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			Chapter One

			My ship was almost ready for jump when the HUD projected in my visual cortex notified me of a distress beacon about five light-minutes out; the code meant a human ship was being attacked by marauders.

			I thought about ignoring it – the odds of actually receiving a given distress signal are so astronomically low that the ship in distress had to know getting help was a long shot. The chain drive’s ability to bypass the laws of physics cuts in-system travel times down considerably, but it still takes hours and sometimes days to get from a jump point to the inner system. Space is plenty big and empty, and life’s pretty cheap on the outskirts of the Empire. And Kintar was on the outskirts of the outskirts. The ‘dockmaster’ on Kintar – a position so rarely needed it was a part-time gig – had informed me I was the only ship to dock there in weeks.

			And that was if the signal was even genuine in the first place. The last ‘distress signal’ I’d answered had turned out to be a marauder battle gang, and I’d lost a good cargo when I had to dump it and run from far too many ships to fight by myself. I’m good at combat, but I’m not that good.

			On the other hand, the signal’s transponder code identified the ship as human. And humans, as a species, were already in pretty short supply in the universe. If that signal was real, I’d be condemning them to death by ignoring it. A memory of a tiny, gnawed-on body bubbled up from the depths of my military service, and I clenched my jaw. The marauders aren’t known for being kind to human prisoners.

			And most importantly, if I left this ship to die, there was no way I could look any human in the eyes ever again.

			I sighed as I took the jump system offline, locked in the distress call’s bearing, and swung my ship around. I dropped out of chain drive just long enough to reorient the ship toward the signal. A little more than five minutes later, I dropped out of chain drive again, heading at full burn toward what looked like a complete clusterfuck. “Well, shit,” I said.

			Four marauder vessels were harrying a single freighter. Those odds were terrible, but I hadn’t been in a fight for a while, and my trigger finger was getting itchy. My scanners were telling me these ships had seen better days, but the tactical computer’s threat assessment made it clear this was still going to be a hard fight. Even though I was using military-grade combat and tactical implants, and even though I’d heavily modified my ship over the years to increase its effectiveness in combat relative to its class and weight, my controls and equipment were probably no better than those the marauders had. Bottom line, I was flying a freighter, albeit a souped-up one, and not a fighter. Even their third-rate castoff junkpiles were more dangerous, ton for ton, than my ship.

			On the other hand, the marauders would see me as a trader with some guns. They had no idea who I was, or how much I’d upgraded my ship. If I was lucky, they’d see me as easy pickings until after I’d done some damage.

			But all that was secondary. The signal had been real, and people were in danger. I was in this fight. “What the hell,” I said aloud, “you’ve gotta die of something.” I’d always maintained a running commentary with my copilots, even when it wasn’t necessary, and after fifteen years flying alone, I still couldn’t shake the habit. I activated my combat systems and went to work.

			My NeuroNet’s tactical implants flashed the information from my ship’s sensors into my brain, appearing seamlessly in my vision. The trader was IDed as the Maggie’s Pride. I chuckled at the coincidence and, even more glad I’d answered the call, opened a comms channel. “Maggie’s Pride, this is Tajen Hunt on the Lost Cause. I’m on the job, Katherine, but any help you can give would be nice.”

			Her familiar voice came back almost instantly. “Tajen!” she cried with relief. “Weapons and propulsion are down,” she said, dropping into the measured tones of someone who’s been in combat before. “We’re trying to get them back up, but you’re on your own for now.”

			“No worries. I’ll swat these gnats while you get your systems back up.”

			The marauder vessels were, as usual, using their transponders to broadcast ‘psych-out names’ in the Zhen language, intended to scare the crews of small trading vessels into making mistakes. It often worked on civilians who weren’t used to combat, but it didn’t work on me; this was going to be a very bad day for the marauders. Today’s corpses in the making were Death Dealer, You Die Now, People Taste Good, and my personal favorite, Fuck You. I chuckled and activated my comms through my neural link. “Attention marauder scum,” I said. “You have the exceedingly bad fortune to have fired on a friend of mine. You have ten seconds from this transmission’s end to cease your attack and leave. Anyone still here at that moment is getting their ass handed to them.”

			Warning marauders off had never worked before, but I didn’t really care; I was doing it to amuse myself. I had it on good authority that the marauders hated the trash talk human pilots loved to broadcast. I flipped the safeties off of my weapon system; my implants, synced to my ship’s sensors and computer systems, prioritized targets and gave me targeting reticules for manual fire.

			As my weapons came up to full power, the energy bleedoff caused my skin to tingle. The flow of data through my combat implants, as well as my measured breathing, focused my mind to a razor point. It was like I was back in the Zhen Imperial Star Force again, aiming my ship’s weapons at the enemies of the Empire. I felt more alive than I had in some time. I locked onto the You Die Now and fired, the feeling of my finger tightening on the trigger satisfying out of all proportion. The bright yellow-white pulses of plasma fire stabbed out from my ship, impacting the You Die Now’s dorsal shield. The shield fluoresced with the first hit, got brighter as the firepower concentrated on the shield grew, then flared as the shield collapsed and plasma chewed through the hull and into the ship’s guts. I got lucky; I’d hit their reactor core. The entire ship blossomed into a bright yellow ball of light as I flashed past, already locked onto another target. My eyes flicked to my comms for a second, and with a thought I opened a channel. “One down, three to go!” I yelled. “Who’s next?”

			My battle computer alerted me to two incoming missiles. My pulse quickened even as I launched decoys, but the missiles were too close, and only one was fooled into detonating early. “Smart missiles. Shit.”

			I quickly changed vector, angling for one of the marauder ships. My lips tightened against my teeth. I felt the skin around my eyes bunch as I focused all my attention on that ship, my brows furrowing and my jaw clenching.

			I flew perilously close to the Death Dealer, firing plasma blasts into his shields the entire time, then changed vector to put him between my ship and the missile, briefly slamming into chain drive. Quick start-and-stops like that risked damaging the drive, but it worked. The missile lost me and slammed through the marauder’s depleted shields, leaving them a dead hulk. “That’s two, you degenerate morons,” I said over the comms. “Give up yet?”

			A glance at my plot showed the remaining ships closing in on me. People Taste Good was closest, firing plasma bursts that flared against my shields. “Ha!” I shouted, not caring that nobody was on my ship to hear me. “Those are military-grade shields, asshole! Good luck getting through ’em.”

			No sooner had I spoken than the ship bucked under me as I took a solid hit. I flicked my eyes to the corner of my HUD that showed shield status and saw the upper shield had collapsed and there was a new hole in my hull. “Well, of course it did,” I muttered. Just for a second, I considered getting out of this mess and leaving Maggie’s Pride to her fate, but even before the familiar memory of dead ships hanging over Jiraad came to my mind’s eye, I knew I couldn’t do it. That freighter was still out there alone, and I wasn’t going to leave fellow humans to die – especially when the captain was a friend of mine. “I’ve never lost a ship yet,” I said, my voice developing a quavering quality I didn’t particularly like. I reached out and patted the console. “Let’s not start today, okay, ship?”

			My ship’s tactical computer automatically shunted power from the ventral shields to the dorsal, giving me back a small amount of coverage. I accelerated hard, grunting as the G-forces overcame my mass field’s ability to compensate for inertia. As I shot between the two marauders, ignoring fifteen different alarms going off in my ears and my brain, I hauled back on the stick, flipping the ship onto her back so I was flying backward at several hundred meters per second, and fired everything I had at People Taste Good. My plasma fire burned away her shields in time for my last missile to slam into her hull, blasting a large hole in it. There was a flash of light from within, but the ship just went dead in space, still traveling in the same direction. I checked the plot and found that Fuck You had activated her chain drive and was already too far away for me to catch. “Yeah, you better run!” I shouted, throttling up to fight my inertia and locking the autopilot onto the freighter I’d come to rescue.

			I checked my damage reports. Luckily the marauders’ ships had been in crap repair, because my own ship had been taxed to the breaking point by that fight. My systems were still in one piece, but I was out of missiles, and the damage had caused my fusion reactor to come perilously close to redlining. I shuddered when I saw that report; had the automatic dampener systems not kicked in just in time, my ship would have become a momentary miniature star. Just imagining it caused goose bumps all along my spine. I was going to have nightmares for weeks. Worst of all, that hit on my topside had burned through the hull and damaged my chain drive’s impeller system. That was a repair I couldn’t manage out here, even if I’d had the parts.

			“Skalk,” I cursed in Kelvak. It’s my favorite language to curse in – there is nothing as satisfying as the harsh consonants and default imperatives of the primary Kelvaki language. I set my ship to return to the Maggie’s Pride. While the autopilot took me back, I considered my situation.

			The loss of the chain drive was a problem. The chain drive system exploits a fluke of quantum physics to allow speeds up to around ninety-five per cent of the speed of light with no irritating relativistic effects. This far out on the edges of Kintar space, with my C-drive shot, I was going to get to know relativity quite well. There was no way I was going to get to the nearest repair station in Kintar’s inner system in anything less than six months’ subjective time, and that would be at least four years to everyone else. I had enough food and water – between emergency rations and recycling, I had enough for a year, if I was careful.

			On the other hand, I had to count myself as lucky. Had the attackers been from one of the wealthier, more put-together marauder clans, I would have been dead.

			The autopilot brought my ship close in to the Pride, and I cut thrust and held station off their starboard side. Just in case Katherine Lawson, formerly a soldier of the Zhen Imperial Space Force, had turned more mercenary than she used to be, I locked weapons onto the Maggie’s Pride, took a deep breath, and lounged back in my chair, the very picture of not giving a shit.

			“Katherine,” I said in a sardonic tone, “just so you know, I took a huge risk to help you. Anyone still alive over there, or did I completely waste my time?”

			Katherine’s face appeared, translucent, in my field of vision. “Tajen,” she greeted me with a smile, “I guess I owe you now.”

			I grinned back. “Indeed you do,” I said, releasing the targeting lock on their ship. “What’s your situation over there, Katherine? Everybody in one piece?”

			She seemed to deflate. “We’re alive, but we took a lot of damage to our sensor suite. We’re blind over here. All we’ve got are mass sensors.”

			“Can you repair it?”

			She rolled her eyes. “If I had the parts, but we don’t. I keep telling my quartermaster to get spares into stock, and he keeps telling me we can’t afford them.” She seemed annoyed, and if I remembered her personality as well as I thought I did, it was entirely at herself.

			“I am quite familiar with that problem,” I said. “What parts do you need? Maybe we can make a deal. Which, in this situation, means I’ll give you whatever you need.”

			She sent me a text file with a list of parts.

			I compared them to the ship’s manifest. “Sorry, I haven’t got any of those,” I said. I looked around my cockpit, chewing the corners of my lips. “Look,” I said, “my chain drive is out. I haven’t got the spares to fix it. You willing to take me to Kintar, so I can get a transport ship out here?”

			“I wish I could. But as I said, our sensors are out. C-drive is working, but without sensors we’re not going anywhere. We could set off our beacon again.”

			“Hell no,” I said. “We’re already risking the marauders coming back with more ships the longer we sit out here. Let’s not make it easy.” A stray thought led me to check my scanners, and I said, “Do you have functional spacesuits? Looks like one of the marauder ships is still mostly in one piece. Maybe they had something we can use.”

			“Good idea,” she said. “We’ve got enough suits, but my crew’s busy trying to keep us from losing any more systems. I’ll come with you.”

			* * *

			An hour later, Katherine was sitting beside me in the copilot’s chair as I brought the Lost Cause to matching velocity off the port side of a marauder vessel that was still mostly intact. There was a gaping hole in their hull, and no signs of life on my scanners, but I was reading a power source within. “Well, there’s something still working over there,” I said.

			“Yeah,” she said, her face glued to the sensors, “but I’m not sure it’s going to be useful. I’m reading a lot of excess radiation in there.”

			“Dangerous?”

			Her brows furrowed, her eyes flicking as she tracked the data. “Probably not,” she said at last. “They’re running a Skan:to J75 reactor, they put off zeta radiation, but not too much. I’m not reading anything out of the ordinary.” She shrugged. “Probably should have brought my medical guy along, but he’s pretty slow. We should be all right, though – I’m not getting any danger warnings.”

			“Still, let’s make it quick,” I said. “We’re moving pretty fast. We don’t want to get too far away from your ship.” I swung out of my chair and followed her to the starboard airlock. I grabbed a small bundle off the airlock wall and, holding it to my chest, sent an activation signal from my NeuroNet. The bundle began to unfold itself around me, the nano-machines that made up the device forming themselves into an armored spacesuit and linking wirelessly into my NeuroNet’s command and information lines. I paused the process before the helmet formed, and it settled into a collar at my neckline.

			“Nice,” Katherine said. “A full nano-suit. No wonder you can’t afford starship parts.” Her own suit was less high-tech, and had to be put on the old-fashioned slow way, by climbing into it limb by limb.

			I shrugged. “Seems you’re missing some parts too, Captain. What’s your excuse?”

			She sighed. “We’ve had some bad runs recently, and our ship costs a lot to maintain. We can’t all fly Kitkitlan-class ships.” She affected an impish look I remembered well. “Some of us have crews to maintain.”

			“I like flying alone. Less people to piss me off.”

			She stopped, her helmet in her hand, and looked at me. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

			I could feel the skin on my head tighten. “How so?”

			“Well, when we served together, I remember you being a pretty social guy. As I recall, you spent a lot of time in the crew lounge when you were off-duty. You still play the fiddle?”

			“No,” I said. “Not in years.”

			“I thought you loved that old music. You used to say it was the most important thing left of Earth.”

			“Things change,” I said.

			She took the hint and changed the subject, gesturing to my nano-suit. “When I mustered out, they confiscated everything they’d issued me, including reducing my NeuroNet’s hardware access to civilian systems only. I guess there are some benefits to being the ‘Hero of Elkari’.”

			I shrugged, not really comfortable with that particular sobriquet. “It also helps to have – well, not ‘friends’, but ‘people who owed me favors’ among the Zhen officer and medical corps. I called in the favors.”

			“Some favor. I haven’t seen one of those since I left the military.”

			“And now you have,” I said.

			She looked at me. “Did I do something wrong?”

			“What? No.”

			“Then why are you suddenly so…blank? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I know we’re not buddies, but we always got along, and the few times I’ve worked with you, you seemed friendlier. If you don’t mind telling a fellow ex-soldier…what’s eating you?”

			I sighed and instructed my NeuroNet to send a link request to hers, requesting comms access. She accepted the link, and an icon showing her health status – heartbeat and body temperature, as well as a comms carrier signal identifier – appeared in my view. “It’s…it’s nothing. I just lost a good job by coming to your rescue.”

			“I’ll try to make it up to you if I can.”

			“Hey, you know me better than that,” I said. “I’m glad I helped. Just wish I hadn’t lost my C-drive in the process.”

			As she put her helmet on, the back of it closing gently over her head, I mentally commanded my suit to close, and it flowed up my neck and over my head, wrapping me snugly in its embrace. I’d always felt safe in this suit despite its apparent thinness. From the outside, the suit looked matte black from head to toe, but from the inside I could see as if nothing was covering my eyes at all. To help Katherine keep track of me in the black of space, I activated blue beacon patches on my shoulders.

			Once both of us were securely suited up, I cycled the airlock and hooked us to the marauder ship. We pushed off together and drifted through space toward the other ship, landing on the deck at the same time and immediately pulling our sidearms. We’d both activated mass fields in our suits, simulating gravity and allowing us to walk close to normally in the zero-gravity environment.

			As I turned toward the cockpit, a flash of plasma hit the wall to my right. My eyes flicked toward the spacesuited figure who’d fired from the cockpit even as I fired my pistol, catching the alien in the faceplate. The alien clawed at the plate as the plasma burned through and it lost air, quickly falling still. I checked: it had the four radial arms and legs of a Hun, and was trapped in melted safety harness straps. No wonder it had missed; there was no way it could have hit me from those angles.

			While I’d been busy with the Hun, Katherine had turned the other way and made sure we weren’t ambushed. “Clear,” she said. I repeated it.

			As we turned to each other, Katherine pointed toward engineering. “Let’s go that way first,” she said. “More chance of something useful in the engine bay.”

			I couldn’t help but smile as I followed her. “Nice work on the landing,” I said.

			“What, you forget I was a soldier too?”

			“No, just…it’s been fifteen years since I was in. And what’s it been since that job in Muljat, six years? I haven’t worked with many pros since then. It’s nice.”

			We were communicating now solely through our implants. The system could technically just pick up our thoughts, but I could see through her faceplate that she was subvocalizing, just as I was. I’d known people who were able to communicate without any physical movement at all, but I’d never mastered that trick. For some reason, even though I could activate most of the NeuroNet’s functions nonverbally, whenever I was communicating, my lips and tongue would move in an abbreviated manner, as if I was whispering to myself. It kind of drove me nuts, to be honest. I’d even started doing it when I was reading. Seeing someone else do it made me feel a little less foolish.

			On the bulkhead of the corridor opposite the ship’s mess, one of the marauders had spent considerable effort painting a star system map. There were eight circles, with an asteroid belt between the fourth and fifth planetary orbits. It was a mess. “What the fuck is this?”

			Katherine snorted. “I know, I’ve seen better work from toddlers.”

			Most of the planets were simple splotches of color, but the third had been painted in minute detail. I looked closer. “This part’s not half bad, actually. It’s— Wait a second. Is that Earth?”

			Katherine leaned in. “Looks like it.” She squinted. “That’s odd,” she said. “Look at that orbit line. There are words around Earth. In English.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Yep. It says ‘The Great Lie’.”

			“What the hell does that mean?”

			She shrugged, but said nothing.

			“Skak:tun marauders,” I said. “You know, I’ve tried talking to them a dozen times. It never ends well. They’re freaking nuts.”

			We continued to search the wreckage, looking for anything we could use. Katherine was businesslike, moving with purpose, but keeping her eyes open for surprises. “You ever run into others from the Shokala?” I asked.

			“Not really. You?”

			I grimaced. “Just once. He was so incompetent he nearly got me killed.”

			“Shar,” she cursed. “Please tell me who that was so I don’t end up working with him.”

			“You probably know him,” I said. “Guy named Jeremy Quince.”

			She groaned. “Oh hell,” she said. “Tell me that moron is dead now.”

			I grinned. “No, but don’t worry, he’s stopped freelancing. Runs a minor resupply and repair depot out in the Enka Expanse. He’s a class-one jackass, but his scope of influence is fairly small.”

			“Good. Bastard nearly got me killed several times over. Worst copilot I ever had. The day they transferred him was the happiest day of my life.” She shrugged again. “It’s always nice when idiots find their niche.” Her voice dropped back into a professional tone. “How’s your radiation meter? Mine’s giving me weird readings.”

			I checked the meter in my HUD and frowned. The radiation was high, but more than that, the wavelengths of the radiation seemed off, and the suit was having trouble identifying the radiation’s source. “That…doesn’t seem right. Hold on.” I reset the program and checked it again. “Same reading,” I said. I carefully made my way toward the engine room, and stopped when the meter began flashing at me. “Not good. Looks like they were using a substandard reactor system.” As I took another step, the words WARNING: SEVERE RADIATION HAZARD flashed in the middle of my HUD, and I stopped, backing up. “Can’t go that way. Rad warning went nuts.”

			“X-ray readings don’t seem that high.”

			I drilled down into the readings, asking my sensor net – the sensors implanted into my body as well as those that were part of the nanite machinery that made up the suit – for an analysis. It came through in a few seconds, and I swore. “X-ray readings are within normal – but it isn’t just standard radiation. Looks like the reactor shielding cracked, and the reactor’s spewing high concentrations of neutron radiation. It’s spreading, but we’ve got a few minutes before it reaches us.”

			“Our suits should protect against that.” Both our suits combined anti-radiation material and energy shields, powered by the suits’ miniature power plants.

			I checked the meter again. “Not at these levels. We go through there and it’ll get through our shields. Looks like he was running his reactor well over the red line. Hold on, let me send a probe in; we’ll see if there’s anything there we can put through decon and use.” I held out my hand, and a small shape separated from my suit’s material and floated into the contaminated area. I shared the datafeed with Katherine, allowing her to see what the probe was sending me.

			The engine room was a mess. The reactor looked to be held together by wishes and hope. Parts that had nothing to do with reactors had been bashed together to keep it working. “No wonder it’s spewing radiation,” Katherine said.

			“Damned marauders. How did they survive this?”

			“I don’t think they did,” she said. “Looks like it was working to contain the radiation until this battle. Look to the left.”

			I looked where she indicated, and saw a body floating beside the port bulkhead. It was vaguely human in shape, but the arms and legs were longer in proportion to the torso than human limbs. “It’s a Tchakk,” I said, directing the probe to look closer at the body. “Its suit is still functioning. Looks like you were right: the radiation killed it.”

			On the wall beside it, something had been scrawled in the odd angular writing of the Tchakk. Katherine sighed. “My Tchakka is limited to ‘Please don’t eat my mom’ and a few other stupid things I learned in secondary ed. Get a picture of that; we can run it through my translation matrix.”

			“No need,” I said slowly. “I speak Tchakka. It says ‘The dogs have killed me. Death to the dogs and their lying masters.’”

			Her helmet turned toward me. “What?” She sounded like she didn’t believe the translation. A moment later she said, “I was hoping you were showing off but full of crap. But that translation checks out. What the hell does that even mean?”

			I shrugged. “If ‘the dogs’ is us, then I guess our ‘masters’ would be the Zhen.”

			“Not how I’d characterize our relationship to them.”

			I shrugged again. “There’s some truth there, maybe. They run the Empire.”

			She snorted in disdain, and I grinned at her. “You’re from Terra, aren’t you?”

			“Yeah.”

			I nodded. I’d seen her attitude before in people from the only human-majority world in the Empire. “You’d see it differently, then. Fewer Zhen there sticking their noses into your business, I bet.”

			“Zhen’s different?”

			“Yeah. You can’t throw a stick without hitting someone who thinks we’re the idiot children of the Empire.”

			She frowned. “Still. Dogs and masters?”

			I shrugged. “It was probably insane and half-dead. That radiation was way beyond Tchakk tolerances.”

			“As ravings of a half-dead alien go, I guess that one’s pretty bland.”

			I shut down the probe and gestured around the cabin. “Anything we can salvage in here?”

			“Let’s find out.” She dug around in the consoles we could reach for several minutes before sagging in defeat. “Nothing. Everything is either jury-rigged within an inch of its life or just destroyed by the fight.” She sounded disgusted. “This trip was a waste of time. Shit.”

			We left the wreckage and returned to my ship. Katherine slumped in the copilot’s seat of the Lost Cause, her helmet hanging from the back. “We’re blind, and your chain drive is toast. My chain drive won’t fit in your ship. And I can’t use your systems, because they won’t fit into my ship.”

			I smiled at her. “That’s about right.”

			“I’d just abandon my ship and pay you to take us all back – it’d strain your systems, but it could work even without your chain drive. But I’ve got a cargo I’m not willing to leave. The loss would destroy me.”

			“At worst, you could get back here in a little less than a year. Odds of someone finding it are pretty slim.”

			“Are you forgetting the guy who got away? As you reminded me, they could come back at any moment. Then they’ll get my cargo and my ship. You really want to let that happen after you got your own ship shot up saving mine?”

			“You’re welcome, by the way.”

			“Thank you,” she said. “Though I did say that earlier.”

			I frowned at her. “No, you didn’t.”

			“Yes, I did.”

			“Didn’t.”

			“Did.”

			We looked at each other and started laughing. “If only we could find a way to use your chain drive on my— Oh.” I sat forward, thinking, and gave her a manic grin. “Oh, that could work—”

			“What?” she asked warily.

			“Hold on to your hat,” I said. “I’ve got an idea.”

			* * *

			“When you said you had an idea, I didn’t think it would be this stupid,” Katherine said.

			It had taken us several hours to link up our ships. My grappling system, originally designed to move large cargo pods or small asteroids, was now gripping her ship in several strategic locations, and her entire drive system was slaved to my flight controls. My ship would be the brains of the flight, while hers provided the muscle. My implants, working with my ship’s computer system, would hopefully be enough to keep us synced, firing the maneuvering thrusters in perfect tandem. If it worked, we’d both get back to the inner Kintar System in one piece, with Katherine’s cargo intact. If it didn’t, both ships would be in pieces strewn across this star system. We were risking our ships, our lives, and the lives of her crew.

			No pressure.

			“What, you don’t think you can make it work?”

			“Of course I can make it work,” she said, looking at me like I’d insulted her. “Anyway, I’ve got to get on the drive links, so I’ll let you get to it.” She threw me a jaunty wave and headed back toward the airlock.

			“What about the control systems?” I called after her.

			“In the cockpit!” she called over her shoulder.

			“I know they’re in the cockpit,” I muttered. “It’s my karking ship.” I made my way to the cockpit and, as I ducked through the doorway, stopped cold.

			A man’s legs, along with about half his bare torso, were protruding out of the electronics hatch in the middle of the cockpit. “Shit!” whoever it was said, apparently to himself, as that access space was too small to have anyone else in it.

			“Who the hell are you and what are you doing to my ship?” I barked.

			His legs jerked, and he began kicking them as he backed out of the access hatch. As he worked his way free, it began to dawn on me that he was incredibly close to my type. He finally worked his head free. “Hey,” he said with a disarming smile that removed all doubt that he was exactly my type. Which didn’t make it okay that he’d been in my electronics without my permission, but at the same time, he was clearly one of Katherine’s crew, and I was suddenly having trouble breathing right, so I just glared at him instead of ripping his face off.

			I’d been in space a long time.

			I shook it off. “Who the hell are you?”

			“I’m Liam,” he said. “And to answer your second question, I’m working on linking the control systems of our two ships.”

			Liam held out his hand to me, and I couldn’t help but notice the muscles of his bare arms and chest. I could feel my heartbeat pounding in my chest as I took the proffered hand and met his eyes. He was movie-star handsome, with close-cropped dark hair and eyes I could easily lose myself in. “’Lo,” he said.

			I smiled for a moment. “Hi,” I said. “Because you’re Katherine’s, I’ll let it slide, but it’s usually a good idea to get permission before messing with someone else’s ship.” I was talking too fast. Dammit.

			“Yeah, sorry,” he said, looking sheepish. “Kath said we’re on a tight deadline, so I figured I should get straight to work. Bad call, won’t happen again.” He gave me an impish look. “I’m not Katherine’s, though.”

			Before I could say anything, he was diving back into the hatch. “You’ve got some weird setups down here,” he called. “What’s this nonsense in junction A-7/B about?”

			“The extra connections?”

			“Yeah.”

			My face warmed. “It’s about me being pretty much an amateur with that system. Field repair went pear-shaped; that was the best I could do. Works okay, though.”

			“I can fix it if you want. Take me about ten minutes.”

			“Oh, hell yes,” I said, trying to peer around his legs to see what he was doing. “It drops power on me at the most ridiculous times.”

			“Looks like it could cut your weapons out if you do a high-gee maneuver.”

			“It does, sometimes. Total lack of power in my guns.”

			He craned his neck to grin at me and, with a waggle in his brow, said, “I can fix that too.”

			I abruptly stood up and turned to the nav computer. “I’ll get started on our course while you do that,” I said.

			He chuckled, and my face got hot again. I shook my head, took a deep breath, and began plotting our course, doing my best to ignore him.

			* * *

			When every connection had been checked at least half a dozen times, Katherine called me from her ship and gave me the green light.

			“About time,” I said.

			“Thank me when we don’t blow up,” she said.

			I grinned at her image and reached for the flight controls. I took in a deep breath, held it, and started the normal-space thrusters. With a minimal amount of oh-shit-I’m-gonna-die vibration in the ships, we slowly built speed. When a few experimental course changes went through without a hitch, I crossed my fingers – my mother had said it was a good luck charm; I’d never believed in that sort of thing, but what the hell, right – held my breath, and initiated the chain drive. As the drive cycled up to full power, I closed my eyes.

			I opened them when I realized we hadn’t exploded.

			In fact, we were doing fine. There was a minor vibration I didn’t like, but it wasn’t anything I hadn’t experienced before hauling oversized cargo pods, so I counted it as a win. After several more minutes of not exploding, I whooped in delight.

			Katherine, on her own ship, smiled at the video pickup. “Told you I could make it work,” she said.

			“I’ll admit it, you’re amazing.”

			“So I’ve been told,” she said. “All right, I need to eat. I’ll monitor the drive. Let me know if a problem starts to show up; I’ll do the same.”

			I nodded and signed off.

			It would take about four days to get to our destination. A lot of that would be pretty safe, relatively speaking. As long as my ’Net was logged into the system, I could do whatever I wanted. My personal oversight was only really needed during course changes, when the linkages between the two ships would be stressed, but I pretty much lived in the cockpit for those four days. To kill the time, I played hologames and talked with Katherine over the comms. While we were on separate ships, our NeuroNet link made it look and feel like we were sitting in my cockpit together.

			I wasn’t sure why I was bothering. I knew that once we reached the station, we’d go our own ways again. But it was nice to talk to someone. And she was very easy to talk to.

			When we’d used up all the reminiscing about the ‘good old days’ in the Space Force, we’d begun to ask each other more personal questions. Apparently it was her turn now. “So, Tajen. Is that from one of the Terran nations?”

			“No, it’s not an Earth name. There’s a superstition in my family that naming a kid with a true name from Old Earth is bad luck. Most of us have names adapted from the literature the Lost brought with them or from the aliens in this part of space. My brother and I thought it was stupid. He named his kid with an Earth name. Dad wasn’t happy.”

			“So where’d Tajen come from?”

			“It’s adapted from a Kelvaki name.”

			“What’s it mean?”

			I sighed. “Please don’t ask.”

			“You don’t like it?”

			“I’ve always thought it was awfully pretentious, but…it’s my name, you know? My turn – who is Maggie?”

			“My mother.” There was a pause, as if she was considering her words. “The name’s sarcastic, really. She didn’t want me to be a trader captain, said it would lead me to a bad end. So I did it anyway, and named my ship to annoy her.”

			“She ever come around?”

			“Eventually, yeah. Said it was a waste of my life, but that I was doing ‘okay’ anyway.”

			“Sounds like a character.”

			“She was. She’s gone now.”

			“Sorry to hear that. What was it she wanted you to do?”

			What came over the comms sounded suspiciously like a snort. “She wanted me to join the family business and become a lawyer.”

			“Not your cup of tea, I take it?”

			“Spending my life on a planet, chained to a desk? No thank you.”

			I glanced at the clock. “I’ve been awake far too many hours,” I said. “I should probably sleep.”

			“Go ahead,” she said. “I’ll get someone here to keep an eye on the drives.”

			I nodded. “Good night,” I said, and signed off. I slept, trusting my implants to wake me if anything catastrophic happened.

			* * *

			I was up and halfway from my bunk to the cockpit before I even registered the alarms blaring. My eyes roamed the board as I strapped in, assimilating what I saw with the information coming over my tactical implants. “Shit,” I said, “shit shit shit shit shit!”

			“Tajen!” came Katherine’s voice. “What the hell is going on?”

			“A lot of shit!” I called over the comms. “We’re losing the chain drive!”

			“No shit!” she said. “Drop us out!”

			I tried to slow us down, but nothing changed. I swore and hit the drive cutoff, but the only effect was more shuddering. I scanned the sensor feed. “Not working,” I said. “Can you cut the power?”

			“We’re trying, but—”

			Liam’s voice broke in. “No good! The radiation from the drive is too high. We can’t get close enough!”

			“Katherine, you need to evacuate.”

			“What? Hell no, I’ve got cargo!”

			“Katherine, your chain drive is nearing the red line. If it goes, we’re all dead. If you can’t shut the drive down, your only choice is evac. Now get your ass off that ship or I swear to God I will cut you loose.”

			“Gods damn it!” she yelled. Half a  minute later, my implants notified me that two escape pods had ejected from the Maggie’s Pride. “We’re clear!”

			I hit the emergency release control for the cargo claw. The control lines linking my controls to the Maggie’s Pride were broken by explosive clamps Katherine had rigged in case of an emergency, and then the entire cargo grappling claw was ejected from my ship, taking the other ship with it.

			My ship jerked back to normal speeds  when the displacement field left us behind, throwing me against my restraints. I fought the controls, trying to avoid the ship shaking itself apart. Being dropped from chain drive in such a way was hell on the ship, but it beat exploding, which would be happening to the drive any—

			A bright star flared in the sky, far enough away that I didn’t need to worry about wreckage.  I scanned for the pods. Their automated systems had kept them near each other, but I’d have to catch and dock with each one separately to get the crew off.

			The first one had two men in it that I’d seen on Katherine’s ship, but hadn’t met. The first was a male version of Katherine, with light brown skin and messy black hair.  I grasped his hand and helped him out of the pod. He smiled at me. “You’re related to Katherine, aren’t you?” I said.

			He nodded, hands on his knees, breathing deeply to shake off the rough ride he’d just been through. “Her twin brother,” he panted. “Takeshi.”

			“Welcome aboard.”

			The second man was older, with deep creases in his face. He seemed to be about sixty, putting him into the beginning of middle age. Taking my hand and crawling out of the pod, he nodded. “Hail and well met,” he said.

			“This is Ben Denali,” Takeshi said. “He has an annoying habit of not getting shaken up by rides like that.”

			Ben grinned. “Not my fault I’m not a fearful git,” he said, patting Takeshi’s shoulder. “We can’t all be winners.”

			“Fuck you, old man,” Takeshi said.

			“Welcome aboard, both of you,” I said, redirecting them. I motioned for them to follow me to the cockpit. I slid into the pilot’s couch. “Let’s get the others,” I said. I brought us in to the other pod, but it didn’t respond to my docking computer’s instructions. “Crap.”

			“Problem?” Ben said.

			“Bit of one,” I said. “Pod’s being difficult. We’re gonna need to go in on manual.”

			“That’s not dangerous, is it?” Takeshi asked, his eyes widening.

			“Nah, not really. I mean, if I fuck it up, it could get worse. But I can do it.”

			I brought the ship in close, flipping to place the airlock facing the pod’s. My lips pursed while I contemplated my approach. I finessed the controls, bringing the ship in close while matching the pod’s spin. Once we got close enough for the airlocks’ systems to lock onto each other, the two came together with a clang. “Done,” I said. “Let’s get ’em out.”

			Katherine was first. She took Takeshi’s hand and pulled herself out of the pod, a bit wobbly due to the ride. She looked downcast. “I’m sorry,” she said to Takeshi and Ben.

			Takeshi took her into his arms. “Hey, hey,” he said. “We knew it was risky.”

			Ben nodded. “We all knew what we were getting into. We voted on trying his—” he motioned to me, “—plan. Losing the ship? It’s not on you.”

			“But our—”

			“We’ll figure something out,” Ben said reassuringly.

			They were busy, so I retreated to the cockpit and got us back underway. Without a chain drive, it would take months to get to the closest repair bay; we didn’t have time to waste.

			I’d barely settled into the pilot’s seat when the alarms went off in my skull. “Kark,” I muttered as I silenced them. “I hate to be the bearer of more bad news,” I called over my shoulder, “but we’ve got more problems incoming.”

			Katherine and her brother squeezed in behind me. “Marauders coming back?” she asked.

			“Not sure,” I said. “Big ship, though.”

			“What can we do?”

			“At this point,” I said with a sigh, “we can think good thoughts.”

			“Already there,” she said.

			“We’re getting a hail,” I said. “That’s a good sign; marauders would just start firing.” I put the hail on the ship’s speakers. “This is Tajen Hunt of the Lost Cause. Identify yourself.”

			“This is the Glorious Endeavor. We monitored an explosion nearby. Do you require assistance?” The voice was unmistakably Zhen. I relaxed; while the Zhen weren’t perfect, I’d never heard of one allied with marauders.

			“Indeed we do, Endeavor. We lost our chain drive and require a ride to Kintar Station for my ship and passengers.”

			“Stand by,” the voice said. Several minutes later, the signal returned. “We will offer transport, Lost Cause. Stand by to dock with our vessel.”

			* * *

			“Are you kidding?”

			“No,” said the Zhen captain. “You are asking me to transport your ship, as well as five humans, to the inner system. It is a short distance, but it still requires energy. Oxygen. Food. These things cost money. You must pay.”

			“I don’t object to paying,” I said. “But that price is ridiculous!”

			“Nevertheless, that is the price,” he said. “If you would prefer, you can all get back in your ship and travel at sublight to Kintar Station. It should take you only six months to make the journey.”

			He had us, and he knew it. I looked to Katherine; she shrugged. We’d already pooled what we had available. I sent the sum to his reader. With a smile as warm as a grave, he gestured to a Tchakk crewman, who led us to our assigned quarters: a single cabin with four beds, a small table with two built-in chairs, an infotainment screen, and a couch.

			“Looks like someone’s going to have to share,” Liam said with a salacious grin.

			I quickly sat on the couch. “I’ll take this,” I said. No one argued.

			Takeshi looked around the room and grabbed the control for the screen. As he scanned the available content, he sighed. “Nothing on here but Zhen entertainment,” he said.

			“What’s the projected travel time to Kintar?” I asked.

			He looked it up. “Two days.”

			“Hell.”

			Katherine snorted in agreement. “Well, settle in, folks.”

			* * *

			The journey was unpleasant. Let’s leave it at that.

			Once docked at Kintar, I arranged for a repair tech to give me an estimate on the Lost Cause’s systems, made plans to meet with Katherine and her crew for dinner – their insistence; they wanted to thank me, they said – and went straight to the Ragged Angel, a bar on the cheaper – read: human – side of the station. Right about the time I started to relax, my NeuroNet alerted me to an incoming call. I sighed and looked up and to the right, at the routing code that floated in my visual field. The message was from someone on Zhen:da, and the caller— “No fucking way,” I said out loud.

			It was from my brother, and it was marked urgent.

			I stared at the blinking icon. My heart beat faster and the skin on my scalp tingled. I suddenly didn’t want to answer it. After fifteen years, an urgent message couldn’t possibly be anything good. But it was my brother, so I called up the message.

			An image of Daav appeared in the air in front of me. Before it began to play, I flicked my eyes to the barstool on my right and sent a mental command. The small image became a life-sized, fully realistic rendering of my brother, standing beside me. The stool simultaneously lit up green to signal to others I was taking a call in that space. I took a deep breath, waited a moment, let it out, and thought the command to begin playback.

			“Tajen,” the hologram began, “I need you.”

			I pulled up my comms system and prepared to call my mechanic while the playback continued. “I know it’s been a long time, and we’ll talk about that when we have time, but….” He stopped talking, closed his eyes a moment, and continued. “I’ve found something, Tajen. I don’t want to say what on an open channel, but it’s big – big enough that I’m getting attention I don’t want. I’m being followed, and I’m pretty sure my office was bugged. Maybe my house too.” He took a deep breath. “I’m scared, Tajen. Please come. And….” He ducked his head, licked his lips, and looked directly into the pickup – which meant directly into my eyes. “Bring a crew for the Dream of Earth. We’re going to need her.” The hologram flickered out, and I immediately called the mechanic.

			The portly human appeared to be standing where Daav had been a moment before. His reedy voice called out, “Tajen, I was about to call—”

			“How much, and how long?” I said. “Sorry, Bil, but I’m pressed for time.”

			“Sorry to hear that,” he said. “But okay. Fifty thousand dekka, and a month.”

			“Are you kidding?”

			“Hey,” he said defensively, “class four C-drives ain’t cheap, and you want it done right, it takes time!”

			“I need to be on Zhen yesterday.”

			“Well, a month is the best I can do. Take a transport, do your business. The Cause will be ready when you get back.”

			I sighed. “I also don’t have fifty thousand.”

			He grimaced. “Well, there we have a problem.”

			I saw Katherine and her crew file in, and smiled as an idea hit me. “I’ll get back to you shortly,” I said, and cut the feed. I waved them down and the four of them joined me.

			“How’d things work out with your client?” I asked.

			They exchanged glances, and I wished I hadn’t asked. “Not well,” Katherine said. “The cargo was expensive, and the penalty on top was awful. And, before you ask,” she said, holding up a hand, “my insurance deductible alone nearly cleaned me out. Paying the Glorious Endeavor’s fees finished the job.”

			“Ouch. Got any backups?” Smart traders often tried to protect themselves by spreading their accounts around.

			“I did – but there’s not a lot left in them.”

			I nodded. “So, you’re screwed.”

			She pursed her lips. “Yes, and thank you so much for putting it that way.” She sat in silence, for a moment, then said softly, “This too shall pass.”

			The words were English, from Old Earth, but among the humans of the Zhen Empire, they’d taken on a special meaning. It usually translated as ‘Fuck the Zhen,’ said in public as a way to vent our frustration without risking Zhen displeasure. I smiled and raised a glass. “You speak English?”

			“Mom insisted. Said too many people had fought to make it legal again for me to ignore it.”

			I smiled. “My mom felt the same way. Anyway, I’m a little better off than your group. My ship is going to cost far more than I can afford to fix, but I still have enough credits to get you all to my other ship.”

			“You can afford another ship?” Liam asked, his eyebrows climbing toward his hairline.

			“I own another ship. Well, I own half of it.”

			“Who owns the other half?” Takeshi cut in.

			“My brother.” I took a deep breath. “Look, without getting into the fine details, I haven’t seen him in a while, but he’s contacted me with a job, and told me to hire a crew. In one of those incredible coincidences the universe is known to throw at us from time to time, I happen to need four crew.”

			“Really?” Katherine asked, a smile tugging at the right side of her face.

			“No, not really,” I said with a shrug. “I need three, but the ship can carry more than that, and I see no reason to tempt fate. As it is, it’ll take weeks to get to Zhen:da, and I don’t want to waste any more time. That said, I’m not real clear on what you all do. I gather Katherine is the captain, and a damned fine engineer, but other than that….” I spread my hands, palms up.

			Katherine gestured to her brother. “Takeshi is the ship’s cook. Liam—”

			“Hey now,” Takeshi interrupted. He turned to me. “I’m not just ‘a cook’, I’m a full-on chef. Used to run a restaurant on Terra, got bored and joined up with Katherine. I guarantee you no ship that isn’t a full-time, first-class passenger carrier will have food as good as I can make.” He turned to Katherine. “Now you can continue.”

			“Thank you,” she said drily. “Liam’s our security officer-slash-cargo handler. Ben here is a fully certified doctor, which comes in pretty handy.”

			I looked at Ben. “Forgive my saying so, but you’re pretty old for a spacehand.”

			Ben looked me in the eye, not speaking for several heartbeats, then simply said, “That a problem?”

			“No,” I said, choosing to drop it. “I guess not. Let’s talk money.”
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