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Second Chances in Space, Book 2.

Space opera with pirates, redemption and second chances for love.

After the death of her ailing father, Jocelyn Navarre Yazzie is free to roam the galaxy in the Star Condor, the spacecraft she inherited from her deceased husband. She embarks on a trip to deliver her father’s bequest to her aunt on a rural planet outside the civilized sectors. A chance encounter with the crippled Leonardo Horlis changes her future. Leo Horlis suffers from a debilitating malady and expects to live for less than a year. Josie is strongly attracted to him, yet she cannot hope to compete with his beautiful dead wife, whose portrait dominates his house and his memories. Sympathizing with his grief and illness, Josie offers to transport him in Star Condor to the top medical center of the ultracivilized inner planets. Their attraction intensifies in the cramped quarters of her ship. But, Leo has a dangerous secret that threatens to terminate their voyage and their lives. Can Josie and Leo escape the perils and vanquish the ghosts of their past to find happiness together?  

Dedication

This story is dedicated to all who are mourning a loved one.
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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidence.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the copyright owner except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.
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1 Inheritances
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JOCELYN NAVARRE YAZZIE gazed with pride at the sleek spacecraft parked outside the maintenance hangar on the spaceport of Eagles Landing. She had inherited Star Condor from her husband, Jim. The ship held many memories, happy and bitter memories of her married life. They had flown between the stars as interplanetary couriers, delivering valuable packages and sometimes people. The Condor had been their home in the years before Jim had died. Her grief had faded during the subsequent period, three years and seven months in galactic standard time. She had ceased to count the days, although nightmares still troubled her sleep. Tears blurred her vision as she recalled the horror of his death in that dreadful accident. 

Shaking off the surge of emotion, she blinked away the tears and looked around. A crane lifted a crate out of a space tug, while another tug roared skyward, presumably to meet a freighter in geostationary orbit above the city. Beyond the airfield, heat shimmered over the orange sands of the desert. In the opposite direction, a line of passengers hurried onto a shuttle headed for an outbound space cruiser. Behind the shuttle, the red adobe houses of the city of Eagles Landing rose in tiers against a backdrop of wooded hills. 

A hot breeze whipped past, sending whirls of sand skittering across the concrete. Fanning her face to cool her cheeks, Josie hoped her next destination would have a cooler climate. She had spent one and a half years on the planet of Saffeen, while she tended to her father during his final illness.  

A door clanged shut as Butch Sullivan stepped out of the workshop of the hangar. He walked across to stand beside her. 

Looking at the Star Condor, he said, “She looks good.” A typical understatement from the gruff old man who loved the ship. Butch served as engineer and odd-jobs man on the Condor’s small crew. His broken nose and scarred temple attested to a long and varied career. He had remained with her after Jim’s death. His dark hair was now grizzled and he had developed a slight paunch, yet she could still rely on his muscular strength and sensible advice. 

“Yep.” Her mild reply covered her distracted thoughts. She teetered at a crossroads in her life, recovering from yet another family death and a long debate over what to do or where to go next. Her responsibilities for her father’s estate were almost at an end. She could remain on her home world with its many civilized comforts or she could resume her ventures in space. The sight of her ship, Star Condor, spurred a burning desire to abandon the planet for the freedom of plying the star routes. 

The roar of a spacecraft descending onto the adjacent field penetrated her reverie. The once-bustling spaceport at Eagles Landing had grown quieter after the local economy had gone into a nosedive. The Emperor’s space fleet had blocked the major hyperspace routes to the inner systems and throttled trade for independent planets like Saffeen. Jim had not lived long enough to experience the slowdown. Nor had her father. 

After Jim’s death, she had worked the star lanes for a couple of years until she learned of her father’s illness. She felt obliged to return to the family home. Lucius Navarre was not the easiest man to live with, however, she was the only relative with the freedom to manage his medical needs and run the household during his final months. His death had come as a relief after the agonizing decline in his mental and physical health. 

Her sister, Annabelle, had come to the funeral with her husband, Doctor Fengal Sharma, and their six-month-old son, Lucian. As the sole surviving children, Josie and Annabelle, inherited the major part of their father’s estate. Josie had splurged a large portion of her credits on Star Condor. She had upgraded the ship’s drive and renovated the life support and com systems. Reliable sources of power, oxygen and water were essential for interstellar space travel. Despite the quandary about her future, she had refurbished the cabins and galley. Even if she decided to forgo the star lanes and settle in her father’s mansion, the upgrades would bring a better price for the ship. 

“Will we be making a long voyage, Captain Josie?” Butch asked. 

His polite reference to her status made her smile. “We’ll fly to the planet of Wick’s Paradise. I promised to deliver an old vase to Aunt Gabrielle. It’s one of my dad’s weird bequests. And, my aunt’s invited me to stay for a week or two.” She shrugged. “After that, I’m not sure. Maybe Hokkaido. My sister’s always begging me to visit her.” 

“Don’t matter where we go. Just want to order sufficient provisions for the trip.” 

She nodded. “Why don’t you estimate supplies for three or four months. That’ll cover a stay on Wick’s Paradise and we can travel to another couple of planets.” 

“Will do.” He waved a hand at the ship. “She’ll be a pleasure to run with the new systems. But, we’ll need another hand.”  

The Star Condor, a small craft with simple controls, could be run by a single person in a pinch. Only one such emergency had occurred during Josie’s time on the ship. A single person could manage for a short trip, but three people working shifts allowed everyone enough time for sleep. Operating with alert crew on the bridge was critical for safety on a long voyage.  

“No problem,” she said. “We can hire a second man. Do you have any suggestions?” 

“Matter of fact, I do know of a prospect.” He cocked his head. “Remember Drin? Drin Nega. Guy worked on the Condor for a couple of seasons when Jim was alive.” 

“Yep. Drin was good with coms and navigation.” She wrinkled her forehead. “Does he need a new job?” 

“He’s looking for one. Had a bad stint on a cargo ship, disliked the captain. Guy’s not bad. Just happy to horsewhip sense into his crew, if you know what I mean.”  

“I sure do. Jim hated those punch-happy bosses.” She frowned at the memory. “See if Drin is willing to join us.” 

“Will do.” He glanced across the tarmac at the cargo shuttle. “When do you want to liftoff?” 

“No reason to hang around.” She jerked her chin in the direction of the city. “It won’t take long to make my goodbyes. I’ll leave an agent in charge of Dad’s property. And, I can throw my travel gear together in a jiffy. Let’s say seven days.” 

“Okay, Captain Josie. I’ll jump to it.” Butch grinned and swung his hand to his ear in a mock salute. 

Josie chuckled at his eager expression. “I’ll call Spaceport Traffic Control and schedule a slot for our departure. See you later.” 

They separated on their different errands.   
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In the following days, business and personal affairs kept Josie busy. She paid farewell calls or visits to her chief acquaintances, and she thanked the people who had been most supportive during her father’s illness. She found a reliable couple to serve as caretakers for his run-down mansion. Finally, in an important, and distressing meeting, she spoke with her father’s agent about his property. 

The agent, Mister Rumpleton, agreed to meet Josie at her father’s mansion. The large house, now jointly owned by her and her sister, was built on a hill on the outskirts of the city. 

Josie sat on a wicker chair on the front porch to await his arrival. She had deliberately chosen this location as evocative of the former eminence and present dilapidated state of the property. The long porch gave a fine view over the red-tiled roofs of the city residences and the space port on the edge of the ocher sands of the desert. The porch showed signs of neglect. Strips of white paint were peeling off the ceiling and columns, a shutter hung askew, and the wood was rotting on the ends of the ceiling slats. The rear porch was in even worse condition with holes in the rotten floor boards, although she preferred its view of the wooded hills behind the city. 

Mister Rumpleton entered, carrying a slim briefcase, and greeted her with a smile and hearty handshake. “Good day, Mistress Yazzie.” 

The stolid man had a well-deserved reputation for combining pragmatism with honesty. Josie liked him and believed she could trust his judgment in business matters. She gestured to another wicker chair. 

Murmuring, “Thank you,” he accepted the offered seat. 

Once he had settled into his chair, she cocked her eyebrows. “Have you prepared the papers?” 

He opened the briefcase and balanced a tablet on his knee. “I have. The legal forms are ready for your approval.” Gazing across at her, he said in an earnest tone, “Madam, I urge you to reconsider your decision to leave Eagles Landing. If you stayed in your home town, you could restore this property to its former excellence.” He glanced up at the rotten slats, indicating his disapproval by a faint grimace. “Granted, the house would require a great deal of work. You, however, have the skill and resources for the task.” Shooting her a sharp glance, he gave a new thrust, “Your sister, Annabelle Sharma, expressed her wish to restore her old home. She is part owner. Will you not satisfy her desire?” 

“Annabelle grew up in this mansion. I did not,” Josie said. “I spent my childhood in the small town of Havaka on the other side of the planet.” Fond memories of her childhood home, a cottage on the forested slopes by the sea, swept into her mind. Playing in the woods, running along the sands of the seashore, and splashing in the waves. She had no special fondness for the once-luxurious mansion her father had bought on Eagles Landing. Sure, he had valid reasons for moving his family to a more prosperous town and dwelling. The town had better opportunities for his business and the education of his daughters. 

As if he had tracked her thoughts, Rumpleton said, “Didn’t you attend the university here? If I recall correctly, your sister studied at Summerfield Academy.” 

“You are partly correct. Annabelle did attend the Academy. My degree in Space Science comes from the Fermi Institute on Epsilon Four.” She covered her mouth to hide a sigh. She had met Jim Yazzie at the Institute. They had fallen in love and married as soon as she had completed her program. 

He mused, “You have traveled extensively. Is it not time for you to settle with your family?” 

“You forget,” she said in tone of sharp reproach, “Unlike Annabelle, I am a widow with no children.” 

“Accept my apologies.” He gave a wry smile. “Yet, you are young. You might still remarry.”  

She shrugged. “No way. I’d rather sell the house and fly the star routes.” Sadly, she had never felt a stir of desire for any man since Jim’s death. Holding out her hand, she demanded, “Give me the tablet.”  

He hesitated, still gripping the tablet. “If you are resolved to sell the property, I must warn you not to expect a fast sale or a good price. The local economy is in a decline. There are rumors of war.”

“I’ve heard.” She nodded. “The Emperor is bent on expanding his dominion and overrunning other sectors.”  

“Yes. Emperor Hadros the Magnificent.” He sighed and shook his head. “The Solarian Sector has negotiated a treaty. They can wield the power to enforce peace. Alas, Saffeen is an independent planet with few resources to withstand the Imperial troops. We are vulnerable.” 

She laughed at his solemn expression. “Everyone is vulnerable. Whoever is in charge, they’ll still employ courier ships. I’m more worried about the riffraff and space piracy that thrives on the fringes of a war zone.”  

“Is that what you propose to do? Operate a courier service?” He handed her the tablet with the document on the screen. 

Her voice filled with certainty, “Yep. My ship, Star Condor, is available for contract.” She appended her fingerprint and signature to the document. 
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2 Liftoff
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THE DAY BEFORE THEIR scheduled departure, Josie and Butch stood on the sunbaked concrete of the spaceport once again, admiring the Star Condor. 

Josie wore her spacer uniform, a trim olive-green suit with the symbol of a black condor on the left shoulder. She had clipped a zapper on her belt. The zap gun was an invaluable hand weapon. It could be adjusted to deliver a mild electric shock or a lethal charge. Zappers were legal in most places, and carrying one deterred the insalubrious characters who roamed even the best-regulated space ports. Besides the zappers, a selection of other weapons was stored in a locker on her ship. 

“The Condor’s ready,” Butch said. “She’s fueled and stocked with supplies for six months.” 

“Six months?” Josie queried. “Didn’t I ask for three or four months of provisions?” 

He shrugged. “Got a good price for that quantity. It won’t go to waste.” The roar of a ship’s launch muffled his final words. 

They watched a scouter soar into the sky, leaving a trail of swirling sand and dust clouds.

“Not much traffic,” Josie said. “That’s only the second liftoff since I arrived at the spaceport this afternoon.” 

“Too many blighted rumors. People are scared.”  

Josie shook her head. “I can’t wait to launch into space. I’m tired of being a landlubber.” In reality, she was desperate to escape the numbing anguish of the months she had spent tending to her ailing father. 

“Yeah. Me too,” Butch grunted. 

“Is your stuff on board? We’re scheduled for liftoff in the first slot tomorrow.” 

“Yep. Drin and me stowed our gear yesterday.” 

“Good. My luggage is in my cabin. Everything’s on board.” She grinned at him. “I’ve packed a salad for supper and I’ll sleep on the Condor. What about you?” 

“I’m meeting a pal for drinks.” He patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll hop on board by midnight.” 

“Okay. Don’t overdo the drinks.” 

“Aye, Captain.” 

A yell caught Josie’s attention and she pivoted around.

Drin was running across the heat-hazed airfield toward them, yelling and waving. A pack bounced on his back and his cap tilted askew. 

“What’s up with him?” Butch said. “Thought he had a date for tonight.” 

Josie was silent. An itch of foreboding had replaced the pleasant anticipation of her voyage. 

Panting for breath, Drin skidded to a stop in front of her. A lanky young man of indeterminant origin, his eyes were a startling blue against his ebon complexion. His eyes popping with excitement, he gasped, “Heard the news?” 

“Tell us,” she demanded. 

“Message just came in. Omalu’s fallen to the Emperor’s forces. His fleet is two jumps out from Saffeen.” 

“Bad news,” Josie said. “But, we’ll be leaving tomorrow.” 

“Gets worse,” Drin continued. “I’ve been snooping on the local coms. Governor’s ordered conscription of all spacecraft for defense. When I saw that order, I
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