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      “No! You’ll die if you stay in here, Sko.”

      My voice was barely audible over the wind tearing at us, rushing out into the vacuum of space. Alone, I’d have been swept along with the wind. Alone, I’d have died. But I wasn’t alone. One strong arm wrapped around me, keeping me safe. The other strong arm fought from handhold to handhold, slowly pulling against the wind.

      Sko. Brave, gentle, wise Sko. Loving, passionate, intelligent Sko. The man I was meant to spend my life with.

      Behind us, the wind carried that bastard Smith into the squirming mass of men who formed his crew. For a brief second, the howling wind fell silent. For a brief second, Sko was free to act. Always decisive, always putting others above himself, Sko carried me to the open hatch separating the computer room from the bridge.

      One of Smith’s men popped through the knot of men and out into space. Once again, the wind roared and snatched at us. Sko put his lips against my ear so I might hear him.

      “But you, my Captain, my love—you will live.”

      He pushed me through the hatch and slapped the emergency close button. The hatch slid shut, separating us forever. In that final second, Sko’s smile said everything he did not have the time to say. In that final second, I died inside.

      The stupor I’d worked so hard to drink myself into faded with alarming rapidity. Bloody hell. This could only mean one thing, but I wasn’t sober enough to remember it. It also meant the end to my three-year record of remaining falling-down drunk on the anniversary of Sko’s death.

      Whatever else was going on, I was sober enough to realize I was in a dive bar. Worse, I was sober enough to realize the bar’s vid was showing one of the many versions of my story. I stared at the images through bleary eyes. A buxom blonde in a too-tight flight suit and showing lots of cleavage—something impossible to do in the real flight suits I wore—held an imploring hand toward a closed hatch.

      “Lilla is the blonde, you morons. I’m a redhead.”

      I only realized I slurred that out loud when a couple of guys turned irritating looks my way. The bigger one of the two said, “Shut up—we’re watching the vid.”

      The blonde with the big tits flounced to what was supposed to be a tech command console. A constipated expression crossed her face and she cried, “Your destruction is at hand, Arktu! With but the press of this ring icon, I will destroy you. With but the press of this ring icon, I will have vengeance for my beloved, my Sko!”

      Ah, that constipated look was obviously meant to be an expression of triumph. Or revenge. Or something. Obviously, this actress’s primary assets were still jiggling and had nothing to do with actual acting. Part of my mind wondered if she bungled the lines or if the scriptwriter was even worse at his job than the ‘actress’ was at hers.

      The AI, in an entirely human-sounding voice, filled with entirely human emotion, cried, “No, Nancy Martin! I beg you, let me live!”

      “Never!” The woman’s hand rose. Her boobs bounced. She looked out of the vid at us. “This is for you, Captain Jonathan Yarrow!”

      Her hand still rising, her boobs still bobbing up and down, her eyes still staring vacantly out of the vid at us, she said, “This is for you, Chief Technical Officer Deborah Armstrong!”

      She struck an overly dramatic pose. “Most of all, this is for you, Sko!”

      “No-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o!” screamed the all-too-human voice as the woman’s hand descended. She almost missed the console entirely, but her thumb did brush against the edge.

      That’s when I shot the vid unit. Blew it into a million pieces. Considering I was still sobering up, I thought it was a pretty damned good shot. None of the other patrons agreed, so I tried reasoning with them.

      I adopted my most diplomatic tone of voice and sneered, “Look, you morons, that’s not how it happened! And that has to be the worst-acted piece of garbage I’ve ever seen.”

      I holstered my blaster, snapped the flap over it, and flashed my most winning smile at the others in the bar. “Face it, I did you drunken idiots a favor when I shot the unit.”

      The drunken idiots stared at me, apparently unmoved by my impeccably reasoned and diplomatically-worded pronouncement. Then the guy who told me to shut up surged up and staggered my way. A few more men followed him.

      The barkeeper called, “Don’t kill ‘er, boys—least ways not ‘till she pays for a new vid unit.”

      I think I held my own until the police got there. Or I would have if I hadn’t gotten knocked out.

      Sometime later, I woke up in a hospital room. A quick check with my implant showed I’d been out for close to two hours. I felt remarkably healthy for a woman who was on the wrong side of a one-sided bar brawl. Nothing ached. Nothing was broken. Worst of all, I was completely, depressingly sober.

      A police officer stood by the door, speaking with a well-dressed, attractive woman with dark hair and dark bronze skin. The policeman wasn’t pleased with what the woman said. His voice rose as he spoke, making it easy for me to hear him.

      “...reckless endangerment, firing a deadly weapon in a crowded establishment, provoking a riot, destruction of private property, and whatever else I can think of to charge her with. So, no, the charges will not be dropped and this woman will not be released to you!”

      A comm buzzed from the officer’s pocket.

      “You’d better get that, Sergeant Mooney,” the woman said. “It’s your chief.”

      Mooney grabbed his comm. His eyes widened as he read the caller ID. “Yes, Chief?”

      The man listened, his expression darkening with each word. “I don’t care who she is, sir. The woman is a menace and she belongs in police custody.”

      Mooney held the comm to his ear for another few seconds. “Yes, sir. Very clear, sir.”

      The officer jammed the comm into his pocket, disgust written on his face. “Maybe you got to the Chief, but that bar was pretty busted up. The owner-”

      “Has already been compensated, Sergeant Mooney. In exchange, he is not pressing charges.” The woman smiled without humor and patted the officer on the shoulder. “Run along now. I have private business to discuss with this woman.”

      Without a glance my way, Mooney stalked from the room. The woman shut the door and faced me for the first time. “Hello, Captain Martin. I’m glad you’re awake.”

      “My correct title is Captain Martin, Retired.”

      The woman’s expression never changed. “I’m afraid your retirement must be put on hold for a while.”

      “Why do I suddenly find myself wishing Sergeant Mooney was taking me into custody right now?” I asked.

      “I have no idea, Captain Martin.” The woman’s lips turned up in an attempt at a friendly smile. “Do you mind if I call you Nancy?”

      “Yes—especially since you haven’t introduced yourself.”

      “You may call me Special Agent Erica Hampton,” she said. “I work for-”

      “The Federation Bureau of Investigation,” I interrupted. “You do realize your agency holds no authority over me, either as a private citizen or as a Federation naval officer?”

      Without a word, Hampton handed a pad to me. I scanned the orders displayed on the screen. “Why the hell have I been reactivated and assigned to the FBI?”

      “I could tell you, Captain Martin, but-”

      “Then you’d have to kill me?”

      “No.” The woman’s tone remained level throughout this exchange, though her eyes hardened after my last interruption. “I could tell you, but you’ll have to shut up long enough for me to do so.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “Tell me why the FBI needs me.”

      “We don’t,” Hampton said.

      She reached over and tapped the pad’s screen. My orders vanished, replaced by what looked like a school vid. A couple of hundred children in their mid teens milled and posed and cut-up for the cam. The kids laughed and chatted and mostly ignored instructions called from an adult—probably a teacher—behind the cam.

      “They most certainly do.” Hampton caught my gaze and, for the first time, I saw a glimmer of humanity shining in her eyes. “Minutes after this vid was taken, those children left on an end-of-year school trip to a rim world. They never arrived.”

      I looked back at the vid. Unbidden, images of children slaving away in harsh conditions under Arktu’s direction flooded my mind. Unbidden, I pictured the children Arktu no longer needed approaching the acid bath. Unbidden, I saw Lilla laughing with Sko.

      “What do you need me to do?” I asked.

      “I need you to help me find them, Captain Martin.”

      Without taking my eyes from the pad, I said, “Call me Nancy.”

      I looked up from the images cavorting on the pad and locked gazes with the other woman. “Do you think a slaver band is behind the disappearance of these kids, Special Agent Hampton?”

      “That’s what the Agency thinks, yes. Their destination world has two wormholes and one of them leads to the Coreward Fringes. Slavery is legal on three of the Fringe colonies and quietly tolerated on two or three more.” The agent tried another smile, and this time, she got some real humanity into it. “Also, we’re going to be working closely on this so please call me Erica.”

      “Are you going to be my...handler? Is that the right word?”

      “No, Nancy, I’m going to be your partner.”

      “Erica, am I going to have to drag all of this out of you one question at a time?”

      “Not at all, but I’d rather save the explanations for a more secure location. I doubt anyone with slaver connections is listening in, but you’re still a bit of a celebrity—especially on the anniversary of the Ark 2’s rescue—and hospital personnel can be just as starstruck as anyone.”

      “Then hand me my clothes and let’s get out of here.”

      I swung out of the bed and peeled off the hospital gown. From Erica’s lack of reaction to my nudity, I guessed she had some military experience. Body self-consciousness is one of the first things you lose in boot camp.

      As I pulled on my shoes, I asked, “I assume we’re going to your office for this explanation?”

      “No. I’m from off-planet, myself. I could get some space at the local office, but I have a more secure location in mind.”

      The woman paused and gave me an expectant look. Recognizing that she wanted me to ask, I sighed, “Where is that?”

      “Your spaceship.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have a spaceship.”

      Erica grinned, showing more life in that one expression than she had during her entire visit. “You do now.”

      Twenty minutes later, I entered the code Erica gave me for docking bay B21 and got a look at my new ship. Make that my not-so-new ship. Scratch that, too. Make it my old ship—a Minotaur class freighter. After giving the battered ship a quick once-over, I folded my arms and glared at my new partner.

      “I’m sure this was a great ship at one time, but that time was at least fifty years before I was born. This operation of yours must have the smallest budget in Bureau history.”

      “You’d be surprised, Nancy. Why don’t you give the Darkheart a closer look?”

      “Seriously, Darkheart? How long did it take the psych geeks to come up with that?”

      “Less than an hour. This is a rush job, Nancy. Every passing hour reduces our chances of finding those missing kids.”

      “Point taken.” I headed to the rear of the ship. “Fill me in on everything while I check out my ship.”

      Following me, Erica said, “The FBI has been after this group for about a year. As best we can tell, the slavers are behind several other disappearances during that time. It’s always a group of healthy young people—college or high school kids on school trips, mostly, though they’ve even taken a platoon of new military recruits on their first overnight hike.”

      “Let me guess, the recruits were still carrying mock weapons?” When Erica nodded, I asked, “Did they kill the drill instructors?”

      “No, they’re missing, too.”

      I got a sudden, inexplicable queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Why would slavers risk taking experienced military instructors? That’s just stupid.”

      “That bothers me, too, though I can’t get the higher ups to share my concerns. They assume the recruits and their instructors will end up on a particularly rough world.”

      “Maybe...”

      The outside of the engine compartment looked like the rest of the ship. I coded open the engine panel—they all used the default code, according to Erica—and  climbed up into the engines and looked around. Things looked much different from the inside.

      “Holy crap, Erica, this is the engine from a heavy cruiser!”

      “Wait until you see the weapon systems.”

      I climbed back out, changed the panel code away from the default, and headed for the ship’s hatch. Looking over my shoulder, I asked, “After working on this for a year, you’ve got to have some leads, right?”

      “Less than you’d think. We believe one of our undercover agents got close. His last communication hinted at a possible break in the case and requested we ready a ship with specs similar to the Darkheart. We haven’t heard from him in two weeks. Honestly, I think the case officer would still be waiting for the agent to get back in touch if the high school kids hadn’t disappeared.”

      “This missing agent—he isn’t your boyfriend or brother or something, is he?” I asked. “You’re not going rogue because the Bureau is moving too slowly?”

      “I met the man once in a briefing, nothing more. This is a classified operation, but it has the full backing of the Bureau.”

      “No offense, Erica, but I only have your word on that.”

      “No offense taken.” She tossed her comm unit to me. “Call the local office and ask for director Roger Preston.”

      The office’s code was programmed into the unit, but I pulled out my pad and looked up the code. They matched, but I still punched it in by hand. In less than a minute, I had the director on the line. A minute after that, I closed the call and tossed the comm back to Erica.

      “New question,” I said as we entered the ship for the first time. “Why me?”

      Erica hesitated for a couple of seconds and then said, “You match the profile we want for this job.”

      “Which is?”

      “A war hero who hasn’t adjusted well to life outside of the service.”

      “I adjusted to civilian life just fine.” It’s life without Sko I was having trouble with.

      Erica followed me to the bridge before saying, “You’re not the only person who lost a loved one in the war.”

      “I didn’t lose a loved one in the war, Erica. I lost him in the void because of that damned AI on the Ark 2.” I turned to face her, struggling to keep my voice from cracking, and was surprised to find her glaring at me. “What?”

      She turned away. “It’s nothing.”

      “The hell it is. Whatever is behind that glare could interfere with our teamwork at just the wrong moment. Those school children are depending on us. I am not going to let them down because we couldn’t be upfront and open with each other.” I found myself glaring back at Erica. Consciously toning down my gaze, I said, “So spill it. I’m a big girl, I can handle whatever you have to say.”

      “Okay.” Erica took a moment, obviously composing herself, before asking, “What makes you so special? Why are you still wallowing in your misery and why do I have to tread so damned lightly around you because of it?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. I did my grieving and then got on with my life—just like everyone else who fought in the war. It wasn’t easy. It still isn’t easy. But I did it. The great Nancy Martin, though, spends years grieving over her lost love, crawling into and out of the bottle as she sees fit.” Erica’s glare returned. “Why can’t you find a way to move on with your life?”

      “Who did you lose?”

      “My husband. He was killed in the Battle of Cath.”

      I winced. That battle was fought three days after I reset the Ark 2’s AI, two days after the ceasefire, and one day before the fastest messenger drone reached the Cath System. “That must have been especially painful for you, Erica. Your husband was assigned to the Second Battle Group?”

      Erica shook her head. “We were both part of the Triple F.”

      I searched my memory for that nickname and came up empty. “I’m sorry but I don’t recognize that unit.”

      Erica caught and held my eyes in her challenging gaze. “It’s official designation was the Fourth Fringe Fleet.”

      “Oh.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say to her revelation. “How long had you been married?”

      “Sixteen days.”

      “I am so sorry, Erica.”

      Blinking her eyes rapidly, she turned away from me. I waited for her to regain her composure, not speaking again until she turned back to me.

      “After you lost your husband, can I assume all your friends, family, and shipmates went out of their way to express their sympathy?” Erica nodded, so I continued, “Did you both appreciate the thoughts behind their condolences and wish they’d kept silent?”

      Erica’s eyes widened slightly. “Yes! Just when my mind stopped whirling and settled on something other than Gerard’s death, someone would tell me how sorry they were. All my pain and sorrow came rushing back again, but I had to smile and thank them for being so kind. At the time, it felt like I was thanking them for ripping away newly formed scab.”

      “How long did it take people to stop doing that?”

      “I don’t know. Two weeks, maybe? There was still the odd friend or relative who hadn’t seen me who would bring it up, but those were so far between that I’d had time to do the worst of my grieving.”

      “In the three years since Sko’s death, I’ve never gone more than eight waking and sober hours without someone ripping the scab off of my wound.”

      “Oh my God!”

      I shrugged. “There are thousands of news stories, books, and vids about the Ark 2. Every single one of them says something about Sko and me. And when anyone who’s ever read or watched one of them recognizes me or is introduced to me, the very first thing they say is ‘I’m so very sorry about Sko.’ I smile and thank them for their kind words because they think they’re just being sympathetic. But, inside, I’m screaming because their words have brought back the same anguish I felt when I first discovered Sko was gone.”

      “I never realized, Nancy. And now I’ve just ripped your scab off again. I’m sorry.” Erica enveloped me in a hug. After a few seconds, she said, “You know, at first, I blamed you for Gerard’s death. If only you had reset that damned AI a day sooner, he wouldn’t have died. If only you hadn’t wasted time chasing all around the ship and just gone straight for the captain’s cabin, you could have done it. Then my life wouldn’t have been ripped apart in a useless battle fought after a useless war ended. If only... Eventually, after I worked through the worst of my grief, I came to my senses.”

      We released each other and wiped at our eyes. Desperate to talk about anything but Sko, I took the discussion off on a tangent.

      “If you fought for the Fringers, how did you end up in the FBI?”

      Erica gave me a humorless smile. “When the war ended, my home planet up and joined the Federation. Tens of thousands of us fought and a lot of them died so we could be free of Federation influence and when it was over, the politicians screwed us. When the FBI recruited me, I said ‘what the hell’ and signed on.”

      “So you fit the same profile I do.”

      “Yep. I’m the bitter veteran who lost her husband fighting for a lost cause.”

      “And we’re two bitter women tolerating each other as, what? Penance for our sins or something?”

      “Something like that. The point, Nancy, is we’re exactly the kind of people criminals look for. Life screwed us so they assume we’re looking to screw life back. Did I mention you’re a dozen payments behind on the ship? That’s almost like an engraved invitation into the underbelly of civilization.”

      “And the ship’s name? The profilers chose Darkheart for both of us, didn’t they?”

      Erica nodded as I settled into the pilot’s seat and checked the readouts. Everything looked good. We even had a full tank of reaction mass.

      “Have we got provisions for the trip?” I asked. “For that matter, where are we going?”

      “Osnade. It’s just outside the Federation border. That’s where the agent disappeared. We’ve got plenty of provisions for the trip.”

      I flashed a feral grin at Erica. “Then let’s go rescue kids and kick slaver ass!”

      “We can’t leave, yet, Nancy,” Erica said. “We’re still waiting for our cargo.”

      “We’ve got cargo?” I asked.

      “It’s all part of our cover. We have a contract for a load of chemicals scheduled for rush delivery. Only, when we get to Osnade we’ll discover our contractor is bankrupt and can’t pay us.”

      I nodded in understanding. “If our goal is to look desperate, I’ll need to dump reaction mass during our approach to Osnade. Nothing says desperation like a ship’s captain who doesn’t have the money to lift off again.”

      “Nice touch, Nancy,” Erica said. “No one involved in planning the operation thought of that.”

      “My parents ran a small freighter while I was growing up. They never ended up as deeply underwater as we want to appear, but they came close more than once.” Memories of my childhood rushed in, triggering another thought. “These chemicals we’re waiting for—can they be used to make illegal drugs?”

      “Yes. We’re carrying all the most difficult to obtain ingredients for top-grade Dreamweaver.” Erica studied my expression carefully. “Is that going to be a problem?”

      “Considering the stakes, no,” I mused, “but simple desperation shouldn’t be enough to make us sell to drug dealers. We should have no other choice, otherwise, we’ll look too eager and scare off our prey.”

      “Is that based on personal experience?”

      I shook my head. “Personal observation. Dad pointed out more than one free trader who was slowly buckling under the weight of debt and desperation. I’m sure they all vowed to break the law just one time, to go straight again once they paid off everyone they owed. Crossing that line is hard the first time, but the second time isn’t nearly as hard, and the third time is almost easy.”

      “I see your point, but other than making sure we’re not too easy to coax to the wrong side of the law, I don’t see what it has to do with this operation.”

      “Liquor is the lubricant that makes it all work. I never knew a captain who went bad without first crawling into a bottle. None of them were entirely sober when they took their first illegal job and most of them were never entirely sober again.” I rubbed my temples. “I’m halfway into that bottle already, but I can’t help those kids if I’m drunk.”

      “So, you want me to be the drunk? I don’t-”

      “No, Erica, I’ve earned that role and have got to keep it up. But I think we should permanently enable my implant’s alcohol scrubber so I can drink and pretend I’m drunk.”

      The scrubber isn’t classified by the military, but no serving member ever tells civilians about it. Since the scrubber keeps active duty personnel from getting anything more than slightly tipsy, we can always win drinking bets with civilians. The filter is turned off as part of mustering out, which is why I could drink myself into a stupor instead of dealing with Sko’s death. The filter cleared my haze earlier in the day and led to the big bar fight. And the fight fit perfectly with the cover story the FBI wanted for me. Continued drinking fit the story, too, but I couldn’t help those kids if I was facedown in a puddle of my own drool.

      “We’re way ahead of you, Nancy. No one turned off the filter after your fight.”

      I bristled at the assumptions behind that decision. “What if I’d turned you down? Did you ever think of that?”

      “Not much,” Erica replied. “Everyone who read your file knew you’d accept the mission. You’ve got a protective streak at least two klicks wide.”

      “What makes you think the criminals won’t know that, too?”

      “They don’t have access to your file. It’s got details never found in any of the vids about the Ark 2 or in any of the books written about it. You’ve also got to remember that a lot of crooks assume hero stories are mostly made up and spoon-fed to a gullible public. They want to believe there’s less to you than the stories say. It makes them feel better about their own choices—well, the ones with some kind of conscience, anyway.”

      Before we could debate this any further, the cargo we were waiting for showed up. We spent the rest of the day getting it properly stowed. With all of the official forms stored on our pads, we filed our flight plan for Osnade. Forty-three minutes later, I piloted the Darkheart out of the atmosphere and set course for the first wormhole in our journey.

      “I thought the ship would be faster than this,” Erica said, watching our speed climb slowly.

      “It is,” I said, “but this pace is the best Darkheart could make with her original engine. I doubt anyone is watching, but I’m not willing to gamble our lives and the lives of those kids on it.”

      “Smart. Have I mentioned that you’re a natural at this, Nancy?”

      “No, and don’t mention it again until those kids are safe.”

      “Until?” Erica flashed a smile at me. “I like the way you think, Nancy.”

      On that positive note, our ship entered the wormhole.
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      One week later, it looked like Erica’s plan was working quite well. Since we landed, I’d visited a lot of businesses, ostensibly looking for a buyer for my cargo. I’ll hand it to the planners at the FBI—they picked chemicals we could never move on Osnade. Business number twenty-seven was no different than the previous twenty-six.

      “Look, I wish I could help you but I only use a couple of kilos of that stuff every year.”

      I believed the man sitting on the other side of the desk. He had an earnest and honest air about him, as well as a good reputation in Praka, the largest city on the rim world of Osnade. I stood, stretching my hand across the desk to shake his.

      “I understand. Thank you for taking the time to meet with me, Mr. Tawiah.”

      “I’m just sorry you find yourself in such a terrible situation, Captain Martin,” Tawiah said.

      “The life of a free trader is more difficult than my partner and I originally imagined,” I said, playing my role as the vet who blew her pension on a pipe dream to the hilt.

      “I’m sure things will turn around for you soon, Captain.”

      The man’s eyes, however, said he’d witnessed this scene several times in the past and wondered why so many people assumed running a business was easy. It’s a good question, one that irritated my father no end. When Dad found himself barely
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