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Introduction
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When Captain Alex Ryker takes his father’s body back to their ancestral homeworld of Avalon Prime for burial, he enters Alliance space under a temporary permit—one he expects to use only briefly. But when the time comes to leave, the CS Lucky Star is trapped by bureaucracy, taxed into poverty, and brutalized by sadistic inspections. As Alliance soldiers torment his crew and violate his wife Tess, Ryker's requests to return to Confederation space are repeatedly denied.

Refusing to surrender his pride or his ship, Ryker recovers from a savage beating and begins planning the impossible: escape. His only hope lies in the Trexis Nebula—a volatile and sensor-scrambling region near enemy territory. There, he lures two pursuing Alliance cruisers into a deadly trap.

Using rigged cargo barrels filled with radioactive waste and demolition charges, Ryker turns the very sludge meant to humiliate them into a weapon of retribution. When the trap is sprung, the cruisers are damaged and forced to retreat, giving the Lucky Star a narrow window to escape.

Now free and back in Confederation space, Ryker sets a course for New London. He’s poor. He’s wounded. But he’s free—and determined to rebuild.
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Chapter 1: Blood and Boots
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A female voice screams. Tess? I run down the corridor, and am in time to see two people coming out of my cabin wearing the black leather-like uniforms of the Alliance military. My wife steps out of the cabin, her mouth and nose bloodied, and shouts, “Alex, no!"

Seeing her injured feeds my fury. The men react, pulling pain sticks from their belt loops, but they aren’t in time to prevent my attack. The momentum from my charge carries me into them, not that I have any intention of stopping. All I can see is red. My right fist flies, hitting the closest of the two men, cracking the faceplate of his helmet, but not penetrating deep enough to do more than bloody his nose.

“Alex, stop!” she cries.

I don’t hear her in my rage—blood demands blood. Footsteps approach, and are ignored. I swing again, but before my fist can connect, excruciating pain lances through my body. The pain spreads until every nerve ending is afire. My muscles tense, and I am unable to move. I’m helpless.

The guards take turns hitting me again and again with their pain sticks. I collapse to my knees, then the deck, and finally curl into the fetal position between blows. A commanding voice shouts, “Stop! You’ll kill him. Alliance Command wants him alive. They want him broken, not dead.”

The man with the broken faceplate says, “The brat needs a lesson in respect.”

The other man says, “There isn’t anything in our orders that says we can’t teach him a lesson, so long as he is alive when we are done with him.”

The newcomer nods. “Go ahead, teach him, but make sure he lives through it, or the captain will make sure you join him.”

The man with the cracked face shield puts his right boot in front of my face, then says, “You got blood on my boot. Lick it clean!” When I don’t move to do as he commands, he and his partner put their boots to me, kicking me again and again, without mercy. They laugh, and I groan in pain with each kick.

Tess pleads, “Stop! Can’t you see he’s had enough?”

“I can’t go back to my ship with dirty boots.”

They are about to put their boots to me again. Tess says, “Don’t, I’ll do it!”

I groan, “Tess, no.”

She kneels, then bends over his boots to lick them clean. Thankfully, darkness takes me before I can witness her disgrace herself.
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Chapter 2: A Dying Wish
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The trouble started two years ago with the death of my father. It was unexpected with him being in good health, and physically fit. Before passing, he did not name a successor, so command of the CS Lucky Star fell to me, his oldest son. My mother retired, and my wife, Tess, took over as the family matriarch. None of the family contested the decision, not brother, sister, aunt, uncle, cousin, or nephew.

Tess and I are not blood-related, although I hear there are families where husband and wife are, to keep the bloodlines pure. Every ten years there is a gathering of merchant families, where crew, male and female, are exchanged to diversify the gene pool, and for opportunities to rise in position.

I met my wife in space dock while off-loading cargo, and negotiating freight prices for the next run. An off-ship romance at a port of call that led to a permanent union, her being adopted by my family, and rising in rank to second, now first sensor officer. In exchange, her family got one of my nephews who went from being third helm on the Lucky Star to second helm on the Morning Glory. It was an equitable exchange for both families.

I hold two seats, captain, and first helm. As soon as my cousin is sufficiently trained, she will move up to second helm, my brother will take over first helm, and third helm will be open for advancement to the crew.

We had a profitable run spanning a loop of ten star systems. Hopefully, one day we will return and resume trade. But first, we have to get out of our current predicament. My father’s one request before he passed was to be buried on his homeworld of Avalon Prime. His greatest fear was to be left drifting alone in space, dead or alive.

Permits to cross from Confederation space to the Alliance for his funeral were granted. He was by record an Alliance citizen. About half of the family is. The other half isn’t, nor do they want to change allegiance, and live under their oppressive rule. We are free traders.

Of course, this complicated getting the needed permits to cross the border back into Confederation territory. It is heavily patrolled by military cruisers, and worse, our ship was being shadowed by the Alliance Taxing Authority—our unwelcome visitors.
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Chapter 3: No Way Out
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After the funeral, I apply for permits to return to the Confederation. They are... caught in bureaucratic red tape, and have been for nearly the entire time that we’ve been inside Alliance territory. The beatings, confiscation of personal possessions, and rapes of both male and female crew begin the day I make it known of our intention to return to the Confederation.

With each boarding, and subsequent punishment, we are promised, join the Alliance, and all of your problems will go away. Over my dead body! They can easily arrange that, then the problems will resume with the next person assuming command, until our will is broken. They take glee with each crack they put in my armor. They want to break me, make me bend a knee, and kiss their feet, not kill me, at least, not right away 

The taxation imposed on us is twice as high as a vessel operating with Alliance registry, three times as high when you add in the cost of repairs, and the loss of confiscated cargo and personal items. Alliance citizens get the prime jobs, non-citizens with permits get the less-desired jobs, and scabs like us, get what is left, hauling garbage, toxic waste, and other hazardous cargo that no one, but the most desperate will take.

The cargo runs we do, while waiting for the necessary permits to cross the border into Confederation space are rarely profitable, and when they are, the inspectors are waiting to take what little profit
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