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Humanity may have colonized much of the galaxy, but space remains as dangerous as ever, and so do the people inhabiting it.



When Alexis Solovy—space explorer, freelance scout, recalcitrant wanderer—lands the contract of a lifetime, the race is on to claim the prize. Now she must not only outrun but outsmart her rivals to uncover the secrets of an ancient, mysterious pulsar. For deep in the void, far beyond the reach of civilization, wealth and renown matter little absent the ultimate reward: survival.
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“The fast lane I am flying down is
one


with no end in sight


filled with reckless adventure and


paved with dangerous delights.” 


 


— Ashley Young
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“Double
bourbon, straight up. Double everything. Except the ice. Don’t double the ice.”


Alexis
Solovy glanced down the bar in idle curiosity at the source of the dramatic pronouncement.
A woman with frizzy black hair and pale, bleached skin sagged off a stool and
onto the bar, arms splayed out in defeat. She looked familiar, but damned if
Alex could pull a name out of anywhere. “Bad day?”


The
woman didn’t lift her head from where it lay propped sideways on her elbow. “My
ship is trashed. A mangled heap. Bloody asteroid spun out when I tried to
grapple it. I limped back here like a crippled monkey, jack shit to show for my
trouble.”


Alex
raised her glass in contrived sympathy and turned away. If the woman didn’t
have any useful leads, it wasn’t worth the pain of engaging in conversation,
polite or otherwise.


Intel
was the only reason to come to this godforsaken place, the sleaziest bar on the
sleaziest space station for two kiloparsecs. Tidbits. Information. Leads. On a
good night, contracts.


Her
eyes roved over the room in search of better prospects. The bar was nearly
two-thirds full—loud and busy, but not so full as to preclude card and target
games and the occasional display of bravado. Bad synth blaring out of the
speakers made it feel rowdier than the reality. 


Alex
knew half the people on sight. Some she was on a last name basis with; others,
an epithet basis. Many were interstellar scouts, freelance—same as her, while a
few were traders, smugglers, or both. But she didn’t see any corp reps or
brokers. Was no one in this cursed place doing business?


“Alex,
doll, you need something stronger than…what are you drinking?”


She
leveled an unimpressed scowl in Bob Patera’s direction as he leaned on the bar
beside her. “A Carina Nova. They make it in civilized places like Earth.
Luckily, the bartender’s visited civilized places.”


He
nodded with as much vigor as his inebriated state allowed. “Still need to get
you something stronger.”


“Can’t.
I’m working.”


He
stared at her skeptically but couldn’t seem to think of a suitable response.
Finally he took a long, fulsome sip of his drink, a dark and frothy concoction.
“Go on a date with me.”


It
had to be at least the seventy-fourth time he’d asked in the two and a half
years since she’d met him. “No.”


“Why
not?”


“Because
you think you’re a space pirate, Bob.”


“But
I am a space pirate.”


She
laughed in spite of herself. “My point exactly.”


“You
dated that Ethan Tollis guy, and he thinks he’s a synth star.”


“He
is a synth star.” And the dating happened years ago, before Ethan found well-deserved
fame, but she wasn’t inclined to correct him.


He
looked genuinely offended. “I am a space pirate.”


Patera
was a good guy; a functioning drunk and a righteous lech, but a good guy
nonetheless. He took the odd scouting job mostly to entertain himself and to
have tales to brag about at any of a staggering variety of bars, of which this
was only one.


“Oh,
clearly. But—”


She
recognized the man the instant he stepped in the bar and made sure she was the
first person he made eye contact with. “Sorry, Bob, got to go. Working.”


The
man sat down at a table in the corner near the door. She stood up and headed
for it with an air of deliberate casualness. It wouldn’t do for anyone else to
notice him and beat her there, but she also didn’t want anyone else to notice
her running for him.


She
made it to the table scot-free and slid in opposite him. “You have a job?”
Perhaps not the smoothest greeting, but she rarely had the patience for pleasantries.



He
didn’t appear to mind. As a respected and experienced broker for numerous
Alliance corps, he presumably knew interstellar scouts weren’t always the most
socially well-adjusted people.


“Astral
Materials is getting ready to post an open contract for rare, high value elements
at a newly discovered pulsar in Messier 71.”


Messier
71 lay a considerable distance from Shi Shen, out in the void beyond settled
space. She was okay with that.


“What’s
special about it?”


“It’s
a millisecond pulsar with three suspected planets identified. The scientific
data is so promising they already gave it a name: Shanshuo. It’s the Chinese
word for—”


“Scintillation.
I know. And it’s an open contract?” 


“Should
hit the boards in the next hour or so. You did a great job on the contract for
Palaimo last month, so I thought you’d be interested in a little forewarning.”


Pulsar
planets were rare, and rare was interesting. Better yet, millisecond pulsars
were very, very old, which meant lots of opportunities for elements to bake,
mature and transform. The odds leaned toward something lucrative waiting at
Shanshuo.


She
harbored no doubts she would find that something if it was there to find, but
she also had to find it first. “What’s the payout?”


“Depends
on what you find.”


Her
gaze bore into him until he made a prevaricating motion. “200K to 1.2 million.”


She
managed to stand up without sending the chair skittering across the floor. “Appreciate
the tip.”


Then
she slinked out the door, hoping no one noticed her exit, and hurried down the
curving walkway of the station’s outer torus as she messaged Kennedy. 


Ken,
where are you? It’s time to quit partying and start working.


The
response took several seconds to come in.


Are
you sure? I literally just met a delicious merchant from Arcadia. He sells
custom wide-band decrypters fabbed onsite.


And
he needs you to come to his hotel room so he can show them to you?


Actually
I suggested the hotel room.


Alex
reached the transfer lift and hopped aboard as it departed.


Hey,
it’s your vacation, but you said you wanted to come on a job with me so you
could, and I quote, ‘See what I did with all my free time.’ Here’s your chance.
You can stay and bed Don Juan if you want, but I’m clamps off in twenty.


Oh,
fine. I’ll meet you at the ship. I’ve got to disentangle myself here.


Twenty,
Ken.


[image: AR]


The
hangar deck did not look to be in compliance with any safety regs from this
century, and certainly not Earth Alliance regs, which Shi Shen claimed to be
subject to. Maybe the jurisdiction got fuzzy once one breached space? Alex knew
better, though. Her mother—Queen Admiral of the Universe, Earth Alliance Strategic
Command Division—would have an apoplectic fit if she saw the wreck this place
was. But her mother did not deign to frequent places such as this.


A
third of the bays were filled with half-broken ships while their owners, bots
and assorted mechanics tried to put them back together. Two men were busy
installing a new impulse engine in the ship next to hers, right there on the deck.
She shook her head and strode past them.


The
Siyane sat at the end of the left row. Sleek, aerodynamic lines gleamed
panther black, giving it a predatory appearance. It wasn’t the largest ship in
the bay, but by God it
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