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Saree’s got a secret.

A truly unique talent.

Trillions rely on her rare gift. If they knew, they’d betray her in a heartbeat for the huge reward.  

Despite Saree’s best efforts, rumors fly. Desperate, she jumps on Lightwave Fold Transport just ahead of a bounty hunter.

But Lightwave might not be safer.

Lightwave’s crew were mercenaries. Mercenaries who destroyed her childhood home. Saree barely escaped last time. Will they recognize her?

Worse, will they discover who she really is?

Discover Saree’s secret today, before freedom ticks away, one nanosecond at a time...
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TO THE AMAZING SLEEPING Man—thanks for supporting my new dream!
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Saree

​SAREE SLID THROUGH the crowd, a double-time bass drum pounding in her chest. Bending her knees, she hid among the masses in the passageway, trying to reach her shuttle before the black-haired man caught her. The flashes of red in her rear-view holo increased, and she fought back the impulse to run. Thank all the suns she’d tagged the man right away.

Outside her airlock, a crowd of people stood enthralled by a wailing busker banging on an out-of-tune guitar. Saree slipped between them, thankful for the throng’s lack of taste. They must be truly desperate for entertainment. Covering her mouth with her hand, she murmured, “Hal, emergency ingress alpha-four-two-uniform.”

At the airlock, she reached out to enter her code on the worn, grimy keypad, but the hatch swung open. She ducked in, securing it and the next three. Collapsing against her inner shuttle hatch, she ignored the sharp struts pressing into her back. She was home, thank all the suns. That was just too close. She closed her eyes and breathed. Blanking her mind, she slowed and deepened her shallow panting, reveling in the quiet...no, not working.

The whole slow-motion escape replayed in her head like a horror vid. Maintaining her carefully crafted persona while being hunted was so rad-blasted hard. She’d strolled the passages, gawking, seemingly fascinated by every performer along the way. She didn’t waste any time on the awful musician outside her shuttle airlock.

She’d considered stunning the dark-haired man and hoping nobody noticed, but he was good, staying back and blending into the crowd. Stunning him meant taking down a lot of beings, innocents caught in the crossfire. And anyone stunned on the station would be robbed before the authorities reacted. If they reacted at all.

Enough. She wasn’t out of danger, not until she left the system. Leaving the station might be tricky, depending on who was after her and why. Sucking in a big breath, Saree pushed off the chilly hatch, no longer shaking like a thruster on a loose pivot joint.

She strode to the pilot’s seat, the worn, dark gray plas tiles beneath her feet popping a tiny bit with every step, the cracking comfortingly normal. She patted Big Beige on her way. Saree paused mid-step, her hand hovering over the frequency standard maintenance case. Maybe it was time. She had no offensive capabilities; she should maximize her defenses.

Facing Big Beige, she planted her feet and put her hand on the case’s top-mounted security sensor. “Hal, implement Security Protocol Zeta.”

Hal’s smooth, calm, human male voice replied. “Security Protocol Zeta initiated. Passphrase, please.”

At Hal’s light tenor tones, her tight shoulder muscles unwound. “Hickory dickory dock, the Sa’sa ran up the tetrahedron.” She winced at the bite of the DNA sampler.

“Security Protocol Zeta implemented. Please note, the additional security measures will add approximately thirteen point two seconds to maintenance case release. This could be fatal during an emergency evacuation.”

“Noted, Hal, and risk accepted. Thank you.”

“You are welcome, Saree.”

She walked to the pilot’s seat and plopped down. Under her weight, the seat sighed and creaked, the seen-better-days padding almost flat. The smooth, light gray pleather under her hands was dark from decades of use. But she didn’t care if it looked old and worn—the shuttle systems were top-notch. And sitting in the pilot’s seat meant escaping, control, safety.

Not really. Safety was an illusion. But she was safer.

Finding a fold transport to take her and her shuttle far away from Dronteim was her first priority. A trustworthy one leaving soon—very soon. But there was no sense in escaping a black hole just to fold into a supernova. Find the right folder, a safe folder, was always difficult.

Sweeping a hand across the main control area, Saree entered her security codes, the big shuttle screens lighting in her standard display. She brought up the station security vid outside her shuttle. The black-haired man was still there, using his holo in security mode, concealing his face.

“Saree, you appear to be in some distress. Would you like a calmer?”

“No, thank you, Hal.” One of these days, she’d have to change Hal’s programming to remove the default to mood-altering substances or allow Hal to compile a personality profile. But allowing Hal to develop a profile meant more data available for exploitation if someone got through her net defenses. Better to leave the former inhabitant’s in place, and do a little more work herself, even if it meant putting up with some oddities. Besides, sometimes Hal’s predictability was strangely comforting, especially in his ultra-calm voice.

“Some Jhinzer tea?”

And sometimes, he was annoying. “Not now, Hal.” She had to get out of here. Tea could wait. Maybe she would make those profile mods.

“My apologies, Saree.”

She scanned her shuttle status—everything ready—and relaxed into the chair. Initiating external net access to Dronteim Station, she called up the departing interstellar space fold transport schedule. Even if the dark-haired man’s surveillance was her sometimes too-vivid imagination combined with her understandable paranoia—doubtful—she’d be better off leaving, fast.

Saree pulled up the Guild priority list and set her standard match program running between the Guild list and the departure schedule. But wait—speed was a priority. Inserting ‘departure time’ as the new number three criteria, Saree tried to relax while the program calculated. It shouldn’t take long in their current location. Dronteim was rated ‘frontier-safe’ by The Guide™ but it was still the frontier of human space; criminal organizations and pirates abounded.

Which one was after her on Dronteim Station? The man with the black hair and olive skin was following—no, hunting—her, but she didn’t know why. A young female human alone in the fringe was often considered an easy target, so it could be simple opportunity. But they might suspect her true identity.

A chime sounded, startling her. Saree frowned. Lost in her head again. A bad habit for a solo traveler—being in her shuttle didn’t equal safety. Glancing at the top matches between available fold transports and Guild requirements, she grimaced. Maybe she needed the tea after all. At times like these, she missed Ia’asan and the clutch. Life was a lot simpler in the co-pilot’s chair.

And having real, live backup, even if it wasn’t human? Priceless.

Saree studied the fold transport match list again. Blast and rad. None of the choices were good. Few folders departed in the next thirty standard days and none of them were ideal. She snorted. Most were poor at best. Either they were fixed-route locals, quick but potentially criminal, or unknown and unrated.

She removed two of the transports immediately—they had ties to Familia, and Familia was far too curious about her, both in general and specifically here. The black-haired, olive-skinned man had the ‘Familia look.’ She checked the station vid again. The man was gone, but there was no way to know if he’d given up.

The next possibility, Universe-Tera, was a good line known for their dependability and security, but the particular folder was ancient, slow and on a milk run.

What was a milk run, anyway? She shook the thought away. A question for another time—she had more important orbits to achieve.

The final folder on the list was a relatively new company, with little available on the net. Saree dug deeper, despite her instincts yelling, “Run!” Lightwave Fold Transport appeared to be a single-ship company, with mixed reviews. She filtered out the obvious bot-generated reviews, but nothing cleared.

Scrolling down, she read the individual entries, rather than relying on the aggregate. She tapped an impatient rhythm on the armrest. Reviewing each took too much time, but folding into the unknown wasn’t smart.

Some shuttles left bare-bones comments of “adequate,” “sufficient,” and similar condemning-with-faint-praise statements, but a few said more. The recent reviews raved about the food, a big surprise—often, folders provided the cheapest pre-made stuff they could find.

One entry raved about the speed, precision, and security, but warned the captain put the wellbeing of his transport and shuttles above every other consideration. Which didn’t seem like a negative to her; the fringe was dangerous. And if the folder didn’t survive, none of the shuttles would.

Many of the other comments said the captain was cold and all business, but that seemed like a plus. If he were all business, he wouldn’t be looking into her business. Just another set of strangers passing by—lonely, but safe.

She thumped her fingers against the chair arms impatiently. Lightwave would get her to one of the higher-priority jobs, although that particular job didn't pay the fold costs. But...Cygnus was light years away, on the fringes of known space. Getting away from Dronteim system was a very big plus—signs of Familia were everywhere.

Bringing up The Guide™ listing for Cygnus, she scanned it. Not much Familia in Cygnus, another big plus, although there were plenty of other typical frontier dangers listed. Except for Cygnus Prime, but if she could afford planetfall on Deneb, she wouldn’t bother with a job. Saree huffed out a laugh.

Jittering in her chair, she initiated external net access again, and searched for more reviews, tracing Lightwave’s travels. Neither Lightwave nor its crew had much of a net signature, but there was no sign of criminal activity or behavior. Apparently, Lightwave kept their noses clean, doing their job and nothing more. Or someone was cleaning up after them. Not likely; not for a single ship in the fringes.

Saree’s fingers drummed harder and faster on the thin pleather, echoing her impatience. Nothing but pressure from Gov Human raised Cygnus’s priority—whatever mega-corporation owned the system also owned someone in Gov Human. They had a human-centric population and government, lots of high-priority, low-pay jobs, no Familia, fringe of nowhere frontier—the perfect place for her.

Saree finished her chair-arm drum solo with a flourish. Lightwave Fold Transport was it. She sent a message to Lightwave, to confirm availability and price, and started the computer calculating the transfer orbit from the station to the fold transport pickup orbit, matching Lightwave’s parameters. Surprisingly, she got a reply from Lightwave before she’d finished double-checking the computer’s calculations. The price was as quoted, they had one slot available and would depart after she docked.

“Hal, is there anything unusual in this contract?”

“Yes, Saree. This provision states: ‘Shuttle owner and pilot must contact Lightwave Fold Transport with human-spectrum vid and voice-enabled before contract confirmation.’”

Hmm. Saree considered the provision. Unusual, but not unique. It might signal xenophobia, but it might not, and since her DNA was human, it didn’t matter. She may as well get it done. Lightwave would see nothing but slightly shabby gray plas behind her; they wouldn’t get any real intel from the vid except her face.

Initiating the comm link, Saree wished for Jhinzer tea to soothe her dry mouth. She cracked a smile. Despite not allowing a true personality profile, Hal knew her well.

“Shuttle Centauri Kilo-Uniform-Tango-Six-Zero-One-Five-Four-Four, state the name of your vessel, owner, pilot, and other occupants,” a computer-generated voice announced.

“Shuttle Centauri Kilo-Uniform-Tango-Six-Zero-One-Five-Four-Four, called Fortuna Lucia, absentee owner Centauri University, Pilot Candidate Scholar Cary Sessan, no other occupants.” The shuttle’s name came with it, but the Familia-tinged designation had served her well as an initial cover and distraction in the past. Overall, it was fortunate indeed.

A face appeared in the holo projected in front of her. Human, male, cinnamon-brown skin, thick black brows glowering above dark brown eyes. Pretty eyes, but cold like the outermost planet in a dying star system. A faint scar across the right side of his forehead, bisecting his eyebrow, showed through short dark brown hair. His nose, prominent and slightly hooked, presided over compressed lips in a square face. He was the definition of a man who’d seen bad things and was ready for more. Not a bad attitude for a fold transport pilot. If he was the pilot.

Saree snickered inside. No matter his role on Lightwave, no one would ever mistake him for a vid star, so why smile? “Scholar Sessan, you may approach. Turn your controls over to Lightwave for docking as specified in your instructions. Do you have any questions?”

“No, Pilot? Captain?” A name or a title would be nice...

“Please transfer funds and initiate your release from the station now, Scholar. We will depart after you dock.” The screen blanked.

Humph. That explained the “cold, all business” comments. “Rude” might be a better term after insisting on a face-to-face, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. She wanted a quick departure, and she was getting one. And she wasn’t vid-star material either—no reason to waste time staring at her unremarkable face, with the same tan skin and mud-brown eyes and hair shared by the vast majority of space-traveling humanity. Still, he could take a few seconds to introduce himself. Suns, why insist on the vid when he didn’t ask any questions?

Just as well. More talking meant more chances to get in trouble, and she needed to leave Dronteim—immediately. Saree snorted a laugh. The irony of being upset by rudeness, when she’d done so much worse to so many.

Initiating the station undocking procedure, she waited for the station release. Thankfully, she didn’t have to talk to a live being, just transfer credits, a ridiculous number for her very short stay. The docking clamps released and the station pushed her away into the transit zone. Saree sighed in relief. The man chasing her wasn’t well connected in Dronteim or hadn’t made the necessary bribes to hold her.

She engaged the station-approved flight path, the shuttle thrusters shoving her back into her chair until the grav generators kicked in. While they flew to the rendezvous point, she confirmed her credit transfer to Lightwave.

Confirmation and flight complete, she set her controls using the codes specified in the contract, checked the transfer was to Lightwave, not some pirate, and disabled her meteor shielding. Reluctantly, Saree removed her hands from the controls. She hated not flying her ship, but it was standard procedure for interstellar folders—they were big credit investments.

The docking maneuver was smooth and uneventful. Relieved to be outbound, Saree completed the main engine shut-down procedures, the shuttle checks and made minimal net connections with Lightwave. She escaped Dronteim, and not a minute too soon. Safe.

Sagging with sheer relief in the pilot’s chair, Saree blew out a breath and deliberated joining the other travelers. She checked Lightwave’s local time; their standard day aligned with Dronteim Station. Unusual. They must have been in orbit for a long time.

Indicators flashed on the main screen, drawing her attention back to C2—they were moving. Guess the glowering man—whoever he was—hadn’t been kidding about leaving when she docked. They wanted to leave the back-of-beyond system as badly as she did.

Or someone was chasing them too.

If that was the case, there was little Saree could do about it now. Not without making things worse. If she went back, whoever was after her might be successful. Besides, independent folders were always a risk—nothing new there.

Downloading the list of other shuttles folding with Lightwave, she scanned them. She didn’t notice anything unusual. Except....one of the shuttles was from a Familia system. That wasn’t uncommon, and it didn’t always mean Familia ownership.

Saree dug a little further and frowned. But not listing the owner or pilot was suspicious. Great. Maybe she’d stay in her shuttle. Her rations were a little boring, but boredom beat danger. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d stayed on her shuttle—she’d folded on some scary transports. When your choices were all bad...

She scrolled through the list of Lightwave’s amenities. The usual observation lounge—although what you’d observe from a screen in the lounge versus a screen or holo anywhere else was a mystery—a dining facility and a big physical fitness module.

Well now, that would be worth leaving for. She could churn out klicks on her barebones treadmill, but there were better options available. A good, hard phys session would clear the remaining tension and fear from her body. She frowned. But only if there was nothing to fear on Lightwave.

“Saree, Lightwave Fold Transport dining would like to know if you will be joining them for the constellation departure dinner,” Hal said. “The message notes the kitchen is under the command of a student from Culinary Institute Sirius.”

Ooh. A very good reason to leave the shuttle. CIS trained some of the most inventive human chefs in the universe. Remembering one particular story, she chuckled. Inventive didn’t always equal delicious. There were several tales of practically inedible meals because a student chef was too wrapped up in one ingredient, or too intent on a certain look to think about common tastes. Saree pursed her lips.

A once-in-a-lifetime experience was available. She’d never eat a meal created by a CIS graduate. Even after she paid her Guild debt, she’d never earn enough credits for that kind of event.

But more importantly, a CIS student on board meant Lightwave was safe and stable—there’d be plenty of offers from other, bigger folders, so they must have something special. Creativity required basic human security. Lightwave looked better every second. “Hal, please confirm my attendance with my thanks for the invitation. Also, please confirm dress requirements and the time.”

“Certainly, Saree. Stand by.” Thirty-nine seconds later, Hal said, “Constellation departure and arrival dinners are formal. All other meals are informal. There is no guarantee the CIS student will prepare meals other than the formal dinners.”

Before she could ask, he continued. “Historical data suggests at least one meal a day will be prepared by the student. It also implies there will be no more than twenty and no less than ten beings for dinner. I will set a thirty-minute warning for you. The warning will chime in approximately forty-five point two minutes.”

“Thank you, Hal.”

“You are welcome, Saree.”

Computer experts insisted assistant programs weren’t Artificial Intelligences, didn’t have personalities and thanking them was a useless ritual, but Saree always erred on the side of caution. A little politeness cost nothing. She grinned. And if the AIs ever took over, maybe she’d survive.

More to the point, she had forty-five minutes to work off the tension and stress of her slow-motion escape. Opening her clothes storage, she threw on some workout gear. Saree picked up her sweat-soaked Scholar robes, keeping them at arm’s length and throwing them in the cleaner, her nose wrinkling at the stench of fear. At the airlock, she paused. “Hal, if you’ve been allowed access, please check the passageway outside the shuttle and the entire phys mod for beings.”

“Certainly, Saree. I see no beings of any kind. Would you like me to send a remote through the rest of the ship?”

Hmm. Saree pondered. Not a bad idea, but if the remote was spotted, it would put a cloud of suspicion on her right away. It wasn’t worth it, not yet. “Not right now. Thank you anyway, Hal. I just don’t want to be surprised going through the hatch.”

“After your return to the shuttle today, that is logical.”

Indeed. Saree put a towel, bev-tainer of water and stunner in a tote. “Hal, please secure the shuttle after I leave, and let me know if anyone attempts to enter or if there are any serious attempts on our net-interface.”

“Yes, Saree.”

“Thank you, Hal.”

“You are welcome, Saree.”

She worked through the airlock hatches, noting the folder’s airlock status lights worked correctly and the hatches swung smoothly, the seals shiny. Proper maintenance was always a good sign. Looking both ways along Lightwave’s passageway, Saree saw nothing but gray plas flooring and bland, beige walls decorated with bright orange and black ‘emergency escape’ labels.

She sniffed. Clean, too. Tension in her shoulders and back eased, and she headed toward the phys mod, the plas decking pleasantly supple under her feet. As she walked, her wariness returned—there were a lot of escape pods for a small shuttle folder. Perhaps Lightwave was bigger than she thought.

She examined Lightwave’s passenger map. The ship was built, like most fold transports, in a big cube. As she’d remembered, there were eight passenger shuttle bays, two per side. Lightwave’s shuttles took the two bays on top. The main engines and fold generators sat on the bottom of the cube. Crew quarters, air handlers, hydroponics and cargo bays were normally below the folder’s shuttles—Lightwave’s map showed no details, the top and bottom levels marked ‘restricted’—a good security precaution. Hmm. Maybe she should let Hal snoop a little.

The middle layer of the cube was dedicated to passengers, with the shuttle airlocks exiting to a passageway circling Lightwave. Inside the passageway, the lounge took a fourth of the space on one end, the end farthest from her shuttle bay. The physical fitness module took up a fourth of the closest end, with the dining area and kitchen in the middle. Additional hatchways allowed access between the interior sections and to the surrounding passageway.

Maybe Lightwave was extremely safety conscious? Along with the plethora of escape pods, interior safety hatches stood ready to divide the passageway, everything sparkling clean with no signs of poor maintenance, like lubricant leaks or corrosion. Saree approved; all too many folders skimped on interior emergency bulkheads and their upkeep.

Stepping into the fitness facility, she scanned for beings while she moved away from the hatch. No one here—perfect. There was always one weird being hanging around, watching, making her nervous. Shaking the thought away, she surveyed the equipment. The phys mod was exceedingly well equipped, a pleasant surprise.

Saree wandered through the machines. Rows of aerobic phys machines: treadmills, configurable for flat, stairs or uneven surfaces, bikes, rowers and a few machines she’d never seen before—for non-bipedal beings, maybe? Racks of free weights stood along one wall—secured against gravity loss—and lots of different benches. In the middle, a large, open space with firm but springy matting for group classes or gymnastics.

Saree looked up. The walls and ceiling were covered with climbing holds, bars, rings, ropes, and other apparatus. All of it seemed sturdy—professional-quality—if unimaginatively coated in black and light gray, with the occasional accent of white.

She pushed a bike but it didn’t move. Everything was secured and spotless—it smelled fresh too, a combination of citrus and sinus-clearing chemicals. Cleanliness was difficult to maintain in the recycled air of space travel. Somebody on Lightwave was serious about fitness. And maintenance. She surveyed the equipment again. She had a treadmill—she could run anytime. She had no idea what half these machines were, but the rower was obvious.

Sitting on the rower, she slipped her feet under the hold bar and the machine adjusted to fit her. Saree jolted in surprise. She gazed in wonder at the holo appearing around her. A full surround on a phys machine was big credit stuff. She skimmed through the pre-programmed options once, then a second time, slower, to take them all in.

Saree whistled. Very big credit stuff. She’d never seen these kinds of routines on a phys machine. Deep jungle, in quick but stealth mode, where your score depended on speed, stealth, and precision maneuvering. Open water mode, scored on distance while being tossed by waves ranging from nothing to three meters. Whitewater kayaking of varying levels, the judging on speed and survival or precision and speed. 

She glared at the holo, the tension she’d shed returning with a vengeance. Training for these kinds of events was not normal.

Brushing away the surround holo, Saree surveyed the phys mod again, peering at the walls. There, under the plain beige coating, partially obscured by a climbing hold. She strode to the wall, scrutinizing the irregularity. Under the bland, but pristine light tan paint, was the slightly raised outline of a shield. Her stomach, filling with dread, sank to her feet. She subvocalized to Hal through her e-torc. “Hal, can you send a vid to my location? Or use my e-torc? There’s something I’d like you to image.”

“Certainly, Saree. What do you want imaged?”

“There was a shield on this wall—it’s been painted over. Can you analyze to see what it looks like under the coating?”

“I will attempt to, Saree. I will scan in multiple frequencies, and display the results for you in the shuttle. Please stay in place. I will let you know when I am finished, or if I require a better sensor.”

“Thank you, Hal.”

“You are welcome, Saree.” Fourteen seconds later, Hal said, “I have completed the scan. You may now move.”

Saree forced herself back to the rower—no matter how hard she stared, she couldn’t see through paint. If what she suspected was true, there was nothing she could do about it unless she wanted a long, boring trip back to Dronteim Station—and a loss of all those credits she’d transferred to Lightwave. And she’d definitely be in danger. She wasn’t in danger right now—there could be a perfectly innocent reason for the shield.

Maybe.

Setting her e-torc to alert her of any movement in the phys mod, she sat down on the rower and chose the extreme tide program. The workout would be stimulating and she’d be too busy to worry. “Hal, please let me know if anyone approaches.” Even if her e-torc didn’t work, Hal would.

“Of course, Saree.”

Twenty-three minutes later, she slid off the rower and collapsed on the flat, still floor. Sweat ran from every pore and her arms shook with exhaustion. Despite her best effort, her score was laughably low. The machine replicated the sight, sounds, and motions of the waves and pressures of tides, and the scent of seawater—the only thing missing was salt spray on her face. But she was producing plenty on her own. Good thing she wasn’t prone to motion sickness. She pulled the towel out of her bag and mopped her face.

After sitting longer than she cared to admit, she rolled over onto her knees, and levered herself up on wobbly arms and legs. She sighed and started stretching. She needed a little more recovery time before attempting to pick up her workout bag. She’d laugh about it, but it would take too much effort. Stretches complete, she hoisted her bag and tottered across the phys mod.

Tomorrow might be painful. Digging out an electrolyte tab, she popped it in the bev-tainer, sipping in the vain hope it would help her recover. The workout did achieve her objective; the stress and tension were gone. A clicking and whirring behind her made her spin—a cleaner bot trundled its way toward the puddle of sweat she’d left on the floor. Wow. They were serious about sanitation on Lightwave. Saree slogged to her shuttle.

Once locked inside, she double-checked the utility connections to the folder and entered the sani-mod. She sagged into the hot water pounding down, massaging her muscles and sluicing away the sweat. One of the big advantages of a fold transport was a real water shower. She couldn’t stay long, but it sure beat the sonic scrub-and-vac she’d do otherwise.

After enjoying an extravagant but within-limits shower, she contemplated her monotonous clothing selection. The only formal outfit she could wear was the long black tunic, with the traditional scholar’s cowl in the purple patterns of Centauri University, and matching leggings. The uniform would cement her scholar persona in everyone’s mind. She dressed quickly, finishing with the scarlet and dark blue patterned cords showing her area of study.

Reaching out, she stroked one hand down the soft, sensuous material hanging in the back of the closet, and sighed. She’d love to wear the beautiful, flowing dress of Tazan silk, dyed to match the glorious shaded colors of an Old Earth sunset. But wearing it would blow her cover—Scholars couldn’t afford Tazan silk. She snorted. She couldn’t either, but a lucky barter worked out well for everyone. Maybe someday she’d wear it somewhere other than alone in her shuttle.

She had no hope of ever wearing it for anyone else.

“Saree, you have six minutes before departure time. Would you like to see the image I’ve reconstructed for human vision capabilities?”

“Yes, Hal—please display it on the main screen.” Walking forward, she stopped, her heart crashing to the floor. Examining the giant stylized bird, all the colors of fire on a black background, she dropped her head, then the rest of her body, collapsing in the pilot’s seat. She’d been right, blast it all into a black hole. Right beyond her wildest nightmares.

Lightwave Fold Transport was a troop ship.

A Phalanx Eagle troop ship.
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Chapter 2
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Saree

“SAREE, YOU MUST DEPART in one minute, or you will be late,” Hal said.

Blast and rad. There was no time for a trip down memory lane, and she didn’t want to go there anyway—it wasn’t a pretty place. She glanced at the mirrored screen—she looked normal even if old terror still racked her—and headed to the airlock. “Hal, please inform me of any attempts on shuttle security. Also...”

Hal would monitor her e-torc, but the external vid capabilities on it were limited; its primary purpose was displaying holos. She was surprised Hal successfully imaged the shield.

She wished he hadn’t.

“Send a vid remote with me and let me know of any security issues you note.”

“Certainly, Saree. Remote will be placed...now.” A slight buzz near her left ear, then silence. “It is placed in your hair at your left temple.”

That was too fast. Hal must be sending extra sensors whether she asked or not and she wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. Either way, the remote must be tiny—there was no weight at all. “Thank you, Hal.”

“Certainly, Saree. Enjoy your dinner.”

Exiting the hatch, she contemplated the phrase. Hal had never said that before. She’d worry about Hal later—she had other things to worry about, like the crew of Lightwave and the other passengers. Automatically checking the hatch and airlock security, she walked down the passageway toward the dining hall, the unblemished, bland, beige walls decorated with more escape pod markings. The number of escape pods should have tipped her off—far more than a small shuttle folder required. She pushed her memories away. Lightwave wasn’t the first military surplus fold transport she’d contracted. But she’d never run into her past quite so abruptly. It was...disconcerting.

However, it didn’t mean the people on Lightwave were Phalanx Eagle, only the folder. It was a whole lot of nothing. She turned right into the dining facility and stepped to the side, her back against the wall and a pleasant but bland expression on her face, surveying the room thoroughly.

Suns. Saree let her eyes widen in surprise and an O form on her lips, true to her persona, but she was surprised. Shocked, even. The room didn’t look anything like a troop ship dining hall—even a retired, repurposed troop ship dining hall.

A huge, delicate crystalline chandelier floated above an equally huge rectangular dining table, suitable for twenty human-sized beings. A dozen beings, appearing all human standard, already sat at the table. The man she’d spoken to on the vid before departure sat at the head of the table, his heavy black brows still glowering above his stern, cold visage. She couldn’t tell how tall he was, but his shoulders hid the chair back. Silver rank stripes decorated the massive shoulders in dark blue coveralls. He must be the Captain—and not a man to cross.

She forced herself to scan the remaining beings for weapons and other threats. She didn’t spot any, but few of the beings were relaxed, especially not the Captain. She assumed everyone was armed. Traveling in the fringes of known space required constant vigilance and readiness.

Reflections from the crystals in the chandelier shimmered and dazzled her eyes for a moment, then cleared. Fine china in an elaborate Old Earth pattern of glittering gold rested on layered tablecloths of rich dark brown, ruby red and shimmering gold. Matching materials covered the high-backed chairs, gold tassels tied behind each chair. The centerpiece was ice, carved into an elaborate flower, surrounded by leafy greenery.

Even the walls of the dining hall were elegant. Below a chair rail, rich, deep mahogany wood paneling; above, a subtle pattern reminiscent of sandy earthen walls bathed in the barely pink light of a yellow star’s sunrise. And the scents? Heavenly—oh, suns, a mouth-watering, enticing aroma, even if she had no idea what foods the combination of deliciousness signified.

Simply stunning—she’d stepped back into an Old Earth vid of a formal dinner. The CIS did believe in providing a “dining experience” rather than just a meal. She could hardly wait to see if the food matched the scents and scenery, so she proceeded toward the table.

One of the beings stood. Moving with unconscious grace, he’d almost danced across the compartment, meeting her halfway with a small bow. The tall human male wore a dark blue ship coverall with rank on the shoulders and braid around the lower sleeves. It wasn’t a Phalanx Eagle uniform; a Lightwave Fold Transport logo rode on his left arm, and a tag reading ‘Purser’ on his chest. He was tall, over two meters, and his wide shoulders and narrow waist were framed by the tailored ship coverall—no adjustable straps for him.

His pretty, but still masculine, face was a longish oval, capped by long, thick blond hair pulled back into a tail at the back of his elegant neck. His eyes were a pale, piercing gray-blue, framed by thick blond lashes, above a patrician nose. He stretched out a hand, and she stared for a moment, surprised by the rather archaic gesture, and placed hers on it. He smiled and, not at all lightly or subtly, squeezed and caressed it. His cologne, dark and musky, screaming “sex,” wafted across. Clearly, a man who knew he was attractive and used it to his advantage.

“Scholar Sessan, I am Purser Grant Lowe. Welcome to Lightwave. For tonight, you will sit here.” Leading her around the table, he pulled out a chair mid-way down. She seated herself, and he returned to his place at the end opposite the Captain. Before he could sit down, another being appeared.

Posing dramatically right in the middle of the hatchway, the human male displayed a superior look on his long, sharp-featured face, framed by shoulder-length waves of dark brown hair. He modeled a dark brown suit, a shade darker than his hair, with gold accents running along the edges of the fitted, waist-length jacket, and an elaborately folded dark red cravat nestled around his neck above a snowy white pleated shirt. The same gold pattern ran down the sides of the skin-tight pants, easy to see since his dramatic pose was turned to the side, one hand on his hip. He expected them to be dazzled. Saree hid a smile.

The purser walked to the personage and brandished an arm toward the table with a half-bow. Even with his dazzling clothes and persona, his slight figure couldn’t compete with Purser Lowe’s physique and grace. “Artiste Borgia, welcome to Lightwave. For tonight, you will sit here.” Purser Lowe led him to the empty chair next to the head of the table, where the presumed Captain sat, his glower deepening to a scowl. Borgia gave the Captain a short nod and stepped in front of his chair. He seemed surprised the purser didn’t push his chair in behind him, and Saree bit back another smile.

The Familia ship was no longer a mystery—the Artiste was traveling incognito, at least to the public at large, to his next l’Opera performance. But there weren’t any l’Opera productions within parsecs of the middle-of-nowhere system. Hmm. “Artiste” was a common cover story. She’d be cautious around Artiste Borgia; she couldn’t over or underplay her role. She had a lot of research to do. Maybe he was making several folds with Lightwave and had merely passed through Dronteim.

Purser Lowe, still standing at the foot of the table, cleared his throat and the sparse chatter quieted. “Gentle beings, welcome to Lightwave Fold Transport. Captain Ruhger—” he waved a hand at the still-frowning man at the head of the table “—myself, Purser Grant Lowe, and the crew welcome all of you. If there is anything you require to make this journey more pleasant, please let us know. We cannot guarantee anything beyond the contractual terms, but we will attempt to fulfill reasonable requests.” He was looking at the artiste, a bland expression on his face as he said “reasonable.”

Saree guessed there had already been unreasonable ones.

“Chef-in-Training Loreli will be starting the service shortly. First, I would like to introduce Maintenance Officer Chief Bhoher.” He waved to an older man seated down the table from her who nodded gravely. He wore the same Lightwave dark blue coveralls, his name and title on his breast, but his looked a little wrinkled.

“Security Officers Tyron and Katryn Phazeer will be your servers tonight as a favor to the Chef. A few notes about Lightwave. We provide water and power per your contract. We will charge for amounts above that use at the overage rate stated in your contract, and excessive use will result in metering. We are a small transport with limited resources. Please be cognizant of this.” Now, the purser was carefully not looking at the artiste.

He smiled, carefully scanning the entire table of beings. “The transport is full. There is an automated reservation system for some of the physical fitness equipment and the main gaming area of the lounge—please refer to it and the rules of use. The observation lounge is open to all beings who can tolerate human standard at all times, and auto-beverage service is available, along with some snacks. The dining schedule is in your contract. Please avoid the dining facility at other times, as our Chef-in-Training requires time to prepare and study. There are no guarantees Chef Loreli will prepare any meals other than our formal dinners, but the standard fare is very good under Chef’s guidance.”

Purser Lowe graced the table with an amiable expression. “Again, welcome to Lightwave. Please introduce yourselves to your seatmates later—full introductions would be too time-consuming and might interrupt Chef’s production, a total tragedy of massive proportions formerly unknown in the universe.” The purser grinned at something behind Saree, and she turned to look, then stared.

The vision in the hatchway was as dazzling as the dining room. No, more so. Much more so. Again, it was no effort to put on the shocked and surprised face of her scholar persona. A rather large human female dressed in chef’s whites posed in the hatchway, but those weren’t standard chef’s whites. The head to toe, form-fitting, startling white wasn’t in the same galaxy with standard.

The sleeves and upper part of the dress were sheer, stretched over almost exposed and very generous—assets—perched above a corset of shiny white material, with buckles of crystal-covered silver marching down the front. The cinched-in waist looked painfully tight, above wide, curved hips. Below the corset, a gown of white, scaled material clung to the being’s thighs, flaring above the knees into a bias-cut skirt with fold upon fold of material, the hem dazzling with long strings of crystal beading, like a fantasy sea creature. Below the skirt, shiny white, ridiculously high platform boots peeked out. If Saree tried to wear those, she’d break her neck.

A tiny caricature chef’s toque perched jauntily on a bobbed, chin-length mass of shiny white hair, with crystal ear coverings spiking up and through the hair. Chef’s face was a moon of smooth, ultra-dark chocolate, with big amber eyes surrounded by long, sparkling white lashes, and finished with a generous mouth of shocking scarlet. Assigning age was difficult, but Saree guessed, based on all the other cues, somewhere around thirty standards. And while her heaving bosom said ‘female,’ something hinted otherwise. Perhaps Chef was gender-fluid? Saree would have to ask about Chef’s preferred pronoun.

All in all, a picture hard to forget. Also, a picture hard to look past, but she did, noting the presence of subtle bulges low on the corset, disguised below the ruffles. Weapons or spices? Impossible to tell.

Saree assumed the food would be equally unforgettable. Hopefully, in a good way.

“Darhlings!” the Chef exclaimed in a low, throaty voice, spreading her arms in a dramatic gesture. “Tonight, I present a feast to you! A feast for the senses. A feast which will never be forgotten. A feast beyond compare! A feast you will rave about for years to come! I now present the first course, a Langrathian bisque, with rare black Cerian truffle shavings, accompanied by François Bruschetta a la garlique. Enjoy!”

Two humans, one male, one female, exited the kitchen bearing trays of small china bowls and napkin-covered baskets. They were also in white, but theirs were Lightwave uniform ship coveralls rather than custom designer-wear. Both wore black harnesses securing hand weapons of every type; stunners, blasters, knives, and others Saree had no names for. A chill ran down her spine—that much hardware seemed like overkill at a dinner party.

The female plopped a bowl down with a rattle of china in front of Saree and a basket thunked above her place setting. Despite the rough delivery, the bowl released a mouthwatering scent of rich, browned butter tinged with the saltiness of a sea. White wine poured into her glass. Saree looked around at her fellow diners, wide-eyed, and then at the Captain, telegraphing her need for a cue.

The Captain scowled at the Chef, then down at his bowl. With a sigh, he picked up a spoon, the tiny utensil lost in his wide, thick hand. Raising it, he looked around the table with a pained-looking grimace, and intoned, “Enjoy.” He spooned up the soup and swallowed. The corners of his mouth lifted for a split-second. The Chef lit up with triumph and whirled with a flounce, the crystal beads clattering, as she retired to the kitchen.

Saree didn’t try to cover her delight—it was the best theater she’d seen for a long time. Still, if the soup made the scowling Captain smile, it must be delicious. She spooned up the bisque. The flavors melted into her tongue in a symphony of delight and she bit back a moan. The richness of cream and butter, along with small pieces of tender shellfish, and a subtle spice combination—it nearly sent her swooning. She closed her eyes to enhance the tasting experience. Slowly, she continued spooning up the delicious concoction, her entire attention on the thick, decadent creation.

Everyone quickly consumed the tiny bowls, the small portion offsetting the richness of the soup—but if offered more, Saree would eat until she was sick. The “François Bruschetta” were standard garlic toast rounds, but they complemented the bisque perfectly, as did the wine. She sighed, scraping the last spoonful from the bottom of the bowl. No wonder the stern Captain put up with the flamboyant Chef.

After the bowls and baskets were removed, the Chef appeared again, proclaiming, “Sirius mixed greens with Ne’tune moonflowers and dressing l’Opera!”

Borgia nodded graciously at the Chef. He must think it was an homage to his presence. Looking at the slight stiffness of the Chef’s return nod, Saree had her doubts. But it didn’t matter with more delicious food waiting. Sirius mixed greens were common; the Culinary Institute had developed them decades ago for hydroponic growth in space. But Ne’tune moonflowers were new to her, and l’Opera dressing was time-consuming and expensive, with special extracts and oils. She’d never tasted it.

Spearing a few tender green and red leaves, Saree lifted the fork. An enticing mix of sweet and spice washed across her palate and the flavors burst on her tongue. She chewed slowly to get the full effect. Even the aftertaste was exquisite. If plain greens tasted so delicious, what did a moonflower taste like? Forking one up, she found out—moonflowers were peppery, adding a burst of sharpness and a tiny bit of heat to the warm, spicy sweetness of the dressing. The salad was amazing—the best thing she’d ever eaten, hands down.

The salad course was followed by equally fabulous pasta, then fish, a palate-clearing savory ice, fowl, another palate-clearer of fruity sorbet, and a meat course, all accompanied by the perfect wines. A chocolate dessert concoction came next. The beautiful, exquisitely decorated, petit dark, light and white chocolate shells were filled with creamy goodness and stacked into an improbably high tower. Somehow, it tasted even better than it looked.

Tiny cups of espresso and a sweet dessert wine with a heavily veined sharp cheese finished the repast. Each course followed one on the other—Saree had little time to look at her dining companions, let alone introduce herself. And really, what little time there was, she needed to recover from the experience—such amazing food.

When the Chef appeared in the hatchway again, the entire table, except the Captain, leapt to their feet and applauded. Saree did too—she wasn’t acting at all. An astounding meal, far and away the best thing she’d ever eaten, and her stomach groaned in approval. The Chef bowed and beamed, but her attention was on the Captain. He gave her a small nod and an even smaller, tight-lipped smile.

Chef staggered back, leaning against the hatchway, hands clenched above her(?)—Saree still wasn’t sure—huge, heaving bosom. “My life is justified for another day! Thank you for allowing me the privilege to serve you!” She swept back into the kitchen, skirt clattering in her wake, and the applause died down.

Purser Lowe said, “Thank you for joining us. The meal schedule for the rest of the journey is in your contract. Please join us in the lounge so Chef may recover in peace.” He swept his arm toward the hatch with a grin.

Everyone smiled politely and pushed back from the table. Saree noted some of her dinner companions bypassed the lounge; many preferred the security and comfort of their shuttles. She did too, but it would be out of character for her to retreat now.

In the lounge, she refused another glass of wine from Porter Lowe, but accepted a cup of auto-bev tea, and made herself comfortable on an overstuffed soft chair in the far corner. She sniffed the tea discreetly. Jhinzer, but a lower grade. She sighed, then again as Artiste Borgia strode straight to her. Lucky her—dealing with Artistes was just her very favorite thing to do. With some effort, she forced a pleasant expression.

“Scholar.” He swept a dramatic but shallow bow. “I am Borgia. I see you are from Centauri University and the College of Music. A fine institution, although it cannot compare with Univers Viennza for l’Opera. Are you a student of l’Opera, by chance?” His accent was full of rolling ‘R's and ‘Z's and he made dramatic gestures as he declaimed. With each wave of his arm, strong, sharp cologne assaulted her. Thank all the seven suns of Saga she’d been seated far down the table during the dinner.

Standing, she made a much plainer, but deeper bow. A Candidate Scholar couldn’t afford to offend anyone, let alone someone in their field. “Oh no, Artiste Borgia. I couldn’t dream of such studies—they would be far beyond my poor capabilities. No, I am a student of another Old Earth art, Filk.”

His head snapped back and he scowled. “Filk? What is Filk? I’ve never heard of such music!” The implication was clear—it couldn’t be real music if Artiste Borgia hadn’t heard of it. She noticed most of the people weren’t conversing—no, they were listening to Borgia with undisguised curiosity. She didn’t blame them; he was loud and melodramatic. No reason to make small talk when live theater was available. Dinner and a show! Actually, between the Chef and the Artiste, two shows. Such fine entertainment on a mid-rated folder.

Really, Saree, be nice. Theater was the man’s living—self-promotion was the mainstay of every artist in any field. Even if her cover allowed it, she’d never publicly declare her distaste for l’Opera; she wouldn’t embarrass anyone. And she didn’t want a fight. Not over art. She had far more important things to fight for.

She smiled politely. “Oh no, I wouldn’t expect an artiste such as you to know anything about my extremely obscure field of study. Indeed, its very obscurity is why I study it—no one has before.”

Saree shifted into droning lecture mode, copied from a professor, a tottering relic who mumbled the same lecture he’d giving for the past forty standards. “But, to answer your question, Filk is an Old Earth variation of a folk song tradition of performers and artists being the same, performing their songs to each other. Most of these songs have something to do with a literary form originating on Old Earth in the early space flight era called Science Fiction. Science Fiction changed when folding space became a reality, because the vast majority of the writers left Old Earth for new horizons. Science Fiction is still popular, but Filk has been lost to time and space.”

Borgia rolled his eyes elaborately and shook his head. It was a wonder he didn’t make himself dizzy. “Pah, folk music. Caterwauling, mostly. Not serious music.” He sobered and narrowed his eyes. “Who would pay for such studies?”

She kept smiling. So many artistes denigrated everything not in their narrow field. “I pay for my research, Artiste. I received a small inheritance from distant relatives and I’m using it to finish my education. I fell in love with the idea of studying something no one else studies, so I’m putting my own money behind it. Unfortunately, there are few examples left of the Filk art form, so I travel, trying to find hidden gems and precursors. Would you like to hear about my dissertation? Or some of the songs I composed in the Filk style?” Saree looked up at him with hope, laughing inside at the horrified look in his eyes.

“While I would love to hear all about your fascinating research, I must meet the rest of our fellow travelers!” He bowed, much plainer, and escaped to the other side of the room.

Blinking at his retreating back, she displayed wistful admiration. She noticed, from the corner of her eye, the Captain eying her speculatively. Perhaps she’d gone too far or he was trying to figure out how to avoid hearing her dissertation. Most of the other passengers seemed to be, all of them moving away from her corner quickly. Sitting, she looked optimistically around the room and hid a smirk when Purser Lowe, accidentally making eye contact with her, grimaced. Even the fold orbit sex god wanted nothing to do with her. Perfect.

Or it should be perfect. She couldn’t help but feel a little forlorn, alone in a room full of people. Again. Stop, Saree. You’re alive and free—that’s good enough. It has to be.

Artiste Borgia commandeered Lightwave’s lounge like center stage in a l’Opera production. Overriding any attempts at conversation, he trumpeted his schedule of appearances on Deneb, their destination, and beyond, offering discounted tickets upon their arrival. Which was a good idea, because if she’d never heard of him, he probably wasn’t great. Not that she was a fan of l’Opera—the Artiste’s declamation of caterwauling fit perfectly. Looking around the room, she rather doubted most of the occupants could afford to land on Deneb, the location of his next show.

Except for the couple he was speaking to. Not only did they have the adoring look of fans, but from the faintly green-tinged, bony, geometric panels of their skin, these two must be from Chelonii. Chelonians were DNA-fused with turtles before ethical researchers gave the practice up. Although the Chelonii adaptation was successful, most attempts at fusing were horrific—or fatal.

The adaptation was fortunate; Chelonii was a watery, swampy, hostile world filled with large, toothy carnivorous animals who thought humans were somewhat tasty and very, very slow and, therefore, the perfect snack. By creating an outer shell, Chelonians had a chance to deflect the initial bite, giving them the time to take out the animal with overwhelming firepower.

In general, Chelonians loved l’Opera and these two seemed to prove the stereotype. No one knew why; the Chelonii modifications prevented them from singing—their vocal cords were too stiff. Perhaps the lack of ability made it more attractive Whatever the reason, the annual l’Opera festival on Chelonii drew the biggest l’Opera stars and fans in the galaxy, despite the dismal conditions of rainy, stinky, monster-infested Chelonii. But the conditions didn’t matter inside the humongous l’Opera complex; it was warm, dry and perfectly comfortable. The giant dome over the theaters, hotels, restaurants, and shops ensured visitors never had to venture outside for anything but the ride there and back, made on a comfortable, raised platform lev. No one had to experience the muck of Chelonii personally.

Chelonii also produced expert bodyguards—those bony plates provided one last layer of protection in the churning chaos of a riot. Highly trained and expensive, they were popular with those forced to deal with crowds, like politicians and entertainers. A pair was unusual; their client must be ridiculously wealthy. If these two were bodyguards, the usual reason Chelonii left their homeworld. Odd they’d be in a fringe system and headed to another one. They weren’t wearing armor, just casual soft pants and shirts in shades of blue and green, so there wasn’t an easy way to tell if they were on assignment.

No one needed bodyguards on Deneb, where the population and visitors were carefully screened and controlled. Maybe they were going on vacation—they could afford Deneb’s fees. Or they were picking up a client?

Borgia continued extolling his prowess to the Chelonians, everyone else lost interest in his shameless self-promotion, and conversation spread among the other beings in the lounge. Saree took the opportunity to survey the lounge itself. A large, long rectangular room, painted with the same bland beige coating most of Lightwave. Filled with comfortable, soft seating in various shades of brown, low tables, also in dark brown, mellow lights and soft carpeting in an even darker brown, the room encouraged quiet discussions and, as designated, lounging.

There was a small self-serve bar area and large vid screens on each wall, to observe the area outside. Right now, they showed random starscapes, since the view around Dronteim had little to recommend it.

It did not look anything like a Phalanx Eagle troop ship ready room. It did look like an unimaginative being filled it—there was no attempt at design, just comfortable furnishings, all in matching shades of brown to hide dirt. They should let the Chef add a few pillows and objects de art to liven the room up; some bright colors would make it look a little less like a just-started terraforming project of mud and more mud.

Chef Loreli must have redecorated the dining room—both of these rooms couldn’t have come from the same mind.

One of the ship’s officers approached Saree and bowed. “Scholar, welcome to Lightwave. I am Chief Engineer Bhoher.” He frowned as if the introduction pained him. “Please call me Chief.” Chief Bhoher was a centimeter or two taller than she, with a strong, wiry build. His light brown hair was cut close to his head, his pale face rectangular, with a square jaw and sharp cheekbones surrounding deep-set eyes of milk chocolate.

He seemed more active than a typical chief—his hands, while clean, showed years of work embedded in the thick skin, the kind experience grinds in and is impossible to remove without taking a lot of skin with it. Those years also showed in his face—he was older than the Captain or Purser, fifty or so standards. A faint scent of scorched lubricant clung to him.

She smiled, stood and returned his bow. “Thank you, Chief. It’s a pleasure. I am Candidate Scholar Cary Sessan, of Centauri University. I am researching primary sources to prove the assertions of my thesis.”

“I wish you luck, Scholar. Please excuse me; I need to introduce myself to the others, then ready the fold generators.”

“Of course, Chief. A pleasure meeting you.”

He smiled tightly, bowed, and moved on to the next person. Clearly, the Chief was not a fan of social situations. He probably preferred machines to people—so many of his inclination did. At least he wasn’t hinting at a fold orbit affair like the purser.

Saree looked around the room again—at the individuals, rather than the furnishings. Everyone seemed to be human, which wasn’t unusual on a human-run folder. She should make an effort to meet some of the others. It would be easier to greet aliens—she didn’t have to worry about slipping up, since pleasantries were all anyone exchanged with non-humans, unless there was a technical discussion. Or one was an expert in xeno relations.

Who could she talk to? There, at the far end of the room—the woman who’d dined on her left mirrored Saree’s position, sitting on a couch in the corner. Since no one approached either of them, she’d make the effort. Crossing the room, she smiled gently at the woman.

An older female, from her attire not wealthy but not poor, she seemed content watching the other passengers. Her hair appeared to be a natural silver-gray, cut in a short but flattering style surrounding a round, pleasantly plump face with a matching body. Layered tunics over leggings in shades of gray and black were unobtrusive but also allowed for hidden weapons. Many would describe
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