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        Lincoln doesn’t want trouble. Briar is trouble personified.

      

        

      
        Lincoln Caster owes everything he has to the Trash Planet recycling plant that hired him, allowing him to lead an uneventful life for a change. When he’s asked to plan a heist from a less than savory rival factory, he wonders if his checkered past is the only reason he got the job. That is, until he realizes the priceless item he’s been asked to steal will save a top-secret generation ship full of cryopreserved humans…and freakishly intelligent cats.

      

        

      
        But first Lincoln has to seduce—or at least fool—the rival factory’s sales agent, cool, competent Briar Pandora, who may or may not be leading a double life as a corporate mole. He’ll have to trust her with the truth…unless her own agenda results in them becoming the targets of a vicious intergalactic corporation that will stop at nothing in its quest to hijack generation ships and sell off their parts—and their passengers, be they human or feline.

      

        

      
        Includes a sneak peek at the next book in the ObsidianRim.com galaxy.
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      Mighty Mighty, pink nose to the view screen, watched in horror as the stellarship carcass he and Lincoln intended to scavenge was towed out of the throng of dead vessels in orbit around Trash Planet. The one part they needed to replace in order to reboot their own cryosleep system was being dragged out of range by some dog-damned, pesky humans in a fleet of short-range cruisers.

      “Lincoln!” Mighty yowled at the top of his lungs, hurled himself off the control panel, and raced to the last place Lincoln had been refurbishing the many ancient components on the Catamaran. Boson Higgs, their long-haired tabby pilot, stared at Mighty in shock when he raced past. He reached the nearest waste room in the flick of a tail. “They’re stealing our ship, they’re stealing our ship!”

      “What?” Lincoln bolted upright, thonked his head on the underside of the specialized disposal unit, and glared at Mighty. “Nobody in this part of the galaxy can pierce this camouflage. They can’t possibly be stealing the ship.”

      It was true. The Catamaran, a very unusual ancient generation ship that had set sail into the stars over three thousand years ago, was protected by a reflective force field that prevented most of today’s sensors from detecting its worth. Or its occupants. Standard scans read it as one of the junkiest hunks in the sky pile.

      “That’s not the ship I’m talking about. Obviously. It’s the one with the cryopods like ours.” Mighty placed an insistent paw on Lincoln’s leg, a gesture that rarely failed to motivate humans in the desired fashion. “You know these trash people. I insist you go stop them at once.”

      “For the last time,” Lincoln said, “I don’t know most of the people on Trash Planet. I’ve only worked here for a couple of months.” The human’s scalp, devoid of hair, showed a faint red mark where he’d smacked into the cat toilet. Lincoln rubbed it, smearing a bit of grease on his brown skin.

      “Then call your boss,” Mighty said, undeterred by mere facts and a sluggish human. “She will stop them. Hurry. They’re getting away!”

      A couple of months ago, the Catamaran’s fundraiser, Pumpkin, and his human assistant, Wil Tango, had landed in a spot of trouble on Trash Planet and had been rescued by Sulari Abfall, the owner of a box recycling factory. Granted, Pumpkin had saved the day in the end—as cats do—but Su had proven to be a clean and honorable human, worthy of knowing the secret.

      “You’re already pushing it with Su,” Lincoln reminded Mighty. He stroked his big hand down Mighty’s sleek black fur a few times. Some of the humans asked permission before they touched a cat, but some seemed to sense when the time was right for a pet. Lincoln was one of the latter. “She hired me to work on the mech and tech, not your ship, but I’m up here more than I’m down there.”

      “Our cause is more crucial, and Su knows that,” Mighty said with a sniff. Lincoln had been selected for the trust circle, but he wasn’t as easy to push as a cat might have wished. He was stubborn of head and slow of body but reliable enough, as humans went. “If you won’t do it, I will skip down and talk to Su myself. She is a woman of science and will listen to reason.”

      “She can’t stop whoever’s taking that gen ship framework. We always knew it was a possibility.” With a sigh, Lincoln started packing his tools. While he did, Catpernicus, one of Queen Bea’s kittens, skidded into the room, bounced off the wall, and jumped onto the waste disposal unit.

      Lincoln stretched an arm toward the small black kitten. “Catto, hold on, I haven’t switched—”

      But Catpernicus was already doing his business. The acrid odor of urine filled the room. Catpernicus squeaked as it doused his paws instead of being absorbed by the disposal unit like it was supposed to be.

      “I haven’t switched it back on.” Lincoln hit the button and the unit gave a quiet, reassuring hum. The kitten scratched around, sniffed, and flew out of the room without so much as a thank you.

      “Kittens today,” Mighty said. “They don’t know how good they have it. Why, when we cats first woke into the new dawn, we had to use human toilets. Can you imagine? The balancing was insanely precarious. And I don’t even want to talk about the food.” Mighty Mighty had been one of the Originals—the first felines to pop out of their cryopods and realize they were changed, with enhanced intelligence and other satisfying abilities. It had been days before he and the others had managed to wake a human, dear, dear Barbara Ann Collins, to perform the tasks that required thumbs.

      Unfortunately, Barbara was the only human they’d been able to release from the thousands of cryopods in two years. They also hadn’t been able to wake all the cats. They’d spent that time combining their efforts to repair the ancient ship, rouse their colleagues, and figure out what had happened to the galaxy during their long sleep.

      Now they had some new people—humans on a cold, dingy little rock called Trash Planet—who were proving to be very useful. Lincoln was useful, if slow. But you had to appreciate a human who always thought before he spoke, always watched his feet, and never accidentally stepped on a sleeping cat’s tail.

      Lincoln finished packing his tools and joined Mighty at the view station on the bridge. The disappearing gen ship and its escorts were a blip on the screen, heading toward the planet’s surface.

      “I believe they’re headed to the Market District of the planet, based on their trajectory,” Boson Higgs relayed as he monitored the status screens. With one paw, he increased the magnification so they could watch the gen ship burn through the planet’s atmosphere. All the controls had been altered to suit his specifications. “Who in that part of the world would have the ability to harvest a ship?”

      The toilets weren’t the only parts of the Catamaran that had been altered to suit the cats in the past two years. Dear Barbara had proven capable as long as a cat was there to give her proper instructions, but it didn’t compare to a real mechanic like Lincoln who didn’t need pictures and blueprints fed painstakingly into his brain.

      “I imagine there’s more than one factory that tears ships apart,” Lincoln said. “Just don’t know the names yet.”

      Trash Planet was run by unions instead of governments or corporations. Not that there was much about Trash Planet to run—the barely habitable equatorial band was where the humans built their stenchy, loud factories to recycle the galaxy’s garbage, suffering bad weather and constant hail storms and long, dark seasons that could drive a cat mad.

      Boson Higgs flicked through a bunch of data on the wide touchscreen, which whizzed past faster than Mighty could read it. “There are facilities in Hazer Union, Endeavor Union, Builder Union, and a few independent operators. Endeavor Union owns most of the ships in the sky pile and does a lot of trade in parts, so that’s the most likely culprit.”

      A handy union to cultivate when you and all your friends dwelled on a stellarship. Granted, they had to keep their ship a secret. This galaxy wasn’t ready for the awesomeness that was sentient cats, and humanity’s tendency to destroy what it feared meant secrecy was paramount. That and the threat to their sleeping humans if pirates and slavers were to discover their gen ship.

      Humans had not improved in three thousand years. They had arguably devolved while cats had done the exact opposite. It was a disappointment, to say the least.

      “How much money do we have left?” Mighty asked. Their funding had been cut off after Pumpkin and Wil Tango got fingered in some ratty casino—probably because of something the human did—and wound up on Trash Planet.

      “We would have to confirm with Jacobus, but enough that we could make an offer for the part we need,” Boson Higgs said, tail curling. “All we need to do is send Dear Barbara down to buy it.”

      “Can’t do that,” Lincoln said, shaking his head.

      Mighty looked up at the big man. “Why not? It’s worked for two years.”

      Dear Barbara, in addition to maintenance, had been their agent in all the purchases and interactions with the sadly devolved humans around the Obsidian Rim. It wasn’t as if the cats could go haggle themselves. They had learned cats were so rare in the galaxy after the foolish Obsidian War—which was what happened when you left humans to their own devices—that the mere sight of a cat turned humans into avaricious lunatics.

      The approved areas on Trash Planet were the lone exception.

      “Anybody who knows you want just the Mozim power converter will know you’ve got a gen ship on your hands,” Lincoln said. “And if they figure out you’ve got this kind of gen ship, full of sleepers…”

      “They will try to take it,” Mighty finished with a growl. Human greed and evil were constant annoyances, and the cats did not appreciate the threat to their people. “Why has humanity not found your better selves, Lincoln? Why are you like this?”

      Lincoln, his dark face impassive and his lips firm, shrugged his shoulders. “Everyone has to learn their own lesson.”

      “When did you learn yours?” For a human to be accepted into the trust circle, the cats had to be able to sense they were clean inside. Someone who wouldn’t betray. Someone who would put the cats first in order to protect. Someone the way all their sleeping humans were.

      Finding substitutes in this day and age had been difficult.

      “Who said I have?” Lincoln motioned toward the comm station. “Mind if I radio ahead to the factory? The comm on the roundabout’s busted after the last hailer.”

      “Certainly, good sir,” Boson Higgs told Lincoln, while Mighty puzzled over the human’s curious statement. Of course Lincoln had learned all the lessons needed—or he wouldn’t be in the trust circle. “Tell Tama and Javier we expect them in two days for the rest of the physicals.”

      “Will do.” Lincoln contacted the box factory, relayed the requested information, and asked them to check into the location of the target gen ship. While most of the cats could skip themselves through space as desired, Lincoln and other humans in the trust circle had to shuttle to the planet’s surface. They did so under the pretense that they were scavenging the Catamaran—it was officially “owned” by the Hazer Union and Hoff Abfall. He was one of Mighty’s favorites of the new humans because he had three hands, not just two, for extra petting.

      “Yeah, that gen ship. It’s the best chance of getting the right power converter for these pods,” Lincoln said to the person on the other end of the line. “We’ve got to have it faster than fast if we want to…” Lincoln broke off and coughed. “Link out.”

      “If you want to what?” Mighty knew the cryopod system better than anybody. His human was chief engineer. Sometimes, if he was exceptionally lucky, he could sleep on top of her pod and listen in on her dreams.

      He missed her so much.

      “Nothing,” Lincoln said grumpily. “I’ll see you when I see you.”

      Mighty didn’t like the look on Lincoln’s face or the tone of his voice. In addition to being harder to push than other humans—some cats had developed the ability to slip into a human’s brain and implant suggestions—Lincoln was also nearly impossible to mindread.

      “I will accompany you to the box factory,” Mighty said, exchanging a glance with Boson Higgs, who gave a subtle blink. He could skip to the surface, but it was draining, and Lincoln would probably pet him on the way down. “We will inform Su what needs to be done together.”

      “What needs to be done,” Lincoln repeated, the tone Mighty didn’t like in his voice shifting to disbelief. “You’re going to tell Su Abfall what needs to be done?”

      “Well, of course I am.” Mighty gave Lincoln just a teeny push to pick him up and carry him to the roundabout shuttle. To his pleasure, it worked, and he snuggled down in the big, strong arms of his friend. “I am a cat. Su is a human. It is my job to tell my humans what needs to be done.”
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      “We don’t negotiate with Tank Union,” Su said, the frown line between her eyebrows so deep that it looked like a war wound. It matched the scar across her cheek. “They’re scum. If they have it, they can keep it.”

      Lincoln had reached the planet’s surface without the roundabout giving him any hell, but his boss, Sulari Abfall, had given him and Mighty enough hell to make up for it. “It’s the part we need.”

      He didn’t want to say in front of the cats that, by his assessment, the clock was seriously ticking on the cryopreserved humans and felines still stuck in pods. Mighty Mighty was the closest thing the Catamaran had had to an engineer for two years, but the cat’s absorption of his human’s brainwaves didn’t extend to realizing the Mozim power converter was expended.

      “Find it somewhere else.” Su pointed a finger at the black cat in the chair beside Lincoln. “And you. Stop poking in my head to make me cooperate.”

      “I am doing no such thing,” Mighty protested. His long tail wrapped around his paws in complete innocence. “Lowering your anxiety level regarding your past trauma is not the same thing.”

      “Oh, shut up.”

      “Pumpkin did advise me that you were rude,” Mighty said. “Nevertheless. This is one of the few parts we haven’t been able to replace in the cryopod system, because it’s so rare. So very, very rare. Isn’t it, Lincoln?” Wary of Su’s temper, Lincoln nodded once. “It’s bound to be the one that will allow us to revive our people. At last.”

      Lincoln rubbed a hand over his scalp. The cats had this kind of naive arrogance that reminded him of the elites. Completely convinced of their own superiority. The difference was, the cats were possibly superior, while elites, royals, people in the upper realms of Obsidian Rim societies—they were no better than the next person.

      He knew good from bad, all things considered. If it hadn’t been for his good friend Frank, whose brother Bart had gotten them the jobs here at Su’s factory, he’d still be in a bad place.

      A place he had no wish to revisit. Plus, anything he did, any mistakes he made, might reflect on Frank, who had a kid to take care of.

      “There’s not another ship like that in the sky pile? Or one of the ship graveyards?” Su asked. “We have access to the junker catalog through Hoff now. All the stellarship carcasses that wind up on Trash Planet are listed in it.”

      Su’s box factory belonged to the Bristler Union, which was a collection of factories located around Bristleback Range and Bunk Port. Her uncle Hoff ran Hazer Union, for hazardous waste, and if you weren’t careful, the big man would corner you and lecture you about the ethical cleansing of toxic sludge for hours, making you late to your shift and your boss pretty annoyed with both of you.

      Mighty flicked an ear toward Lincoln as if waiting for him to respond, but he didn’t, so the cat answered. “Boson Higgs accessed that. This is the only appropriate generation ship anywhere in your Planet Trash databases or your cyberspace network.”

      “Trash Planet,” Su corrected the cat.

      “What’s Catamaran listed as?” Lincoln had used stellarship scrap databases for jobs in the past, and he didn’t like the idea of the Catamaran being in the scraproll—or the gen ship they needed the part from. It was one thing when it was floating in the sky pile, a hunk of anonymous metal. It was another when the parts got itemized.

      “Heavy cruiser, stripped down to the framework,” Su said, which did not describe the Catamaran at all. “The other one’s listed as a zheng model gen ship, which I take it is accurate?”

      “Yeah,” Lincoln said. Both ships were zhengs, and zhengs were few and far between. Once whoever had towed the ship to the surface did the physical inventory, they’d transmit those records beyond Trash Planet. Then other people would come sniffing around for parts.

      And if anyone wanted to buy components specifically for cryopod systems, some might come sniff around for sleepers. A need for antique cryopod parts often indicated a pre-War gen ship—and a captive population. Which was exactly what he’d warned Mighty and Boson Higgs about earlier today.

      Either way, the zheng ship’s existence—and somebody uploading its actual inventory—could attract exactly the wrong people to their little icy corner of Paradise.

      “Is there a way to buy things anonymously?” Lincoln asked. If they could buy the ship, take the part they needed, and return the carcass to the sky pile as if it never left, that could sidetrack anyone interested in cryopods and who else was using them. Stop the inventory before it started.

      “Not really,” Su said. “Unions will raid each other sometimes, but we know who’s who and we keep track of things. The right parts can make a profit or save a life, and that’s just on the planet itself.”

      “Can we raid the people who took it?” Lincoln asked. The idea didn’t suit him—he wasn’t the raiding type—but when on Trash Planet…

      Su gave him a look. “We don’t raid.”

      He thought, but didn’t say, Good. Instead he said, “Then you’re going to have to offer for the whole ship.”

      “Did I not just get through saying I’m not going to negotiate with Tank Union?” Su leaned back in her seat, shaking her head.

      It was probably time to tell Su the bad part. “Can I talk to you alone for a minute?”

      “Without ME?” Mighty asked, eyes wide with shock. “Lincoln. Whatever do you have to say that you can’t share with me?”

      Lincoln, three months ago, had not known sentient cats existed. The entire Obsidian Rim didn’t know sentient cats existed, but he thanked the stars every day that the cats couldn’t read his mind as easily as the other humans. “That’s kind of the point, catto. I don’t want to share it with you.”

      “There is nothing you can’t say to me,” Mighty objected.

      Su spread her hands. “It’s not like you can make them leave. He’ll just pop back in here uninvited.”

      “I would not,” Mighty said, but his gaze slid to the side.

      “It doesn’t matter if I wanted the whole ship,” Su said. “We don’t have the funds.”

      “We do in the casino account,” Mighty argued.

      “Not if you’re buying from Tank Union, you don’t. They’re greedy scammers.” Su leaned her head against the back of the chair and stared at the ceiling. “Are you positive the one part you need is in that gen ship and is functional?”

      “As positive as we were able to be without entering the ship itself,” Lincoln said. They’d been on the verge of sneaking into the ship using some cobbled together technology from the Catamaran’s camouflage system, but it wasn’t working yet. Ships in the sky pile were not fair game. “The chances of finding another zheng with that part are…not good.”

      Su swiveled her chair back and forth as she voiced her thoughts. “You can’t buy just the part you need or the wrong people will want to know why you need it. You can’t afford to buy the whole thing because we don’t have the funds. And I don’t want to work with Tank Union anyway. They suck. I don’t trust them.”

      “I will read their minds and ensure they can be trusted. And I can nudge the deal,” Mighty reminded them. Barbara had often posed as a rich eccentric from the planet Raaea who owned a cat, so the cat was able to give her some mindreading backup. “Deals are never a problem when you have my help.”

      “And the minute someone from Tank Union realizes we have cats plural instead of just Pumpkin, who everyone on the planet knows about by this point, they’ll tear the place down trying to find you and sell you,” Su said. “That would put all of you at risk, not to mention my factory. It’s one thing for you to appear here or Hoff’s visitor’s center, but Tank Union is absolutely not trustworthy and clean.”

      Mighty stewed on that while Lincoln tried to decide if he should tell the cat—or anyone whose mind the cat could read—about the cryopod deadline. Before the job he’d had with Pish where he’d met Frank, he’d mostly worked on gen ships. Cryopod systems were not permanent or fail-proof, and if they couldn’t wake the humans and remaining cats soon, they’d never be able to wake them at all.

      He knew the signs. Not many people did, because people and animals rarely remained in cryopods as long as these had.

      But telling the cats? Who knew what kind of panic that would cause? Their determination to do whatever they thought best was rivaled only by their devotion to their friends in the pods. He’d never seen anything like it, except parent to child. The reason some of the cats had woken before the humans was because they’d been on a separate power grid, and it was possible that their waking of Barbara was what had fritzed the rest of the pods in the first place.

      He didn’t want them to know that, either. That if they’d left well enough alone, the cryopods would have released their occupants as the system entered the end of its functional period—like it had with the Original cats.

      “I have a suggestion,” Mighty offered at last. Some cats never quit talking. Lincoln appreciated that Mighty was able to maintain silence on occasion. “If you cannot afford the ship and aren’t willing to stand as our agent, we can go to Hoff.”

      “I’m not getting help from my uncle.” Su crossed her arms, looking even angrier about that than the suggestion she negotiate with Tank Union. The woman was a successful business owner and treated her employees well, but her mountainous grudges made Bristleback Range look like gentle, rolling hills. “It’s one thing that Hoff helped Wil and now practically lives here. It’s another to be completely indebted to him.”

      “That’s all right. You don’t have to be involved, cat friend,” Mighty assured her. The humans had asked the cats not to call them foccers—friend of cat—though some still did it with a whiskery smirk. “We’ll ask Hoff ourselves.”

      “Stop.” Su pressed her fingers to her eyelids as if she couldn’t bear to look at them. Lincoln shifted uncomfortably in this chair. Had he made a mistake coming here with Mighty? Riling his boss up? But he wanted to help the cats. He didn’t want the folks in the pods to die.

      “Before you make up your mind…” Lincoln began.

      “My mind is made up,” Su interrupted without looking at him.

      “There’s something you need to know,” Lincoln finished.

      That got both Su and Mighty to stare at him. Lincoln didn’t talk much. He didn’t have that much to say, and before he could figure out the best words, the topic of conversation had bypassed him anyway. But Su and the cat waited patiently for him to finish, and there was no putting this off any longer.

      “The people in the pods are in cryo decline,” he said.

      “What’s that?” Mighty said. “Is it because the part is broken? Our system is so old. Didn’t you tell me you’d never worked on an older gen ship, Lincoln? We have got to get that part.”

      Su held up a hand. “Let him finish, Mighty.”

      Mighty’s long white whiskers twitched with impatience. Lincoln had been introduced to the truth about the cats after signing an employment contract at Su’s factory, and he still struggled to comprehend how the cats had come to exist. Not that there was a definite answer. Javier and Tama, the closest thing they had to cat medics, believed their evolution was related to the qubition bombs that ended the Obsidian War.

      But one thing Lincoln did know? The cats were a bona fide miracle, and it upset him to think of them suffering or abused.

      He was about to make the cats suffer.

      “Cryo decline happens to beings in pods too long, whether the system is functional or not,” Lincoln explained, choosing his words carefully. He hadn’t learned the neuro-preservation science behind it, but he understood how to identify it and how to tinker with the pods themselves. “The brain can’t sleep forever. It degrades and then the body breaks down.”

      “My human is breaking down?” Mighty stood up, hair rippling along his spine and his tail poofing out like a bottle washer. “She’s hurting? She’s dying? And all the other cats and people?”

      Lincoln held the cat’s gaze like he would a person he was giving bad news. Eye contact meant you were taking their pain seriously, like you should. Mighty Mighty had bright yellow eyes, except when he was this anxious, when they were all black pupil. “Yes.”

      Without another word, Mighty blinked out of the room in a spark of blue light. The cats called it skipping—another miracle the cats had been granted by whatever higher power or science settled such things.

      “Shit,” Su said. “They’re dying? All of them?” At last count, there were 4763 humans of all ages in cryopods, mostly women, and half that many cats. People who had wanted to travel the stars with their feline companions. The Catamaran had been headed to a partly settled planet as additions to a colony, not as groundbreakers. Or, the colony would have been partly settled by the time the ship arrived.

      Instead humanity had gone to war and nearly destroyed the universe.

      “I can’t put a timeframe on it,” Lincoln said. “But it’s soon. We need that part. And since the cat’s gone, I can tell you—when they woke Barbara up, they broke something. That’s why this is happening.”

      “That was two years ago,” Su said.

      “That’s nothing in the scope of the three thousand years they’ve been asleep,” Lincoln explained. “These ancient cryopod systems are a lot less finicky than new ones, and they have checks and balances. Best guess is it detected the onset of cryo decline and activated the wake-up protocol. But then the cats interfered.”

      Su directed a piercing stare his way. Her long, dark hair was pulled sharply away from her face today, businesslike and tidy. “Why do you know so much about cryopod systems?”

      If he shared all of his history, she might fire him. He had a way of attracting trouble—or not turning it down when it looked at him funny. Bosses didn’t like employees who attracted trouble, except he never recognized it as trouble until the damage was done. “I apprenticed on them and worked on them.”

      “The people I know who use cryopods are slavers, prison owners, and medical research facilities.” He didn’t miss the slight narrowing of her eyes. “Which was it?”

      “I was born in Oka Conglomerate.” It wasn’t the whole truth, but it was the part of the truth that answered her question. “They have a lot of generation ships. They keep the pods in working order.”

      “All right.” It was clear Su didn’t one hundred percent believe him, but she let it go. “The cryo decline puts a whole different spin on this shit, doesn’t it? What do you think we should do?”

      She was asking him, her employee of three months, how to save the lives of over 4500 innocent people and 3000 cats? People trusted him, sure—they trusted that he was a soft touch. But the people on Trash Planet didn’t realize that about him yet, and he’d been hoping to shed that weakness.

      But was it weak to help the cats?

      “We need that part,” he repeated. “I guess we should make the other union an offer.”

      “Can’t be me,” she mused, flicking on her cybbie screen and scrolling through a list. “Let’s just say I’m not welcome in their headquarters. And sending Barbara is a no-go.”

      The cats had relied on Barbara for two years. How the talkative, scatterbrained woman had managed to negotiate with pirates and mercs and other unsavory types, Lincoln had no idea. Javier feared that the constant mind invasions from the cats had harmed her mentally.

      “She’s done enough,” he agreed. She spent about half of her time in Su’s factory now, rejoicing in the presence of other humans. If there was a gathering of people, Barbara was sure to be part of it. “She deserves a break.”

      “That leaves you.” Su turned to stare at him. “Tank Union doesn’t know you. We’ll set you up as an independent operator and let you make the offer. If it’s coming from you instead of me, there’s a chance the casino funds plus mine will cover it.”

      Lincoln stiffened. “Me?” He glanced down at his dirty coveralls, his nicked and scratched hands, and his dusty boots. He was a behind-the-scenes man. A mechanic. What in the hells would he say to some corporate union type to convince them to sell a ship they’d just bought? “I’m not a negotiator.”

      “This is Trash Planet, not Al’Amal,” Su said with a smile. “You don’t have to be a richie rich or act like one.”

      “It’s not a good idea.” He rubbed a hand across his chin. Most people on Trash Planet had facial hair. It was a cold, desolate place. But beards made his skin itch and then the hairs got infected. “I don’t look like the people here. I wouldn’t know what to say.”

      And it would put him in the spotlight. Standing out. He didn’t like to be noticed. That was when the trouble started.

      “All you have to do is offer them a lot of money,” Su said. “If they won’t sell you the whole ship, haggle them down to a list of parts that happens to include the one you want. You can come up with a list like that, right? One you might need if you, say, lived on a gen ship in the Oka sector? Nobody here does much business with Oka, so they’ll overlook irregularities.”

      “I could do a list,” he said slowly, “but I’m not good with people.” He couldn’t look, or talk, less like a wheeler-dealer type if he tried.

      “I’ll have Wil give you a crash course,” Su said. Wil was Su’s lover. The few times Lincoln had met him, he did seem sociable. And the cats liked him, which Lincoln had come to realize was significant. “It wouldn’t hurt to butter the sales associate up. Personally, if you get my drift.”

      She raised her eyebrows, waiting for him to respond.

      “That really won’t work,” Lincoln grumbled. He’d never be able to seduce someone under false pretenses. He wasn’t even good at it when he just wanted a date.

      Su studied him a moment. “Why not? You’re not from Trash Planet which means you probably have fresh nanobots, right? And you’re young and healthy and good-looking. Got all your teeth. No scars like me. Or do you already have someone?”

      He just shook his head. “We’ll be lucky if they believe I’m a buyer.”

      “All right.” Su, to his relief, moved on. “I’ll get my cybbie hacker to set up a background for you, and we can send you over there in a hired shuttle the day after tomorrow. Make it look like you flew in through Yassa Port. The sooner we do this, the better, before the cats do anything drastic.” Her fingers were already flying across her holo keyboard, putting her plan into motion.

      “Oka doesn’t usually shop around for parts,” he warned her. “They’re tight.”

      And when you screwed up, they kicked you straight out of the tight, loyal Conglomerate. Forever.

      “I know, they don’t even recycle with us,” she said. “But this’ll work. They still need the rest of the galaxy sometimes.”

      If Lincoln insisted he wasn’t up to this, Su’s disappointment would probably lead to him getting fired. Would she be frustrated with Frank, too? She wasn’t the type to make him do anything he didn’t want to do, but she wouldn’t do anything she didn’t want to do, either. Like keep him on staff if he couldn’t commit to saving all those people and cats.

      “Guess I’ll need a change of clothes,” Lincoln said with a sigh. “If you can find out how much they paid for it and who they bought it from, that’ll help.”

      “No problem,” Su said without looking at him. “One of Estelle Gee’s boys will be in touch about the clothes.”

      Gee was a familiar name—the Bristler Union president. Why one of her kids would contact him about clothes, Lincoln had no idea, but Su seemed confident in her plan. The least he could do, after the way she’d accepted him into her factory family, was put in his best effort.

      That didn’t mean it would work. Maybe he’d be better off if one of the cats could insert the right words into his mind. Otherwise this negotiation was going to be very, very short and very, very unsatisfying for the people—and cats—who were depending on him.
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      Briar Pandora deactivated the comm screen by punching the power button so hard she broke her shiny manicured nail.

      First, pain rippled through her finger and blood welled at the quick. Then, anger stirred in her stomach, her spine, her head, like a pot about to boil. She inhaled deeply, twice, tasting the sterile air of the shiny metal and glass Tank Union HQ on the back of her tongue and wishing she could wrap her hands around someone’s neck.

      Preferably the neck of Stephen Wat, her former sales and acquisitions colleague, and now one of her bosses.

      Instead, Briar threw herself out of the translucent chair and paced to the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking Yassa Port. Tank Union Headquarters where she worked was located in the biggest star port on Trash Planet. Since Yassa hosted the most off-world visitors, they had rules and regulations regarding the amount of rubbish and pollution that could be strewn about.

      So all Briar could see was white and grey, some metallic black, and more grey. The designers had done their best to mimic a hub of civilization instead of a gathering of junk, and if you didn’t squint, it worked. Yassa also boasted the closest things to culture on the planet aside from the primitive artists and musicians scattered across the globe. Trash Planet also boasted a recent addition—a former professional dancer who’d begun traveling to various communities and factories to teach.

      But what Yassa Port didn’t have any longer was a spot on the Tank Union Board with Briar’s name on it.

      Not three days ago, she had made the biggest deal of her career, and fucking Steven Wat was still the one being promoted after the disappearance of elderly Director Ficus, who had been declared dead. Briar had been in sales and acquisitions two years longer than that rat-licking waste of cells, and just because he had certain connections and certain gas bags had leaned on certain members of the board…he got the upgrade to TUB.

      Nobody knew about her connections. But her connections were the reason she needed that promotion.

      Wishing she could go home and scream into her pillow, Briar instead returned to her desk and checked the schedule for the rest of the day on her wrist chrono. As she glared at the small screen, she slowed her breathing and thought calming thoughts. If her schedule was empty, nobody would notice the steam coming out of her ears or her bleeding cuticle.

      A couple of appointments, not many—the other associates could handle them. Because the next person who walked through her door, after that travesty of a call with the TUB chairperson, she might fly straight out from behind her shiny glass desk and stab them in the face.

      Besides, she was busy. BUSY. With the score of her career. Really, it was such a score for Tank Union, she should have been made chair. Instead she’d quietly and submissively continue to monitor its progress, because that was what a good little Tank Union employee with absolutely no secret agenda would do.

      Completely agenda-free, she commed the strip team working on her acquisition—an ancient gen ship framework. Only audio, though. Anyone who saw her right now would know the truth about her rage. She was hot and angry, and that meant her face would resemble a red dwarf star.

      “Unker, this is Briar Pandora at HQ,” she said, carefully unclenching her teeth. “How deep are you in the inventory?”

      The whole union was going to benefit from her snagging that gen ship framework at such a bargain price. The DICs they would make selling the specialized parts would net ten times the original amount. Steven Suck-Up could never have convinced Endeavor Factory 5 to sell Tank Union the ship for next to nothing, but she had.

      She’d done it.

      Static crackled before Unker answered. “Bridge complete. Sent you the list. I think you’ll like what you see. Lotta in-built stuff, reason why scavengers wouldn’t have taken it before Endeavor hauled it to the sky pile. Moving on to the next area.”

      “I’ll start compiling the information and get it ready to transmit.” Being a union sales rep as opposed to a factory employee meant she had a greater reach than the average picker on Trash Planet. Unionizing gave factories more power and influence than they would have had alone, and she was responsible for extending that influence for their particular union.

      And a few other things that TUB didn’t know about, but it wasn’t hurting anybody. Not really.

      A knock sounded on her door. The reception bot, Axel, stuck just its silvery head around the doorframe, as if it knew entering the office proper would incite her wrath. “Briar Pandora, a client is here to see someone about a purchase.”

      She glared up from the codes she was inputting into the company database, her cheeks still hot. “Can’t someone else handle it?”

      The bot paused a moment before saying, “Are you feeling well, Briar Pandora? Your heartrate and pulse are elevated, and you are showing signs of distress.”

      She tried to stare into Axel’s round, silver eyes without revealing her recent strangulation fantasies. “I’m fine.”

      Lying to Axel was an exercise in frustration. The bot had access to all Tank Union information and so many environmental sensors it was hard to count them. “Is your distress why you want me to redirect the client? Your schedule is clear until three.”

      TUB’s purchase of Axel was a status symbol they felt elevated them in the eyes of galactic customers, but there were downsides to having a bot for a receptionist. You couldn’t lie to it, it never wore any clothes, it knew everything, and it watched you whenever you ate as if judging how people consumed food.

      “I’m busy. Have them make another appointment and come back.” Burying herself in work would drain the anger. The faster she could research and price the inventory from the gen ship, the faster they could post it to the scraproll and see who was interested. She’d compare the potential payouts with what they could get here on the planet, with what they could get if they used the materials themselves, with…

      The bot interrupted her appraisal in its lightly inflected voice. “It’s about the recent acquisition from Endeavor 5. Should I take the client to see Director Steven Wat?”

      “It’s about the gen ship?” How had anyone outside Tank heard about it? It was her score, and she hadn’t advertised. She wasn’t ready to advertise. It was so against procedure to advertise before the final inventory that…

      Hold on.

      Briar felt a familiar trembling in her legs, the one that pressed her to leap out from behind the desk and strangle somebody. Steven had tipped someone off. He was trying to steal her deal as well as the promotion.

      That might be how he’d gotten the promotion.

      “No, no, don’t tell Steven. I’m sure he’s far too busy for inventory sales. Just give me five minutes.”

      Five minutes to decide how to screw over whatever slimeball thought they’d be waltzing in here and dealing with their slimeball buddy Steven Wat.

      The bot left. Briar finished porting the raw data into her manifest and used her wrist chrono to check the locations of the other sales reps. Tank Union insisted on its employees being chipped, which meant she had to be super careful when she performed her extracurricular duties.

      Where was Swindler Steven? Did he know his slimeball was here? Prella was in their office and Aaz was at a factory, while Steven seemed to be in the next building over, where the board offices were. The rest of the directors, as usual, were in the big conference room.

      Maybe the buyer was early. Good. She mentally prepped for smarm, fast talking, and veiled hints about the dangers of saying no to pirates and slavers.

      Not that everyone on Trash Planet was ethical—but they were a free planet. The minute you landed on Trash Planet, every single union enforced that rule, by whatever means necessary. She was going to enjoy calling security if the person Steven had invited brought any so-called servants with them.

      But the man who entered her office five minutes later was nothing like she’d expected one of Steven’s contacts to be. And he was alone.

      Tall, broad shouldered, dressed in a tailored suit, and clean shaven, the dark-skinned man met her gaze with quiet confidence. He inclined his head respectfully, not hustling forward to shake hands or bump fists or intimidate with his height. Nor did he bow. “Individual Briar Pandora?”

      She found herself unaccountably breathless and was glad she was sitting down. She nudged the holo screen of her console aside and motioned for him to sit in one of the guest chairs.

      “Yes, I’m Individual Pandora. I’m afraid I haven’t had a chance to brief myself on today’s appointments.” Other than being pretty darn sure this guy was here to meet with Steven. “May I ask your name?”

      He strolled across the room and eased himself into the chair. Adjusting his cuffs, he regarded her levelly. “Lincoln Caster Seventy-Five.” He paused. “I represent a free ship in the Oka sector.”

      What a liar. While it was common for citizens of the Oka Conglomerate to adopt their ship designation as part of their name, Oka rarely left their sector to do business.

      People came to Oka. Oka did not go to people.

      “That’s nice,” she said, infusing her voice with a hint of skepticism.

      He blinked, seemingly taken aback by her response. As she’d intended. “I grew up there. It is nice.”

      Now he wasn’t the only one thrown off-kilter. His velvety voice and lack of a spiel had Briar on the edge of her seat, waiting for a bomb to drop. But it didn’t. He just…sat there. Mutely and patiently.

      How did a man without a spiel survive in the world of pirates and slavers?

      When the silence stretched out enough that she could hear her own breathing, she broke down and prompted him. “Were you expecting to meet with anyone in particular today?”

      “A sales associate,” he said. He did have a faint Oka accent, but he could be faking that.

      “I am a sales associate.” He must have come through the regular system so nobody would get suspicious that Steven had tipped him off. “What can I do for you?”

      “I understand you have a zheng model generation ship framework.”

      Well, he wasn’t wasting any time. “Yes.”

      “It’s about three-fourths intact?”

      “Thereabouts.” This man and his calmness troubled her. It was hard to think of him as one of Steven’s slimeballs. She flicked open the appointment request on her screen and scanned Lincoln Caster’s information. Oka Conglomerate, background in mechanics, head of some department, registered in Yassa Port as an independent. Usually pirates didn’t bother to lie about their origins. They wanted you to be afraid of them and cooperate to save your own skin. “How do you know about the ship? It’s very recent.”

      “I have my sources.” He smoothed a hand along his jaw.

      “Is Steven Wat your source? He’s so helpful,” she suggested sweetly. If he knew the shithead, his gaze should flick to the side.

      It didn’t. Damn. He was good.

      “I don’t know who that is.” He rested an elbow on the arm of the chair, comfortable in his space. “I’d like to make you an offer for the ship.”

      “For what part?” she asked, not sure she’d heard him correctly.

      “For the ship,” he repeated in his deep, measured voice. “The whole thing.”

      Briar leaned back in her seat and schooled her features into mildness. The heat left her cheeks as curiosity replaced her anger. Who was this guy and why in the universe was he part of Steven’s network? “Tank Union isn’t in the business of selling ships. That’s Endeavor. We sell parts and services, and some of our factories build reinforced, lightning-fueled ground crawlers.”

      “We can double what you paid for the zheng,” he said gravely. “We’ll handle transport.”

      Again, he wasted no time. Nothing about this man pointed to a shady deal with Steven intended to cheat her out of her score. Nothing about this man was anything like anyone she’d ever met in this business. He wasn’t condescending, menacing, or pushy. She’d developed ways of handling people like that, convincing them to give her the best price or pay one, but a man like this?

      A man who walked in, sat down, and within one minute, had stated exactly what he wanted?

      It startled her into being completely factual. “That’s not a good trade. We’ll get ten times what we paid for it when we sell it off piecemeal.”

      Shit, she should have said twenty.

      “Ten?” he said with an almost imperceptible eyebrow flash. She’d surprised him—always beneficial for the seller. “I can offer three times.”

      “That’s still not ten.” She clasped her hands on the clear desk, wishing suddenly for a piece of furniture that wasn’t modern and transparent. A nice, cluttered, recycled plastene desk she could hide behind so Lincoln Caster wouldn’t see her fidget.

      “But you get it all at once.” He studied her with a tiny frown between his brows. His dark gaze flicked down and back up her pearly grey business tunic and white scarf, but she didn’t get the impression he was underestimating her. It was easy to, as ordinary as she looked. “You’d triple your investment in three days with no effort on your part.”

      Was that Steven’s game? Conning her into an idiotic deal to ruin her reputation? Why did it even matter? He’d already gotten the promotion.

      “I don’t mind hard work and effort, Individual Caster Seventy-Five.” She flexed her fingers, once again imagining Steven’s neck. “I need to know how you found out about the ship sale. If you please.”

      His gaze dropped again. “You’re bleeding. Your finger.”

      “Oh.” She’d forgotten all about the accident with her manicure. Her painted pink nail—TUB insisted on its associates being as polished as elites—had ripped into the quick. Her nanobots hadn’t repaired the injury yet. She was overdue a refresher of the little buggers. “Yes, it hurts a bit.”

      “What happened?”

      Why did he care? She covered the injury with her other hand. When she pressed her palm against the raw skin, it stung like icy wind on the face. “I poked something too hard.”

      “Poked.” By his eyebrow flash, she
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