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  DEDICATION




  To the 2,223 people who set sail on the Titanic in 1912, and especially for the 1,500+ who never made it to the far shores




   




  And to my daughters, Valerie and Elizabeth, without whom this book would never have been published




  CHAPTER ONE




  Two hours ago, Nick Jameson hadn’t cared when they would leave, or even whether they got space borne in time to join the cruise ship. He was in no rush to get to Sector Hub. Most likely his military career was going to be ending there, after that last disaster of a mission. So why should I worry about reaching the Nebula Dream before she leaves orbit? The next ship would suit me fine. Or even the ship after that.




  Nick knew he’d been a silent minority of one in the crowd on this, the last shuttle to leave planet Glideon for rendezvous with the majestic space liner. His fellow passengers – or their employers – had paid gigantic sums for the privilege of being on the Nebula Dream’s maiden cruise between the stars. Politely stressed panic thickened the air as the orbit departure time ticked ever nearer. The liner waited, hundreds of miles above, as they sat, inexplicably tethered to the launch pad on Glideon. No one was rash enough to think the Nebula Dream’s captain was going to delay his own much-publicized departure from orbit for the benefit of one late shuttle, carrying only fifty or so passengers. 




  Nick had been assured there was no mechanical problem with the shuttle itself, no solar flare danger from Glideon’s erratic star. Must be waiting for someone with even more gravity than any of the First Level passengers already sitting around me. 




  Then, after so much forced inactivity, the crew bustled, carrying out their duties with alacrity. The lead attendant and her two assistants moved to the passenger loading ramp, located just aft of the row where Nick had stationed himself to wait, glass in hand. As the attendants came down the aisle toward him, the subtle humming of the idling engines deepened. The pilots must have transmitted word to Flight Control our departure’s imminent.




  Setting his latest, as-yet-untouched drink on the tray table, Nick watched as the cause of the delay finally came onto the shuttle. His guess had been correct – everyone already aboard, including Nick, had indeed been waiting on the convenience of a highborn noble from some inner world. The man came with quite an entourage, three or four of his wives, several servants, and two highly pampered, perfumed pets of a six-legged, fur-bearing variety Nick had never seen before. One wife, solicitously supported by the others, was hugely pregnant beneath her aqua and gray robes and veils. She waited with her attendants near Nick’s seat while the issue of where the animals would travel was hashed out with the crew.




  Fate of the pets finally settled to the prestigious passenger’s satisfaction, if not anyone else’s, the dignitary and his party were shepherded deeper into the shuttle. The two assistant attendants hastened to clear a path for the entire group, including beasts, through the crowded main cabin to the private area at the bow, right beneath the flight deck. Unhappy or ill, the pregnant woman had been moaning and crying softly beneath her veils. Nick got the impression she was being forced to proceed by her outwardly supportive attendants. Striding ahead of his women, her husband talked to his two male companions, not glancing around. Something about the set of his shoulders beneath the foppish, brocaded green robes suggested to Nick the man was tense. Oh yeah, he knows everyone’s pissed at him.




  “We’ll be departing from the spaceport in five minutes standard,” was the lead attendant’s welcome announcement as she reemerged from the curtained-off private space. Stressed over the delay, she spoke in a professionally mellow voice that was a bit shrill. Two hours of coping with increasingly bellicose First Level passengers had been wearing enough, but the final argument over the new passenger’s pets had apparently used up the last of her customer service instincts.




  “Any later and we’d miss the Nebula Dream’s flight altogether,” said a man near Nick, addressing his wife. “They desperately want to set a new speed record on this maiden voyage for the publicity and the bragging rights. The ship won’t wait for us.”




  Nick gazed after the noble’s party, pondering. If truth be told, he was almost as unhappy to be here as that pampered but miserable young wife. A kindred soul among the passengers. Smiling, he lifted his drink again, taking a sip and then a longer swallow. No need to stay sober. This isn’t a military transport, and I’m not on a mission. Might never be on a mission again, the way things are going.




  While he savored the fine Suavarian brandy, Nick heard clanging outside as the grav clamps disengaged from the hull. The engines on the small luxury shuttle ramped up, nearly inaudible inside the well-insulated cabin. A lot of credits had been spent on every appointment of this transit ship, to keep the high-paying customers content during their brief flit from spaceport to space liner. Too bad all the effort has gone to waste, goodwill eroded by endless sitting, waiting for the final party to arrive. Even the liquid feelgoods the cabin crew had been so liberally pouring in the final half hour hadn’t done much to improve the tension among fifty-odd passengers afraid of missing their departure time, thereby losing their part in the historic maiden voyage of the Nebula Dream.




  Sprawled comfortably in his luxurious black leather seat, foot rest tilted up, sipping at his drink, Nick glanced around at his fellow passengers. He’d checked them all out previously, of course, but there wasn’t much else for diversion. Nick had no interest in any of the sports events being broadcast on the vid screens. Sure, he’d bet on a game from time to time, but constant missions behind enemy lines made it hard to follow a team. Nor did the latest adventure fic selections appeal to him. Being a Special Forces operator provided enough real adventure – no need for the vicarious kind invented by people who’d never actually ventured from their safe Inner Sector planets. 




  There was a small family group across the way – father, mother, two children. The latter were eating a snack, brought by a harried attendant a few minutes earlier, before the grand arrival of the late passengers took everyone’s attention. The young boy, probably eight or ten, had bumped into Nick once, playing some game in the shuttle’s open aisle. He’d apologized politely. His younger sister stayed in her mother’s lap, sucking on her thumb and clutching a large, old-fashioned stuffed animal of some kind. Her big, soft brown eyes, fringed with extravagant lashes, kept closing sleepily. Then some sound would reawaken her with a jerk. 




  Bothered by his own painful memories, Nick averted his gaze from the cozy family group, sampling the drink again, crunching an ice cube.




  Diagonally across from Nick sat a woman in the sober business suit of a major cit executive. No pain in looking at her, that’s for sure. The lines of her expensive, tailored clothing were softened by the muted shades of blue and cream in the finely woven fabric. Her gleaming golden-brown hair was pulled severely away from the perfect oval of her face, held in an old-fashioned chignon and pinned with tiny iridescent clips. I’d like a chance to take those clips out, let that hair down. Small, rebellious curls escaping from the discipline of the braided chignon and a pair of beautiful, intensely blue eyes under elegantly arching brows contrasted with the overall businesslike impression. Nick had received the full attention of her spectacular eyes only once, in the waiting room at the spaceport, as he stepped past her to stare at the shuttle. There’d been something electric, enigmatic in her glance. Those eyes definitely made a man want to know more. She could project the no-nonsense businesswoman façade extremely well, but those eyes drew a man in anyway. She wore the suit skirt short, accenting long, shapely legs. 




  Nick was a leg man.




  Taking a bigger swallow of the brandy, Nick enjoyed the warmth spreading through his body. Kidding yourself, Jameson. Yeah, she stared at you when you practically fell over her feet, accepted your apology with a graceful nod, but there was certainly nothing more to it. Talk about intense! She’s all about her work, even here on the shuttle. 




  Ostentatiously multitasking on several screens of her miniAI, efficiently using the time, she was shutting out the rest of them, Nick realized. He envied her. Being between assignments was an uncomfortable thing. Man, I suck at doing downtime. This lady was utilizing every nanosecond, and taking up three prime seats in furtherance of whatever she did. The cabin attendants had obviously recognized her, which probably meant she was a high-powered, big-tipping, frequent flier. Guessing with a flicker of mild regret he’d never know any more about her, he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop staring at her; not just yet.




  She doesn’t fit the profile of a woman who’d be remotely interested in small talk over drinks with a soldier on leave. If there was a seat empty, though, maybe I’d try my luck. He tilted his head, contemplating her activity. Nah, probably only has time for overachievers like herself, who could talk the interstellar business lingo. Well, maybe I’m not being entirely fair. 




  After all, the aloof businesswoman had taken a voluntary break from her data processing and analysis to play some game on her AI’s largest screen with the boy, when he and his sister had gotten cranky and hungry. Much to the relief of the parents and the other passengers, she’d kept the boy amused while the cabin attendants cobbled together a snack after it became obvious they weren’t going to make it to the Dream in time for early dinner service.




   Then, hardly missing a beat, she’d resumed her work as soon as the boy sat next to his father, munching the small snack the attendants supplied. She’d not glanced up from her screens since.




  She’s the most beautiful passenger, hands down, even with that tight-assed attitude, but she’s not the one who’s out of place. Like me. Sipping his drink, he assessed the only other man on the shuttle who was as deadly as Nick himself could be when the occasion demanded – a D’nvannae Brother, dressed all in close-fitting, soft black leather, as they usually were when traveling outside their world. The swirling red tattoo all D’nvannae wore proudly inscribed on the right side of the face, as a sign of fealty to their Deity, was particularly well defined on this man. He must be senior in the hierarchy, given the number of details in the tattoo. Gotta earn those the hard way in the Lady’s service. Halfway paying attention to a broadcast of an inter Sector sports semifinal, the Brother was unbraiding his long, jet black hair, signifying his contract had been successfully completed and he was now at liberty to accept another.




  Who on backwater Glideon might have needed such a high-priced, exotic bodyguard? Or been the target of such a relentless assassin? The D’nvannae could be hired for either purpose, conflicting offers resolved by the whim of the goddess.




  As if sensing Nick’s gaze, the Brother turned, eyeing him for a long minute, eyebrows drawn together in a frown. He had a strong face, thin lips, high, chiseled cheekbones, and intense black eyes that betrayed nothing of the thoughts going on behind them. Sensing no challenge, nothing on Nick’s part but bored curiosity, the other man nodded, the fine muscles of his face relaxing. 




  Raising his glass in salute, Nick tossed off the drink as the Brother dismissed him in favor of watching a replay.




  Getting a pleasant buzz already from the high-priced feelgood, Nick signaled for another drink. Better watch myself.




  The attendant had brought his next drink. Her arrival was so timely Nick had to wonder with a stab of concealed amusement if she’d been watching him, even as he was observing everyone else.




  “We should be at the Nebula Dream in another twenty minutes standard, sir,” she said as she took his empty tumbler, deftly replacing it with another refill.




  Nick swirled the ice cubes in the heavy glass. “We’ll leave orbit on time then? Even with the delay?”




   “Oh yes, although SMT Lines certainly apologizes for the unusual ground time, sir.” She leaned close to him, her perfume drifting around Nick like a spring day on a green planet. It was actually a bit cloying. He stifled a sneeze. Too floral. 




  Maybe he would ask her to dinner on the ship. It would pass some time on what Nick dreaded as a mind-numbingly boring cruise.




  Lingering by his seat, she brushed his arm with her hip. “The last passenger to board is a major SMT stockholder and sits on the Board of Directors. They were all supposed to make this trip to Sector Hub with us, for the Dream’s maiden voyage, but I heard most of the others were stricken with the flu.”




  “His wife sure isn’t much for space travel,” Nick said, making himself wait to start on the fresh drink. 




  “Perhaps she’s never been offplanet before.” The woman shrugged, attention already subtly shifting to her next customer. Hastily, Nick thumbprinted the drink chit. Taking it from him, she said, “We see this kind of apprehension in new travelers occasionally, although I must say hers was a bit extreme.” 




  Not at all offended at being left alone, Nick leaned back. A burst of loud laughter from the set of seats all the way forward, on the starboard side of the shuttle, drew his attention briefly. There was a big party of fifteen or twenty of the Inner Sector Socialites – the kind who were to be found at any high-visibility, publicity-laden event. They travel in flocks, with no purpose other than to be of the moment. Their world was so far removed from the grit and danger of his reality, he could hardly comprehend it. But I risk my neck to save you pretty, useless people. 




  Whoa, thinking too deeply here. Raising his eyebrows at the rowdy party, he studied the depths of his drink, swirling the amber liquid and oddly shaped ice cubes in the heavy, embossed glass. The ice cubes were in the shape of the SMT crest, he realized with a chuckle. The SMT crest was ubiquitous on this shuttle. One of the Socialites had even appropriated an attendant’s badge and was now wearing it in her pink and yellow hair.




  Nick’s musings were abruptly interrupted by a harsh scream from the curtained-off area where the noble’s party had taken up their place in secluded splendor, a class even more exclusive than the other First Level passengers already aboard. 




  Wailing, the pregnant young wife came down the aisle, moving awkwardly at a pace between a waddle and a run. Threatening to trip her headlong, one of the pets was skittering around her ankles. She and the pet scattered the ‘Lites who had been lounging in the aisles as she pushed and shoved ruthlessly through them.




  She threw herself at the emergency hatch, banging on it, fumbling with the controls. No one but Nick was in any kind of position to thwart her apparent suicidal impulse. 




  Incredulous, reacting automatically to the threat, Nick dropped his drink and vaulted over the side of his chair, reaching her in four quick steps. Gently but firmly, he captured her wrists, the sharply faceted gems on her bracelets digging into his palms. He eased the distraught woman a few feet away from the hatch, into the main cabin.




  As they struggled, he tried not to hurt her. When she calmed down marginally Nick released her, stepping aside a bit. She was sobbing so hard her breathing was affected.




  The lead attendant came up beside him, tapping him on the shoulder. “We’ll handle this, sir, if you could please return to your seat.” 




  Stepping away, Nick found himself standing next to the father of the children he’d noticed earlier. The man smiled indulgently. “Pregnant women have the strangest fears and forebodings. And cravings! She’ll be fine, once we’re on the Nebula Dream, I’m sure. Maybe the ship’s doctor can give her something for nerves. Although, they don’t usually want to sedate a pregnant woman.”




  Out of his depth in any discussion about gravid females, Nick considered going to his seat as requested. He wasn’t quite convinced things had played themselves out. Keeping a wary eye on events by the airlock, he was ready to move in again, should another attempt be made by anyone to open the door while they were in transit. At least the incident broke the boredom.




  The noble pushed rudely past Nick, going to face his weeping wife, who began begging him not to force her to make the journey. “Kill me now,” she pleaded, in Basic so rapid it was hard to follow. Dramatically, she pulled a small dagger from beneath her robes, and tried to hand it to him, bejeweled hilt first. Alarmed by the weapon, the crew members retreated. The other wives were aghast, berating the woman in some unknown language from a safe distance, like a trio of fishwives. The pet yapped and bounced under their feet until someone pushed it roughly away. Whining, the animal took refuge under the nearest seat.




  “Kill me yourself,” demanded the pregnant wife, ignoring the other witnesses, focusing completely on her husband. “Kill your unborn son with your own hand rather than have us suffer what Fate sends to that ship. Don’t let us die on a cursed vessel. Be merciful!”




  The noble was plainly embarrassed, mildly worried about his wife, but far more distressed to be the center of such an ill-bred scene. The Socialites were tittering and pointing, making jokes. As a wave of their high-pitched, jarring laughter filled the shuttle after some particularly rude sally by one of the group, the man reached a decision. 




  Beckoning to the SMT attendants, he said, “I wish to return to the surface.” He drew himself up to his full height, hands on hips.




  “But, sir, we’re more than halfway to the Nebula Dream. We can’t go back now. The pilot can’t reverse course once we’re in an assigned departure trajectory.” The lead attendant was so startled by the demand her customer service mask slipped again for a moment. Taking a breath, she lowered her voice. “It’s just not possible, sir. I’m sorry. Perhaps if we can get your wife to her seat and bring her some calming herbal tea –”




  “My mind is made up.” Making a slashing motion, the noble cut harshly across her soothing offer. “I don’t care what problems your pilot has. They aren’t my concern. My wife is so irrational at the moment she’s jeopardizing her own health and that of our unborn son. We’ll journey to Sector Hub another time.”




  He would not be budged. The shuttle’s pilot came from the cockpit to argue, requesting they at least finish the trip and drop off the other passengers. The mere suggestion sent the wife into renewed hysteria. She apparently suspected some trick would be played on her, an attempt made to get her onto the Nebula Dream once they docked in orbit.




  “I’ll kill myself, then, if you aren’t man enough to do it,” she screamed, raising the dagger her husband refused to take. Far gone in hysteria and panic, she slashed at her right wrist twice, before pointing the blade at her swollen abdomen.




  Moving in the blink of an eye, brushing rapidly past the ineffectual noble and the cabin attendants, Nick inserted himself into the domestic drama yet again.




   Usually my job to kill people, not keep them from committing messy suicide. Nick’s reflexes kicked into high gear. 




  With a savage, throat-tearing scream, the woman he was attempting to save went on the offensive, slashing at his face with her knife. Nick staved off the first blow, losing his grip on her as a result. Her wild second thrust with the glittering blade tore through the sleeve of his civilian shirt, leaving him with a stinging slash in the upper right arm. Cursing wildly at him in her native language, she took aim at his face. Having been given no choice, he roughly disarmed her.




   The jeweled dagger went spinning away across the shuttle’s deck, drops of their commingled blood splattering the bulkhead until it disappeared under a seat. His unlikely adversary cried out with pain, trying to get loose, presumably to retrieve her weapon. Wrapping one arm around her, Nick eased her to the deck as she swayed and crumpled. Somehow he managed to keep them both from further injuries as they fell. 




  He’d no idea what language her people spoke – he hadn’t heard enough of it to trigger any of his implanted linguistic reflexes. Cradling her, Nick tried a reassuring murmur in Basic. “It’s all right, madame, we’re in no danger. The shuttle flies normally. There’s no need for you to –”




  “Fool!” She literally spat at him, twisting her upper body so she could see his face. “If we set foot on that cursed ship, we’ll all die!” Her beautiful face contorted further, and she fell against Nick’s chest, weeping, body shaking. “I’ve dreamed it truly. My baby will die unborn with me – we must not go there.”




  Shaking his head slightly, Nick tightened his arms around her in a wary attempt to instill comfort and calm. This is beyond me. Where’s the damn husband? And the flight crew? Why aren’t any of them offering assistance? It certainly isn’t my job to subdue hysterical passengers. He did draw a line, however, at standing aside while someone made a serious suicide attempt right in front of him, endangering everyone else on the shuttle as well. If Nick hadn’t prevented her from triggering the emergency air lock override, they’d all be dead by now, swept into the thin upper atmosphere of Glideon. The pilots might have survived, locked in the flight deck, but for sure no one else would have. By the Seven Hells, they all owed him – pilots, flight crew and passengers alike. Damn it, somebody had better step forward soon, help me resolve this.




  “If you were a man, you’d kill me yourself,” the woman taunted suddenly, startling Nick, although he didn’t release his hold on her. Then he realized she was speaking over his shoulder, addressing her husband as he nervously shuffled closer to them.




  Masking his own thoughts, Nick stared hard at the diffident spouse. The guy certainly looks big enough to handle his own wife. 




  But then again, if this couple had been able to resolve their own marital spat, he wouldn’t be sitting here on the cold shuttle deck, bleeding, still clutching a hysterical woman in his arms while all the other passengers stared. I’d be halfway through my next drink by now, relaxing. He didn’t know whether to be glad or sorry old habits had led him to take the rearmost seat in the shuttle’s luxurious cabin, closest to the exit, back to the wall for automatic self-defense. Even in a totally civilian situation, Nick stayed vigilant.




  And now here we sit, on the deck, bleeding. Nick ignored the sluggish flow of his blood from the superficial wound the woman had inflicted on him. He was working to stem the much more rapid loss of blood she was suffering, having apparently managed to slash a vein with her small, wickedly sharp knife. Fury spent, the injured woman sat leaning against him, weeping and crooning to herself in her native language.




  “Get the medkit.” Nick snapped his fingers at the gaping attendants, hovering uncertainly by the first row of seats. “This wrist wound of hers needs to be sealed. You’re trained in first aid, aren’t you? I’ll do it myself if you can’t handle it, but we’re losing time. Not life threatening, but we should deal with the blood loss.”




  “Absolutely, sir. I’m sorry – I’ll be right back with our first aid supplies.” The attendant shoved her way through the gaping spectators, going to the shuttle’s bow.




  Muttering soothing remarks to the distraught woman in her own tongue, which had finally, blessedly snapped into the fore in his mind, Nick tried to keep her calm.




  The lead attendant brought the medkit and gingerly applied skin sealant and antibiotics to the slashed wrist, which Nick immobilized for her. The young wife wept, occasionally responding to Nick with broken sentences about her dreams and her unborn child being at risk, to which he told her in halfway-fluent dialect she must do what was best for the baby. Creeping out from under the seat, the pet came to them, crooning as if it sensed the woman’s distress, long green tongue flickering in and out. Curling up next to them, the creature made no other move, to Nick’s relief. Don’t want to be dealing with a hysterical woman and an unknown animal. 




  The shuttle had grown quiet, passengers twisted in their seats, staring and listening to the unexpected drama. The Socialites had stopped laughing and joking when the woman made her abortive suicide attempt. Several were complaining in dramatic tones about being nauseated at the sight of the blood, but at least they weren’t demanding service. Nick observed peripherally even the businesswoman had paused in her work to watch the events unfold.




  Abruptly, his attention was drawn to the woman he was holding, as she drew in a hissing breath and clutched dramatically at her abdomen, closing her eyes and biting her lip. Eyeing her, he realized she wasn’t displaying the physical symptoms of a woman in labor. But if that’s how she wants to play it, who am I to get in her way? I’m no medic. He raised his voice, and put an edge on it, to cut through the squabble. “Gentlemen, you’d better decide something.”




  The husband and the pilot glared at him, both equally annoyed at the interruption.




  Nick didn’t care. Events might be about to overtake them. “I’m far from being an expert, but I think she’s going into labor here.”




  The pilot gave in, as the other passengers groaned.




  “Fine, we’ll get you to Glideon straightaway,” the man said, throwing up his arms. “We can claim medical emergency, if she’s in labor. They’ll give us clearance.”




  “But the Dream has a fully equipped infirmary,” protested the lead attendant. “There’s no need to land, even if she is in labor. And she could be in false labor –”




  “What do you care?” the pilot said. “We’re going back to surface.”




  “But if we miss the departure. . .” The attendant’s voice trailed off as the pilot glared at her even more fiercely, shaking his head.




  “I don’t think she’s faking it,” Nick said from his awkward location on the deck. He would have been more than happy to stand up, move aside, and let the man handle his own wife, but the SMT board member made no indication of any desire to intervene. Nick didn’t have the heart to leave the poor woman on her own at this point. She was clinging to him, too frightened to speak, gasping as each new contraction hit. It was pitiful. This guy must have a heart of stone, ignoring his wife’s distress and pain, allowing a total stranger – a man – to be the one offering comfort.




  None of the SMT crew was inclined to assist Nick with their most difficult passenger. I’m on my own and I’m all this lady’s got until we reach the ground.




  As soon as the pilot went to the flight deck, the shuttle made a wide loop in the crowded space lanes, returning to the spaceport. Nick braced himself against the emergency hatch, handles digging painfully into his back, to keep the woman from further injury, as she was now beyond any ability to fend for herself, lost in hard labor. Her husband stood impassively beside them, one hand clenched on a seat back.




  The SMT crew had to work around the wife to open the airlock once they landed. Nick stood up, bringing her smoothly to her feet. She acted dizzy, perhaps from loss of blood and general stress. Two of the older wives finally came from the curtained-off compartment at the bow and took her by the elbows, rushing her through the portal before the door had even finished cycling, the pet scurrying in their wake, yelping. Nick caught a glimpse of a waiting med team in the passageway to the terminal.




  “We don’t have time to unload your luggage, or we won’t make it to the Nebula Dream before she goes interstellar.” The pilot, walking aft from the flight deck, delivered this news to his difficult passenger with relish. “We’ll return the bags to Glideon on the next available freighter, priority status.”




  “Fine.” The SMT board member stared at the far bulkhead, over the heads of the passengers, a muscle twitching in his jaw. “My apologies, on behalf of my wife and myself. The drinks on your renewed journey to the ship shall be on me, as minor recompense for your inconvenience. I bid you good speed. And to you, sir, my thanks,” was all he said to Nick for keeping his wife from killing them or doing harm to herself and his unborn son. A quick half bow and then the noble was gone, servants and the other pet scurrying in his wake.




  “Well, I never,” huffed the attendant in a hissing whisper to the pilot, as they refastened the airlock portal. “You certainly caved in to his demands.” 




  “Hey, what was I supposed to do?” Slamming the latch closed, the pilot put his hands on his hips, frowning. Keeping his voice low as well, he gave vent to his feelings. “The man owns about half the damn company. And whether she was in labor or not, she was spooking everyone, including me. Better not to have someone so unhinged on board the Dream! Talk about a jinx.”




  Glancing at the nearest passengers nervously, the attendant shushed the pilot.




  He shook off her hand. “Break out the best stuff, and be sure you bill it to him.” Avoiding eye contact with his passengers, the pilot went back to the cockpit.




  “Will we still make it on time?” Snagging his sleeve and hanging on, one of the Socialites screeched her question in a high, petulant voice as the officer walked by.




  The pilot loosened her grip none too gently.” There are a few rules on excessive speed in nearplanet space, but I’ll do my best for you, ma’am.”




  “Rules exist for us to break, man,” drawled another of the Socialites in the affected accent they favored. He was a vapid youth, with blotchy skin and bad teeth, too small for his stylish bronze and purple suit. 




  “Yes, well, I suggest you all remain in your seats for the trip.” The pilot made his escape into the flight deck above the passenger compartment, the slamming of the hatch suggestive of his feelings about anymore passenger face time on this trip.




  Nick stood, grimacing at the blood on his best set of civilian clothes. The untended slash in his upper arm burned but had stopped bleeding. Pausing for a second, her floral scent surrounding him like a promise, the attendant smiled. “You were incredibly brave, Mr. –?”




  “Captain, Captain Nick Jameson, Special Forces. Miss – “




  “Helene, call me Helene,” she said, her brown eyes big, lashes fluttering. “It was impressive.”




  Impatiently, the chief attendant called to her.




  Helene glanced toward the bow with unconcealed annoyance and then gave her full attention to Nick. “SMT will clean or replace your clothes free of charge, Captain. I’ll see to it. Personally.” And she was gone down the aisle.




  Gazing after her in frustration, Nick met the electric stare of the businesswoman, who raised one eyebrow in an elegant arch before shifting focus to her work. Nick was embarrassed, now the crisis was over. I don’t like being the center of attention, anymore than the husband did. He sat.




  There was a tug at his sleeve as he attempted to raise the now warm and watery drink to his lips. Glancing down, he saw the boy standing there in the aisle by his side.




  “Sir, she forgot her pretty knife,” the boy said respectfully, offering the weapon to him, holding it by the lavishly gemmed hilt, stained blade pointed at the deck. 




  In vain Nick checked the aisle for a cabin attendant. They’d all gone into their private cubicle for a moment. Probably gossiping about the events that just transpired. He reached for the dagger, wrapping it in a napkin. “Thank you. Extremely observant. I’ll see it gets back to her, okay?”




  The boy nodded, seeming to want to continue the conversation but at a loss for what to say next. Nick was willing enough to chat, but the father came and retrieved his son, with a word of apology.




  Sinking further into his lush chair, he closed his eyes for a long minute. Well, okay, Jameson, now the trip will be boring. Hope you enjoyed the only excitement there’s going to be for the next ten days. 




  The engines sequenced up again, this time obviously in response to the application of significantly more power. The trajectory was straight up, pushing the passengers deep into their cushioned seats, as the pilot tried to make up for the lost time. Nick could imagine what the traffic controllers were saying to the flight crew, since the orbits of practically every craft trying to land or leave Glideon had probably been disrupted for the last hour. Man must have gravity to spare, to get himself returned to the surface on a young wife’s whim. Even one in labor. She could have been suitably cared for in the Dream’s sickbay.




  “My apologies, folks, but we’re going straight into the shuttle bay, rather than landing at the starboard First Level portal,” the copilot said on the com. “The captain of the Nebula Dream regrets he must insist on it, so we can leave planetary orbit on schedule. Have to break the inter-Sector speed record, you know.” False excitement in his voice, the pilot tried to distract them with SMT’s heavily promoted attempt to set a new time for the Glideon to Sector Hub run. “Even seconds may count.”




  The attendants, out and around again in the cabin, were doing their best to sell the company line, too, murmuring what a rare treat the passengers would have, getting to see behind the scenes of the liner’s work areas when they left the shuttle and stepped into the hangar bay. Only the boy was buying the story, Nick observed. He was excited, in the manner of children everywhere, offered an unexpected treat. For the most part, the other passengers acted grumpy. Nick wasn’t any too happy himself. I’ve seen enough of this shuttle and this set of people.




  As it turned out, they had to ride through the Nebula Dream’s departure from orbit and entry into hyperspace while seated aboard the shuttle, which berthed about three minutes before the deadline. Only then were they allowed to disembark in the cramped shuttle bay, which housed three other SMT private craft. Most of the liner’s passengers had arrived earlier via commercial carriers and taxis, but the cream of the list, such as the majority of the fifty people on this last incoming ferry, had been singled out to receive the individual SMT treatment on its own small fleet of shuttles.




  Talk about a perk becoming a distinct disadvantage in this case, since they came close to missing the trip altogether as a result. Nick scanned the shuttle bay, noting a small army of stewards and stewardesses waiting off to the side, ready to gather the passengers and carry them away to their cabins on the upper decks. The staff had doubtless been pulled from their other duties to deal with this unusual arrival.




  Nick managed to find Helene, the attendant, for a second, to hand over the dagger. Visibly reluctant to take the weapon, she shuddered, but did promise to have it restored to the noble on Glideon. Then she had to answer a question from someone else and Nick allowed himself to be drawn away in the crowd of departing passengers.




  Her perfume’s too floral for me anyway.




  Even he, a lowly military officer traveling on a discounted government ticket, had been assigned one steward to convey him and his single kitbag up to Level Three. The rest of his possessions were checked through to Sector Hub, and would make the journey in bonded stores, he’d been assured. The young steward reiterated the information as they strolled in the wake of the others, going toward the rather narrow ramp providing access to the upper decks, where passengers were expected to spend their time. Transit between passenger decks was via either deliberately retro, elegant staircases, or the more prosaic moving access strips.




  “Did you want to see the ship’s doctor, sir? For your arm?” the steward asked, hesitating a bit.




  Nick shook his head. “It’s only a scratch, thanks. I’ve had all the military injects for infection, and I heal fast.” He smiled, but the SMT steward didn’t appear reassured. “I can tend to it myself with the cabin’s first aid kit,” Nick said, frowning. “I’d like to get to my cabin and take a shower; change clothes.”




  The steward was slightly in awe of Nick, but continued to stare at him, chewing unconsciously on his lower lip. He’s probably uncomfortable with my unkempt appearance – ripped shirt and dried bloodstains. The attendant’s next words confirmed his impression. “Yes, well, fine then, sir.” The tone was deferential, but nevertheless, they didn’t move toward the exit. “Speaking of your clothing, I’m afraid we can’t very well go up the Levels to your cabin with you looking like you’ve been assaulted, now can we?”




  Rolling his shoulders, Nick loomed over the steward. “I’m not getting undressed on the damn hangar deck.”




  Backing off, the other man seemed flustered. “Perhaps I can borrow a crew jacket, sir.”




  “Fine. Anything you want, but make it quick.” Nick was rapidly losing what patience he had.




  Dashing off, the steward returned in a minute with an SMT jacket for Nick to throw over his shoulders, hiding some of the worst bloodstains from public view. Then, and only then, was he able to follow the rest of the passengers off the hangar deck and up toward the passenger levels. The SMT escort didn’t try to make small talk. Fine with me. If I’d been sure where I was going, I’d have preferred not to have a guide anyway. Too conspicuous. Nick tipped the guy a few credits for doing absolutely nothing, handed over the now-stained crew jacket and finally got rid of him, closing the portal of the assigned cabin gratefully.




  Standing in the middle of his suite, Nick did a slow 360, frowning. Too soft and luxurious by half, even here on the Third Level. At this rate, what First Level must be like! Not that Nick cared. He threw his kitbag carelessly onto an oversized chair in the corner. 




  Walking to the bar, Nick smiled wryly, evaluating the plush accommodations. I’m going to go crazy in comfort for the next ten days, cooped up in this place, but I’ve got my orders, straight from the base commander’s own lips.




  Nick’s frown grew deeper, remembering his last conversation with the base commander, which had not gone well. Called me a burnout, blamed me for the last mission going south, when it was his failure to send the extraction team. Acid burned in Nick’s gut. Then he pulled some kind of a fast one, getting me on this damn cruise ship, with a bunch of civilians. Wanted me off his base. Well, I’ll testify at the review board all right, for damn sure. 




  Throwing his ruined clothes in a heap on the blue gray carpet, Nick flopped on the too-soft bed, deciding not to remember anything else about his time on Glideon, the Review Board, or his disastrous last mission. Or that prick of a base commander. Scowling, Nick rose, stalked to the bar, and poured some excellent Suavarian brandy, with a chaser of Taychelle vodka, straight.




  Merciful, if drunken, oblivion closed in, deep enough to blot out for one night the recurring nightmares about the slaughter of his Special Forces team by the enemy. Nick sprawled across the bed, half dressed. The glass, partially full, rolled out of his hand and splattered the expensive vodka on the lush carpet covering the deck.




  CHAPTER TWO




  Nick came suddenly awake, sitting up, momentarily confused by his surroundings and the unfamiliar, soft bed, before falling onto the pillows again. Screwing his eyes tight shut, rubbing his temples and then the back of his neck, he tried to relieve some of the hot pain from his truly stellar hangover.




  “Ship, I need headclear, fast,” he said, clearing his dry throat and hoping his stomach would stop its contortions. Was I actually mixing Suavarian brandy with Taychelle vodka last night? What, was I trying to kill myself?




  “Calculated dosage coming up on the bedside server now, Captain Jameson,” answered the AI ganglion assigned to this room and his wellbeing. “Do you wish a consumable or an inject, sir?”




  “Inject.” Why is the damn thing asking me – there isn’t time to wait for a consumable, my stomach wouldn’t tolerate it anyway. An inject was his only hope of not disgracing himself right then and there and losing whatever his poor gut had left. Grabbing the gleaming inject as it popped out of the retro nightstand’s top, he slammed it into his left bicep and leaned against the pillows with a groan. Within ten seconds the headclear had taken hold and he felt halfway human. Best invention in the Sectors, bar none.




  “Ship, remind me not to do that again,” he said, more to himself than to the AI.




  “The name is Nebula Dream.” Icicles couldn’t have been colder than the Ship’s voice.




   Great, an AI with attitude. But then, what else would be expected from the premier luxury liner in the Sector?




  The Ship talked on. “You may choose to have my access display to you in holographic form at any time. There are hundreds of sentient or abstract templates from which to choose, or I can attempt to customize. Whatever you prefer –”




  “No. Access to remain audio only.” The last thing I intend to do on this trip is spend a lot of time interfacing with some damn hologram, no matter how customized. The luxurious features of this ship are going to be totally wasted on me. Nick threw the used inject into the trash receptacle, grinning. “Don’t talk to me, got it? Unless there’s an emergency.”




  “Define emergency.”




  “If you’re planning to self destruct, okay?” This conversation was going on a lot longer than he wanted already. This AI, top of the line or not, isn’t too smart.




  “As you wish, Passenger Jameson.”




  Did he hear faint disappointment in the AI’s reply? Nick shook his head. A possibility, of course, with a fully developed, civilian AI running the Nebula Dream. Not my job to care. Let the ship’s Interface Officer handle the issue. All Nick wanted at this point was a hot shower and some fresh clothes. He headed barefoot toward the dressing room and bath beyond.




  “Passenger Jameson?” The AI’s voice was soft but still intrusive.




  Head down, Nick kept walking. “Now what? I told you –”




  “You have communications, sir.”




  Who the hell would be sending me anything? If it had been military communications traffic, there would have been priority handling instructions. And an AI as efficient as this one wanted to be would have followed those orders to the letter. “Display messages,” he said, retracing his steps to sit on the edge of the bed, rubbing futilely at the kinks in his neck muscles. Damn it, I need a hot shower. Whoever had called him better not be expecting a prompt response, not if they wanted him to be civil. Headclear was a stellar inject, got rid of the headache and nausea efficiently, but did nothing for the residual, general misery of a major hangover. 




  Emptying the communications queue didn’t take long. There were three messages from the Ship itself, advertising the shows in the theaters on Level B. Nick skipped past those. Maybe in another day or two he could relax enough to want to watch the famous Tilingqit Acrobats or the SMT Comettes Dance Troupe, but he wasn’t ready yet.




  The next message was a bit more interesting. The SMT Board of Directors had sent each person on the delayed shuttle a voucher for 1,000 complimentary gaming credits at the Casino Level, by way of apology. What would the kids who’d been on the shuttle make of credits? Well, their parents deserved the extra credits, for keeping the kids entertained and relatively quiet during the long wait. Fleetingly, Nick thought about the D’nvannae Brother – was he allowed to gamble? And the beautiful business traveler – was she the type to set foot in the casino? The all-work-and-no-play profile, definitely. Probably had three or four miniAI’s set up in her cabin by now and wouldn’t leave her travelling office all cruise. More’s the pity.




   The Board had sent him 5,000 extra credits and a request to keep the dagger.




  Nick shook his head with a wry grin. Too late for the afterthought. He had no need or desire for such a toy weapon in any case. But neither did he want to cause the wife further dismay by sending her the dagger, if she didn’t want it. He should probably try to find Helene, the shuttle attendant, and see about retrieving the thing. Be a handy excuse to call her. But did he want to contact her? Nick groaned and rubbed at his left temple again, where the headache was threatening a comeback. Too many things to think about right now. He rose from the bed. “Anymore, Ship?”




  The AI cleared its nonexistent throat. The voice lowered and became more resonant. “The Captain of the Nebula Dream, Jedwr S. Bonlors, would be honored to have Captain Nicholas L. Jameson as his dinner guest in the Captain’s Dining Room on the fifth night out from Glideon.” 




  Nick was less than thrilled by this dubious honor. By the fifth night, the captain must figure he’ll be running out of things to talk to his high-class passengers about. Probably hopes by dragging in an honest-to-goodness Special Forces operator, new topics of conversation will present themselves to amuse the other guests at the table. Bad idea.




  Shutting his eyes for a second, Nick visualized himself describing his last disastrous mission to a table full of Members of the Board types and giggling ‘Lites. What a nightmare. Still, on the Nebula Dream, Bonlors was in charge, thus making the invitation a command. “Ship?”




  “Yes, Passenger Jameson?”




  Stripping his slept-in clothing off, Nick considered the shirt. Not suitable for dinner at the captain’s table. This allegedly free trip is going to put a dent in my credit balance. “What’s the price for you to generate a dress uniform for me?”




  The AI named a more or less reasonable amount. Nick authorized it to go ahead and then he escaped into the shower, refusing to enter into anymore dialogue with the chatty Ship.




   




  Refreshed, changed into a new set of civvies, Nick ventured out into the wide corridors of Level Three and found his way to the dining room. Each passenger level boasted full meal 
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