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      The day of reckoning had come.

      Major Margarita King, ex-Red Baron, paced the main cabin of her ship, the Junkyard Dog. Technically the ship belonged to the Red Barons, and it was possible they could accuse her of stealing it. Even jail her.

      She had no regrets.

      Her ship had been tampered with and she’d been sent on a mission to die. For the last year she’d been roaming the galaxy in her repaired and renamed ship. A renegade from the organization she had devoted her life to.

      A fugitive from everything she believed in.

      Margarita King firmly believed in law and order. Right and wrong had always been black or white for her. Until that fateful mission there had been a distinct line separating them. Now she saw shades of gray.

      Sure, she had bent the Baron’s rulebook some when it came to her job as pilot. The rule makers were planet bound desk jockeys with no real-time experience piloting a ship into space. They had no idea what a deep-space pilot endured, and in her opinion, they had no business making the rules.

      Sometimes you had to bend rules for the sake of the mission. Sometimes you had to bend rules for the sake of the crew. She had no problem with that.

      Rita stopped pacing and stood in the ship’s clear nosecone. Behind her in the twilight glow that simulated night on board ship, her crew slept, unaware that their leader was having doubts about the approaching self-appointed mission.

      Outside the ship the stars were reduced to streaks of white, yellow, or red light as the Dog’s warp engine hurtled them through the fabric of space and time.

      The ship was silent other than the quiet padding of Rita’s soft leather boots. She had dosed the crew with the Time-eze that put their bodies into a kind of stasis that made warp travel possible, but had held off taking her own.

      She needed time alone to think.

      Rita took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She shook her arms out and bent in half until her neatly plaited, thick dark hair swept the deck. She closed her eyes, locked her arms behind her calves and relaxed into the hamstrings stretch. Years of dance and martial arts had kept her strong and limber and she was careful to keep in top condition.

      At six-two she had been one of the tallest cadets to make pilot. At thirty-one, the oldest to still be flying. She succeeded where others failed because she worked harder than anyone else in the program.

      Had worked harder, she corrected herself.

      Competition for the coveted pilot spots in the elite law enforcement agency known as the Red Barons was fierce and bitter. Older pilots were quickly sidelined if they couldn’t pass the grueling physicals or if they didn’t keep up with the constantly evolving technology and newly discovered species and worlds. Rita had avoided that fate by training twice as hard as the younger cadets.

      She spent long hours in the training modules and studied alongside the incoming classes to insure she kept up. It made for a grueling schedule, leaving little time to make friends. Not that command encouraged friendship among the ranks.

      Command preferred to have the enlisted men and women snapping at each others’ heels. They felt that that was the way to ensure everyone did their best. Sure, it worked, but at what cost?

      When a Baron couldn’t depend on her crew mates to watch her back it undermined her ability to do her job. Who would wade into a dangerous situation without back-up they could trust? In hindsight and with distance, she could see that the Barons had been on a slow decline because of their culture and methods.

      Rita had also been the youngest pilot to achieve the rank of Major, an honor that only increased her coworkers’ jealousy.

      And then her ship was sabotaged and she’d been sent out to die.

      For most of the year since, she had been living under a cloud of shock and disbelief. Now she finally felt as if she was getting a handle on it. Understanding the why behind the treachery.

      She knew it was time to stop running. Knew that she needed to return to Mars Base. She needed to do the right thing, and the right thing meant publicly questioning her training and her ex-superiors.

      She straightened from her stretch and gazed out the window again.

      Exercise wasn’t helping her nerves.

      She stepped over to the Redi-Meal and programmed a cup of the jasmine-scented tea she preferred. The steaming, fragrant liquid streamed into her mug. She inhaled the delicate floral scent and took the tea to her pilot’s chair and sat.

      Curling her long legs beneath her, Rita contemplated her plan.

      She had spent the last year racing around the galaxy with no plan. Aimless, bouncing from one adventure to another, a far cry from her entire adult life which had been mapped out–every step, every move, in excruciating detail–because it gave her a sense of control.

      Living without a plan had been something she needed. She could see that now. Living without a plan meant being open to what came her way. If she was completely honest with herself–and certainly now was the time for honesty–it had been the best year of her life since before her mother’s accidental drowning.

      It had liberated her from the chains of responsibility and rules that she’d wrapped herself in.

      She’d had weird adventures and gathered a crew of friends who would lay down their lives for one another. The same friends who slept now, trusting her leadership. This was at the heart of her unease. What was she getting her friends into?

      The problem was that there were too many unknown variables in her loose plan.

      It was time to root out and confront whoever had sabotaged her ship. How would that go?

      Probably not well.

      It was time to inform command of the Barons she had discovered moonlighting as mercenaries. Command would not be happy. Would they punish the messenger?

      She had no choice. It was time to face the music. She couldn’t continue to bounce around the galaxy in a ship she had essentially stolen, afraid she’d be seen and reported.

      She couldn’t build a new life with her crew until she put the Barons behind her.

      Command thought she was dead. According to one mercenary Baron–now deceased–they had even held a funeral ceremony for her.

      One could make the case that Margarita King was dead. She had died in Omega Lab and was resurrected by John, their Healer, when he cloned her.

      Rita finished her tea, washed and put away her mug, and shut down the cabin lights. Her course was set. She took her dose of Time-eze and crawled into her bunk.

      Someone was going to be mighty surprised when she showed up at headquarters.
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      “So where are we, Rita?”

      The ship had dropped out of warp drive and the crew awakened. They had gathered around the table and were enjoying the meal Yani had put together for them, even though it consisted of Lexa’s favorite chopsooey, a meal they ate all too often.

      “Good question, Lexa. We’re on the back side of Mars, home of Mars Base.” Rita answered her engineer’s question and waited for the next. With Lexa there was always a next question. The tiny blue Weegan had a curious mind–too curious sometimes–and often peppered her fellow crew mates with questions.

      Lexa scooped up a sporkful of her favorite food in the galaxy and chewed thoughtfully. “Mars Base is where you worked before you met all of us, right?”

      “Right.” Rita found her appetite had disappeared. She placed her dish on the deck for Darwin, her shadow creature. Darwin was as fond of chopsooey as Lexa was, and like Lexa, he always seemed to be hungry.

      Darwin padded across the deck to the offered dish, an odd looking mix of dog and Old Earth tiger with two tails and short, wiry, gray fur. Shadow creatures were secretive and very rare. They were also telepathic and intelligent.

      Rita had met Darwin right after her sabotaged ship had crashed. He became her first crew mate and had saved her life several times since.

      Lexa had joined the ship when Rita had saved Lexa’s home planet from mass destruction.

      Lexa had been the first Weegan to ever leave the planet Weegan. She had refused to follow her society’s rules and marry the young Weegan male her parents had chosen for her. While her curiosity often got her into trouble, her ability to diagnose and fix almost anything had made her an indispensable member of Rita’s crew.

      “Why are we going to Mars Base?” Lexa asked. She chased the last morsel on her plate before focusing her attention back on Rita. “I thought we were going to help Slade track down the stolen trobium.”

      “We’ll be joining Slade once I take care of some business here,” Rita answered.

      How much should she tell her crew? It went against her training to reveal anything about the Red Barons. At the same time, taking them to the base could be dangerous for them and they needed to know that going in.

      “Is this business something I can help you with, Rita?” Ebony-skinned and emerald-eyed, the beautiful Yani had been a universal translator and crystal worker before Rita rescued her from the Ruby City.

      Rita shook her head. “I don’t think there’s any way for any of you to help me. I have two separate issues I need to deal with here.”

      She took a deep breath and let it out. They needed to know what she faced. Her friends needed to be prepared for the possibility that she might not be able to return to the ship.

      “I am–or was–a major in the Red Barons when someone tampered with my ship and then sent me on a mission, expecting me to die. That was a year ago. I’ve been hiding and running ever since. I can’t run any more. I need to find the saboteurs and deal with them.”

      She had used the past year to think about who had messed with her ship. Originally she assumed it had been done by one person, but Rita had since come to believe that more than one person must have been involved.

      How could men and women, trained and sworn to uphold the law, so blatantly break it? How could they knowingly send a member of their team to her death? Just thinking about it made her vibrate with anger.

      More importantly, would they try again to kill her when she confronted them?

      That thought made Rita feel ill. The little chopsooey she’d eaten roiled in her stomach like a cold, greasy ball.

      “What will you do when you find them?”

      “I don’t know yet, Lexa. It will depend on why they did what they did, I suppose. Maybe in their minds I deserved to die. I just don’t know.”

      Lexa’s mouth dropped open, then snapped shut. She narrowed her large amber eyes at Rita and pointed a long finger. “I don’t believe that. If someone wanted you dead it had to be because they were afraid of you for some reason.”

      “I have to agree with Lexa.” Yani pushed her empty plate aside and leaned her arms on the table. “Whoever tried to kill you did it because you posed a threat to them in some way.”

      “I don’t know why or who, okay?” Rita snapped out. “I did my job to the best of my abilities. I have no idea why anyone wanted–or needed–me dead.” She forced herself to take several deep breaths. It was wrong to take out her nerves on her friends.

      “I’m sorry.” She rubbed her hands over her face. Because of John’s careful cloning she no longer needed to wear the electro-magnetic visor that Lexa had made for Rita to compensate for her blinded eyes. Being able to see again was a gift she cherished.

      “And the second issue?” John, the fourth member of Rita’s odd crew, was a tall, copper-skinned Healer with long, silver-gray eyes and silver-tipped black hair.

      Rita had found him stuck on the planet Myam, a six-four giant living in a house built for four foot tall beings. John had saved Lexa’s life on Myam and become a welcome addition to the Dog.

      “Over the last year, since the sabotage of my ship, I’ve learned that certain members of the Red Barons have been playing on the wrong side of the law, hiring themselves out as mercenaries,” Rita answered. “I don’t know how many are involved or how high up in rank they are. I need to find out so I can report them.”

      “Why does that fall on you?” John asked. He stood and gathered the empty plates, took them to the cleaner, and stacked them.

      Darwin licked the plate Rita had given him clean and jumped to Rita’s shoulder. She reached up and stroked her friend’s fur.

      “The mercenary problem may already have been dealt with, but I don’t think so. They seem to be connected with the stolen trobium somehow, and where’s there’s trobium there are very deep pockets.”

      Yani frowned at Rita. “This trip to Mars Base sounds as if it could be dangerous for you.”

      “Yeah.” Rita huffed out a breath. “If the mercenaries are connected to the trobium they won’t think twice about killing me to keep me quiet. I need to dig around without making anyone suspicious.”

      “Do you have a plan?” John slid onto the bench beside Lexa and Yani and all three stared at Rita.

      She looked at her friends and nearly smiled. What an odd crew. So different from one another–and from her–and yet they’d found a way to meld into a cohesive unit.

      “I have the bare bones of a plan. I’m not going to say anything about the mercenaries, at least not at first. I thought I’d play dumb–my co-workers will buy that because they’ll want to believe it–and I’ll pretend I don’t know that one of them sabotaged my ship.”

      Lexa’s broad brow furrowed. “What will we be doing? Do you want us to poke around?”

      Now came the hard part. Because they were loyal friends, Rita knew her crew wouldn’t like what she was about to say.

      “You’ll stay on the ship with the defensive systems engaged. I don’t want to put any of you at risk, nor do I want anyone to try to grab the ship.”

      “I don’t like it.” Lexa folded her arms across her chest. “You’ll need us.”

      “I don’t like it either,” Yani said. “The person who sabotaged your ship could twist your story and deny the sabotage, claim you stole the ship. You fixed the Dog so you have no proof of the sabotage. Your superiors would be forced to jail you.”

      “That’s a risk I’ll have to take.”

      “I have to agree with the girls.” John tapped his finger on the tabletop. “This sounds as if you might be walking into a trap. What if the saboteur has been waiting for you to come back?”

      “They held a funeral service for me. They think I’m dead.” She almost smiled at the startled expressions on their faces.

      “I don’t understand,” Lexa said. “If they think you’re dead why come back here?” She waved a hand in the air. “You’re free and clear. Coming back seems . . . stupid.”

      Rita smiled. “Because, Lexa, I believe
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