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  Book Description


 Maj and their motley crew are out of fuel and cash. They can dock their stolen space ship, but they can’t leave until they pay docking fees and have some gas. The crew agrees it’s time to take a shipping client, but the client Maj finds has valuable cargo, and now the entire crew is at risk. 
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  Trafficking In Killers And Clones


Thanks to galactic-wide emergency protocols, the  Trinordia Dragon was allowed to dock at any space station for air and water, despite not being able to pay a landing fee. Maj chose Lore Station 17 less for it’s central position as a trading hub and more for the fact that the Dragon ran out of fuel nearby and it was the easiest location to coast into while preserving their momentum. Lore’s dockmaster didn’t like it, but GSA law was very clear on the matter: no ship would be turned away in need, and the Dragon was in desperate need.
No one except the captain was allowed off the ship until those docking fees cleared, which meant Maj was officially acting as captain and they needed to figure out a solution to their money problem fast. Without fuel they couldn’t leave, with unpaid docking fees they’d be marked against all other stations except in emergency. Perpetual emergency wasn’t Maj’s idea of a good time.
They had a plan. 
Singe and Oyana didn't like it, but once Maj was off the ship, the others had no way to stop them. Especially since Maj muted their persistent calls over the link and ignored every ping of a text message.
Maj was the captain, now. Since they voted for it, the rest of the Dragon’s crew would just have to deal with it.
Maj cackled to themselves as they walked into the hub.
A large robot scuttled across the ceiling of the station. It's six crab-like legs and four graspers rotated along several joints. A cargo box had been strapped to its back, and it neatly avoided the traffic by moving overhead.
Maj found the central intersection where each branch of the docking station tunneled together. Streams of people, not all of them human, moved through this meeting place on the way to and from their ships. A series of polyglass displays on the wall indicated departures and arrivals, while another set listed ships with cargo or crew needs. From across the room, Maj interfaced with this second set directly in their mods, pulling up a simple form to add the Dragon’s specs to the list.
The crew needed cash. They wanted to move further spinward, deeper into GSA territory, but without the fuel and food they were stuck here. Rune had offered to take a part time job since his medic skills were often in demand, but the onboarding alone would take two weeks and in the meantime Lissie, the dragon, needed to be fed. She was a small dragon, to be sure, only about the size of a large cat, but her name was Eater of All for a reason.
Singe had suggested they take cargo or a passenger that needed to be moved spinward anyway. Vidar thought the idea was practical. Oyana was afraid of taking on a stranger. But, ultimately, Maj had final say, and the fact of the matter was, they were simply out of time to be too picky.
Maj put a simple listing up on the board, detailing the Dragon’s cubic storage space, and advertising room for one passenger going spinward of any distance. They didn't advertise a price or any kind of timeline, they couldn’t afford to be selective. Maj did add a line indicating priority shipments could pay a rush fee. They didn't have anything in storage yet, so if someone wanted to load them up and pay the full cost of going direct to another system, Maj was willing to let them. Since they were moving spinward, they were moving deeper into organized civilization, which meant more opportunities for this kind of short distance hauling.
Maj took up a spot out of the flow of traffic and set their link with a public message duplicating the listing on the wall. Anyone with even a basic link could scan them and get details. Anyone without a link, well that was unusual. People without any mods at all were probably human purists seeking the source of all humanity. A little too culty for even Maj’s taste.  
Maj dismissed two potential clients over the course of the next hour who found their listing and, despite the stipulation that the Dragon was moving spinward, asked if they would go anti-spinward anyway.  It was another hour and a half before a real client made contact.
Two men, mostly unmodded humans, approached Maj with their steps in sync. They looked like twins, both with short brown hair and identical, simple uniforms in white and edged in purple. They scanned the line of ships representatives and stepped up to Maj together. Maj noticed one of them holding a small box in both hands. It was a little bit larger than a deck of cards. The other carried a simple briefcase in one hand.
“You are Maj,” Briefcase said, a statement, not a question. “We are seeking urgent transport to a spinward planet in the Edroindeks system.”  
“We will pay your rush fee,”  The second one said.
Even their voices sounded identical.
Maj looked between them. “We only have a single berth.” 
“This package requires our escort,” said Briefcase.
“We will alternate sleeping in the single berth,” added Package.
One of them pushed the destination to Maj's public link and they scanned the potential route. It would require two stops for fuel and take at least two weeks, but it would get the Dragon and her crew more than half way their ultimate destination. With a rush fee…
“You'll have to pay for two passengers,” Maj said, checking a personal list of variables to charge more for. “You won't get a discount just because there's only one bed.”
“This is acceptable,” said Briefcase.
Maj made some quick edits to the transport contract and pushed it back along the link.
But curiosity finally made them ask, “Are you twins?”
“No.”
“We are not.”
Would clones be considered twins? Maj wrinkled their nose at the mystery.
If Briefcase even looked at the contract details, Maj couldn't say. It was signed by both and returned only a heartbeat later. Lauai and Maudo, no surnames, backed by the Regina of West Nalu Dynasty, Edroindeks system. Maj wasn’t familiar with the Dynasty or its Regina but a superficial link search indicated they were an ancient family in good standing with the GSA that made their initial money in bulk trade with new colonies in the expanding universe. Now they held territories across a large section of the disk. The WND seal reminded Maj of an orchid.
Advance payment followed the contract a moment later, delivered right there on the station floor. Maj decided the orchid and it’s Regina didn’t need any further questions. The immediate problem of food and fuel had just been solved.
“Welcome aboard the Trinordia Dragon,” said Maj. “It will take us twenty minutes to fuel, then we can be on our way. You can fetch your luggage and meet us at birth C-Twenty-Five.”
“We have all of our supplies. Please lead the way.”  
Maj shrugged and led the way.
At the Dragon, Singe took over onboarding and introductions. Maj was happy to let her. Singe’s history as a GSA pilot, and the general vibe of her personality, lent her a more personable air. She was happy to chat with dock masters and clients, alike. Maj was more about action than words.
Lauai and Maudo were shown to their quarters and reminded that they would have to share the bed. The berth was an identical layout to the other two berths in the ship. Two fold out beds stacked on top of each other along one wall, a single folding shelf against the head of the bed, a polished piece of aluminum acting as a mirror above the shelf, and a pocket door that slid into the wall to admit them. Vidar claimed the bottom bunk and kept it tidy to the point of austerity. Maj didn't make a point of poking their head into other people's berths, but what they saw under Singe’s elbow was a berth so devoid of a presence they would have guessed no one lived here at all. Did Vidar even have a suitcase?  
With their passengers settled and the payment secure, Singe and Maj organized refueling and docking fees from the bridge. Both were cleared within a few minutes and the mechanical clicking of the fuel port echoed down the hallway. 
Before that brief task could even finish, heavy pounding knocked on the on the Dragon’s airlock. Maj pulled up the external camera and their gut clenched at the view of two GSA soldiers standing in the center of the fisheye lens. Their uniform, crisp at the corners, included a standard issue Armash mounted to a chest plate for easy access. Neither soldier was holding the gun, but the threat was always there. They had acid bullets. Maj shuddered.
The last time they engaged with a GSA soldier, they’d been thrown in a drop pod and exiled to a planet without running water.
“Oh, what now?” said Singe.
“I'll go talk to them.” said Maj. That was what captains did, right? 
“Oh, no you won't. You'll bite someone.” Singe smirked and got up to answer the door.  
Oyana peeked her head out of her berth as Maj and Singe passed by, her eyes curious. Maj waved her back into the room and hissed quietly, “GSA. Probably coming up with a reason why we shouldn't leave.”
Oyana winced and hid in the room. Directly across the hall, Rune looked up from his bed and nodded at Maj when they closed his door too.
The not-twins, one of them still holding the little delivery box, hovered in the hallway near the airlock. Maj thought it was less curiosity, and more a lack of room on the ship. The Trinordia Dragon was not large.
Singe answered the door. She smiled. The GSA soldiers did not.  
Both soldiers were men and held themselves ramrod straight, with the kind of serious flint in their eyes that Maj read as new recruits, not hardened criminal chasers. The knocker was blond and a bit shorter than his companion. He put both hands on his hips and said brusquely. “Dock C-Twenty-Five, the Trinordia Dragon, you are one of the flight crew?”
“I'm the pilot.” said Singe.  
“You've been randomly chosen for an inspection. This shouldn't take more than an hour.”
The soldier took a step forward with the kind of arrogant confidence that comes with always being obeyed. So when Singe didn't give ground, and he ran chest first into her, he was startled out of his groove. He paused, still in contact and when she didn't react he took half a step back.
Singe said, “This is a manifest of our current crew and cargo.”
Maj saw data transfer over the public link from Singe to the soldier. A completely falsified document stamped with all the official symbols.
“Is any of our paperwork out of order?”
The soldier stood quietly for a moment, his eyes flicking over the digital paperwork.
“No. Your papers seem to be well-organized.” He dismissed them with a flick of his fingers. Sloppy. Anyone with a link implanted during childhood could manipulate the digital world with thoughts and subtle twitches rather than dramatic hand-waving. “We are here to issue a random inspection,” he repeated.
“Lore Station does not have a provision in their contract for random inspections.” Singe carefully lifted one eyebrow at him, giving no ground.
Maj should have known Singe read through every word of that one-hundred-plus page document. Maj didn't have the patience. Three paragraphs in and they were yawning with boredom. 
The soldier shifted from one foot to the other and glanced back at his companion. He admitted reluctantly, “We're not here on behalf of Lore Station.”
“So this is a GSA inspection?” Singe crossed her arms, then, her voice

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
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