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  Friends and Strangers


   


  “Mara?”


  The pirate starship Temujin loomed, long and spindly, on the main screen of the Merope-7. At less than two klicks distant, it appeared as a brilliant speck against the backdrop of stars and asteroids showing in the forward bridge window. Commodore Soladze gripped her armrests and resisted the urge to blow it out of the sky.


  “Yes,” she replied in her native Deltan. “Mara Soladze, from home. Don’t you remember me?”


  “I—”


  The voice on the other end of the line went silent. Mara’s officers looked at her uncertainly. Outside the forward window, one of the nearer asteroids rotated in the off-white light of its yellow dwarf sun.


  “Captain,” said Commander Jason Thetana, her first officer. “Shall we resume attack?”


  She lifted her hand to silence him, her eyes never leaving the main display. 


  “Isaac? Are you—”


  “Where is my brother?”


  So it was him. Isaac Deltana, civilian agent for the Outworld Confederacy and brother of the erstwhile captain of the Merope-7. She’d assumed he was dead.


  “Your brother is in our ship’s cryo chamber, Isaac,” she said, switching to Gaian for the benefit of her men. “We’ve been keeping him under ice ever since Gulchina’s betrayal at Bacca.”


  “Is he alive? Can I see him?”


  “All in due time. First, we need some answers.” Like what the hell you’re doing on Gulchina’s old flagship.


  Her officers seemed ambivalent at best, while Ensign Edenia remained as tense as ever. Mara gave him a sharp look. The last thing she needed right now was a weapons officer with an itchy trigger finger. The Temujin was already venting atmosphere from three separate hull breaches.


  “It’s a long story, Mara. There are only two of us on board: myself and Reva Starchild.”


  Mara frowned. “Reva who?”


  “She’s… It’s complicated.”


  She switched off the comms and turned to Lieutenant Trellian. “Phoebe, have Pallas and his commandos thawed from cryo yet?”


  “Yes, Captain. They’re awaiting your orders.”


  “Have them meet me in bay three. I’m going to board with them. Commander, you have the bridge.”


  Jason nodded grimly. His black goatee was starting to look a little ragged, though his beard was as sharp and trim as ever. He’d lost weight since his promotion, and not in a good way. Like her, he’d been hit hard by Mathusael’s death at the battle of Vulcana. Those were difficult shoes to fill.


  “Isaac Deltana,” she said, toggling the comms. “This is Commodore Soladze. Do you copy?”


  “I copy, Mara.”


  “I’m coming on board your ship with a squad of commandos. Do you have an open bay to receive us?”


  “Yes, of course. I’ll send you the data right away.”


  “Good. Soladze out.”


  She swung through the awkward gradient where the artificial gravity field of the bridge met that of the rest of the ship. The other decks were stacked on top of each other like a tower, to make efficient use of the ship’s acceleration. Built for speed and maneuverability, the Merope-7 was one of the newest frigates in the Confederate fleet. Since her promotion to Aaron Deltana’s second-in-command, the starship had grown on her. The efficient use of space now seemed more cozy than constrictive, while the bright floors and bulkheads no longer seemed quite as unlived-in. When the rest of the crew was on furlough, she often preferred to stay on board.


  It’s just as well, she thought silently as the elevator took her to the outrider shuttle bays. The Merope-7 was the closest thing to a home that she had left.


  Sergeant Pallas and his four commandos were waiting for her on the deck when she arrived. Their power armor gleamed black in the bluish-white ship lights, boots extending halfway up their calves. Their ablative chestplates were thick enough to take a plasma shot or two and keep going. They carried a mix of projectile and plasma guns, each member of the team carefully trained for the weapons they carried. Stenciled on each of their shoulders was the unofficial insignia of their unit: a red skull with cybernetic eye implants, on top of crossed rifles. They were wholly covered in armor, except for their faces, and that only because their visors weren’t yet down. They eyed her coolly as she retrieved a submachine gun from the weapons closet and casually racked the slide.


  The airlock door slid open, and without a word they boarded the outrider shuttle, strapping into the cabin’s facing collapsible wall-chairs. Pallas took the pilot’s chair in the cockpit at the front. She stood behind him, gripping one of the handrails in the doorway.


  “Captain,” he acknowledged.


  “Once we’ve taken the bridge, I want you to make a thorough sweep of the ship while I interrogate Isaac. Report back when you’re done.”


  “Understood.”


  He pulled on the lever to release the docking clamps, and the outrider shuttle separated from the Merope-7. The on-board gravitics were good enough that the outrider’s sudden acceleration didn’t knock her off her feet. She kept her eye on the cockpit window as the disabled Temujin came into view.


  They arrived and docked without incident. The commandos set their visors down and began their work to secure the ship. Mara followed at a distance as they cleared first the airlock, then the shuttle bay deck, then the main hallway that led into the heart of the ship. 


  The Temujin was eerily silent, the lights noticeably dimmer, and the floors and bulkheads were stained with grime. The air, too, tasted stale, as if something were growing in the filters. Several blast doors had been sealed to keep the hull breaches from venting the entire ship. Mara half-expected to find bodies, but there were none.


  “Clear,” said Pallas, lifting his visor. His commandos had spread out along the hall, their weapons trained forward. As Pallas and Mara passed them, they fell in behind her, covering the rear.


  Still no sign of anyone.


  When they reached the bridge door, Mara toggled the intercom from the access panel.


  “Isaac, this is Mara. Kneel in the center of the floor with your hands behind your head. Do you understand?”


  “I understand,” she heard over the intercom.


  She glanced at Pallas and nodded, stepping aside. The door opened, and the men moved swiftly and silently to clear the bridge. When five seconds passed without any gunshots, Mara let out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.


  “Clear.”


  She toggled the safety on her weapon and stepped inside. The bridge was significantly larger than the one on her own ship, with the captain’s chair in the center and officers’ stations ringing the edges of the circular room. Isaac knelt just in front of the command chair, holding his hands obediently over his head. The displays and instrument panels still flashed with alarms, though thankfully most of them had been silenced. Outside the magnificent forward window, she could just barely make out the Merope-7’s twin engine nacelles.


  “Thank you, Pallas. I’ll take it from here.”


  Pallas nodded and led his men out through the door to complete their sweep of the ship. When the door closed, Isaac rose to his feet.


  “Mara? Is that really you?”


  “Easy,” she said, brandishing her SMG. “Before we get friendly, I need to know what the hell you’re doing here.”


  “Yes, of course. We commandeered the Temujin a few weeks ago, and—”


  “We?”


  He swallowed. “Yes. There’s one other person on this ship who isn’t frozen in cryo. Her name is Reva, and she wishes to surrender just like me.”


  Mara tapped her earpiece. “Pallas, did you catch that?”


  “Negative, Captain.”


  “One other target, non-hostile. Take her into custody, and bring her to the bridge.”


  “Acknowledged.”


  “She’s currently three decks above the reactor room,” Isaac offered. “You’ll find her trapped behind the first blast door.”


  Mara raised an eyebrow. “That’s oddly specific.”


  “It’s… a long story.”


  She motioned to the command chair with her gun. “Have a seat, Isaac. I’m listening.”


  “Just—can you make sure they don’t hurt her?”


  “If she cooperates, I’m sure she’ll be just fine.”


  Her answer didn’t satisfy him, but he did sit down. She walked around in front of him and set her gun on the nearest control panel.


  “I suppose I should begin at the battle of Colkhia. You’re familiar with my mission?”


  “Yes. You were to infiltrate the system posing as a civilian and set the jump beacon for our attack.”


  “Exactly. Well, my mission was a failure, as you probably already know. The jump beacon broke down, and I couldn’t fix it in time to keep the battle from ending in disaster. But I managed to pick up an escaped Imperial prisoner before I fled through the Shiloh Rift.”


  “Reva.”


  He nodded. “Aaron and I found her in the Far Outworlds, on a trade run that ended rather badly. Everyone on her home colony was dead—she only survived because they put her in a cryotank. We hauled her out, but the Imperials confiscated her.”


  “Your brother mentioned something about that, now that I recall. When we took the Starfire at Colkhia, he damn near got us both killed looking for her.”


  Isaac perked up at once. “My brother? You said he’s here?”


  Mara sighed. “You want the good news first or the bad news?”


  Instantly, his excitement turned to dread.


  “How bad is it?”


  “His brain is fried. He overdosed on a neural stimulator program trying to learn standard Gaian. He’s not quite a vegetable yet, but he’s damn close.”


  Isaac took the news about as well as Mara had expected. He buried his face in his hands and rubbed his eyes.


  “Stars of Earth. And the good news is that he’s still alive?”


  “More than that, thankfully. We got him into cryostasis quickly, so his condition isn’t getting any worse. Moreover, we have on board the Merope-7.”


  He looked up and frowned. “Really?”


  “Yes,” said Mara. “So if you want to see him—”


  Her earpiece chimed. She picked up her gun and touched two fingers to her earpiece. It was Pallas.


  “We have the second prisoner, Captain.”


  “Good. Bring her to the bridge.”


  “Acknowledged. Though, Captain…”


  “Yes, Sergeant?”


  The line went silent for a moment. Isaac watched her, his face expressionless.


  “Be advised, Captain, that the woman is naked.”


  Mara frowned. “What difference does that make?”


  “None at all, Captain. We’ll bring her to you at once.”


  “Thank you, Sergeant. Good work.”


  She let go of the earpiece but kept her grip on her gun. “What the hell is a naked woman doing on this ship?”


  “She’s from a culture that doesn’t believe in wearing clothes. It’s like a religious duty to them.”


  “A religious duty?”


  “Like I said, it’s a long story.”


  “And like I told you, Isaac: I’m listening.”


  He sighed. “Reva and I were captured by Gulchina’s Marauders in the Shiloh Rift. They took us to a system beyond the Far Outworlds, which Gulchina named Star’s End. Gulchina was grooming Reva to be her successor, but all of that fell apart and we had to escape planetside. There, we made contact with an alien hive mind, which melded our minds together into a collective consciousness. When Gulchina’s men came to capture us, we assimilated them, infiltrated the Temujin, took over the ship, and froze all the others in cryo. Then we made our way back to inhabited space, ending up here at Edenia.”


  Mara blinked. “The hell?”


  “I told you it was a long story.”


  She shook her head. “And here I thought you’d gone AWOL to run off with this Reva chick.”


  “I, um, kind of did that, too.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yes. Reva and I are married. She’s pregnant with my child.”


  “Who the hell married you two?”


  “She did. She’s the, um, de facto captain of the Temujin now.”


  Mara rose and began to pace. “Stars and dust, Isaac. This war is far from over. We won at Colkhia, but the Imperials reverse-engineered our jump beacon and used the technology to strike back. They got as far as Troya and slagged New Constantine before we stopped them.”


  The door hissed open, and Reva walked in, flanked on the right by Corporal Atreus. Mara stopped and turned to assess the woman. Brown skin, black hair, about 5’2”—a little shorter than Mara herself. Reva’s skin was so covered in henna tattoos that from a distance, she didn’t look naked at all. Then she stepped closer, and Mara noticed just how voluptuous she was. No wonder Pallas had thought it necessary to mention that she was naked.


  “Commodore Soladze,” said Reva, nodding deferentially. Something about her seemed off.


  Mara frowned. “How do you know my name?”


  “Isaac already told you. Our minds are melded. I see what he sees and hear what he hears.”


  “So you’re a telepath, then?”


  “You could say that, yes.”


  Mara suddenly realized what seemed off about Reva. Though she was naked—and flanked by a burly commando who was clearly capable of overpowering her—she seemed totally calm and unconcerned. It was as if she knew something that Mara didn’t. 


  When Gulchina’s men came to capture us, we assimilated them, infiltrated the Temujin, took over the ship, and froze all the others in cryo.


  Mara narrowed her eyes, fixating them on Reva. “Thank you, Corporal Atreus,” she said without looking away. “I’ll take it from here. You may resume your sweep of the ship.” Her finger slipped to the trigger of her SMG, and she toggled the safety with her thumb.


  “Captain,” said Atreus. He saluted sharply and left without a word.


  Mara very quietly let out her breath. The grip on her SMG was slick with sweat.


  “We mean you no harm,” Reva said softly.


  “I should hope so.”


  “You don’t know how good it is to see you again,” said Isaac. He rose to his feet and put an arm around Reva’s waist.


  “Indeed,” said Mara.


  “Is something wrong?”


  “Not at all. Would you like to see your brother?”


  He nodded immediately, the yearning evident in his eyes. 


  “Yes. I would like that very much.”


   


  * * * * *


   


  The difference between the Temujin and the Merope-7 was as great as night and day. Fresh, clean air; well-lit decks and hallways; clean floors and new equipment—after living on the Temujin for so long, getting off was like climbing out of a prison.


  That’s not entirely true. The Temujin is a lot more spacious than this ship.


  Isaac squeezed Reva’s hand as they followed Mara into the elevator. Technically, she was right, but she hadn’t been Gulchina’s prisoner the way he had. Her life had not been threatened almost every waking dayshift. Needless to say, leaving the Temujin made Isaac feel more alive than he had in months.


  None of them spoke as the elevator began its descent, but Isaac and Reva continued their conversation telepathically.


  Thank you for putting on clothes.


  Of course. If the blast doors hadn’t trapped me, I would have done so before we were boarded.


  He thought back to the attack, which had very nearly killed them both. Everything had changed in an instant, and then changed again with the revelation that Mara was the commander. His heart pounded—in a few moments, when he finally saw his brother, he had a feeling that everything would change once again.


  Do you think that the Temujin is salvageable?


  It’s doubtful. Though the cryotanks seem to be holding all right, thank the stars.


  Reva’s mind was not the only one linked to his. Light-years away, in a Far Outworld colony that had been contacted only once in the past two decades, Tomas and his wives followed their progress with interest. There were others, too, scattered across the stars: a handful of men that Reva had managed to rehabilitate. Unlike them, the men frozen in the bowels of the Temujin were still pirates, thieves, and murderers—men of blood and depravity. But they were men. Reva didn’t want to lose a single one of them, and she had worked tirelessly to reach into their inner minds and heal them. It was a project that Isaac now suspected would outlast the Temujin.


  Can Mara be trusted?


  Yes, Isaac answered automatically, though he wasn’t entirely sure. A long time ago, before the famine at Megiddo Station had forced them to become refugees, Mara had been friends with his sister. But the hard-edged, no-nonsense woman who now commanded the Merope-7 bore little resemblance to that girl.


  The elevator stopped, and the door opened onto a cargo hold. Where every other deck on the ship was well and brilliantly lit, the lights here were instead a dim green. Crates of various sizes lined the walls, strapped in tightly, and handholds were interspersed along the floors and ceiling. As a former star wanderer, Isaac couldn’t help but admire how efficiently everything was packed. Even the automated hand-jack, with a magnetic track and special attachments designed for use in zero-gee, fit snuggly into its place along the wall.


  Mara activated the hand-jack and set it to retrieve an object on the far side of the hold. It soon disappeared amidst the cargo, beeping periodically to alert them where it was. The only other sound was the ever-present hum through the ventilation shafts in the bulkheads.


  “If Isaac’s brother is frozen, why don’t you keep him in the cryo chamber?” Reva asked.


  “Not enough space,” said Mara. “We need that deck for the commandos.”


  “The commandos?”


  “The men who boarded your ship. We keep them frozen until we need them.”


  Reva shuddered. She knew all too well what it meant to go under the ice.


  The jack returned, carrying a large cylindrical canister the size and shape of a coffin. Isaac’s breath caught in his throat at the sight of it. The design was much newer than the tanks in the Temujin, with the entire upward face of the tank made from reinforced glass. The naked young man frozen inside was very clearly his brother.


  “Aaron,” he said, putting a hand on the glass. The jack stopped and set the tank on the floor, waiting for further orders. Isaac barely noticed it.


  His brother’s face bore a grimace of pain and fear that made Isaac’s eyes burn. He had never seen Aaron like this. What torture had he undergone before going under the ice? It didn’t seem right.


  It’s okay, Reva consoled him telepathically as she gently rubbed his shoulder. He’s not in pain.


  Isaac rose and turned to Mara. “What did you do to him?”


  “The question you should be asking is what he did to himself.”


  He frowned and took a step forward, but her hand gravitated to the energy pistol on her belt and his better judgment kicked in. Deflated, he sighed and rubbed his forehead.


  “Stars of Earth. None of this was ever supposed to happen.”


  “Wars have a way of doing that, Isaac.”


  “Yeah. So what do we do now?”


  “If I
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