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“GENTLE STEVRON, IT’S good to see you again.”

The Chelonian bodyguard smiled—the expression looked painful with the bony plates in his cheeks—and said, “Thank you, Captain Ruhger. We’re looking forward to seeing all of you in person. You have the controls...now.” He raised his large, green-tinged, slightly leathery hands up to his chest.

“Thanks. We’ll have you docked shortly. Is Gentle LeeMill in the other shuttle?”

“Yes. She’ll dock on Lightwave soon. But I must sweep Lightwave first.” He grimaced and shrugged. “You understand, it’s not that we don’t trust you and your security, it’s protocol. We’re not breaking protocol on this trip for any reason.” His expression turned grim.

Ruhger nodded ruefully. “I understand. Probably more than you know.”

“No, I know why.” Stevron nodded in acknowledgement.

Ruhger looked away and busied himself docking the Chelonii shuttle. Of course they knew; they researched Lightwave before they boarded the first time. They knew all about Phalanx Eagle, the mutiny, the bounties on their heads, Secure Fold Transport’s destruction, all of it. It wasn’t hard to find if you looked. “And...you’re secure. Please do your shuttle checks. Tyron and Katryn are waiting at your hatch.  Lightwave has changed somewhat.” Stevron lifted his brows. “Nothing bad—well, you know about the Cygnus Gliese evacuation and the Inquisitors, you’ve seen the vids. Everything’s back to normal and much cleaner. But Tyron and Katryn have a few things to show you.” 

Some of the storage cabinets needed new latches, so they’d been zip-tied shut, some of the floor tiles were loose, and there was all that useless equipment in the phys mod. All good places for someone to hide illicit substances, if they were so inclined. Stevron nodded at him and signed off. 

Ruhger closed his connection and rechecked the Chelonii shuttle status. Yes, a good docking, perfectly aligned seal, and...good water and sewage connections. He sighed with pleasure. It was so much easier to work with a professional. He’d had to walk Artiste Borgia through the procedure again this morning. All part of his act, his cover as the dramatic Artiste. Ruhger was sure the assassin was an expert shuttle pilot. Both versions of the man threw a fit when Ruhger told him he’d have to remain on his shuttle until King’s security swept Lightwave.

So, everyone was securely docked except the big star, and the sooner that was over, the better. Ruhger grimaced. No doubt King would be blasting rads like a pulsar, but the sooner he docked, the sooner they could get moving, get to their destination, and get rid of him. Ruhger wished they’d figured out why King’s management added a special “safe arrival” bonus at the end of the contract. If the bonus was there from the start, he’d think it was a normal celebrity provision, but they’d added it halfway through negotiations. It made him nervous. Was there an active threat? With the provision, they had no choice but to assume so. Especially when Tania claimed not including it from the start was merely an oversight. Ruhger swept up the interior security vids and found the Phazeers and Stevron walking through the ready room. Ruhger rolled his eyes at himself—the ‘observation lounge.’ One of these days, he’d quit thinking in military terms.

They stopped at the new self-serve area. The old bar sat on the sands of Cygnus-Gliese. Needing the space for the masses of refugees, they’d brought it down and left it sitting on the sand. Ditching even such an inexpensive piece of furniture was painful. But it meant fitting one more person on board, so it sat, abandoned. 

Along with so many other things on Gliese. 

Forcing himself to more positive thoughts, he considered the restored ready room. Grant had rigged open shelves on the wall—the auto-bev was showcased, the plumbing nicely hidden with enough room for snacks and sundries. And the recycle unit was easily seen in person and on vid. No chance of someone hiding a remote behind it, like the one used to drug the Scholar. Or hiding anything else. 

He followed the security team as they surveyed Lightwave, watching Katryn and Tyron show Stevron the features and potential issues in the passenger areas, including all the hiding spots they’d found during their post-Gliese cleaning. Ruhger scowled at the one in the dining room. They still hadn’t figured out who created this little space and hid the drugs. He doubted it was a Sister; probably one of the townsfolk, thinking they could finance their new life. Whoever it was, they hid behind one of the giant plas food storage containers and carefully pried out a piece of the wood-look wainscoting, then cut a hole in the plas behind it, leaving a large, flat area. Perfect for smuggling drugs—the compartment was jammed full, thousands of credits’ worth.

Knife marks scored the wainscoting a meter to the left of the hidden compartment; someone started on another hidey-hole, but hadn’t finished. Hopefully, they’d taken the rest of the drugs with them. Al-Kindi tested it, saying it was a powerful form of methamphetamine, effective on most carbon-based life forms. They’d cautiously gathered all the bags and spaced them. Katryn had a great time blasting them into bits with the folder’s lasers.

They’d scanned all the other empty interior walls, but found nothing. There was always the possibility someone tried the same trick on one of the exterior water storage bulkheads, but that was harder to accomplish and harder to find. Al-Kindi tested all the wall-cleaning bots for residue, but hadn’t found anything definitive. Not surprising; the bots ran overtime after the refugees left. The Phazeers were still scanning bulkheads whenever they had a few minutes. 

Loreli threw a ridiculous fit about the misuse of her beautiful dining hall. She smashed holes across one whole wall of fake wood with a meat tenderizing hammer, screaming and yelling at the top of her considerable lungs before they stopped her. Fortunately, she hadn’t damaged the plas underneath. She hadn’t settled on new wall coverings yet. In the meantime, they’d ripped out all the wainscoting, and set the coating bots to matching the existing stucco-like coating. There were only a few square meters left to go—it should be done before the constellation departure dinner. Ruhger sure hoped so, or he’d endure another Loreli temper tantrum.

The Phazeers and Stevron finished their sweep at Bravo One, King’s shuttle airlock. 

“Ruhger, clear to dock our last shuttle.”

“Copy—bringing them in now.” Setting his hands to the controls, Ruhger engaged the automatic docking protocol, and watched anxiously. It didn’t matter how many times they did this, it was nerve-racking. One wrong move, and Lightwave had an inoperable airlock, or there was a damaged shuttle. Or both. But it worked perfectly, just like it did every time. 

“Songwind, you’re secure. Please complete shutdown and all shuttle checks. Wait for clearance before departing the shuttle. Lightwave out.”

He brought up ship-wide comms including all shuttles. “Attention. Lightwave is initiating thrust for the Cygnus Prime Fold Point...now.” Ruhger engaged the thrust he’d already programmed and they moved. Slowly. Lightwave had a lot of mass. He checked each thruster; each operated within normal parameters. Everything was clean and green. “All shuttles, you are now clear to enter Lightwave Fold Transport. We are underway, and will reach the Cygnus Prime fold point in six days, two hours. Welcome aboard.”

Sitting back, the chair creaked underneath him. Suns, he had to fix it someday, or he’d end up on the plas. Ruhger huffed a chuckle. If he did end up on his ass, he could move to the next seat, or anywhere. Tradition held him to the left-hand forward chair. But where would they be without tradition?

He moved the Bravo One airlock vid to his primary screen location. Time to see what King, the teen idol, looked like now versus his heyday in the spotlight. Ruhger shuddered, remembering the vids Grant forced them to watch. He waited, but the hatch didn’t open. The Phazeers and Stevron leaned against the passageway walls. Maybe King wasn’t in any hurry to leave. Or maybe he liked to make people wait. Ruhger took in a deep breath, the start of a y’ga meditation—if he had to wait, he could do something productive with his time. 

Movement broke his contemplation. Ruhger stretched his arms high while the hatch opened. LeeMill stepped out, greeting the Phazeers and her partner with a nod. She stepped to the other side of the hatch, letting three people exit behind her. 

First, a human woman. Older, short, a look of fierce concentration, and a bit heavy—Tania, King’s tour manager. Next in line, a man, about the same age as the woman, but tall, too thin, dressed in a long black-on-black robe, the shiny patterns shimmering in the light against the dull black background, with an elaborate mane of white blond hair falling down his back to his shiny black boots. He must be King’s stylist, Zeor. Who else would dress like that? Ruhger grinned. Zeor and Loreli would either love or hate each other. A third man stepped out. Tall, with a strong, lean build, dressed in torn blue jeans and a tight black t-shirt, short blond hair standing straight up on the top of his head and shaved on the sides. 

Ruhger zoomed in on his face. Definitely a prettyboy, but without the stage makeup, he looked tired and more than his thirty-three years, faint lines bracketing his eyes and mouth. King’s eyes looked even older, dull and apathetic. Addiction and rehabilitation were tough on the body and mind, and Deneb’s extreme outdoor adventures weren’t easy. Ruhger pulled back the vid, until something else caught his attention. He zoomed back in. King wore gloves—thin, flesh-colored gloves. Interesting. Did Stevron and LeeMill suggest it after the Scholar was drugged by spraying a substance on the rower handles? Or maybe his hands were beat up from his Deneb rock climbing and sailing? Either one was possible, or maybe both. Or maybe he was a germaphobe. Anything was possible with a celebrity.

The stylist, Zeor, put a hand on King’s shoulder and steered him toward Stevron and the Phazeers. King’s face morphed into a younger, happier and slightly intense pop star. Interesting change. Wonder why he put a show on for Lightwave’s personnel? Usually, folder security was below notice for a big star. Stevron introduced him and his entourage to the Phazeers. Did King ask for the intro, or was that standard for the Chelonian bodyguards? The group walked the passageway to the ready room, and Ruhger swept the vid off. 

Ruhger scanned Lightwave’s status screens. The engines and thrusters were up to their programmed levels and holding steady, pushing them to the Cygnus Prime/Deneb fold point. Deneb security shuttles shadowed them, holding the two paparazzi shuttles at bay with ease. The paps knew Deneb security didn’t mess around. The trouble would come after security left, but before they got to the fold point. Ruhger checked the alarm settings one more time, and turned away with a sigh. Time to go play Captain. He pulled on his uniform coverall and headed for the ready room.

Entering the room, he headed straight for King’s group. The sooner he got this over with, the sooner he could go back to, well, anything but this. Grant chatted with the star, carefully ignoring the Chelonians standing well behind King. Grant turned to include Ruhger in the group.

“And here, King, is Lightwave’s Captain, Ruhger.” Grant swept a graceful hand. “Ruhger, Gentle King, our newest guest.” 

Ruhger bowed slightly in greeting as King did the same. “Nice to meet you, Gentle King. Welcome aboard. Please let us know if we can do anything to make your trip more comfortable.” 

“Thank you, Captain. I’m just happy to leave Deneb in one piece.” King grimaced slightly. “I prefer adventures at luxury hotels rather than the wilderness.” He tilted his head and smiled slightly. “Although, not having fans everywhere was a big plus. But I’m not sure if ripping my clothes off on rocks and trees was better or worse than fans trying to rip them off me.”

Humor lightened his face and made his eyes practically sparkle. His expression and manner drew you in, inviting you to share in the joke. King had charisma to spare. If King did that with his audiences, Ruhger understood why he was so popular. But he wasn’t going to be drawn in by a mesmerizing pop star. Especially after he’d seen the star’s real face. “Neither one will occur on Lightwave. There’s no wilderness and no fans.”

King laughed, while his stylist looked shocked. Grant leveled an exasperated look at him. LeeMill and Stevron’s faces were carefully blank, along with the Phazeers’.

King said, “Ah, thank you for putting me firmly in my place. Good to know nobody on Lightwave is a fan of my music.”

Suns save him from artists. Ruhger kept himself from growling with some effort. “I merely meant we don’t have any teenage girls on board, Gentle King. I have no idea if anyone is a fan of your music. Since we have two more musicians on board, one of them may enjoy what you sing.”

Mirth danced in his eyes. “But not you, Captain?”

Ruhger tried harder to keep the growl out of his voice. “Music isn’t my specialty, Gentle King.”

“Tania dear, make sure we gift Captain Ruhger with a complete catalog of my music,” he said, still smirking at Ruhger. “Maybe we’ll make a new fan. And please, it’s just King. We’ll be traveling together for quite some time; there’s no need for formality.” King kept smiling at him, a look that probably made fans toss underwear on stage. 

The look was wasted on Ruhger. “Thank you. I must return to my duties. There are news media shuttles attempting to dock. Deneb’s security forces are holding them off, but I want to keep a close eye on them. Purser Lowe will ensure your needs are met, within our capabilities. We are not a luxury liner.”

“Next to a tiny tent or a damp, salty bunk, this is marvelous.” King swept both arms out, turning to look around the ready room. “A perfect place to write my next song. No distractions and comfortable. Perfect.”

“Glad to hear it. I will see you tonight at the constellation departure dinner.” He bowed and strode for the hatch. A buzzing noise above his head made him look up, and spin around to follow the remote zooming toward King. He ran, pulling his stunner.

“King! Universal Entertainment fans want to know—”

Zap!

The remote fell to the carpet, smoking and sparking. LeeMill stood over the scorched piece of plas with a laser pistol aimed down at it. She brought a foot down on it, hard, the remote breaking into a dozen pieces with a snap, crackle, and pop. Crouching, she pulled a thin plas bag from somewhere behind her back, probably one of the many pouches on her security harness, swept the pieces into the bag and cinched it shut.

Ruhger looked for King. Stevron was hauling him to his feet. Stevron had shoved him down behind one of the couches. Tyron stood at Stevron’s back, stunner aimed out. Katryn was at the hatch, looking for more threats. Grant swept through his holo, probably checking Lightwave’s interior vids.

Tania marched toward him, her face red with fury. “Is this the kind of so-called security we can expect on Lightwave?!”

Grant broke in before Ruhger could say anything. “The remote came from Borgia’s shuttle. I’m sure he’ll say he had no idea it was there.”

Tania stopped, teetering on her tiptoes, less than a foot from him. “This is unacceptable! What kind of folder are you running?!”

“A transport folder. We are not a secure transport folder. I know Purser Lowe told you that, and it is clearly specified in the documents you signed.” He glared down at the woman. Grant could handle her. “Excuse me. I need to speak with another passenger.” Ruhger spun on his toes and marched out of the ready room, his boots thudding on the plas of the passageway. Blasted Borgia—way more trouble than he was worth. 

And speaking of trouble, here he came, mincing along, a look of shocked surprise on his sharp-featured face. “Captain! Did you see the remote? It just flew out of my airlock! I have no idea how it got there!”

Ruhger kept his eyes from rolling, but it took real effort. “The remote has been neutralized, Artiste Borgia. Have you scanned for others? If not, I’d be happy to.” 

The Artiste’s eyes narrowed fiercely for a second, then smoothed back to his normal smugly superior expression. “I will do so immediately, Captain. No need for your assistance.”

“Are you sure? You missed this one.” Ruhger stared impassively at him.

“I am sure. I will take care of it right now.” Borgia spun on his heel and marched away, a cloud of his noxious cologne searing Ruhger’s nasal passages. Why had they agreed to take the Artiste again? The stench was even worse than last time. Sometimes, the credits just weren’t worth the trouble. Even the enormous number of credits they’d charged the Artiste.

Ruhger brought up comms with Katryn. “As expected, the Artiste denies knowing anything about it. Have you seen more?”

“Not so far. I’ve gone through the vids and sensors from all the passenger hatches and there’s nothing. I’ve already set additional sensors on the Artiste’s hatchway.” Katryn’s eyes spit with fury.

“Good. Don’t worry about it too much, Katryn. The paparazzi always find a way to get through eventually. They’re relentless. I’m heading back to Alpha shuttle. Keep up the good job. Ruhger out.” He shook his head. Celebrities. He didn’t miss them at all. Or all the space junk flying with them. All of it was so fake. Tania was probably more annoyed about the immediate destruction of the remote than having it on board. After all, any publicity was good publicity. And then there was the Artiste and King, the stars themselves, both putting on big shows. 

Once King figured out his charm was wasted on Ruhger, petulance and disdain were sure to follow. It didn’t matter one bit to Ruhger—his job was to get King from here to Lacerta Cluster Five, nothing more or less. Dealing with egos was Grant’s problem. And Loreli’s. Ruhger huffed a laugh. Which way would Loreli go? Fan or hatred? It was hard to tell, but whatever she chose, she’d be all in, no middle ground. 

Ruhger climbed back to the shuttle. That probably wasn’t fair. Loreli might be a big King fan, but if not, she’d be a professional. An entirely different outcome hit him like a hammer and he shuddered. Hopefully, she wouldn’t fall for King, or they’d all have to deal with a heartbroken Loreli—again. 

Well, no sense in worrying about a fold not taken. He’d wait and see like everyone else. And keep a sharp eye out for stupid publicity hounds—from all sides.
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SAREE PAUSED OUTSIDE the dining hall hatch and took a deep breath. Showtime. Back to her mousy Scholar persona, but not too far—convincing, but not overplayed. Lightwave’s crew was suspicious, but not enough to confront her. She’d waited, worried, and stressed for no reason. She got nothing but thanks for her help with the cleanup after the Sisters’ evacuation from Cygnus-Gliese to Secundus and polite pleasantries since then.

Stop stalling and go. She blew out the breath and entered the dining hall. She almost stepped to the side to survey the room, but Grant smiled down at her, so she merely smiled back. 

“Scholar Sessan, welcome.” He bowed and held out an arm. “Come. We’ve seated you between Gentle Zeor and Gentle Nari tonight.” He led her to the table and pulled out her chair, returning to his station by the hatch as she seated herself. The head of the table was empty—neither the star, his entourage, the Artiste or the Captain had arrived. Ursuine, Chief and the Al-Kindis sat on her end of the table and she nodded a greeting to all of them. 

“Good eve to you, Cary. How are you tonight?” Nari said with a happy smile.

“Excellent. And you?” She included Al-Kindi in her greeting. He gazed impassively at her from his seat behind Nari’s shoulder, but nodded in return.

“The same. We had a good day and I’m ready to celebrate. I can hardly wait to see what Loreli has created.” She giggled and raised her eyebrows in question. 

“Yes, I’m curious too. Deneb’s adventures are well known, but no one writes home about their food.” Saree grinned. “Well, other than it’s adequate fuel when you’re out risking life and limb on mountains, safaris and the seas.”

Nari and Al-Kindi chuckled. “I confess, I do not understand the mindset of those who climb mountains just to climb them. There’s enough risk in life as it is,” Al-Kindi said. 

“Oh, that’s because you work for a living, Gentle Al-Kindi. The idle rich don’t really risk their lives, for work or play. Deneb’s risk is tiny,” Ursuine said with a disdainful sniff. “Their insurance rates are actually quite low.”

“From my experience, Gentle Ursuine’s statement is correct,” Chief said with no emotion. “The appearance of risk, with very little danger in reality, is why most so-called adventurers travel to Deneb. It’s the same at dozens of other resort worlds.”

They all nodded in rueful agreement at each other. It probably wasn’t a good topic to talk about with King due any moment, but Saree couldn’t think of anything to switch to without being obvious. 

Murmurs her made her turn to look at the dining hall hatch. The Captain stood there, speaking softly to Grant. Saree turned away. Ship business, no doubt. And if it was important, Hal would tell her.

Captain Ruhger seated himself at the head of the table, greeting everyone with a nod. Saree nodded back, but she wasn’t sure the Captain noticed; he seemed troubled. But he always seemed troubled these days.

A commotion at the hatch caused her to turn again. Grant stood in front of the hatch, blocking her view of the passageway.

“Oh no, after you.”

“No. I insist. After you,” the Artiste’s distinctive voice proclaimed.

“Well, since you insist, thank you so kindly, Artiste Borgia.” The voice was a warm, slightly raspy baritone, underlaid with ironic amusement. It must be King.

An older woman and a cadaverously thin, tall man entered. Saree recognized King’s agent, Tania, and his stylist, Zeor, from Hal’s briefing, but was surprised at how undernourished Zeor appeared. King appeared after them, followed by the Artiste and Grant. Grant raised his eyes to the overhead, and smirked at her when he saw she’d caught him. His expression smoothed back to his normal smooth manner as he showed each guest to their place. 

King looked much like his publicity pictures, maybe a little older. He looked around the table at all of them, seemingly thrilled to be there. Saree hurriedly looked away before he caught her eyes—she didn’t want to attract the attention of the big star in any way at all.

Grant remained standing at the end of the table. “Gentle beings, welcome to Lightwave Fold Transport. 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 looked around the table, mostly at their new guests, a perfectly bland expression on his face. 

Had the King party or the Artiste pushed their boundaries already? Saree wouldn’t put it past the Artiste. Or his nasty cologne, the strong chemical undertones already wafting her way.  

“Chef-in-Training Loreli will start the service shortly. Before that, I would like to introduce Maintenance Officer Chief Bhoher.” He waved to Chief, who nodded gravely. “Security Officers Tyron and Katryn Phazeer will be our servers tonight as a favor to the Chef. For those of you new to us, 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 and only have so many resources available. Please be aware of this.” Grant surveyed all of them again, evidently looking for any questions.

He continued, “The transport isn’t quite full, although that is still subject to change. There is an automated reservation system for 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 phys mod equipment is still, unfortunately, inoperative but we hope to fix it soon. 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.” He paused and looked around the table. “Again, welcome to Lightwave. Introductions will have to wait; we’ve already upset Chef’s schedule and we simply cannot do further damage.” Grant smirked, took a step back and swept a hand toward the kitchen hatch.

Loreli swept in like a solar storm, fast and hot. Her Chef’s whites this evening were pure Old Earth Hollywood glamour. A strapless top showcased her generous breasts, arrowing down to a cinched-in waist with a big bow and a two-meter-wide bell of shimmering white material sweeping the decking. Long white gloves and a huge flat-brimmed white hat with white roses cascading across the top completed the ensemble. Grant swept her off in a waltz around the table, releasing her back at the hatch with a bow, completing the illusion of an Old Earth vid star. She certainly outshone the big celebrity.

Loreli fanned her face. “Dahrling, thank you.” She blew Grant a kiss and beamed at the diners. “Tonight, honored guests and family, I share with you a feast like no other, a feast for all your senses, a feast you will never forget. To start, Society Sirius Sparkler and shaved, smoked Cygnus-Secundus Lacertus with Gliese Crema layered on Cherni Ruske, dressed with a sand pepper infusion. Enjoy!” With a swoosh of satin, Loreli whirled her way back into the kitchen.

Katryn and Tyron, back in white coveralls festooned with black harnesses carrying every kind of weapon known to humanity, came out bearing trays. While they served the small appetizer plates, Grant opened the sparkling wine and poured everyone a glass. 

Once everyone was served, Captain Ruhger raised his glass. Saree and the other diners copied him, the flutes flashing with reflected light. “To a smooth fold. Welcome aboard.” His glower didn’t lighten during his short speech. The normality was comforting.

Saree joined in the murmured, “Here, here.” She sipped the bubbly. It danced across her tastebuds and slid easily down her throat. Sirius Sparkler was delicious, but dangerous—overindulging left you with a whopper of a headache. Since there were only two bottles, now upside down in the wine cooler, it wasn’t likely. Loreli never served excessive amounts, just enough to complement her food. But still, Saree was surprised there was any alcohol at all. Maybe King’s recovery was as successful as they said.

Saree looked down at the small appetizer plate sitting on the elaborate gold and red charger. An oval of thin, dark bread, layered with a white creamy spread, a thin slice of smoked meat with an oily sheen, and more white spread piped on top in elaborate curlicues, a sprig of something green perched jauntily, and a translucent red sauce dashed across it and the plate. 

Cutting into the offering with her fork, smoke and hot spice rose to her nose as the meat easily parted and the dressing spread. Heat hit her mouth like a hammer, then faded into salt, dark smokiness and soothing, velvety cheese, finished by the slight abrasion of the hearty dark bread. Saree’s eyes closed to enjoy the experience. 

As she opened her eyes, she smiled. Loreli was truly inventive and amazing. Saree knew the ‘Cygnus-Secundus Lacertus’ was a big, tough lizard-like creature from the planet they’d just left. The colonists ate them, but only after stewing them for hours to break down the oily flesh into something edible or slicing them into long, thin strips and drying them as tooth-breaking travel rations. Obviously, Loreli had discovered a better way to prepare the meat; it was delicious. 

Forking up the remaining piece, she looked around at her fellow diners. All of them seemed equally entranced by the dish. 

King’s face was a study in conflicting emotions, resignation shifting to joy as he chewed. “Captain, your Chef is a genius. I know what this is, and normally, it’s horrible.” He shuddered elaborately. “I ate far too much of it on the mountains of Deneb. But Chef Loreli transformed it into the finest of feasts. I see why Lightwave was so highly recommended.” 

The Captain nodded at King without any notable change in expression. King’s compliment was rather back-handed. 

Artiste Borgia raised his glass toward King, a sneer on his face. “Yes, it’s rather like finding a rare Old Earth black truffle. One is willing to wade through mud for it.”

Ruhger’s normal glower deepened slightly, and several of the diners breathed in sharply. King smiled at the Artiste, a smile like an ‘innocent’ schoolboy. “Then it’s particularly fortunate Lightwave is here, providing a pristine platform at the perfect height above the planet from which to search in comfort and ease.”

The Artiste’s sneer deepened, but before he could spew more insults, Loreli appeared at the hatch again. 

“Sirius greens with preserved Secundus limons and sugared spice nuts, with King dressing.” Loreli beamed at King, shot a searing glare at the Artiste, and swirled back through the hatch. 

Saree clamped her lips together to keep from laughing. She suspected Loreli had just named the dressing. After the first bite, she decided to ignore the sniping and enjoy this wonderful dish and the rest of the feast. If King and the Artiste wanted to sour their stomachs sneering at each other, she’d leave them to it.

At the end of the meal, she jumped to her feet, applauding and yelling ‘Bravo’ when Loreli appeared. Most of the table rose when she did. Only the Artiste and Ursuine were slow, and Ursuine had the excuse of his bulk, rather than discourtesy. Loreli curtseyed several times, gracefully sweeping the big satin skirt of her dress, then retreated to the kitchen. 

Grant said, “Please join us in the observation lounge for conversation and drinks. We must leave Chef in peace to recover.”

Saree waited with the Al-Kindis until most of the diners departed, exclaiming about the food. As the clamor died down, Al-Kindi bowed an invitation for her to proceed, so she walked to the hatch. 

“Chef is truly a genius. She takes the most basic ingredients and prepares and presents them in unique and wonderful ways. She is a marvel,” Al-Kindi said.

Saree half-turned back toward him as she walked down the passage to the lounge. “I know! Nari and I knew what she had to work with and I, at least, was worried. But I shouldn’t have, because she came through in a blaze of glory.”

“She is brilliant. Even my aunt would lose heart with those ingredients, and she is known for her table.” Nari shook her head. “Loreli is amazing.”

They entered the lounge and Al-Kindi guided them to the back, far away from King and the Artiste. “Tea?” he asked. 

“Yes, please, husband.”

“Yes please. Jhinzer, if you don’t mind,” Saree said.

He nodded and strode to the auto-bev. Grant poured small glasses of a dark red wine, port or sherry, but stopped when he saw Al-Kindi getting tea. They spoke for a moment, then Grant took his tray to the passengers. 

“So, what do you think of Gentle King, Cary? I’d never heard of him before, but I looked him up this afternoon.” She clamped her lips primly and shook her head a little. “His performances are obviously popular, although I’m not entirely sure why. I don’t care for his music, and I certainly wouldn’t allow an underage child to watch such a sexually suggestive performance. His early successes seem more tolerable, but even so, they aren’t what I consider proper for children. Or anyone.”

Saree shrugged. “It’s not my type of music either. I prefer more melody and emotion, with less dancing, but that’s what’s popular. He’s just riding the wave. I can’t blame him for making money. I can blame him for the bad-boy descent, but it’s not surprising. It’s a cliché for a reason.”

“He is a very pretty man.” Nari glanced over at her, eyes dancing with laughter. “Not my type at all, but very pretty.”

Saree chuckled. King was pretty, in an aging boy-band kind of way. She glanced at Captain Ruhger, glowering at King and the Artiste. King wasn’t her type either.

They watched King and his entourage meeting all the other members of their party, LeeMill standing slightly behind King, and Stevron alert on the outside of the group. Al-Kindi brought them tea and they continued to watch, sipping and chatting about the fabulous meal. 

LeeMill looked around the room, and focused on their group. She said something to the older woman with King, who turned to glare at them. 

Al-Kindi snorted softly. “If she expects me and mine to dance attendance on the star, she’ll be waiting a very long time.”

“Husband. Different cultures have different mores. Do you not remind me of this? Constantly?” Amusement lightened Nari’s voice and her eyes sparkled in her solemn face.

He snorted again. “It has nothing to do with culture and everything to do with money and privilege. I am not inclined to indulge either one. Especially when it concerns my wife.” 

Saree smiled, agreeing with Al-Kindi. She wasn’t joining the line of fans.

To her surprise, King came toward them, waiving off Tania. LeeMill and the rest trailed behind the star like a comet’s tail. 

He stopped in front of them, put his hands together and bowed gracefully, moving his hands out in an elaborate gesture, the movements similar to those she’d seen from the Al-Kindis. Nari jolted a bit, her face surprised. Al-Kindi stood and returned the bow. 

“As Salam u Alaikum. I am King. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” A pleasant smile graced his face, and he kept his regard solely on Al-Kindi.

“Wa Alaikumussalam wa Rahmatullah. I am Al-Kindi.” He swept an arm. “This is my wife, Nari, and her good friend, Scholar Cary Sessan.” 

Now King looked at the two of them. He bowed to Nari, saying, “A pleasure,” and quickly turned to Saree. “A pleasure to meet you, Scholar. I look forward to discussing music with you.”

Saree smiled. “Likewise. It’s always a pleasure to discuss music.” 

King turned a bit away from them and motioned to his people. “Please allow me to introduce Tania, my manager, and Zeor, my stylist. Tania, Zeor, meet Gentle Al-Kindi, his wife Nari, and Scholar Cary Sessan.”

Tania had a bit of a scowl still, but gave them a short bow and murmured, “Greetings.”

Zeor bowed, but not with any style or grace, more like a plant wilting in the Gliese sun. “A pleasure.”

King backed away a step. “We won’t disturb you any longer, but I did want to meet everyone folding with Lightwave before the evening was over. Enjoy.” He swept all of them with a friendly expression, barely glancing at Nari, then turned and walked away, his entourage following.

“Well.” Al-Kindi turned toward his wife. “The boy has manners.”

Nari leveled a look at him. “More than manners, husband. He obviously studied or has greeted those who practice Neo-Ahmadiyya or related cultures before. You should give him full credit for his lovely behavior.”

Al-Kindi grimaced. “He performed well. We will see if he continues to behave in polite society or if he backslides into debauchery or displays a privileged mentality.”

“It looked like his manager expected that more than he did. She didn’t look at all happy when he came over,” Saree said.

“That is true.” Nari gazed over at the group, a slight look of puzzlement on her face. “Why would she encourage boorish behavior?”

“Perhaps she doesn’t consider it boorish, just his due as a star. Maybe she’s worried it’s one more sign her employment is coming to an end,” Saree said.

“Or perhaps she thinks such behavior is due to her. I don’t think she’s stopped scowling since she came on board. Even during dinner.” Al-Kindi shook his head, faint disbelief on his normally emotionless face. “How anyone could scowl while enjoying Chef’s artistry is beyond comprehension. Even Captain Ruhger enjoys dinner.”

“Maybe her tastebuds are damaged, or she’s so used to lavish food that it’s commonplace? Or maybe she’s just worried about Gentle King,” Nari said.

The woman in question looked over at them, swept through some holo screens in privacy mode, and studied them again. She swept the holo away, grimaced and walked toward them. 

“Gentles Al-Kindi and Nari, Scholar Sessan, may I speak with you a moment?”

Al-Kindi stood and bowed slightly. “Certainly, Gentle Tania.” 

“As you’ve probably heard, King has struggled with addiction. Part of his recovery journey is to demonstrate how addiction can be overcome. Therefore, I vid everything King does.” She swept up a document, holding it, clearly ready to sweep it over to them. “Could you please sign a release allowing the use of your image in these vids? I will pay you at standard vid rates, by the number of seconds you appear in the finished product.” She attempted to smile, but it came out a grimace.

Al-Kindi drew himself up, menace radiating. “Absolutely not. You do not have permission to use my image and definitely not my wife, Nari’s, image, voice or anything of us. If either of us end up on one of your vids, expect legal action against your company and all of you individually.”

Tania looked shocked at his vehemence, then scowled deeper. “And you, Scholar?”

Saree shook her head, a carefully regretful look on her face. “I’m sorry, Gentle Tania, but my studies require me to be somewhat anonymous. Everyone else is the subject of my thesis, not me. Coaxing shy persons to perform would be difficult if I was on universe-wide gossip vids.”

Tania took in a sharp breath, scowled harder, turned and stomped off—as much as anyone could stomp in high, spiked heels. How could she wear those?

“Now, that, husband, was rude,” Nari said, her eyes sparkling at her husband.

“Yes, it was.” He stared at Tania, then down at Nari. “Wife, please accompany me to our shuttle. I believe I need to head this off. I must message our solicitor to provide King’s management with a written notice. I do not want there to be any chance of us showing up in a gossip vid.”

“Very well, husband.” Nari turned to Saree. “Cary, I will see you on the morrow. Have a good evening.” She leaned over and hugged her gently.

“You too, Nari.” She watched them walk out, Al-Kindi’s stride revealing his anger as he raced across the lounge, waiting at the hatch for Nari’s shorter strides to catch up. They both smiled ruefully, which was good, because otherwise, she’d be worried about Nari. But Al-Kindi showed every sign of a devoted and protective partner.

Saree stood. No sense in hanging around. All the cleaning she’d done today tired her out. Would the dust of Gliese ever go away? She didn’t feel like exchanging further pleasantries and she definitely didn’t feel like arguing with anyone. If she stayed, Tania would try again. Saree walked out the hatch, stomach content but exhaustion hitting her hard. She couldn’t wait to fall face down on her bed.
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​Chapter 3 
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SAREE PLOPPED DOWN in the pilot’s seat, air hissing from the cushion. Blast that man to the seven suns of Saga. Maybe she’d just stay here for the next month... 

“Saree, you appear distressed. Perhaps you should meditate? Or some Jhinzer tea?” Hal asked.

She sighed. “I’m sorry, Hal. I’m trying to avoid King, but he’s everywhere on the folder. And if he’s there, his manager is there, giving me the stink-eye, and one of the Chelonians is there, watching, and the stylist sweeps in and out, and...” Saree threw up her hands and stared up at the overhead. “It’s exhausting. King cornering me is bad enough, but all these people swirling around the man...” She sighed. “Too much commotion. He’s even invaded the kitchen. Loreli is giving him private lessons. Between lessons and normal meals, she has no time for me and Nari.” Saree grimaced. “And Nari is avoiding him too, even more than I am. So I never see her.”

“Why don’t you invite her over here?”

“I’m afraid King would tag along. Nari is too polite; she won’t brush him off.”

“Send the invite through Al-Kindi. He’ll have no trouble at all brushing off the boy.”

Saree chuckled at Hal’s imitation. Al-Kindi was definitely not a fan. He did not appreciate the attention King paid to his wife. It wasn’t anything other than polite attention, but any attention seemed to be too much. 

“Or...perhaps you should take your normal approach with such people. Why don’t you lecture about your thesis? Bore him away.”

“Uh, Hal, haven’t you noticed? He’s playing and singing Old Earth folk classics in the observation lounge. He says he’s fascinated by the music, wants to ‘return to his roots’ or some other nonsense.” She made the air quotes obvious, and threw up her hands in exasperation. 

“Oh. I noticed him playing, and I noted the titles, but I didn’t consciously process they were your music. I search for such things on-world, when you’re researching, but I do not engage my pattern-matching on Lightwave.”

“Yes, I suspect he’ll be fascinated by my thesis too.” Saree grimaced. “I’d suspect an ulterior motive, but maybe he’s just trying to keep himself busy.”

“Addicts do need other things to focus on.” 

“I just don’t want him focusing on me.”

“Well, Saree, channel your most boring persona. Lull him to sleep. Play vids of all the slow, droning songs with the worst singers. Do what you do so well.”

“I guess I can try. But there’s something about the way he looks at me. It’s...I don’t know...predatory. I feel hunted around him.” She shuddered. 

“I see.” Hal’s tone sharpened. “Perhaps I will dig further into King and his people. Your instincts are very good, so there may be a reason.” 

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“You can stay here in the shuttle with me, Saree. I will keep you entertained.”

She smiled. “I know you will, Hal. The problem is, I’m used to being around people now. You’re my best friend, Hal, but as you’ve said, humans are social animals. We need other humans. I don’t need you less, but now I’m part of a group—withdrawing from it is painful. It’s going to be really painful when we leave Lightwave for good.”

“I’m sorry, Saree. You know we have to.”

She nodded. “Yes. It’s always there, in the back of my mind. Maybe this King thing is a good thing. It’s forcing me to step back.” It was a good thing, but convincing herself? That was tough. “I think that’s why I haven’t invited Nari over. I know I need to withdraw from the crew.”

“I’m sorry, Saree.”

She sniffed, but forced a smile through her sorrow. “Thank you, Hal.”

“You are welcome, Saree.”

Something about the way Hal said the rote phrase made her genuinely happy. And she needed some happiness right now. “Well, enough moping. Didn’t we have more shuttle maintenance?”

“Why yes, we do. I would appreciate it, Saree. My cargo hold feels so clean after you changed and washed all the filters there. It makes the rest of me feel dirty.”

Saree laughed. “Well, we can’t have that. Tell me what to do, and I’ll get started.” The shuttle maintenance had kept her busy while Lightwave’s crew finished their post-evacuation cleaning, so it could do the same thing now.

“Excellent plan. Start by retrieving the remaining filters from the storage in the cargo hold, and we’ll begin.”

“Absolutely. Anything to stay busy and kill my sudden addiction to humans.”

Hal rumbled out his gravelly laugh as Saree headed for the cargo hold, lighthearted again.

Hours later, Saree carefully maneuvered her head out of a tiny access port. It was big enough for her head or her arms, not both, so she’d used a vid remote to secure the latches on the filter. It was tight, but she couldn’t make herself believe it was secure until she saw it with her own two eyes. Which was ridiculous—Hal had multiple remotes, providing a better view than her own eyes, but she still needed to see it. She swept hair, and dust, away from her face and sneezed into her elbow. 

“You hold more dust than the filter,” Hal said. 

Saree rolled her eyes. “Thanks for reminding me, Hal. I appreciate that.” 

“You are welcome. Perhaps you will appreciate this more. Dinner will be over in approximately forty-nine minutes. You should shower and eat.”

She sneezed again. “Excellent idea.” She fastened all the access panels and ports, carefully securing them as she backed out of the narrow space. Finally, she crawled out of the main access, into the shuttle, and sat back on the floor, leaning against the bulkhead. “Oof. That was—” she sneezed again “—painful. They don’t make those accesses easy, do they?”

“I believe they are designed for ease of construction. If you take the shuttle back to the manufacturer for maintenance, they have bots specifically designed for such tasks. It wouldn’t be economical for us to own them.”

“No, I suppose not. I suspect it’s probably cheaper, out here in the fringe, to use live beings for such menial tasks. The bots are probably too expensive to ship, even to a major maintenance hub.”

“Very true. And the nearest maintainer I would trust is in...Aquarius. Too close to the core for us, Saree.”

“Yes, far too close.” She shivered a little, and levered herself up. “Time for a shower and dinner.”

“Excellent idea, Saree. You must refuel your body. And you probably should remain onboard Lightwave for the evening. Your absence has been noted by the crew.”

She nodded, slowly. “Okay. I will try to tolerate King.” Saree walked across the shuttle cabin, moving slowly to avoid shedding too much dust. Just before she closed the sani-mod hatch, she heard the whirring of cleaning bots start again and laughed. Poor Hal, always cleaning up after her. She sobered abruptly. What if the need for cleanliness was the start of the AI’s inevitable disdain for biological beings? Always cleaning up after these messy things had to get old... Saree grimaced. She tried to stay neat, but biologics were messy compared to electronics. It was a sad fact of life. Not much she could do, other than be sympathetic and try to keep the place clean. 

Besides, it was just a theory. Maybe it was something different for every AI. Humans displayed all kinds of different quirks and habits; only a few descended into destructive mental illness. Most could be caught early and treated. Maybe, with the right encouragement, treatment, or raising, an AI could stay sane.

She carefully placed her clothing in the cleanser, turned on the shower and jumped in before the water heated. She’d rather get all this dust and dirt off—now—and shiver a bit. Scrubbing her skin, Saree snagged the medallion around her neck. She had to find a way to look at these sealed files. But that meant being on a planet, a relatively safe one, by herself, without any electronic surveillance around. Would there be an opportunity in Lacerta? 

Ah. A perfect task for Hal—if he hadn’t done it already. He could research Lacerta’s systems, see which ones were safe for a lone woman to travel. How did she forget such an important undertaking? Normally, her itinerary for the entire constellation was mapped out by now. Saree shook her head. All the drama around Gliese, the Sisters of Cygnus and King warped her brain. She had to get her head back on her shoulders, straight, or it wouldn’t stay attached. 

She shook her entire body when the dryers kicked on. Yes, she needed to return to her old normal, her default. Keep to herself, quiet and inconspicuous. Stay out of sight. Boring. No risks. She took enough risks doing her job. No sense in courting death when it hunted her. 

Captain Ruhger’s tiny smile came to mind and she forced it away. She had to ruthlessly excise this inconvenient longing for something more. Her fate was set from the first moment she entered ^timespace^. Fighting destiny was futile. Besides, she’d had enough adventure to last a lifetime. Why volunteer for more?

She pushed the heartache away and got dressed.
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SAREE ENTERED THE DINING room, thankful Loreli had returned it to the individual table and buffet layout. Eating alone was easier without a huge table full of people. She chuckled to herself. Not that there was anyone here at the moment. She’d barely made the dinner hour. 

Today’s dish was stew—not an unusual choice for Loreli after the stress of a constellation departure dinner. Saree spooned up the fragrant dish. Warm spices, pale yellow color, root vegetables, some sort of protein—yum. Heavy, dark whole grain rolls accompanied the stew. She carried her bounty to her usual corner table and ate. Since there was no one around, she scarfed it down like there was no tomorrow and went back for seconds. Protein bars were decent calories, but they weren’t a Loreli original. 

She ate the second bowl slower and enjoyed the melded flavors. As she’d guessed from the smell, warm spices like cinnamon, cloves, and Jhinzer permeated the dish, a smooth, buttery sauce surrounded chunks of vegetables and some sort of poultry. Or at least she thought it was poultry—maybe it was one of the giant, feathered lizards on Secundus. Loreli could make anything taste good. 

The woman in question appeared as Saree mopped the bottom of her bowl with the delicious, chewy bread. “Chef, this stew is wonderful. I was so hungry and this really hit the spot.”

Loreli turned, her expression a pained version of her normal shine. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”

Saree frowned. “What do you mean? Someone didn’t like it and said so?”

Loreli tossed her head, almost sending her chef’s toque flying. Loreli wore one of her many ‘working’ white ensembles—a tight pleather corset with silver buckles, white tights stretched on muscular legs with a short, tight skirt, platform sole boots, and a short, poufy hat, the band holding back her platinum hair. Her silver-white hair was in the usual short bob, but the elaborate jewels were gone; small diamond studs decorated her ears with a short, silver chain around her neck. Even her makeup was subdued today; just long silver eyelashes and a bright red mouth. 

“Oh, the Artiste was his normal, horrible self. ‘Why are we eating this peasant dish? I expect better from a CIS Chef!’” Her imitation of the Artiste was spot-on
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