jirra swung into her seat. "Glad to hear it." She also didn't believe it. Five minutes to go. She started the warm-up sequence and ran the pre-flight checks. Environment normal. Ion generation not as good as she would have liked, but more than adequate. AG systems normal. She contacted station control. "Kali's Dream requesting clearance from bay 8G."

"Acknowledge. Please hold."

Hold? Jirra's heart jolted. "Is there a problem, control?"

"Clearance denied. We have reason to believe there's a lien on this ship. We cannot allow you to leave."

​"There's no lien on this ship. That's crazy." Siena scowled, lip curled. "My mother's careful about those things and we bought it outright. Besides, this isn't the first time we've left the space station with it."

"I'm sorry, Suri," the controller said. "We've just received an impounding notice from the planet. You can't leave until the issue is settled in court."

"Oh, blast," Jirra murmured as she closed down the comms link. Her heart was hammering again. "This will be the bounty hunter, trying to delay me."

"He'll be delaying me, too." Siena's nostrils flared. "Can't we just leave anyway?"

Jirra's heart rate slowed. "Yes. The umbilicals and bridge are already retracted. Just the tethers to go. But we'll get into trouble. That's illegal."

"They have no right to delay me. Let's go." Siena glowered, her eyes glittering. 

Jirra shoved her hand down on the control to initiate departure. The harnesses rose from the seat backs and settled over their shoulders as Siena added, "I'll contact mother later to get her to talk to those idiots. Lien indeed."

The bow thrusters fired. Jirra kept her eyes on the screen as Kali's Gift slipped backwards, gathering speed. Figures appeared, two security guards running toward the bridge, followed more slowly by another figure. Jirra's heart hammered. Was that Jutt? Impossible to tell at this distance. A loud bang jangled her nerves.

Siena jolted within her harness, staring at Jirra with wide eyes. "What was that?"

"The tethers." Jirra pointed at the screen where two cables writhed in the empty docking bay.

Siena managed a half grin. "It's like they're saying goodbye."

"Kali's Gift, you will return to your berth immediately." The station controller didn't sound bored anymore, the words clipped.

Siena pressed the button for the comm. "Sorry, I have an urgent appointment. Why don't you talk to my mother about the ship? She's the registered owner."

"Kali's Gift, if you do not return to the dock you will be apprehended."

Jirra checked the public inventory of ships at the space station. One was a small patrol ship, an RS-25 customs vessel. Kali's Gift was clear of the station, still reversing into clear space. "If they send that customs vessel after us, we might be in for a run," she said, selecting the coordinates for the gates as she spoke.

"One last warning, Kali's Gift. Return or you will be arrested."

"Oh, go screw yourself." Siena shut down the comm. 

The customs vessel had scrambled, its status light on the display switching to orange for imminent departure. Jirra swung the old freighter around and headed for the shift gate, engines on full power and her mental fingers crossed. If the engines were going to break, it would be now. What would Morgan do? The answer came readily. Jirra could almost hear her accented voice. 'Sod the gate. Get her into shift space, fast.'

Did she dare? 

She glanced at the space station. The customs ship had backed out. It was faster and it had guns. Yes, she dared, even though her hands were sweaty and her heart pounded. Get the load off the sub-light engines and onto the shift drive. 

Please, please don't fail now. The indicator line for the shift drive climbed steadily as it should. Eight-five percent... ninety percent...

"There's a ship behind us," Siena said, pointing at a display in front of her. "I'd say it's gaining."

"It is." They had a few minutes before the customs vessel was close enough to fire, but Jirra didn't like the rattle in the starboard engine. Ninety percent would have to do.

Murmuring a silent prayer to the Goddess she'd ceased to believe in, Jirra switched to shift drive. The throaty rumble of the sub-lights, complete with slight rattle, wound down, replaced by the higher pitched whine of the shift drive. Outside the view ports, the familiar sprinkling of stars had been replaced with the ever-changing patterns of shift space. Jirra sagged in the pilot's seat, pressed a button on the chair arm to retract the seat harnesses, and closed the viewports. If she wasn't careful she'd be sitting there admiring the pretty dancing colors forever.

Beside her Siena let out a long gust of breath, and rubbed a hand over her face. "Do you think that was your bounty hunter?"

Jirra leaned back in her chair, stretching the tightness out of her back and shoulders. "Who organized the lien? I expect so."

"Smart, really. He couldn't get to you, so he tried to stop you getting away."

"Uh-huh. And very nearly succeeded."

"What now?" Siena asked.

"My route plan said Sto Mara, but we're going to Crossmar. I'm not very happy about these engines. We might need to do some repairs." She pointed at a flashing orange light. "The diagnostics indicate a problem in the starboard engine's ion jets." 

Jirra hesitated, chewing her lip. Things had changed. She might as well find out how things stood, now Siena knew how dangerous that bounty hunter might be. "Look, you might want to rethink having me as your pilot. I'm sure you'll be able to find somebody at Crossmar. It's an intersection of routes, privately owned. You get all sorts there."

Siena stared at her, eyes round. "Why?"

"That bounty hunter won't be giving up. I'm a danger to you."

The younger woman caught her lip in her teeth and frowned. After a moment she said, "What will you do?"

Jirra's heart sank. She'd be on her own again. She'd have to disappear, find somewhere else that might be safe. But it wasn't Siena's problem. "I'll be fine. I'll get a job out of Crossmar. There's always jobs for good pilots." 

Siena nodded, chewing her lip. "If you say so."

Jirra pushed herself out of the chair. She'd half hoped that Siena would talk her out of it, tell her to stay. She swallowed down the emotions choking her throat. Maybe she should think about getting married, after all. You never knew. Maybe the marriage would work out. Her parents' marriage had been arranged and they seemed happy enough. A little voice snapped, 'no, they're not. They hardly spend any time together.' Time to get busy, think about something else. Standing, she said, "I'll be in the engine room if you need me."

Engines didn't talk back. Engines didn't grab your heart. Engines were simple. Jirra started with the toolbox, cleaning the tools, lubricating joints and setting each item in the correct place. It wasn't very hard. Each tool had its own place, marked in the box. That chore complete, she checked the gauges to make sure they were correct. They weren't, so she re-calibrated them. The shimmy in the starboard engine was due to a loose bearing in the ion feeder jets, which any engineer worth paying should have noticed. She put it back, but that was one item they would have to replace before Siena took off for Kuralon.

By the time Jirra had finished, several hours had passed, she had a sore back, and her hands stank of lubricant. She stopped at the washroom to clean up and found Siena in the common room, looking through the system's library. 

"Tea?" Jirra said, already on the way to the dispenser.

"Love one." Siena pulled a face. "There's not much on here about Kuralon."

Jirra came back to the table with mugs. "Maybe the ship's database needs updating."

"Yes, but it's a planet that the Yogina devastated. You'd think they'd have a little more."

Jirra pressed a control to raise the screen at her place on the bench so she could see what Siena was looking at. The information was sparse, little more than the planet's statistics. Day length slightly longer than standard, mass one point five standard, so the change in gravity was slight, two large continents surrounded by ocean, large polar caps. A few images existed of the world before the Yogina arrived, smiling faces, families enjoying the seaside, new crops planted, the governor with his wife and two children. All gone, blown away. The Yogina, child-sized invaders brought in their huge spaceship from the other side of the Galaxy, targeted towns and people, anything with any sign of technology. Jirra couldn't help the shudder. She'd been on board Admiral Ravindra's flagship at the final battle, and seen the devastation wreaked on Krystor when the tiny clone soldiers attacked. The huge ship had destroyed two frigates when Admiral Ravindra reappeared with Morgan Selwood. Jirra's last memory was of the fleet's ships using their gravity beams to tow the great starship into Krystor's sun.

"Hello." Siena waved a hand in front of Jirra's face.

"Sorry. Just remembering what happened with the Yogina."

Siena nodded thoughtfully. "I never did understand why they killed and destroyed."

"They just did as they were told. They were like automatons, with no emotions. The artificial intelligence that controlled them was bent on wiping out any intelligent beings in its path to pave the way for new settlers who never arrived. It was insane, I think."

"How do you know all this?"

"I was at Krystor when Admiral Ravindra reappeared to defeat the invasion. We all thought he was dead."

"Oh, yeah. I remember that. He had that alien woman with him." Siena wrinkled her nose. "I can't imagine what he sees in her."

Irritation rose from Jirra's gut. Without Morgan billions of people would have died at the hands of the Yogina and their mighty starship. "He loves her."

Siena laughed. "How can you think that?"

"I know that."

The laughter died. "How?"

"That alien's name is Morgan, and she's my friend. I worked closely with her and Admiral Ravindra." A trip that took them back to Morgan's home worlds, where people had black skin, white skin, brown skin, hair of all different colors, and there weren't any classes to stop inter-marriage. Morgan had told Jirra that the human Coalition and the Manesai Union were in high level contact, even if the facts of the journey they'd made weren't common knowledge.

Jirra flicked her fingers, dismissing the memory. "Tell me, what do you actually hope to achieve at Kuralon? Do you just want to visit Anton? Tell him you love him?" 

As soon as she'd said the words, Jirra knew that wouldn't be right. Siena's eyes narrowed and her nostrils flared. Jirra was reminded of a hunting tiger. 

"I'm going to rescue him," she snarled.

​

Planning an escape

JIRRA SUCKED IN A BREATH. She supposed she ought to be surprised, or shocked, but she wasn't. She didn't know Siena all that well, but if she'd been asked for adjectives, words like impulsive and fearless might well be in the mix. Siena would try to talk the bar brawlers out of it, then she'd warn them, then she'd physically throw them out. 

"How were you planning to do that?"

Siena's eyes flashed. "I'm not stupid. Places like that are always looking for investment. I'll go there, have a look around, find where they've got Anton. It's a labor camp, so he'll be out somewhere, working. I'll look for a chance to rescue him then. After that, I'll hide him somewhere and pick him up with the ship."

Hide him somewhere and pick him up with the ship. The girl had no idea. She might as well put on a vest with a target on it. "There'll be guards, even on a working party."

"I brought a pistol."

That didn't surprise Jirra, either. She'd bet Siena knew how to use it, too. But shooting to kill wasn't the same as target practice. "Have you set up a new identity? You're surely not going there under your real name?"

Siena nodded. "Working in a bar has its advantages. One of the regulars knows people. When I get to Kuralon, I'll be Andra Soornen, wealthy wife of Petros Soornen, looking for a new place to grow and process Scentwood trees. They were growing them on Kuralon before the Yogina came."

Jirra had to admit the story wasn't bad. Siena had obviously done some homework. "Does Soornen exist?"

"Yes, but on a distant planet. If they don't check too carefully, I should be fine." She shrugged. "And if they do call me on it, I'll talk my way out of it. I'm good at that."

"Fine. But I suggest you use that identity at Crossmar, too. Gives them something to find if they check and maybe they won't search any further." 

Siena nodded. 

"Now. Let's assume you get in there, find him, and get him out. They'll still know who did it."

Siena's eyes narrowed. "How?"

"Kali's Gift. Owned by your mother, left Rytmara with you as a passenger, docks at Kuralon. You're betrothed to Anton. You'd hardly need a detective to work it out."

Siena frowned, chewing at her lip. "We can rename the ship, can't we?"

Jirra snorted. "It's not that easy. There are regulations in place to stop people from changing a ship's identifiers. Helps prevent ship theft and piracy." 

"Huh. Regulations."

"Not just regulations. The ID is in the engine room. You have to stop the engines to even try to make a change. If you do it wrong, the engines won't start. And even if you change the ID there, it has to match the rest of the information in the ship's database, which by rights should match a record in the central ship's register."

The girl deflated, almost like a balloon with a slow leak. "There's no way around it?"

"Not really. Besides that, a little battered freighter like Kali's Gift is hardly the sort of ship Andra Soornen would travel in. Anyone with half a brain would be suspicious."

Siena stared at Jirra so long it became uncomfortable. Jirra scratched her fingers through her hair. "Tea?"

"Is there any brandy?" Siena said, shaking her head.

The pantry door slid aside at Jirra's touch, revealing a stack of longlife food packs, two bottles of wine, and a lot of empty shelves. "There's not much food," Jirra said. "Basically ration packs and a couple of bottles of wine. One's a sweet red and the other's a fruity white."

"Oh, well. It's not as if we can raid the pub's cellar," Siena said, wrinkling her nose. "The fruity white will have to do."

Jirra brought the bottle and two glasses back to the table. Siena expertly opened the wine and poured, then raised her glass in a salute. "Here's to us, and success."

Jirra lifted her glass in the military salute, raised to eye height and tipped slightly outward, then sipped. Too sweet for her taste, and it would be better cold. Never mind. She was a little surprised when Siena, being something of a wine connoisseur, didn't comment. The girl had set the glass down and sat staring into the pale gold depths, her lip caught between her teeth.

Jirra waited.

Siena gulped down a large mouthful of wine before she spoke again. "Jirra, come with me, please." She was begging, her eyes pleading. "I'm no soldier. You've just shown me I don't know it all. I'll admit, I was hoping you'd come. You'd understand, surely. I love Anton. I want to marry him and have children. He's going to die in that awful place. Please?" 

Tears glistened in Siena's eyes. Jirra felt her pain, so much the same as her own, a black hole of hopelessness. What would she, Jirra, do in the same situation, if it was Prasad in some hell hole? "Doesn't he have family?" she asked at last.

"There's nothing they can do. They'd be under surveillance. That's if they're still alive." Bitterness colored her words.

"Siena, that bounty hunter –"

"Will follow you wherever you go. But now the trail's muddied, yes? He won't even know you're going to Crossmar, let alone Kuralon. And if I have to find another ship or another pilot, they wouldn't know me, they probably wouldn't help me."

With her elbow on the table, Jirra rested her chin on her fist. Her heart said do it, but her brain pleaded for sanity. She'd be walking into an unknown situation without a real plan. Suicidal came to mind. Then again, what did she really have to live for? She couldn't have Prasad and she didn't want anybody else. She didn't believe in gods and religion, but she did believe that sometimes serendipity showed up and shoved you in an unexpected direction. It had happened to her when she'd accepted the chance to learn from an alien. Her few friends had distanced themselves, but she'd ended up on the trip of a lifetime, a historic trip across the galaxy to search for the Manesai's ancestral home. The little voice in her mind sang its siren song. Follow your heart. You never know where that might lead you. Her decision must have been transmitted in her facial expression because Siena smiled before Jirra said a word.

Laughing, Siena leaped up from the table, ran around to where Jirra sat, pulled her out of her seat and hugged her so tightly she gasped. "Thank you, thank you, thank you."

When Siena had finally let go and sat down again, Jirra said, "There's a few things I think we should do before we get to Crossmar. I'll need a new identity, and so will the ship. I'll need to adjust the data records."

Siena, halfway through pouring the wine, stared. "I thought you said you couldn't do that."

"No, I said it's very difficult. But as it happens, that alien lady we were discussing earlier showed me how. So yes, I can do it. But we still have to be back in real space, and I'll have to shut down the main drives." Jirra smiled at the memory of Morgan giving her the program. "You might need this to cover your trail. It'll work on all but the high end warships. Be careful to enter the parameters correctly. And please, please don't let anyone else have it." She had grinned, lighting up those amazing silver eyes. "And don't let Ravindra know I've given it to you. He'd skin me alive."

Jirra brought up the data for the ID transfer program. She had helped Morgan set up bogus histories and specs for a number of identities, all with different ship names. "I've got a few ship IDs set up and ready to go. What would you like the ship to be, Carmania, Brentor's Star, Magic Dancer –"

Siena pointed a finger at her. "That one. Magic Dancer."

"Magic Dancer it is. I'll bring us out near the gas giant in the Crossmar system and hide amongst the moons while I switch the data."

***
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IN THE SANCTUARY OF her room, Siena sat on the bed and buried her face in her hands. She felt stupid. What an idiot she'd been. She'd been foolish to imagine she could get Anton out on her own. Although, she'd always hoped she could persuade Jirra to come. She picked up the picture cube she'd brought along with some of her favorite pictures of him. He looked so handsome in his Fleet uniform. I love you, Anton. 

Her mind drifted to the first time they'd made love, not long after school finished. They'd been on holiday at a beach resort and decided together that tonight would be the night, a warm summer's evening where the ocean murmured a lullaby and the coarse grass in the dunes whispered an accompaniment. That's where they'd gone, into the sand dunes, away from prying eyes and parents. She chuckled at the memory. Sand was such ubiquitous stuff. It got into cracks and crevices and places it just shouldn't go, even when they had a huge beach sheet with them. But they'd managed, eventually, to do the deed. It had hurt a little, as she'd known to expect, and certainly Anton had more pleasure than she had. She hadn't cared, though. He loved sex, loved her. She'd do anything for him. Anything at all.

She put the cube back in its place, then rolled onto her back, staring at the formed patterns in the ceiling. Sex had improved with practice. And a bed instead of a beach. He'd been gentle and caring, willing to learn how to please her, too. Her heart ached for him, for his kisses, the feel of his hands on her body, the intense pleasure of him inside her, but also that wondrous glow when it was all over, and they fell asleep in each others' arms.

––––––––
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​

Meeting Toreni

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN CROSSMAR'S space station and that of Rytmara, where they'd started, was like comparing a beach shack with a palace. Crossmar was so large that four arms had been extended from some of the rings on the station's already enormous cylindrical structure to make more room. Small ships like Magic Dancer were berthed in bays along the arms, while the big interstellar cruisers berthed higher up on the structure, direct to the station.

Controllers policed the busy traffic lanes, issuing with navigation coordinates to each ship. Any deviation was met with immediate rebuke. Jirra was glad she'd taken the time to read the manuals and check every bolt and seal on Magic Dancer to be certain there would be no straying from the set course. She didn't envy the controllers in such a crowded space, even though the station's systems did most of the work. Siena sat wide-eyed, gazing out at the hundreds of vessels outlined by running lights, as Jirra expertly brought the little freighter into a berth halfway along spoke D on level eleven.

Jirra shut the engines down and finished the admin work associated with docking, then pushed herself out of the pilot's seat. "Give me a minute to lock up the ship."

"Okay. I'll get my bag and meet you at the airlock."

Jirra paused inside the access tunnel to make sure Magic Dancer was secure, then did the same at the dock's airlock. You couldn't be too careful in places like this. Siena fidgeted, but only a little. Maybe she was learning that care made sense. She'd taken the time to dress the part as a wealthy woman, wearing ice blue pants and jacket, and knee high boots tooled in a flowered pattern. Jirra was supposed to be the pilot who flew the rich lady around, so she wore dark pants and a jacket, very close in style to the military uniform she'd worn for five years. 

The spoke to the station was little more than a long access tunnel with closed bay doors at intervals along its length. A travelator ran in the centre of the passage, one side moving out, the other side moving in. Jirra supposed it would turn around at the ends of the spoke, an endless loop

"They don't go in for decoration, do they?" Siena said, looking around her as they road the travelator along the corridor to the main station.

"No. Space jocks don't care much about that sort of thing." 

The air tasted stale, with a hint of hot engine oil. And why they'd painted the bulkheads that bilious green color was anybody's guess. A figure a long way ahead approached, then went into a bay. Apart from that, they were alone, the only sounds the whisper of the walkway, the background hum of the environmental systems, and an occasional gurgle from one of the pipes slung overhead.

"I feel light," Siena said.

"They've probably set the AG in the spokes to half standard to conserve power. That's pretty normal."

"Oh." Siena chewed on her lip again. Jirra had learned that indicated she wasn't confident.

At the end of the travelator, automatic doors leading into the main area of the station opened for them. Siena slowed down, her head swiveling. "Wow. So this is where all the people are."

Shops, bars and restaurants lined the circular space, with tables and chairs arrayed under awnings and umbrellas. They made for a more comforting ceiling than the roof with its array of tube and pipes. Various aromas mixed in a heady cocktail: spices from a food stall, freshly brewed charb from a café, grease on a passing mechanic's overalls. Business was good. Many of the tables were busy with customers eating, drinking, talking. The dull roar of hundreds of voices in random conversations drowned out all but a few snatches of the piped music. Jirra glanced down at her bracelet. But the bounty hunter couldn't possibly have reached here before her, even if he'd worked out where she'd gone.

Siena stopped to check her sanvad to locate the hotel where she'd made a reservation. The Galaxy Inn was on level 16-D, five above where they were now. "There's supposed to be an escalator somewhere."

Jirra nodded, pointing. "Up through this food area, on the left." She let Siena lead on, while she looked over the people at the tables. Many wore standard clothes for freighter crews, practical overalls with lots of pockets and a front seal. Some were dock workers enjoying their meal break. A few looked the two women over, assessing them. One leered in such an obviously sexual way that Jirra's skin crawled. She hurried to catch up with Siena, narrowly avoiding a waiter carrying a laden tray. She felt a little better when she saw a few Shuba security guards wandered through the area, towering above most of the rest of the patrons. It felt odd to see them here, and not as troopers on a Fleet warship. 

Siena glowered at her from the bottom of the escalator. "Do you always dawdle like that?"

Jirra skewered her with a stare. Siena had no idea. "Scanning the crowd. It's usually a good thing to do." As she'd discovered on her journey with Morgan and Admiral Ravindra. Prasad always scanned the crowd. Thinking of him brought a rush of sadness, as it always did. She thrust the thought away.

"You're jumping at shadows," Siena said, stepping onto a riser. "What's going to happen here?"

"You'd be surprised," Jirra said, leaning close. "There's all types here. There's a crowd in that hall, but the corridor to the ship was pretty lonely."

Siena glanced at her and chewed her lip.

The Galaxy Inn's foyer was expansive and luxurious, decked out in red velvet and softly glowing, golden accoutrements. A few couches were grouped around tables, and prints of external galaxies hung on the walls. Siena strode up to the counter where a middle aged woman had risen to greet them. Her hair was striped in red and gold, matching the colors of her clothing. A badge on her shirt announced she was Runas Gretch, duty manager.

Gretch beamed at them. "Good afternoon, ladies. What can I do?"

"We have a reservation." Siena placed her forged card on the counter, and Jirra followed suit.

The manager looked up the system. "Ah, yes. Delighted to have you here, Suri Soornen. Arrived on Magic Dancer?" She waited until Siena nodded. "I see you've paid in advance." She looked up and smiled. "Check-in isn't for another two hours, I'm afraid. You could go down to the main hall and have a meal or a drink. I can recommend the Time Out Bar. They do a good slow roast, and you won't be bothered by the commoner types on the station."

Jirra rolled her eyes. Two hours hanging around carrying hand luggage. They had supplies to buy, maybe a few weapons. Sitting around in a space station restaurant wasn't on the list of things to do. Maybe they could at least leave their luggage here.

Siena leaned over the desk, smiling the winning smile she used on the patrons at her mother's bar. "Look, I know you have rules, but I've arranged some meetings. Is there no way you may be able to let me get in early?"

Gretch shook her head, her lips turned down. "I'm sorry. It's a standing condition to give us time to clean the rooms properly."

Siena pulled a credit chip out of her pocket and twirled it in her fingers. "I can't convince you? I'm happy to compensate you for the inconvenience." She laid the chip on the table. Jirra noted the value. Fifty was a lot of money on any planet. Unless you were Ravindra.

Gretch's eyes darkened. "Give me a moment." She reached out to take the chip, but Siena put a finger on it. The woman nodded once and disappeared into the room behind the counter. 

Jirra was impressed. She'd never been any good at that sort of thing. Siena had changed, no longer Siena, daughter of a publican, but Andra Soornen, wife of a magnate. She waited quietly, and warned Jirra with the slightest head shake to say nothing.

"You're fortunate," Gretch said, smiling as she reappeared from the back room. "The cleaning staff finished that room early. Here's the card." She waved the item.

"Thank you so much," Siena gushed. "That's wonderful. I'm very grateful." She pushed the credit chip toward Gretch, who scooped it up and handed over the room card in one fluid gesture. 

"The elevator to your suite is just around the corner," Gretch said, pointing. "I'll send your bags up."

"That won't be necessary," Siena said, raising her hand. "My assistant will take care of it." She walked away, leaving her bag on the floor.

Swallowing her irritation, Jirra collected the suitcase, and her own duffel. That was her role, after all, pilot and general fetch-and-carry. Siena had acted in exactly the same way Admiral Ravindra would have. It fitted the character. She could live with that.

"I'm impressed," Jirra said, slipping into the elevator car with Siena.

Her friend grinned. "Thanks. You didn't mind?"

"We all have our part to play." As long as you don't overdo it.

The two-bedroom suite was as luxurious as the foyer. Jirra dropped her bag on her bed and visited the private washroom before she joined Siena in the living room.

"First things first. We need a good engineer to check the engines," Jirra said, looking up the directory on the room's information system. 

A list of names appeared, only one of which was familiar. StarCraft was an interplanetary franchise that Fleet used for bases where large scale maintenance was uneconomic. The nice young lady was happy to book the ship in — but for next week. No, they couldn't manage earlier. The engineers were busy catching up with a Fleet contract. But she could suggest another company, Gundar Engineering, which StarCraft occasionally used for overflow business. Jirra thanked the operator.

Before she called the company, she looked them up in the directories. Gundar Engineering seemed to be reputable, established twenty years ago. If a Fleet repairer trusted them, they couldn't be too bad.

Jirra had entered three digits of the company's call ID when a call came through. The man on the screen sported luxuriant hair, his sideburns becoming a neatly trimmed beard which ran around the line of his chin. "I'm Emil Gundar. Starcraft passed on your number. I hope you don't mind."

"Not at all. I was about to call you." Jirra explained the job to him.

"It's not major. I can get somebody onto that in three days."

"Any chance of sooner? Like tomorrow?" Jirra didn't want to spend three days here. She thought of the bounty hunter and her fingers ran across the bracelet.

"Sorry, no," Gundar replied, laughing. "We have regular bookings, with only so much time to allocate to casual visitors." He scratched at his sideburn, his expression becoming calculating. "Of course, if it was worth my while, I could maybe shift a few things around."

"Offer him money," Siena hissed. "One hundred credits." When Jirra hesitated, she took over, stepping between Jirra and the screen. "Mister Gundar, time is an issue in my schedule. Would one hundred credits make a difference?" Smiling, Siena smoothed back her hair.

Gundar scratched at his sideburn again. "One hundred. I don't know..."

"How about two hundred?" Siena waited. One second, two, three. She shrugged. "No? Oh well..."

"Two hundred, deposited into our account now," Gundar said.

"One hundred now, the other hundred when your engineer finishes the job."

Gundar's lips curved. "Plus the cost of the service, labor, any spares."

Siena shrugged. "Of course."

"All right. Transfer the hundred now. I'll wait. When I see the entry, I'll schedule an engineer for tomorrow." He grinned. "I might even do it myself."

Gundar provided account details, Siena transferred the credits, and the service was scheduled for the following morning.

"It's amazing what money can do," Siena said, squeezing Jirra's shoulder.

Now for ship's chandlers. A search showed that most of the stores were on level seven, near spoke A. Jirra noticed an armaments supplier in the mix. They may well be able to get some extra weapons there, too.

The elevators were situated near the hotel, through the lobby and along a corridor. Jirra called for a car, which arrived with a soft ping after a short wait. The large car wasn't crowded. Jirra pressed the control for level seven, then stood next to Siena in one corner, avoiding eye contact with the other six people. By the time the doors opened at level seven, they'd stopped several times while people came and went. 

"It says there's a transit to spoke A from here," Siena said as the elevator doors closed behind her. "Somewhere around here."

Jirra found a sign reading 'Transit Rail' opposite the elevators. They crossed the foyer and joined the group of people waiting next to a transparent tube. Almost immediately a small train slowed to a halt and doors swished open and an automated voice announced, "Transit to spokes A, B and C. You are at spoke D." Siena and Jirra joined twenty or so other people in the car, which slid silently into a tunnel. Most of their fellow travelers were workers, judging by their clothes, although Jirra guessed one or two were pilots or engineers. Some glanced at Siena, which had to be expected considering her outfit. Jirra noted surreptitious stares, accompanied by heads-together whispers from two fellows standing next to a grab rail. A trickle of apprehension slid down Jirra's spine. What was that about? A couple of lads admiring the rich lady, or something else? She wished she had Morgan's ability to hear those conversations. She'd probably never know what they were saying. Her body moved forward as the train slowed, with the announcement that they were approaching spoke A.

Jirra took note that the two men who'd been whispering also alighted at the same place. But then, so did quite a few others. Like level eleven, level seven's main hall was lined with shops and food outlets. Various aromas competed for attention, like a kaleidoscope of smell, each odor now stronger, now replaced by something else. She picked out curry, fresh brewed charb, sweets, sharp vinegar and fried food, enough to make her realize she was hungry, but food would have to wait. Following Siena, Jirra threaded her way between the tables toward the center of the station where the stores were located. The place wasn't as busy as level eleven, and judging by the clothing and the types of food outlets, this was the cheaper end of town. Heads turned as Siena passed by, some a little too interested in the obviously rich lady. Jirra didn't like it here. The pistol in its holster inside her jacket pressed against her breast. Still, a Shuba security guard, chewing on something in a fast food container, loitered near one of the food shops. Another stood near the elevators.

Siena turned to wait for her beyond the lifts. "Still checking out the crowd?" A slight smile quirked her lips. She didn't roll her eyes, but Jirra could bet Siena thought she was being over-cautious. Jirra just grinned. They could agree to differ on that score.

Beyond the food hall, the corridor leading to the centre of the station remained busy, but when they turned into the second side street, fewer people joined them. The sound of the crowd in the food hall became a low drone beneath the mood music playing through the speakers. Shops sold fashion, luggage, toys, home wares. Junk. 

Siena checked her sanvad again. "This place is like a maze. Twists and turns and dead ends." She stopped. "Where are we again?"

"Outside Ravi's Emporium," Jirra said, reading the sign over a shop that seemed to sell everything from pots and pans to lingerie. And maybe even magic carpets, considering the brightly colored rugs on display.

"Oh. Right. Left here, then." Siena walked off, leaving Jirra to shake her head at the hopeful man advancing from behind his counter.

Around the corner seemed wrong. Jirra had noticed a few blank store fronts in the previous street, but here the businesses were warehouses, many with shuttered windows. The street felt unused, unloved. A worn sign proclaimed Vernal Logistics, but the warehouse doors didn't look like they'd been opened in months. Jirra started when a delivery van whirred past, then disappeared around another corner. They were the only people in the street. 

"This is wrong, isn't it?" Siena said.

Jirra nodded. "These look like warehouses. Some are import places, where the ships bring their goods for distribution. The ones still in business, anyway. Some of them look a bit suspect, too."

Siena held her gaze. "You think? Why?"

"That place over my left shoulder." Jirra jerked her head to indicate. "It handles herbs, seeds and natural medicine."

"Yes?" The words 'so what' hung in the air.

"Somebody there is keeping a very close watch on us. No, don't stare. The window on the first floor that isn't shuttered. The blind was pulled back a fraction. I don't think they're looking for honest customers. Give me your sanvad. Let me see where we're supposed to be going."

Siena handed the device over, pointing at a corridor on the map. "We're here."

"We should be here." Two corridors over, and quite a long walk. There were no travelators in this area. 

"Is this a short cut?" Siena asked, running her finger along a laneway marked on the map between buildings.

"Yes... but —"

"Let's do that." Siena pulled a wry face. "To tell you the truth, these boots are killing me. They're new."

They almost walked past the laneway, a dark, narrow canyon running between two warehouses. Although its purpose was probably to allow access for loading vehicles, the space also provided a place for the refuse container, an overflowing skip hard up against the wall. Judging by the smell the skip hadn't been emptied for a while. Empty boxes, broken glass and torn wrapping lay scattered around.

Jirra's nerves jangled. She hated places like this, filthy, confined spaces hiding who knew what? It reminded her too much of the lane behind her father's factory. She shook her head. She wasn't a little girl, she was a Fleet officer. "This is the way we have to go. Do you want to do it, or go round?" 

Siena glanced down at her feet. "The map says it goes through, even though there are a few kinks. I don't want to go back round."

"All right. But keep your wits about you. Did you bring your pistol?"

"No. Of course not. Andra Soornen wouldn't carry a weapon."

"No. Andra Soornen would probably have a bodyguard," Jirra retorted. "Never mind." Placing her hand on the butt of the pistol in its holster, she stepped around the disgusting skip into the alley.

What light there was from the street behind them faded until they walked in twilight, accompanied by the soft tread of Jirra's shoes and the harsher click of Siena's fancy boots. The lane veered to the left and narrowed. The walls seemed to close in and Jirra felt sweat gather on her forehead. Her heart beat too fast. It's just an alley. A little further and we're through.

"This place looks like a slum," Siena murmured. "I never thought you'd find that on a space station."

Jirra pounced on Siena's remark, anchoring herself, dredging up facts gleaned from Magic Dancer's information system. "Crossmar is much more than a space port. People live their lives and die up here. The planet's overcrowded and polluted, so they set up this environment. Then it grew into a very successful commercial hub."

"Vesha controlled?"

Jirra grinned. "Of course. Trust the merchants to make the place pay. They even offer trips down to see the worst of the desolation on the home world." 

"That's clever. See? You can make money out of anything." A few paces on, she added, "Although it's obviously in a slump right now."

Jirra wondered how hard they'd tried to clean up the mess on their planet, if the people here had learned anything from what had happened down there.

An arm locked around her throat.

"Don't move and you won't get hurt. All we want is your credit chips. And your sanvads." 

Jirra remembered to breathe. She'd been caught on the hop, lost in her thoughts. She should have heard them, should have been ready. The voice was young and rough, but the knife he showed her was real. A second lout had Siena backed against the filthy wall with a pistol pointed at her. 

"Don't hurt us, please don't hurt us. You can have our things. Please don't hurt us," Siena wailed.

The lout holding Jirra relaxed his grip. "Don't try anything. Get over there next to your friend." He shoved her in the back.

Jirra shared a glance with Siena. They were just kids, in their teens, but that didn't mean they weren't dangerous. Street kids knew how to fight, and these two weren't coming close enough to be engaged. Siena had done well. The boys were over confident, sure they had a couple of stupid women at their mercy. One of them put a box on the ground and kicked it nearer to them. "Put your stuff in there. Jewelry, sanvads."

Jirra pulled out her wallet and made to open it.

"Just put it in," the kid with the pistol said.

She stepped forward, but the pistol waved again. "Throw it."

Jirra flicked the wallet in a hard, fast throw straight at the lad's face. He flinched, the pistol shifted and Jirra dived, hitting him hard in the stomach with her shoulder. A part of her was aware of smashing and banging. She hoped Siena was teaching the boy with the knife that he should never underestimate a woman, but right now she had her hands full. The kid was wiry and strong, wriggling out of her grasp like an eel. 

"Bitch. You're dead." His pistol lay just out of reach. As he lunged to pick it up Jirra grabbed his ankle. He turned, his teeth bared in fury, lashing out with his other foot, straight at her face. She dodged, but the blow struck. Pain searing along her cheekbone, she staggered back. The little creep was free, and searching for his pistol. She heard the sound of running footsteps. Oh, grief. Jirra's heart hammered. That was all they needed, another thug. Crouching, she balanced herself, ready to spring. The kid rose into the air, his feet kicking.

Ignoring the pain in her face, Jirra gazed up at a towering figure holding the struggling lout by the scruff of his jerkin in one huge hand.

"Jeb Lominaris. What a surprise."

"Let go. You're not security. You got no right."

"No, I'm not, am I?" The voice was deep, and female. 

Without letting go, the person pulled out a sanvad and pressed a connection with her thumb. "Tark? Want to pick up Jeb Lominaris and a friend? Assault and attempted robbery. Got my location? Sure, I'll wait." She pocketed the device. "You ladies okay?"

An arm looped under Jirra's. She recognized the ice blue jacket and let Siena help her to her feet. "I'm fine," Siena said. To Jirra she added, "Looks like you'll have a nice bruise. How does it feel?"

Jirra patted the wound gingerly with her fingertips. It stung. "I'll live." She gazed up at the woman. "Thanks. I might have ended up collateral damage."

His lip curled in a snarl, Jeb spat at her.

"Cut it out," the woman snapped, shaking the kid. "You might try to run for it before Tark gets here. Wouldn't that be sad?" The words dripped threat. The expression on Jeb's face said it all. She probably wasn't joking. 

The woman tried to peer around Siena and Jirra, "How's the other little bastard?"

Siena grinned. "Unconscious. Silly boy hit his head on the wall. I just shoved him a bit to get him off me."

Their rescuer smiled, one eyebrow raised. "Very good." She put Jeb back on his feet, but didn't let go of his collar. "We need to get out of this alley. Can we get him out?" She meant the thug on the ground.

Jirra pulled her pistol out of her shoulder holster. "What about if I keep an eye on young Jeb here, and you can deal with him?"

"Fleet officer?"

Jirra nodded.

"Thought so."

The woman stepped around Siena. Jirra kept her attention on Jeb, her pistol aimed steadily at his stomach. The kid's lips were curled, his eyes flashing rage. Her finger poised above the firing button, Jirra stared back at him, hoping he wouldn't be stupid enough to try to attack, or run.

"Follow me." The woman walked past, dragging the other lout's body behind her by his collar.

Jirra waved the pistol. Even if the kid tried to run for it, he'd never get past the woman. She was clearly an ex-Fleet trooper and if Jirra heard right, an ex-security guard, too. The light brightened as they reached the end of the alley, and Jirra breathed a sigh of relief when they stepped into the next street. The bustle of vehicles and people washed over her like a balm. 

Their new friend made Jeb sit down against the wall beside the alley, with his companion beside him. The boy was beginning to wake up, groaning as he did so.

A distant alarm, a staccato barp barp barp repeated after an interval, came rapidly closer. "Here comes the Guard," the woman said, her head cocked to one side.

Security used wheeled transport, boxy vans with a separate cockpit and a sealed after section for holding miscreants. People stepped aside to allow the van through. The siren stopped with the vehicle, then two Shuba security guards hefted themselves out. The most senior was huge, half a head taller than their rescuer. "Hi, Toreni. Can't let the job go, huh?"

"Just being a good citizen, Tark. These two attacked a couple of tourists minding their own business. I just helped."

Tark smiled at Toreni, little more than a half lift of his lips, then turned his attention to the two teens. "You two again," he said, shaking his head. 

"We weren't doin' nothin'," Jeb muttered.

"Sure. I suppose they jumped you in the alley, right?" Both lads simply looked sullen. "Get 'em in the van," Tark said to his companion. 

As the two teens were led off, Tark, producing his sanvad, turned to Siena. "Would you care to make a statement, Suri?"

Siena explained, being sure to add Toreni's contribution at the end.

"Anything taken? Anything damaged?" 

When they both shook their heads, Tark gazed at Jirra's face. "That's gonna bruise. You might want to get it seen to. Ask Toreni nice and she might help." He leered at the big woman. "She's got a nice touch."

Toreni's lips drew down in a sneer. 

Tark took a step closer to her. "I see you haven't got a job yet. You're welcome back. Anytime." He reached out his hand as if to touch her. "Your hair looks nice. Pity you'd have to cut it."

The big woman jerked away from him, then replied, deadpan, "Thanks. I'll bear it in mind." She ran her hand up through her hair and flicked. "But I like my hair long."

Tark put his sanvad away. "Thanks, ladies. Sorry about this. But frankly, alleys in this part of town aren't safe. You should stick to the streets." With a final salute, he climbed back into his vehicle.

Toreni waited until the van drove away, then said, "He's right what he said. Those alleys around the warehouses aren't safe. A lot are empty, and others are used by crime gangs. Where were you meaning to go?"

"We want to stock our ship. We've got a fairly long term trip ahead of us," Jirra said. "But please, let us at least thank you. Things could have been nasty without you intervening. I'm Mel, and this is Andra."

"Pleased to meet you both. It looked like you were doing a pretty good job between you. But, yes, if Jeb had got to his pistol, it might have been nasty. These young kids get away with far too much. He's been up for a string of robbery charges, each more violent than the next. I don't doubt he would have shot you." She took a step closer to Jirra. "Speaking of which, that does look nasty. Want me to look at it for you?"

"Are you a medic?" Jirra asked, leaning away.

Toreni grinned. "Not anymore. But I did the medic work in my squad when I was in Fleet."

Toreni placed her fingertips on Jirra's jaw to tilt her face. Jirra felt like a child, knowing that the ex-trooper could break her in half should she be so inclined, but the large hands were gentle. After a squinting inspection, Toreni released her. "It needs to be cleaned out, and then I can patch it with a piece of synthskin. There's a pharmacy quite nearby where you can buy what you need."

"Good idea. We probably need some medical supplies on the ship, too," Jirra said.

"Is there a shoe store?" Siena asked.

Toreni's eyebrows shot up.

Jirra laughed. "New boots. They're killing her. That's why we took a short cut through the alley."

The big woman laughed, a fruity, full-throated chuckle. "I know how that feels. I had blisters for weeks in boot camp. Maybe that's why they call it that." She pointed down to the left. "Block and half down there, on the right. Alimart's. It's expensive." 

"That's okay. Why don't you take Mel to the pharmacy, then meet at the shoe place?" Siena said.

"Sure. You'll be all right?" Toreni said.

Siena composed her features into haughty mode. "I'll be fine." Jirra wondered why.

Toreni led Jirra off in the opposite direction. "You want a med kit for your ship? Just a general kit to cover minor cuts and abrasions, a broken bone, a virus or two?"

"We might need to be able to handle something a bit more serious," Jirra said carefully.

That earned her a look. "A little bit dangerous, eh?"

"You never know."

"What about if I set you up with what I'd order for my squad kit?"

"That would be perfect. Thanks." Jirra dodged past a window-shopping couple, heads close together.

"Are you still in Fleet?" Toreni asked.

Jirra couldn't help the sad little smile. "No. I've been out for six months."

"You miss it."

Miss it? Did she miss it? Not the big warship. But she missed Morgan. And Prasad. She wondered where he was, what he was doing, if he ever missed her. 

"A man," Toreni murmured.

Jirra started. "What?"

"Somebody broke your heart."

"What makes you think that?"

Toreni chuckled. "It's written all over your face. Seen it too often."

"Like you and Tark?" Even with one eye virtually closed up, Jirra didn't miss the expression on Toreni's face. She'd been right. 

"Men are bastards." Toreni maneuvered around a group watching a street performer juggle while balanced on a unicycle, and led Jirra into the next shop. 

Jirra used her good eye to scan the shelves of boxes and bottles in what was clearly the pharmacy. The shop stocked soaps, powder and other body cleansing products, too. She noted the sweet smell of lavendula and the citrus scent of limontime. 

A blue-coated assistant approached, a young man with a soft voice. "Oh, that looks bad," he said to Jirra, his gaze filled with concern. "Can I help?"

Jirra waved her hand at Toreni.

He seemed surprised, switching his attention to the tall woman. 

"I want some med solution, a small pack of synthskin, some abrese, and a small bottle of ibalm," she said. "And write these down, please." She rattled off a string of names, some of which Jirra knew, many she didn't.

Once the assistant interrupted as he noted the order. "We don't have any of that."

Toreni gave him another name, which he added to the list.

"I can't do this immediately," the assistant said, his gaze swiveling between Jirra and Toreni. "I can have it ready tomorrow morning?"

Jirra nodded and Toreni added, "Give me the abrese, a small synthskin, and med solution now. Oh, and a packet of antiseptic swabs. Just a small one."

Once again, the youth looked at Jirra for confirmation. Toreni's face remained impassive. She ought to be seething. Jirra sure would have been if somebody treated her like that. "Look, she's doing the ordering, okay? If I don't agree with something, I'll let you know," Jirra snapped.

Outside the shop Toreni found a public bench, where she placed the purchases. Telling Jirra to stand still, she tore open the packages. "Normally I'd use gloves but I'm sure you'll live." She poured liquid from a brown bottle onto a swab.

Jirra marveled at her gentleness as Toreni swabbed the wound clean. "This'll hurt a little," she murmured, digging deep. Next, abrese to reduce the swelling, synthskin to patch the cut. She finished off with a few drops of ibalm to soothe the swollen eye. She stepped back, examining her work. "How's that?"

"Very much better. Thanks so much."

"No problem." Toreni bent to repack the items.

"Don't you get annoyed, them treating you like that?" Jirra asked.

Toreni straightened up. "Like what?"

"Like you're stupid or something."

The big woman chuckled. "You get used to it. Big, slow, thick, Shuba. What are you? Mirka or Hasta?"

"Not Vesha?" Why would Toreni think that? 

"No. Your friend is Vesha. I found most of the Vesha officers a bit condescending, as if they were better than us. Yeah, I know you get that from many of the younger types, but the senior Mirka officers treated us with respect, and Hasta seem to be more understanding."

Jirra was a little surprised to discover that Toreni was as quick as Siena to judge a person according to what class they belonged to. "Surely not all Vesha officers?"

"I guess not. But most of them. Lots more than Mirka or Hasta."

Toreni obviously had a giant sized chip on her shoulder, embossed 'big, slow, thick'. "I'm Hasta. I was an engineer. I didn't have much to do with troopers, but I was on Admiral Ravindra's flagship."

Toreni's eyes lit up. "That's exactly what I mean. We would have gone into hell for him. He treated us with respect." She screwed the lid back on the ibalm bottle. "Oh well. I'd better get you back to your friend."​

Siena was waiting for them on a bench just outside the shoe shop. She wore a pair of sensible, flat walking shoes. Jirra assumed her boots were in the carry bag at her feet.

"Your eye looks much better," Siena said, rising to her feet. "Did you get the pharmacist to fix it?"

"No. Toreni did it. She used to be the medic for her squad."

"Oh." Now that Toreni had mentioned it, Jirra noted the condescension in Siena's tone, the surprise when she learned Toreni had cared for the injury. 

"Well, thanks. Can we pay you for your help?" Siena raised her bag, looking for her wallet.

Oh, wow that was such a bad move. Toreni's lip curled. "I know you won't accept money. But I'm starving. Will you come and have a meal with us?" Jirra said.

Siena looked up, her wallet in her hand. "That's a good idea. The man in the shoe store suggested a place called Dynasty."

"I wouldn't," Toreni said. "It's a pretentious, expensive rip-off. The food is ordinary, at best." She spoke with authority.

"Oh? You're an expert?" Siena said, her lips curved in a slight smile.

"I think so. I know about food, and how it should be prepared. The best food on the station is at the Pinnacle, just down here a little way," Toreni said, pointing. "And as it happens, that's where you'll find the best provisions store. If you're looking for quality, and not the best price."

"You're a cook?" Wheels were starting to turn in Jirra's head. She liked this big, competent woman with the gentle hands.

"I was our squad's cook, yes. And I'm going to train to be a chef." That last was stated with defiance, daring either of them to doubt her.

Jirra glared at Siena, who wiped the amusement from her face.

"We survived on ration packs to get here, but as I'm sure you know, it's no way to live. Let's all go to Pinnacles for a decent meal." Jirra took Toreni's arm and tugged. "Come on, let us at least buy you a meal."

The big woman frowned, warring with herself. With a nod of her head she said, "All right. I could use a meal. Uh – do you mind waiting a minute?"

"Sure," Jirra said. That would give her a chance to talk to Siena, whose eyes were glinting in a worrying way.

"I'll be right back." Toreni hurried off toward an amenities area across the street.

"What in the Goddess's name are you doing making friends with... that?" Siena hissed as soon as the big woman was out of earshot.

Jirra noted the 'that'. "I'm thinking we should bring her along, if she'll come."

Siena's eyebrows shot up. "What? On our trip? You're nuts."

"Can you cook?"

"Cook? No. Mum won't let me in the kitchen. I burn water."

"Neither can I. And I'm no medic. And I'm not the sort of bodyguard Andra Soornen would have. And I'd prefer not to have to eat rations for a whole damn trip."

Siena subsided. "There's that." She chewed on her lip for a moment, then added, "But a huge great Shuba —"

"You can bet Andra Soornen would want a guard where we're going. And she could be a great help in our enterprise."

Siena frowned, chewing at her lip again. "I see your point. But... she's so big."

"She can't help that. They're okay. Really."

"All right." Frowning, Siena jabbed a finger at Jirra. "But you can deal with it."

"Sorry 'bout that," Toreni said, rejoining them. "Pinnacles is this way. It's usually busy, but it's past the midday break now, so we should be able to get a table."

Tables and chairs had been set up on a raised deck outside the restaurant. By mutual silent agreement the women chose to sit on the raised deck rather than the still busy room inside the establishment. The usual dull roar of confined people talking together drifted out of the door, along with delicious aromas. Jirra's mouth watered. This was going to beat a ration pack breakfast.

Menus popped up in front of them when they sat. Jirra gazed down the list, then looked around to see if she could get a look at what others were eating.

"What do you like to eat?" Toreni asked. "Lots of vegetables, meat, fish?"

Siena looked up from the menu. "Nothing too exotic. There're things on here I've never even heard of." 

"Pinnacles caters to people from all over. Would you like me to suggest?"

Jirra nodded. "Yes, please. I like seafood."

Toreni pointed at an entry. "Bisra noodles is good. It's seafood with a side dish of vegetables."

"I'll have that." Jirra gazed at Siena.

The younger woman pulled a face. "I'd like something with meat, not overdone, and a salad."

"Fourteen should suit." Toreni's fingers moved swiftly over the menu, which sank back into the table's surface.

While they waited for the food to arrive, Jirra and Siena swapped Fleet stories. Toreni had also served on Admiral Ravindra's flagship, Vidhvansaka, for a time, and although they would never have met, she and Toreni had both been involved in some of the battles. Siena watched them without saying anything, sipping on a glass of water. Their discussion was only interrupted by the arrival of the food, brought out by a pleasant young woman who gave them the correct orders, and smiled as she did so.

Jirra set to with a will, savoring beautifully cooked fish and nameless delicacies she'd never seen before, all mixed through thin noodles in a creamy sauce. It was simply delicious. She shared a smile with Toreni, who'd looked a little worried as she ate her meal.

"How's yours, Andra?" Jirra asked. 

Her mouth full, Siena could only smile and nod.

When she'd finished the last bite, Siena leaned back and sighed. "That's was lovely. Compliments to the chef."

"Can you cook like that?" Jirra asked.

Toreni snorted. "That's simple. Easily."

"Would you like a job?"

The big woman tensed. The restaurant had emptied while they ate, with only a few patrons still inside. The sounds of people in the bustling mall flowed around them. "Doing what?"

"Cooking is part of the duties. We could also use your medical skills. And in situations like this, you'd be Suri Soornen's bodyguard," Jirra said.

Toreni pursed her lips, her face a picture of disappointment. "I don't want a job as a guard."

"Like I said, it's only a small part of what we'd ask of you."

Shaking her head, Toreni said, "I want to be a chef."

Jirra shared a look with Siena. Say something.

"You've been out of work for a while, though, haven't you?" Siena said.

"How'd you know that?"

"Tark."

"I can cook. I'm good. They all say so. I get a trial so they can see what I can do, then I never hear from them again." Toreni took a deep breath, her eyes glistening. "I got a job once. But they laid me off. Said I was bad for the look of the place." Bitterness dripped.

Siena leaned forward. "Come with us on this trip and when it's over, I'll get you a job in my kitchens. That's a promise." She held Toreni in a stare.

"Your kitchens on Mahanadi?" Toreni said slowly. 

Siena arched one eyebrow. "Of course." 

Toreni chewed the inside of her cheek. Jirra leaned toward her. "But listen, you need to understand that there might be some danger before it's all over." 

Toreni stared at Jirra. "Okay. It's pretty obvious your friend here is not what she says she is, although you're certainly ex-Fleet. Why don't you tell me the real story and we'll take it from there?"

"How dare you?" Siena spluttered.

Raising her hand in a stop gesture, Toreni said, "Don't bother. You obviously don't know Petros Soornen passed away a week ago. All his family gathered at the estate on Mycloyana for his funeral. It was on the news cast. Andra was there. She's not much younger than her late husband, who was an old man. Oh, and I checked when I popped off to the amenities earlier. The family doesn't have an estate on Mahanadi. Offices, sure. But no kitchens."

Jirra couldn't stop the grin. Big, slow, and thick, huh? Maybe not. But could she trust the Shuba ex-trooper? If Toreni didn't come along, she might have information she could sell to, say, a bounty hunter. Jirra's hand strayed to the bracelet on her wrist. But somehow she didn't think so. Toreni's reaction was perfectly legitimate. In the same position she, Jirra, would be asking questions, too. This was going to be another instance of trusting your gut. 

Siena made to stand. "Oh, forget it."

Jirra waved her down. "No. We would have had to tell her, anyway." She turned to Toreni as Siena sank back into her seat. "I'll still call her Andra for now. Her boyfriend has been sent to a labor camp for sedition. We want to see if we can get him out."

"He's not my boyfriend, he's my fiancé." Siena pulled out her sanvad and showed Toreni one of her pictures, one Jirra had seen many times before. Siena and Anton, arms around each other, smiling at each other. They looked happy, in love.

Looking at the picture, Toreni rubbed the backs of her fingers along her lips. "Where's the labor camp?"

"A planet that was devastated by the Yogina. They're trying to re-establish a settlement."

Toreni nodded, absorbing that information. "Sedition against who? This sounds like Vesha versus Mirka. I'm not sure I want to go there."

"Mirka are not always the best rulers," Jirra said. "Remember Krystor?"

"Yes, but..." she shook her head.

Jirra could hardly blame Toreni. It was basically what she'd thought when Siena had raised the issue with her. "Have you heard of Captain Srinivas Torlane?" 

"Huh. Old Torbid? I served on one of his ships for a thankfully short while. He was a bastard."

Jirra said nothing, just tilted her head a little.

Toreni's eyes widened. "Him?"

"He's a Mirka tyrant, a dictator." Siena's eyes flashed when she spoke about the man. "He was appointed governor of Chandamar and everything ground to a halt."

"Bear in mind if Andra's fiancé had done anything really terrible he'd be dead and buried by now, not slaving his life away on a desolated planet," Jirra added.

"And I really can offer you a job in my kitchens, Toreni." Sincerity colored Siena's words. "I'm part owner of a hotel. It might not be a five star establishment. Yet. But it's in a thriving mining area. It will only get bigger. The current chef is my mother, who's five star rated." Siena shrugged. "I underestimated you. I'm sorry."

"Apology accepted. I think we can do business."

​

A nasty confrontation

SHOPPING FOR STORES WITH TORENI was an enlightening experience. Jirra had expected the big woman to take them to a smaller, out of the way place, but she went into a large, busy store. 

"How many ration packs do you have?" she asked Jirra as they wandered down an aisle.

"Oh, ten or so."

"Ration packs?" Siena pulled a face.

"They're always good to have for an emergency. We'll get fresh food as well. One thing about being at a hub like Crossmar – you can buy just about everything, and it's as close to fresh as you'll get." Toreni held out her hand. "Can you show me the galley layout again?"

Jirra found the ship's schematic on her sanvad. Toreni took out her own device and did some quick calculations. "Enough for three for six weeks?" She looked at Jirra and Siena.

"Better add more for emergencies," Jirra said. "And we'll have Anton with us when we leave."

"Oh," Siena said, leaning over a freezer. "They have snowberry. I love that stuff."

Toreni looked up from perusing the vegetables. "It's not worth buying. I can whip it up in a minute at a fraction of the cost." She returned to her list, adding another item to the order.

Jirra left Siena and Toreni to it, and wandered around the store, marveling at the variety of foodstuffs from everywhere. The spice counter positively glowed with color: red, yellow and orange powders competed for attention with bottles of red and green liquid. Bunches of dried plants hung from a rail. The smells were incredible, going from sweet and soothing to sharp and astringent in the space of a step. Further along, freezers held creatures she'd never seen before, and couldn't imagine eating. Things with tentacles and spines lay beside worm-like critters, and all sorts of mollusks. 

"We're done," Siena announced. "They'll deliver to the ship tomorrow morning."

"Great. The engineer is coming to do the service. We should be good to go by the end of the day." Jirra hoped.

"I'll pick up the med kit tomorrow," Toreni said when they were back in the street. "I've got some things to do. I'll see you later." 

"Did you get a good price?" Jirra asked, as she and Siena ambled down the thoroughfare.

"She's not as dumb as she looks. They gave her a price and she laughed. Got ten percent off for bulk, and then wheedled another two and a half over one or two items that weren't quite what it said on the packaging." Siena chuckled. "I couldn't have done better myself."

Jirra grinned.

"She does take up a lot of space, though. I mean a lot. She looms. Like a wall." Siena raised her arm above her head to illustrate.

Jirra shook her head, but kept her mouth shut. She'd seen prejudice often enough in the military. Toreni would have to keep proving herself to Siena.

***
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JIRRA MADE SURE SHE was at Magic Dancer's dock in plenty of time to meet Toreni with the stores, and then meet the maintenance engineer. At least she didn't have Siena underfoot. The girl had decided she needed a few extra items of clothing and had headed for the clothing stores near their hotel right after breakfast, Jirra's lecture about keeping safe no doubt still ringing in her ears. 

Toreni arrived with a delivery van from the suppliers just as Jirra finished a quick tour of the ship, ensuring everything was where it should be. The big woman's face lit up when she saw the galley. "This is great. A plasma oven," she said, opening the door. "And even a real processor."

The man from the store had set up a temporary conveyor to bring the containers down into the ship. Jirra stacked boxes onto the table while Toreni enthused over her new kingdom.

She flushed when she noticed Jirra handling stores. "Sorry," she said, hurrying to put the items away. "Got a bit carried away."

"No problem. Glad you like it," Jirra replied, grinning.

With both of them working, the pile of boxes disappeared into the pantry. That done, Toreni refused a cup of charb. "I've got a few small personal things to finalize before I disappear. And I have to pick up the med kit. I'll be back before evening. Call if you need me." She headed off, out to the spoke.

Jirra was finishing a cup of considerably better charb than they'd had on the outward journey when the buzzer sounded from the bay door. She admitted Gundar himself, quite recognizable as the man she'd spoken to the previous day. His thick head of hair and luxuriant sideburns were unforgettable. Jirra led the way down the steps, through the crew quarters to the ship's engine room.

"APSS-50. Good little ship," he said, his gaze darting around. "What do you use it for?" 

"At the moment it's had to stand in for my lady's yacht," Jirra ad-libbed. "She's not used to slumming it. A power unit broke in one of the Viceroy 400's bow thrusters."

"Phew. That's a fair job. The thrusters are hard to get at in those ships."

Jirra knew that. "As we discovered. We had to put this little ship to use. Her Ladyship wasn't happy."

Gundar fixed her with a look from blue-green eyes. "Just the two of you, yeah?" He sniggered. "I bet she complains a lot." 

"You know how it is. Anyway, I don't think the previous services were properly done. I've done my best, but I couldn't get to the two external propulsion systems. And there was a shimmy in the starboard engine. I fixed it as best I could, but a bearing needs replacing."

He nodded. "That shimmy's not uncommon in these." He showed her the toolkit he carried. "I brought some with me."

"Good. I'll leave you to it, then."

Jirra returned to the common room and checked the information system for any more news on Petros Soornen. The story was there for anybody searching, but the death hadn't made a huge impact. He'd been an old man who died of natural causes. 

This was a bit more interesting. A suicide bombing on Mahanadi, the Union's capital. Fifty-eight dead, seventy-two injured, some seriously. A reporter stood amid the burnt out shell of what had been a restaurant, while rescue workers toiled behind him, some directing hovercranes to remove collapsed beams. Smoke drifted in the air around him, making the whole scene hazy, somewhat surreal. Jirra had seen and smelled scenes like this too many times on Yogin-devastated planets. Bile rose in her throat at the memory. The restaurant was frequented by Fleet officers and their families, the reporter explained. This event had been a special party for Fleet officers' wives and children. The suicide bomber, now deceased, had been a woman. Her motive was unclear.

Jirra leaned back in the seat and closed her eyes. Grief. A kid's party. She imagined the kids running around, laughing and playing, eating all the wrong foods while their doting mothers looked on. And then death and destruction rained down on them. The place caught fire. Even the sophisticated fire retardants and sprinkler system hadn't worked. That would have been firegum, a sticky accelerant that could be spread in an explosion to cause major damage. It stuck to anything it touched and burst into flame in the presence of oxygen. The Fleet sometimes used it on ground targets. But to use it on people...

She snapped her eyes open. Don't go there. These were images she didn't want to see.

Footsteps sounded in the corridor. Gundar, finished already? He came into the room, smiling, wiping his hands on a cloth. "Just running a test. Better call your boss down. She needs to sign the paperwork."

"Really? I'm the pilot and engineer."

"Can you pay the bills?"

"Well... no —"

Gundar grinned. "Better call her down, eh? I'll go and finish up." He began to walk away, stopped and turned. "Tell her you won't be able to leave until the bill's paid in full. That's how Crossmar works. Too many people try to run." He strolled off, the sound of his footsteps fading down the corridor.

Siena answered after the third ring. Her face appeared on Jirra's screen, a little crease between her brows. "What's up?"

"You need to come down here and pay the man. Otherwise they'll put a lock on the ship."

The younger woman rolled her eyes. "Oh, for pity's sake. I was trying on a dress. Do you like it?" She zoomed the screen so Jirra could see the full body view. The dress certainly did look nice, figure-hugging, deep bodice, flared from the hips. "It's for when we rescue Anton."

Jirra sighed. "Yes, lovely. But we won't be rescuing Anton until you get yourself down here and pay the man off."

"Okay, okay. I'll be there as soon as I can."

Jirra closed the call, then went down to the engine room. Gundra had a few covers to reattach, including the shift drive. She hadn't asked him to look at that, but she was glad he had. "Shift drive okay?"

Gundar glanced over his shoulder. "It's fine. Not much goes wrong with them. If it does, you need a new one."

"My lady's on her way."

"Good."

He kept on staring at her. She knew that look. She'd used it herself. It meant 'leave me alone and let me finish.' She backed toward the engine room hatch. "I'll let you get on. I'll be upstairs."

As she left, she heard him talking to someone.

Siena arrived five minutes later, wearing her sensible shoes and carrying three large, fancy bags. "Well, here I am," she said, plunking her purchases on the table. "Where's your engineer?"

"I heard you come onboard," Gundar said, entering the compartment. "Here's the bill." He slid a flimsy across to her.

Jirra could swear she blanched. "A thousand credits? A thousand credits for a service?"

"For a few seals, a bearing and some tweaks with a spanner?" Jirra struggled to her feet. "That's piracy."

Gundar had a smirk on his face, gloating, triumphant. "That's not what the list says. Have a look. Major repairs, replacement of components in both ion propulsion systems, an overhaul of the engines. Serious stuff."

Anger coursed up Jirra's spine. "You didn't do any of that. You were here for an hour, max."

He nodded, the skike. "True. My crew did some of it overnight, in my workshop. Didn't you realize?"

"You conniving, sniveling, thieving...," Siena spluttered.

The engineer's eyes turned hard. "Call me whatever you like. Pay the bill or I'll impound your ship."

"We'll see about that. I'll report you to the station administration." Red splotches stood out on Siena's cheeks. Jirra didn't think she'd ever seen her so angry.

Gundar simply smiled. "Pay me and you can complain to whoever you like." 

A warning tremor slipped down Jirra's spine. Something else was going down here. The way he stood, the way he turned his head toward the outside hatch. He was waiting for something. 

"You bet your life, I'll complain, you filthy..." Siena added a string of swearwords that would have had a man kicked out of her bar. 

Gundar seemed to be enjoying the show, his teeth bared in a wide grin. Jirra moved, sliding around him so she could see the entrance, yet watch the man. He had his back to her now, so intent on laughing at Siena he didn't notice. She slipped her hand inside her shirt and found the butt of her pistol. The feel of the weapon in her palm helped to steady her nerves.

Her lips set in a hard line, Siena put through the transaction. "It's done, you pirate. Now get off my ship."

The man's low chuckle sent the hairs standing up on Jirra's neck. "Speaking of pirates..." He raised his voice. "You can come on board now, lads."

"Oh, no you don't." Siena launched herself at Gundar before she'd finished the first word. The man staggered backwards, trying to fend her off.

Jirra had her pistol out, looking for a clear shot. Footsteps rang in the access way.

"Drop that, bitch, or you're dead." The man aiming the pistol at her wasn't joking. She let her fingers go limp. The gun dropped to the floor with a muffled thump.

The other fellow had Siena by the hair, pulling her back while holding his pistol to her head. Glaring at Gundar, she straightened up.

"Get over there. Next to your friend," the gunman said.

Siena walked around the tables to where Jirra stood. "Now both of you, put your hands on your head."

Raising her hands, Jirra met Siena's gaze. They were out of options, but maybe Toreni would turn up. She had to keep them talking, "What are you playing at, Gundar?"

"I'm not playing." He dabbed at scratches Jirra had managed to inflict on his cheek. "I've got some customers who'll pay well for this little ship."

The taller of the two gunmen chuckled. "You're not going to need it where you're going." His gloating tone sent shivers down Jirra's spine.

"If you kill us —"

"Oh, we're not going to kill you," the second man said. His thick moustache bounced as he spoke. "You'll fetch a good price at the slave markets."

"And ​we can have a little taste while we're underway, eh, Rison?" The taller man's eyes glittered. Malice? Lust? Either way, Jirra's muscles clenched in distaste. Hurry up, Toreni.

"Shut it, you two. Lock them in a cabin. Use the cuffs. She has talons." Gundar dabbed again at the oozing scratches. Good for Siena, Jirra thought. She hoped it hurt like hell, and became infected.

"Police. Drop your weapons. Stay where you are." A woman charged through the open door before the two men could react. In the split second of surprise, Jirra yelled, "Down", dropping behind the protection of the tables as she did so, Siena a nanosecond behind her.

Scooping up her gun, Jirra slid under the table ready to fire. A heavy thump jolted the table she was under. She heard the leathery thwack of a fist hitting skin, then nothing but groans.

"That's about it, ladies. You can come out, now," a deep, fruity voice said. Jirra's muscles went to jelly. Toreni. But that first voice was somebody else.

Using the table to steady herself, Jirra clambered to her feet. Gundar lay where he'd been shot. One fellow lay sprawled between the chairs, and the one with the moustache lay on his back on a table, his arms out, his legs dangling. Toreni wore a grin on her face stretching from ear to ear. A second woman stood beside her, her slight build accentuated by Toreni's bulk. She had an unusual face with a pointed chin and emerald green eyes.

"Jirra, Siena, this is Chet," Toreni said.

"Pleased to meet you," Jirra said. "You're police?"

The green eyes clouded for an instant. "Not anymore. But I can still act the part."

Jirra stared down at Gundar. "Is he dead?"

"No. I set to stun. Though at that range, he'll not be feeling too well for the next few days."

Jirra nodded. Stun at short range hurt. A lot.

Siena scrambled around for her sanvad. "I'm going to reverse that payment," she muttered. "Pirate."

Chet raised her hand. "I wouldn't if I were you. The docking admin here is as corrupt as they come. At the moment, they think Gundar's got your ship, so you'll be able to leave. Take that money back and they'll be suspicious. They'll impound your ship for sure."

"Grief," Jirra said. "I thought this was an honest port."

"Mostly, it is. But anywhere you have money, you have thieves. They're in a powerful enough position that the police can't touch them." Chet glanced away for a second. Jirra caught a hint of sadness.

"What happened? How come you were here? And did I say thank you?" Siena pulled at her torn dress.

Chet and Toreni traded a glance. "It's a long story," Chet said. "If I were you, I'd dump them on the dock and get the blazes out of here. Otherwise you're going to lose your ship and if they don't kill you, you'll be sold as sex slaves."

Sex slaves? They'd said slaves, but sex slaves? Jirra shuddered. What a life, sold to a brothel owner to service the kinky needs of whatever man was prepared to pay for you. She stared at Siena, wondering if the expression on her own face was equally shocked. "I think we owe you. Big time."

Siena gazed at the three bodies. "Can't Toreni contact whatsisname, Tark, and get him to take them away?"

"No." Toreni shook her head. "Do that and the word gets out." She paused, the fight in her mind mirrored on her face. "Tark's not as honest as he could be," she finished.

"Huh." Siena's lip lifted in an ironic smile. "Money corrupts. Along with power. What are we going to do with them? They're starting to wake up."

Chet casually raised her pistol and shot them again. They slumped. Her smile was grim. "You want to be well away before they can say anything. I suggest you set a course for Elvira, which is where they're expecting this ship to go. You can change routes when you're out of here."

It was Jirra's turn to nod. Chet afforded her an acknowledging smile.

The police officer licked her lips, as though she had something more to say. "Look, I've done you a favor. I'd usually not bother with more than thanks, but will you take me with you? Those fellows will recognize me. I've already been kicked out of the force. With this, I'm likely to end up dead in some alley. I suppose I could kill them." She licked her lips again. "But that's not how I operate."

Toreni stood beside Chet, nodding her head. "I can vouch for Chet. We interacted a few times before she er... resigned from the police."

Jirra didn't need convincing. "It's up to Siena." 

Siena shrugged. "Like I said, we owe you. Welcome aboard."

The stiffness ebbed from Chet's posture. "Thanks."
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