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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

HIDING in the shadows of the tall white brick building on a suburban street in the city of Primor’e, Temms Rogers and his four-member team waited for the signal to move. The light from Terza’s second moon faded as it slipped below the horizon, settling the darkness in around them.

It was risky to attack an Agency outpost. But it had been a risk for the Agency to capture Temms’ people, loyal members of his Doubtful crew, working on the Ancients’ space station. One that wasn’t going to pay off, if Temms had anything to say about it. He might not be able yet to rescue them, but he certainly intended to make the Agency take notice of him.

A light blinked across the street, at the corner of another old building. Once. Twice. Then twice more. Time to go.

“Tabio,” he murmured.

A rustle behind him, then something muscular brushed his arm as it passed unseen. Temms watched the two guards standing in front of the building where he hid. First one, then the second, flailed and fell, their throats torn out by their invisible attacker.

Temms hesitated only long enough to spot Fuego captain C.T. Dutton and his four companions sprint across the street to the front steps of the Agency building, before he took his own team around the back. Shapeshifter Tabio, a scaly, efficient assassin clearing the way with his reptilian claws and teeth, would accompany Dutton’s team.

Hampered by the absence of two of his best security men and his first officer, all trapped aboard the space station, Temms had chosen the most skilled that he had left. They edged, single file, along the wall, pausing briefly at the corner to assess the security force in the rear of the building. Nothing. Not a man posted.

“Brown?” Temms murmured.

Riviera Brown, a large black woman with a full Afro that made her look even larger, came forward, scanner in one hand, a laser pistol in the other. She leaned out around the corner of the building to inspect the steps, then activated the scanner. The device caught the image of several slow-moving light beams aimed in varying directions from the top of the building to the ground. “Think they be slick, these Agency trash.”

Her lazy smile didn’t fool Temms. He knew she was sharp as a sword’s edge. “Take care of it.”

“Yes, sir.” Riviera dug in her pack and pulled out two fist-sized devices. She activated the smoke bombs, then tossed them toward the rear of the small yard behind the building. As expected, the light beams flicked in the direction of movement. “We’re clear, Captain.”

“Got the explosive?”

“Right here, sir.”

“Go.”

The four scampered along the building to the door. Standing with his back to the wall, Temms watched for defenders from the sides while Riviera and one of the others slapped an incendiary device and detonator on the door lock. “Clear,” she said.

They all ducked down, faces turned away. The handle blew with a large pop, knocking the door askew on its hinges. Temms kicked it open and they raced inside.

An explosion above rattled the windows around them. “Remember, we’re after destruction of things, not people.” When the acknowledged his orders, he sent two men armed with a sack full of grenades through the basement, and then took Riviera up to the first floor to rendezvous with Dutton.

Another explosion greeted them as they exited the stairwell, a spray of shattered glass spreading across the fine carpet to their left. In the rooms he passed, polished antique furniture was overturned, upended, even splintered. Acrid smoke filled the air, and intermittent flames popped up, crackling as they devoured the expensive trappings of the Agency offices.

Delcin did say that his officers lived in an atmosphere of superior quality. Funny, their possessions burn just like those real people own.

The demolition filled his heart with precious vindication. The Agency had hurt him. He was giving it back full force. This entire operation was intended to take less than fifteen minutes, its purpose what they used to call “shock and awe” back in his Confederation days.

At the same time, he wasn’t a monster. He and Dutton had purposely chosen the time of the attack to be one when the least number of Agency minions would be in the building, and the likelihood that passersby could get caught up in the carnage would be smallest. Just one powerful strike, with one message: “Don’t screw with me.”

He gestured with his left hand, sending Riviera down the hallway in that direction. He continued into the lobby, where a few blue-uniformed Agency clericals scattered in panic, trying to avoid the black-clothed, masked intruders.

A noise overhead made him glance up. Dutton had climbed onto the balcony over the lobby, and he gave Temms a grin and a thumbs-up before he cut down the large Agency flag with its black field and seven red stars. It gracefully rippled through the air as it drifted to the floor at Temms’ feet. He studied it a moment, thought about the past four weeks that his officers, his son, had been held by the Agency. If he couldn’t choke them, he at least had the power to destroy this symbol of their so-called superiority. He slipped a firebomb out of his pack and lit it, dropping it right into the center of that flag.

More explosions went off on the upper and lower floors, nearly in synchronicity. The whole building rocked. It was time.

“Let’s go, people! We’re finished here!”

The flag blazed up, producing a satisfactory stink as its artificial fibers twisted and sizzled. The guerilla team members came running. Dutton counted them out the front door. The last was Tabio, now shifted into human form, an olive-skinned endomorph with straight-cut black hair.

“Got ’em all,” Dutton called.

“Clear,” Temms replied. He took off the black mask he’d worn and looked directly into the security camera overhead, pointing one accusing finger. Then he followed the others out.

A few curious strangers watched the fires from doorways across the street as the group left the building. Following the plan, the group quickly split up into teams of two, taking separate streets away from the scene of their crime. It was one thing to make a point of showing the Agency who’d trashed their offices, and quite another to get snatched up by local law enforcement.

Temms had Dutton as his assigned companion. Rather than running away, they walked at a measured pace, as if they had a purpose, some place to be. Several blocks away, they entered a small, empty warehouse they’d commandeered for the night. Inside, they’d stocked street clothes for each of the saboteurs. Temms studied the stack of discarded clothing, guessing about half the teams had passed through so far. After a quick, silent change, he and Dutton moved out the far side of the building, heading to a pre-arranged meeting point just outside the city. The last one through had been directed to destroy all the clothing left in that pile. It would be as though they had never been there.

“Guess they’ll answer your hails now,” Dutton commented as they strolled at a more leisurely pace down the side street.

A grin on his lips, Temms shrugged, an adrenaline high still coursing through him. “It’s like the old story with the mule, my friend. First you need to get his attention.”

“You’ll have that now.”

The two walked along, not encountering anyone. Primor’e wasn’t a major city of the Terzan subdivision Prana, but the Agency post here serviced the northeastern quadrant of the planet. Its loss would be felt immediately. The Agency’s stonewall response since they moved in to occupy the space station would have to change.

“Right now, I just want my people back.”

An emotional shudder ran through him at the thought of the officers he’d sent to the Ancients’ secret station to help get it up and running. His first officer, Liang Chao Chen, alien Muuvo brothers Uri and Iov, engineer Benzi Quinn, security officer Nim Williams, security chief Tommy Rogers. Temms didn’t even know if any of them were alive or dead.

A brooding silence dragged on. “Still can’t believe that Jak Moster beat the Agency,” Dutton said, “and ended up on that station. He’s a tough old bird.”

“Yeah. Yeah, that’s kind of amazing.”

Jak’s presence on the station at the time Temms and the ship Doubtful’s crew had been invited there had been a subject of much deep thought since the takeover. Was it too much of a coincidence? Had Jak himself had led the Agency to the station? Sure, on the surface he’d avoided any chance for the Agency to find it, and he’d been all hush-hush when he’d first allowed Temms in.

But then how had the Agency discovered the secret, cloaked station within hours of Temms’ arrival?

Still too many questions and not enough answers.

They eventually came to the safe house arranged for them on the outskirts of the city. The windows of the small house, covered by slatted blinds, were dimly lit. Dutton knocked rapidly five times, then two more. The door opened, Riviera Brown taking up nearly the whole entrance as she peered outside.

“Oh, Captain—Captains. You come in now, ‘fore trouble starts.”

She stepped aside, revealing the others gathered around the small holo player, seated on the poverty-level furniture. The two men entered, and came to join those watching the local news feed, showing the breaking story of their little adventure.

“Damned if that doesn’t look like a professional job,” Dutton mused, nodding thanks as a young woman put a hot drink into his hand. “We should hire ourselves out for blood and thunder.”

Temms said nothing. He watched the views of the fire and explosions as they cycled over and over. So wasteful. But it made him feel better.

Your move, Agent Delcin.

Let my people go.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

AFTER the news reports confirmed the building was pretty well gutted, with only a few injuries, the captains prepared the second phase of the plan. If the Agency was looking for culprits, they would surely be watching who took off in a hurry right after the attack.

A few days before, when the shuttles had landed them on the planet, in staggered missions to offset suspicion, they’d also left several small flitter ships in areas near the safe house.

Over the next dayturn, they dispatched two of Dutton’s team and two from Rogers’ team to find the flitters. The small ships would attract less attention when they took off, and if they scattered in different directions upon takeoff, they’d find even less. The shuttles would pick up the captains and the rest of them in the next few days, after the hubbub had died down.

Though he was exhausted once the adrenaline wore off, Temms couldn’t relax. He went from window to window, scanning the street outside. Just because it was quiet, didn’t mean the Agency might not be waiting to pounce on them. The close quarters in the safe house meant he patrolled a narrow stretch of the flat brown carpeting the better part of the next afternoon.

C.T. put a hand on his arm. “Temms, stop pacing, already. You’re not helping my nerves.”

The captain of the Doubtful pulled away and kept walking. “My nerves are already shot. I haven’t slept in so long that….”

He tried to ignore his burning eyes and muscles stiff from constant tension. The passing weeks since his team had been captured had eaten away at his soul, burning away any equivocation over the state of affairs between himself and the Agency. The economic giant that held a stranglehold on the middle planets of their system had been oppressive in its demands even before the Ancients’ station was located.

Afterward, it had been totally beyond tolerance.

“Doesn’t matter. Things will change now.”

C.T.’s men brought a tray from the small kitchen and set it on the wooden table. A tureen steamed, the salty aroma coming from it making Temms’ stomach growl. Something about the blond, broad-shouldered young man with the tray reminded him of someone. But he couldn’t put his finger on it.

“Come on, Captain Rogers, surrender your worries for a time. Please, eat,” the familiar one said, pulling out a chair for him. “If you don’t rest soon, your mind will tear itself apart.”

Temms studied the young man, who was dressed in a loose blue shirt and black pants. “Have we met?”

The blond smiled. “In a way.”

C.T. chuckled. “I didn’t know you hadn’t seen Nik in this incarnation.”

Maybe Temms was just too tired to think, but he was definitely lost. He let the cooks herd him into a chair at the table. Riviera shoved a cup of hot kaffe into his hand, and he took a long sip. “Nik?”

“You probably remember me as Nikki. I fly with Garrett Rawls.”

Temms nearly spit out the mouthful of hot beverage. Swallowing quickly, he burnt his tongue and winced. “Nikki? The cute little—ah….” Resenting the smirk on C.T.’s face, he trailed off.  “All right. I don’t understand.”

Riviera took the seat across from her captain and helped herself to the thick sliced white bread along with the hearty cream soup, his bewilderment not taking a bite out of her hunger. “There be plenty in this universe we don’t understand, sir.”

“I’m Nicholas,” the young man said. He took the chair next to Temms, then waited politely for the captains to serve themselves before taking some himself. “I am of the Destachan race. We can assume either the male or female form, depending on those around us, or the needs of the moment.”

Bewildered at the thought, Temms just nodded. “Of course.”

Nicholas laughed. “It takes people awhile to adjust. That’s all right. Take your time.”

“Mmm.”

Temms took another long drink of his kaffe, and then found himself nodding off. He snapped awake, then looked around to see if anyone had noticed. Seemed like everyone was digging into their food. Blowing up a building was hungry work.

He felt his eyes closing again, and struggled to keep them open. I thought kaffe was supposed to wake you up.

“Told you he wouldn’t go easy,” Riviera said.

C.T. finished his soup and leaned back. “Don’t worry. It’ll happen.”

“W-What’ll happen?” Temms said, feeling all swimmy. What was going on?

C.T. suddenly sat up straight. “Nik, catch him!”

Just that fast, Temms realized he’d been dosed, then he slipped to the right, disappearing into a huge black hole.

* * *

 

WHEN he came to, he couldn’t open his eyes at first. He let himself lie still until he figured out where he was. Except he couldn’t. The smells and sounds weren’t familiar, but he wasn’t moving. There was no rumble of a ship’s engine under him. What had happened?

He turned, and his shirt sleeve passed by his face. The faint whiff of explosive accelerant still on his skin brought a sharp reminder of his recent activities. The picture coalesced in his mind then, the destruction and mayhem at the Agency station, and their swift retreat to the safe house.

“Feeling better, Captain?”

Temms opened his eyes to find pretty blonde Nikki bending over him, her smile fond and warm, a familiar form indeed. A wave of disorientation washed over him. Did he remember that Nikki had been…a man? No. That couldn’t be.

He pushed himself into a sitting position, swinging his legs over the side of the bed with Nikki’s help. They were in a small bedroom decorated in blues, thick, slatted plastic blinds covering the windows. “What time is it?”

“Morning. You’ve slept through the night.” She handed him a steaming cup, then stepped back, leaning against the small desk in the corner.

He sniffed at the hot liquid. It smelled like kaffe. But then so had the batch that had sacked him the night before.

C.T.’s deep chuckle came from the doorway across the room.

“It’s straight up, Temms. If you want, I’ll drink it first. Just to show you.”

Temms took a long drink, wetting his dry throat. It was some of the best kaffe he’d ever consumed. “Pretty low trick.”

“Agreed.” His friend came into the room. “Wasn’t my idea, actually. That would be your crew who suggested it. A man can only take so much before he breaks. And we need you whole.” He held out his right hand. “Don’t you feel better?”

Temms put the cup into his left hand and shook C.T.’s with the other. “In all honesty, I do. Ready for action now, though. How’s the radar?”

“Nothing’s come near the house all night. I think we’ve succeeded in a clear getaway.”

“We’re in debt to Pinsan and Hocai, then.” The shuttle pilots had done well, hiding the flitters. He drained his cup, feeling the stims course through him. He felt a whole lot more like himself. “How long till evac?”

C.T. checked his watch. “Still have a couple hours.”

Nikki smiled, a dimple appearing in her left cheek. “I could whip you up a great breakfast. Promise it’ll give you all the energy you need for the day.”

“Ah…sure, why not?” Feeling a little self-indulgent, Temms stretched. His stomach growled. “Apparently my belly agrees.”

“Good.” Nikki got to her feet and left the room.

Temms rubbed his forehead, finding his mind a little clearer than it had been of late. “Any news on the Agency front? Any retaliation?”

“Nothing. Very low profile. After the breaking news report last night, it’s been nothing.” C.T. shrugged. “Garrett sent a message to Nik. Everything at the station seems to be the same. Four Agency ships, all in orbit. The station’s shields are up.”

“Anything from the Consortium?”

“Not yet.”

“Maybe they’re still on the fence.”

He said it with conviction, but he wasn’t at all sure of that.

It burned him a little that the Agency hadn’t swiftly responded to their little demonstration. But they hadn’t developed into a strong, powerful influence in the sector by acting without thinking. Even if some Agents were vindictive little weasels like Delcin, the power structure contained others who thought out long-term plans and controlled outlooks.

Like Tuon Donn.

He’d expected the legendary Agency head to have come to visit the station, this new bauble he’d acquired. But monitoring the usual frequencies and what scanning he’d been able to do of the agency ships hadn’t revealed his presence.

The smells of something delectable came from the kitchen, and he got to his feet. “That girl is one amazing cook,” he said, heading out the door.

“You think so? You should taste the jumma stew that Nicholas puts together. Gourmet quality.”

“Nicholas?” Temms said. His feet slowed to a stop as he reached the kitchen, where Riviera was already at the table, enjoying a plate of eggs. “Last night? You mean, that was real?”

C.T. laughed. “After all the things you’ve seen in both universes, you’re still surprised by something? I’d say this should be one of your special days. Make a note.”

He moved past Temms, taking a plate and a cup of kaffe before he sat at the table.

Temms approached the cook, automatically taking the plate Nikki held out to him. She winked.

He just shook his head. He couldn’t even explain the actions of his fellow humans. How could he hope to understand the variety of aliens he’d met?

The food was delicious, and those around the table engaged in lighter conversation, setting the events of the past few days behind for now. Nikki leaned close to Temms, a faint, sweet aroma of lotion or perfume released at her movement.

“Val and I have been debating the name of your ship, Captain. Surely you could have chosen something more inspiring?”

He chuckled. “If I had chosen, perhaps I could have.”

He explained the Confederation’s tradition of the captain naming the new ship for his subordinate who’s about to take command. “I’ve long had the habit of discarding ideas in discussion as doubtful, preferring other options. My captain played a gigantic joke on me by naming my ship after that unfortunate habit.”

“Now that you’ve started over in a new universe, as Garrett has, I’d think you could rename it.” She batted blue eyes at him in a flirtatious way.

“I suppose I could.” He hadn’t really considered it. “You know, I think the name’s grown on me. It’s more like a challenge, especially when I’m being underestimated. I’ve got to live up to a higher standard than that name. We have to crush our doubts and move on.”

C.T. waved a fork at him in emphasis. “Anyone who’s underestimating you,” he mumbled through a mouthful of eggs, “deserves what they get.”

“Thanks for that vote of confidence, my friend.” He raised his mug in salute.

“To success,” Nikki said, and clinked her own mug with them.

Finishing up, Temms found himself pleased with exactly where he was.

First breakfast, then back to the ship, then back to the fight.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

IN the stark room with the iridescent white walls that the Ancient had given them to use as a dormitory style bedroom, Liang Chao Chen lay on the hard cot, blankets pulled over her head. It was her rest period, but she hadn’t slept for a moment.

She’d cried. She’d cursed. She’d silently castigated herself for being the biggest fool since the worlds were born. Slumber, however, had escaped her.

Part of the problem was her sore ribs and the knee that wouldn’t stop aching. The pain flashed in her consciousness like a neon light, reminding her of the consequences of trusting Nim Williams with her heart.

When she’d realized they were both trapped on the Ancients’ space station, with the enemy Agency boarding their occupation forces, she’d believed Nim was out defending them against the Agency incursion. Hoping to assist, she’d hurried down the long corridors after him.

Only to find him sabotaging the force fields and letting the Agents inside.

The vision of him three days before standing at the control box with tools in hand brought a wave of nausea splashing over her. His betrayal of their mission alone brought her a physical ache that had settled in to her bones after the invasion. The fact he’d physically attacked her and knocked her unconscious, after his promises of love, after she’d loved him, after she’d let someone close for the first time. This is what she’d received in return. Pain. And sorrow.

 After the Agency invaded the station, Liang had passed in a haze through the confusion that followed, even once the Agency goons had brought her to the control room. She’d hit her head harder than she had thought.

No, Nim hurt me more than he should.

A sob forced itself from her chest, despite her exhaustion. Like the others that had preceded it, that cry of defeat sucked more of her will away. Her state of being confounded her. She felt much more crushed than when her parents had died, leaving her an orphan, or even when Kevan had sold her to fat Oke Runyon to pay his bills. Then she was angry—with fate, with those at fault for her downfall. She could turn that anger on those responsible and fight back, and she always had. She was a strong fighter with a strong heart.

But in this, she had betrayed herself. It was the ultimate failure.

She wiped tears from her eyes and tried to find a comfortable position on the thin mattress. There wasn’t one.

“Miss Liang?” The soft whisper came from the cot by the far wall.

Disappointed in herself, Liang groaned, trying to smother most of the sound in her pillow. Silence stretched out in the room, and she eventually uncovered her head far enough that she could speak, though she didn’t turn her tear-swollen face to the young alien. “Yes, Uri?”

A rustle of bedclothes came from the other cot. “Are you all right, ma’am? Can I bring you anything?”

Hating the idea that anyone found her pitiful or needy, she wiped her face and forced herself to sit to face him. The young one of the Muuvo race sat, hunched-over, on his cot, his stocky, short body solidly planted. Long sleeves covered the tiger-like stripes on his lower arms. He studied her with large, black eyes that seldom blinked.

“I need nothing,” she said softly. “You are kind to offer.”

He hesitated, the thick fingers of his hands laced in his lap. “Do you think the Captain is negotiating for our release?”

“The Captain has not forgotten or abandoned us, Uri. This you may be sure of.” A warning seeped into her mind, and she got up, limping to a nearby counter where someone had left a stylus and paper. “We are not alone here on the station.” She wrote, The Agents are likely listening to everything we say. Installed spy devices everywhere. But don’t give up hope of rescue.

Palming the note, she returned to her cot, surreptitiously dropping the paper in his lap.

He looked up at her, his expression confused, but he read it. Then his face lit with understanding. “If you say so, Miss Liang.”

She managed a faint smile. “If I’m not sleeping, I suppose I should head back to work.” She didn’t get up, though, reluctant to encounter Nim.

Uri squirmed a moment. “He’s not there. The Agent sent him down to the hydroponics room.”

Her jaw tightened. That was almost worse than the callous trouncing of her heart—that everyone knew it for what it was. Nim had been segregated from them since Tommy Rogers had offered to separate his head from his neck after his betrayal became public.

Uri’s comment was well-meant, though. While her tongue prepared a sharp retort, she choked it back. She shouldn’t take out her frustration on him.

“Then I have no excuse at all, do I?”

She got off her bunk and crossed the room to wash her face at the small sink. The mirror over the sink reflected a pathetic-looking, pale version of herself, hair rumpled from hiding under the blankets, dark circles under her eyes. A long time since I’ve looked this way. Long enough.

Splashing cold, cold water on her cheeks, she then scrubbed them till they were warm and pink. Their team was in crisis, under threat from both the Agency and the Ancients. She couldn’t let a mere man get under her skin.

Staring herself down until she believed it, she grabbed her jacket from the foot of her cot and pulled it on, already thinking ahead to her plans for the rest of the day. “Everything will work itself out, Uri. Get some rest.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The young one dutifully tucked himself into his bed.

Liang felt an unexpected smile reach her lips. Even though she was only eighteen, and Uri perhaps four years younger, he acknowledged her status. At least someone still obeys me. With that little lift to her spirits, she flipped off the lights and headed down to the control room.

No one crossed her path between their makeshift sleeping quarters and the heart of the station, which still mystified her. Despite the Agency’s thirty-man security squadron on the Ancients’ station, the Doubtful crew aboard still had quite a bit of freedom to move about. Guards were always posted outside the power plant of the station, inside the control room, and along the hallway to the docked Agency vessels. But the long, empty, white corridors echoed with only the sound of her bootsteps.

 Her current task, assigned by the Ancient who still masqueraded as the jovial Captain Jak Moster, was to decode the language needed to locate the parts to activate the next level of the station’s capabilities. Someone had ascertained that she’d been part of the team to decode the earlier artifacts on Captain Rogers’ ship, so it was assumed she was the one to “make it happen.”

Stepping in the room, she took a quick survey of the situation, finding a seething Tommy Rogers sitting on the sidelines as Benzi Quinn and Uri’s brother Iov worked on a computer program. “What have I missed?” she asked Tommy.

“Nothing.” He leaned back in his chair, arms crossed tight. “More days of nothing.” He glared at Agent Delcin, who stood near the main panel, not looking at them, head plainly cocked in their direction, listening.

The bald, pudgy, soft-bellied Moster looked up from his seat at a console near the center of the room. “Now that the first officer is here to distribute orders, perhaps we’ll make more progress.”

“Perhaps we should have kept that lunatic boy here,” Delcin growled, “to use as leverage. Several of them seemed to care what happened to him.”

Liang felt, rather than saw, Quinn get up behind her, projecting a red-hot aura of anger. “You leave that boy out of our discussions, bastard. He’s not for you to play with.”

She held out a hand, palm forward, to shut off any further outbursts from Quinn. The look they exchanged verified they understood each other’s position: for once they weren’t each other’s enemies, but instead were united against a common antagonist. Strange to be allied at last. But it is the way of things.

She eyed the Agent, gesturing at Moster. “Agent Delcin, as you are surely aware by now, we did not build this station, nor did we create this language. If those who crafted this complex cannot decipher its mysteries, I don’t understand why you fault us for failing to do it?”

She delivered this in the mildest voice she could manage, but she couldn’t cover up the steel resolve underneath. None of them intended to provide the Agency with the information they wanted, even if they could come up with it. Soon enough the Agent would be tired of the extra trouble having the Doubtful’s crew around caused, and quit pushing them to solve the riddles of operation.

But what happened then? If they were expendable, then they were expendable.

This was why they’d agreed to make little bits of progress, as slowly as they could, preferably discovering things not related to the functions of the station. For example, Iov had brought to the Agent’s attention the control he’d activated to vent noxious gases from the science lab to open space. The tube was approximately five centimeters wide, not large enough to space any of the crew, and ran about three meters from the lab to a port. Moster had nearly discorporated into the Ancient’s gaseous form when that tidbit had been shared.

“No, no! This is useless. We need controls for the power conduits!”

Iov had bowed and scraped and looked in every way as though he was trying his very best to please his new masters. But the Doubtful hostages understood exactly how useful that information was going to be: not at all.

The Agent wasn’t impressed with her response. He crossed the room to stand next to her, much closer than he should have. Head and shoulders taller than she, he waited until she looked up to meet his eyes, reinforcing the fact he towered over her. Signs of his comfortable lifestyle showed in his slightly slack jaw, his thick belt, the ample cut of his jacket. He was so close that if she had her knife, she could have disemboweled him with ease. But they took it away. Smart on their part.

“Miss Chen, you’re a bright girl. I know you don’t misunderstand me. I need results. I will have results.”

He grabbed her forearm, digging his fingers into her skin. In her current, tender state, the action triggered an unbidden, instinctive response on her part. Her fist balled up and landed in his crotch.

Delcin groaned and stumbled backward. Two of his goons ran up to seize her, one taking each arm, forcing her to her knees. Tommy jumped to his feet. Benzi did, too. The guard by the door straight-armed Tommy across the throat, knocking him to the ground. Another powered up his weapon and aimed it at Benzi, who hung back out of reach. She caught a glimpse to the left of Iov, face set like rock, with a spanner in hand. Four solid guns against a spanner? Not much of a contest.

“Stand down,” she commanded, seeing the readiness for rebellion on all the faces. “We’ll prove nothing by our deaths.”

“Depends how much of an arse-kicking we give them first,” Benzi muttered.

Her promise to Uri echoed in her head. The Captain hadn’t forgotten them. It would just be a matter of time. “We’ll try our best, Agent Delcin,” she said sweetly.

The Agent still leaned against the opposite console, his body half-curled protectively around his injured parts. “See that you do,” he forced between his teeth. “Let her go.”

The goons released her. He gestured to them to accompany him, and the three left the control room, Delcin walking like an elderly man. The remaining guards took up a position at the door, whether to keep them in or anyone else out, Liang couldn’t say.

She resumed her seat, checking visually on each of her crewmates. Benzi seethed in the back. Iov’s thick body stood hesitantly between Liang and the door. Tommy Rogers got up slowly, a bruise already forming on his upper cheekbone.

“Well, now, this is hardly productive,” Moster said, holding his arms out wide, a so-fake smile plastered on his lips. “Please, children, where’s the amusement in delaying this objective? Better to just get this over with and experience the magnitude of the station’s potential, wouldn’t you say?”

Tommy growled at him. “I’m all for ending this lousy game.”

Liang’s new-found resolution took over, and the shimmer of an idea coalesced in the back of her mind. “Ensign Rogers, can you help me with this program?”

He balked, but she eyed him till he complied. He slouched over to sit beside her. Jak studied them briefly, but his console beeped, returning his attention to the screen in front of him.

“Are you all right?” Liang murmured.

Tommy just shrugged, his eyes
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