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      Trouble walked into the bar and Hawk took notice.

      Patrons threw irritated glances toward the door as unwanted light streamed into the murky tavern and a breeze stirred the alcohol-tinged air. Protests in several languages demanded a return to darkness. As soon as the door closed, and shadow reclaimed the room, the dissent settled. Hands, tentacles, and pseudopods continued lifting glasses.

      No one else paid attention to the man who entered. Hawk, seated at a side table, saw the warning signs. Tense shoulders, clenching hands, darting eyes; all symptoms of a person on the edge of doing something stupid, dangerous, or both.

      Hawk scanned the room. His gaze wandered over a multitude of species. He saw one other person observing the twitching newcomer: a slender human female with olive skin and black hair. Her eyes reflected a light of pure gold, marred only by the thin black dots of her pupils. She wore a deep blue executive unisuit and an expression of dread as she stared across the room. A corp-rat of some sort, she appeared completely out of place in a dive like the Ripspace Grotto.

      Guess she’s slumming, Hawk thought as he poured a shot of Trill’s Gutter Run—his fifth in the past half-hour—and slammed it down his throat. He knew he shouldn’t be drinking so much, but that didn’t stop him. It hadn’t stopped him in five years, ever since…

      He squashed the thought. He didn’t mind getting tipsy on self-pity, but he refused to wallow in it.

      To distract himself, Hawk returned his attention to Twitch. He had begun stalking through the bar, head jerking back and forth as he searched the gloom, most likely seeking the corp-rat.

      I won’t get involved, Hawk told himself as he poured another shot. I’m here to meet a contact about a job, and that’s it. I won’t get involved. He suddenly wished he had brought along Wolf or Ashron for back-up, but the client had requested discretion. Wolf, a Uraxian who stood two-and-a-quarter meters tall and had muscles stacked on top of sinews, didn’t fit the bill. Ashron, a lizard-like Lorothian, would have blended well with the Grotto’s clientele.

      Golden Eyes slid through the crowd, trying to keep bodies between herself and Twitch. Her movement had the opposite effect. Like a laser, the man’s eyes honed in. He carved a direct path toward her, heedless of who or what he shoved aside.

      The commotion caught the woman’s attention. She froze as the man bore down on her.

      Hawk studied him: just shy of two meters, a solid hundred and twenty kilos, sallow skin, and no hair. A little taller than me, maybe twenty kilos heavier, Hawk observed. It would be an ugly fight, so it’s a good thing I’m not going to get involved.

      He downed the shot and licked his lips to catch stray drops. His thick mustache prickled his tongue.

      The man’s twitching had ceased after he spotted his quarry, but his fists and jaw remained clenched. He stopped in front of the woman and glowered down at her. She stared back, terror on her face. Neither moved as the patrons, unaware or choosing to ignore the situation, carried on around them.

      I won’t get involved, Hawk reminded himself as he reached up, pulled his coffee-colored hair off his shoulders, and stuffed it into his shirt collar.

      “Let’s go, Anne,” the man rumbled.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you, you bastard,” the woman said, her defiant words betrayed by a trembling voice.

      “Don’t make this difficult. Mr. Daratar said to bring you back, and that’s what I’m going to do. Legs whole or broken, he doesn’t really care.”

      Anne looked around, the panic of a trapped animal rolling off her.

      Adrenaline surged through Hawk. He grabbed the bottle of Trill’s by the neck and lowered it to his side. I won’t get involved…but I can take him if I have to.

      The man continued in a near whisper Hawk barely heard. “No one in this hole gives a damn about a little corporate tramp, so just follow me nice or things will get ugly.”

      Her golden eyes fell on Hawk, a plea for help burning into him.

      Hawk sighed. I guess I’m going to get involved.

      He covered the distance in two steps and stood beside the terrified woman. “Anne?”

      “Yes?”

      “It is you!” Hawk said in a boisterous voice. He grabbed her in a hug. “How in the galaxy have you been?”

      “Just fine,” she said, hesitating before returning the hug.

      “You’re interrupting,” Twitch said.

      Hawk let go of Anne and turned to face the man. “Oh, I’m sorry.” He shifted the bottle to his left hand and held out his right. “Sean Grey. Anne and I are old friends.”

      Twitch didn’t offer his hand. “I don’t believe you. I think you’re some punk with Good Samaritan Fever, a disease which has been known to inflict great pain.”

      Hawk lowered his hand and transferred the bottle. “I’m forty-two, much too old to be a punk. You did get the Good Samaritan part right, and I have to admit that’s an apt description.” Hawk smiled. “‘A disease which has been known to cause great pain.’ I would never have expected a low-credit goon like you to come up with something that good. Used it before?”

      Anger flashed across the man’s face. “I don’t have time to stomp your ass right now. We have to go.” He reached out to grab Anne. Hawk intercepted him, seizing his wrist. Twitch stared at Hawk, eyes wide with shock, as if he couldn’t believe someone would have the audacity to touch him. “Oh, buddy, you just⁠—”

      Hawk didn’t let him get any further. His hand came up and the bottle smashed atop Twitch’s skull. It shattered, glass and brown liquid sliding across the man’s bald head. The immediate area filled with acrid fumes. Blood formed where the glass cut Twitch’s hairless skull. Hawk pushed Anne behind him, waiting for the man to fall.

      Twitch grinned as he shook his head, flinging liquor and blood through the air.

      Uh oh, Hawk thought.

      Hawk blocked the first punch, a bruising jolt echoing through his forearm. The second swing aimed for his head and he ducked, hearing the whoosh of the meaty fist as it flew by. Twitch had power, but no training. He was a brawler, used to winning by strength, toughness and his intimidating size. Hawk had to act fast. If one of the big man’s punches landed, it would be all over. His thoughts zeroed in on his target; he barely heard the rumble of the crowd placing bets.

      He stepped in and delivered a jab to Twitch’s stomach, followed by a power punch to the kidney. Twitch stumbled back. Hawk pressed the advantage. Three rapid hits to the abdomen preceded a knee to the groin. As Twitch doubled over, Hawk stepped back and delivered an elbow to the back of the big man’s skull, followed by a leg sweep. Twitch crashed to the alcohol-stained floor. His head made a loud thud as it hit the wood.  Hawk moved in for some follow-up work, but Twitch remained motionless.

      “Now, why couldn’t you have done that when I hit you with the bottle?” Hawk said as he rubbed his bruised left forearm with his throbbing right hand. He heard groans of disappointment and saw credit chips changing hands. “What were the odds?” he asked the nearest patron, a short female alien with more hair than skin.

      “Three to two against,” she chittered gratefully, holding up a stack of plastic.

      Hawk nodded and turned to look at Anne. “Tell me I saved you from a fate worse than death.”

      “Not quite,” she said. “However, you did save me from a lot of trouble.”

      Hawk studied the woman. Everything about her spoke of class, from her form-fitting clothing to her upright posture. She practically swam in corporation, so why was she here? He found himself intrigued; he also sensed a job opportunity. “Would you like to have dinner with me?”

      Anne’s eyebrows rose. “You don’t waste any time, do you?”

      “It’s not every day I get to save a damsel in distress.”

      Anne glanced at the prone assailant. “Really? Seems to me like you might have done that a time or two.”

      Hawk shrugged. “My line of work occasionally requires it.”

      Her golden eyes flashed with interest. “Tell me which pit your ship is in, and I’ll pick you up in an hour.”

      “How do you know I have a ship?”

      It was Anne’s turn to shrug. “We’re in a spaceport tavern, you handle yourself like ex-military, and you talk about a job where you have to fight. It seemed a reasonable assumption.”

      Hawk smiled. “Beautiful and smart. My ship is in pit 39. Will an hour be enough time for you?”

      “Plenty,” Anne said. “I just wanted to give you time.” She held out her petite hand. “Anne Siliar, Damsel in Distress.”

      Hawk shook her hand. “Sean Grey, Knight Errant.”

      “I’ll see you in an hour, Sir Knight.”

      Hawk looked at Twitch, who groaned and shifted, coming out of unconsciousness. “Will you be safe until then?” he asked Anne.

      Anne nodded. “I can disappear for an hour.”

      “I’d better escort you out of here. I need to get to my ship and get properly dressed since we’re going to Fitzcarlo’s.”

      “Fitzcarlo’s? Very nice. Escort away.”

      Hawk sidled through the bar, gently pushing aside patrons to make space for the lady, who followed close behind. Squinting his eyes in preparation, he pushed open the door and stepped into the harsh glare of Pa’tris Prime’s large sun settling to the horizon. The roar of approaching and departing spacecraft filled the air from the port two miles away. His multivis contacts adjusted to the glare, shielding his eyes. Anne closed her eyes tight and placed her hand against her temple.

      “Are you okay?” Hawk asked.

      “Yes,” Anne said, eyes still closed. She reached into her purse and pulled out an oversized pair of dark glasses. She opened her eyes as she put them on. Before they disappeared beneath the tinted glass, Hawk saw that her pupils had almost disappeared into her golden irises.

      “I forgot it was so bright today,” she said. “I’m not used to being outside so much. There’s my car.” She pointed to a gleaming Lexsun Hovsport that felt as out of place on the grime-coated streets as she did. “One hour.”

      “One hour,” Hawk agreed, watching her as she slipped into the car and drove off; the sound of starcraft drowned out the engine’s soft hum.

      Hawk decided against returning to the Grotto to leave a message for Basikel. The contact was already an hour late, so he wouldn’t be showing. Twitch might be revived by now, in a lousy mood and spoiling for a rematch. Hawk had no interest in a second brawl.

      He walked to his vehicle; a silver, seven-passenger van, and slipped behind the wheel. He paused to make sure he felt okay to drive. Five years ago, six shots of Trill’s would have put him on his ass; now he barely felt the effects. It still helped to block the pain, so he would continue to drink it. When it stopped working, he had no idea what he would do.

      He started up the machine and pulled into the flow of traffic, mostly freight trucks and cabs bringing ships’ crews to the hive of bars and brothels surrounding the port.

      As he drove, Hawk pondered what had just happened. With the rush of chivalric adrenaline worn off, leaving a vague lassitude, the whole encounter struck him as wrong. Why, out of all the bruisers in the Grotto, would her eyes settle on him as a potential savior? For that matter, what had made her consider the Grotto as a sanctuary? The Port District was a long way from the Pa’trais City Center, with its corporate spires and business megaplexes. There were far safer places for a corp-rat to run if she was getting unwanted attention. She could have found people in the hierarchy with more power and better connections than anybody she would spot in a portside dive. Anne had come to that specific tavern, with the express intent of finding him.

      Now you’re just being paranoid, Hawk thought. But he had learned long ago—in an all too brutal way—the price of not being paranoid enough.

      Still, coming to the Grotto solely to find him seemed a stretch. She may have come there seeking aid because no one in her corporation would help her. She had settled on Hawk because he had been the only one brave or stupid enough to make eye contact.

      Guess I’ll find out soon enough, he thought as he reached the outer perimeter of the port and guided the van onto the down ramp that led to the ship pits.

      He drove another kilometer through the two-lane concrete tunnel until he reached his pit, number thirty-nine. The doorway stood open, so he pulled in and stopped.

      “I’m back, Ship,” Hawk said.

      “I see you,” the contralto voice answered through the van’s speakers.

      Hawk didn’t move for a moment, taking time, as he always did, to admire the dark blue shimmer of the craft’s crystallized hull. A seven-pointed star, wreathed in flames of red and orange, covered the thirty-five-meter height of the rear port side, while white letters proclaimed her The Flaming Star to the universe.

      At one-hundred and ninety meters and twelve-thousand tons, she wasn’t the biggest ship on the block, but her twin flex-mounted front lasers and turret-mounted side lasers gave her teeth. Her two missile launchers and the turreted light plasma cannon gave her punch too, but she wasn’t the toughest fighter in the cage. She boasted average speed, standard armor, and an adequate rip engine for FTL travel. There was nothing terribly special about her. Except she belonged to him and he belonged to her, a bond forged in blood and sacrifice. Hawk felt a twinge of the old pain as the liquor’s medicine wore away.

      He shook off his mood and dragged himself back to the light. He had forty-five minutes to get ready for a date with a mystery woman; he knew his other lady would forgive him for being rushed. He drove the van onto the cargo lift, wincing as the wheels jolted over the metal divots that would hold the machine in place.

      “Take me up, Ship,” he said. Her name might be The Flaming Star to the rest of the galaxy, but everyone on board just called her Ship.

      “Welcome back, Captain,” Ship said as the hoist activated with a rumble of gears and hiss of hydraulics.

      “Glad to be back,” he said, his spirits rising as the lift drew him closer to Ship’s interior. He enjoyed the multitude of planets his work with Force 13 allowed him to visit, but Ship had been home for twelve years. He always felt most comfortable aboard her. “Any messages?” he asked as the lift clanked into its up position with a final hiss and the hull slid closed.

      “Your stockbroker sent a relay,” Ship answered. “Universal Data closed up thirty-five points. She wants to know how much to sell.”

      Hawk opened the door and slid out of the van. “Which Universal Data?”

      “The Kalosian Conglomerate. The Terran Fed portfolio is taking a painful dive.”

      “How much Kalosian do I have?”

      “Eight thousand.”

      “What do you think?” Hawk asked as he walked past Little Star, the ship’s shuttle, and headed for the elevator that would take him two decks up to the living quarters.

      “The two analysis computers disagree. One predicts an extreme dip and the other looks for a sharp increase and a possible split. I think you should sell half and see what happens.”

      “Tell her to sell half and hold the rest to see what happens.”

      “I love your decisiveness.”

      Smiling, Hawk reached the elevator. He jumped back when he found Ashron, Ship’s weapons master, standing there with the door open.  His eyes, colorless except for a jet-black vertical slit, appraised Hawk as his elongated jaw spread into a grin, revealing two rows of sharp mushroom-colored teeth. “So, what’s the job?”

      “There is no job.” Hawk shoved Ashron’s large, scaled tail aside with a foot and stepped into the elevator. “The contact never showed.”

      “Never showed? You’ve been gone for almost two hours.”

      “I wanted to give him time in case he got delayed.”

      As the door closed and the elevator began its ascent, Ashron’s round nostrils flared and his forked tongue flickered from his mouth. Hawk suppressed a shudder. Despite knowing the Lorothian for almost five years, Ashron’s reptilian features still gave Hawk an occasional case of the creeps, even though Ashron often reminded the crew his ancestors were lizards, not snakes.

      “You were drinking, weren’t you?” Ashron said.

      “Yeah. That’s not what you smell, though. There was a fight at the bar.” The door opened, and Hawk started down the hall.

      Ashron followed. “A fight? There was a fight and you didn’t invite me?”

      “I didn’t plan for there to be a fight; it just happened.”

      “Nothing ever ‘just happens’ with you. What was it?”

      “There was a woman who needed some help.”

      “A woman? A fight, a woman, and drinking. How come you get to have all the fun?”

      Hawk stopped at the hatch to his quarters and turned to Ashron. He frowned for a moment and then grinned. “Because. I’m the captain. Ship, open please.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain,” Ship piped from the speakers as the cabin hatch slid open.

      “Now go away.” Hawk gave Ashron a shooing gesture. “I have to take a shower and get ready for my dinner date with her.”

      Ashron’s nictitating membranes flicked three times in rapid succession. “Dinner? Oh, you’re killing me.”

      “I might,” Hawk said, slipping into his room. “Bye.”

      Hawk turned as the hatch closed and stripped off his alcohol-soaked clothing. “If he weren’t such a good demolitions expert I would have spaced him a long time ago.”

      “Of course,” Ship said.

      Hawk stepped into the shower. The door slid closed and water sprayed forth, frothing as the soap mixture blended in. He relaxed as the hot liquid washed over him, chasing away alcohol and soreness. “Ship, send a message to Grendarin. Tell him Basikel never showed, so I have no lead on the job. Then see if you can re-establish contact and find out why Basikel stood me up. The only excuse I’ll accept is dead or in prison.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Then make reservations for two at Fitzcarlo’s, seven-thirty.”

      “This must be some girl,” Ship said.

      “Strictly business,” Hawk said. “She was a corp. exec hanging out in at the Grotto. Some goon came after her. There’s got to be a story there that might get us some work. She even hinted as much.”

      “Uh-huh,” Ship said, voice modulation doing an excellent imitation of being unconvinced.

      “Well, it doesn’t hurt that she’s nice-looking, but that’s not the main reason.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Cut it out. Speaking of goons, see if you can find any information on a Mr. Daratar, no first name. I assume he’s local. See if there’s anything on Anne Siliar, too.”

      “Will do.”

      “Shower off. Dry.” The water flow ceased; a soft hum filled the stall as water repellers clicked on. The water leaped off Hawk’s body, creating a fine mist. Collectors whirred, sucking the water into the wall. In seconds, Hawk’s body and the stall were bone dry.

      “I have information on Mr. Barto Daratar. He’s one of the vice-presidents of Positron Medical and manager of the local office. Anne Siliar is his assistant.”

      Hawk frowned as he began to dress. “Interesting. She struck me as more the executive type.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Hawk shrugged. “Don’t know. Something about her manner. She seemed like the type who would have assistants, not be one. She certainly didn’t drive an assistant’s car. Anyway, it seems Mr. Daratar may want her to assist in things that weren’t in her job description.”

      “I guess you’ll know soon enough. She’s here.”

      “What? She’s early. Have Trey stall her while I get ready.”

      “Aye, Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      Anne studied the ship’s sleek lines as she walked up the stairs, set at a steep angle to reach the vessel’s entry hatch ten meters above the steelcrete floor. Glowing an iridescent cerulean under the pit’s wall lights, the ship looked like a strange flying wedge, the bottom portion twice as the length of the upper decks. The hull’s atmospheric streamlining gave it an elegant, swept-back flair. Anne could see why some people appreciated such machines. She reached into her purse as she arrived at the entry hatch. A female voice spoke to her from a speaker set in the hull. “Welcome to the Flaming Star. Someone will be with you shortly.”

      Anne nodded, searching for the video hole that allowed the people inside to see her. She didn’t find it before the hatch hissed opened. A boy, eleven or twelve she guessed, stood in the hatchway, pushing a hank of long brown hair away from his thin, pale face. When he saw her, his hazel eyes grew wide, and red crept into his cheeks.

      “H..hi,” he stammered. “Are you Ms. Siliar?”

      “Call me Anne, cutie,” she said, putting honey into her voice. His blush grew deeper. Anne smiled. Whatever his age, he was old enough to appreciate seductively attired women. She had dressed in a tight red outfit belted at the waist and cut low in the front, revealing ample olive skin. Her black hair she draped around her shoulders, using it to accent her round face and gold eyes.

      “I’m Trey, Ship’s cabin boy.” He stared at the floor and kicked it with one foot while his hands nervously picked at the front of his cream-colored shirt. “The captain isn’t quite ready yet. Please come in.”

      “Thank you, Trey,” Anne said as she stepped inside, still smiling. If her appearance affected Sean half as much as it seemed to be affecting Trey, her plans for tonight would go well.

      “Please follow me.” Trey still wouldn’t meet her eyes. They walked about thirty meters down the corridor, its blue coloring a few shades lighter than the hull, and stepped into an elevator.

      As the door closed, Trey finally looked at her again. He frowned for a moment and then his face brightened. “You have very pretty eyes.”

      She stared deep into the boy’s glittering blue-green eyes and turned on all her charm. “Thank you. So do you.”

      She thought he might drop dead of embarrassment right there. He returned to staring at the floor, saying nothing else until they had left the elevator, walked another twenty meters, and stopped at an oval metal hatch.

      As the hatch opened, Trey, still not meeting her eyes, said, “This is the wardroom, which is the place where everybody gathers when we’re not doing much of anything else.” Trey stepped inside. Anne followed him. She saw four other people and immediately stopped.

      “This is the rest of the crew,” Trey said.

      A one-and-a-half-meter tall lizard leaped up from his chair. Anne first thought he was naked, then realized his green vest and pants almost blended in with his emerald scales. He held out a taloned hand as his long jaw split into a terrifying, tooth-filled grin. “I’m Ashron, weapons master.”

      “Anne,” she said, tentatively offering her own petite hand.

      “Ashron, you’re scaring our guest,” a woman said as she walked across the room. She stood a little taller than the lizard. Even though her loose-fitting grey jumpsuit hid her body, her movement told Anne the fabric concealed a lithe figure. She had exceptional features, with bronze skin and short chestnut hair.

      “He didn’t scare me.” Anne stared into the other woman’s eyes, the color of wet sand. “It’s just that a Lorothian’s natural exuberance can be startling.”

      “Especially Ashron, who has the energy of three Lorothians. I’m Laura Benzing, ship’s doctor and co-captain.”

      Anne coolly shook the proffered hand.

      “That’s Gerard and Wolf.” Trey pointed at the other two crew members. “Wolf’s the engineer and Gerard’s…well, Gerard does a lot of things.”

      Anne studied the two men, who couldn’t have been more different. Wolf caught her attention first by virtue of size. He sat in a huge chair obviously designed specifically for his bulk. She guessed him at just shy of two-and-a-half meters tall, almost one-and-a-half wide, and massing at least two-hundred and a quarter kilos. His skin resembled gray leather and overflowed with muscles. Even his face appeared oversized, with a thick, square jaw and angular cheeks. Dense black hair covered his head. Strangest of all were his sparkling blue eyes, entirely inappropriate for his cement face.

      On the other end, Gerard’s pale skin appeared almost translucent, which enhanced his bright green eyes. Thin hair, also white, stuck out in unkempt tufts from beneath a tattered blue, billed cap. He wore a brown jumpsuit that seemed overlarge on his lanky, frail-looking body.

      His most notable feature was his right arm, a cybernetic appendage like none she had ever seen. Twenty-four-carat gold, she guessed. It cast a brilliant shine across Gerard’s face as he moved it, giving a yellow glow to his ivory skin. Thin, purple-colored wires ran embedded over the entire arm in an intricate knot-work design. They diverged into seven separate filaments at the wrist and terminated at one of the seven fingers on the hand. Each finger had a series of intricate violet tracery, and these ended in a circular pattern at the tips.

      She looked at Wolf. “Since you’re Uraxian,” Anne said to the large man, “I assume Wolf is not your real name.”

      Wolf nodded. “It is Wofanienlapabeko.”

      Ashron smiled at her again. “Hawk has a standing thousand unit offer to anyone other than Wolf who can pronounce it.”

      “I don’t think I’ll try.” Her attention went to Gerard. “And you’re Berolian. Are you a Preternatural Scientist?”

      Gerard winced. “I’ve always hated that name. Not only is it pretentious, it’s also essentially incorrect.”

      “How so?” Anne asked.

      “Because what we study is no more preternatural than astrophysics. It’s just a different set of rules and mathematics.”

      “Rules and mathematics to perform magic?”

      “An acceptable term, though still not quite correct.” Gerard shrugged. “It makes people feel better to label it such.”

      “So, if you don’t like to be called a Preternatural Scientist, what do you prefer?”

      “Gerard.”

      “We just call him a spellburner,” Trey said with a smile.

      Gerard frowned. Anne, sensing this wasn’t the right tact, spoke before Gerard could reprimand Trey.

      “Your arm is exquisite. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Thank you,” Gerard said, smiling.

      “Do you use it in your…magic?”

      “It helps with that, yes.”

      “I didn’t think magic and technology could work together.”

      “They usually can’t.”

      Frustrated by the pale man’s reticence, Anne cast around for something else to say when Sean saved her by speaking up behind her. “I’m sorry you were forced to meet this rag-tag bunch, but you caught me by surprise.”

      “That’s quite all right.” Anne turned to find a groomed and finely dressed Sean, his mustache trimmed and his long hair pulled back and hidden beneath the collar of his stylish blue suit. “They’ve been very nice and I’ve learned a lot. You look great.”

      “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever seen him in a suit,” Ashron said.

      “Suits aren’t exactly my style,” Sean admitted. “Tonight, I’ll make an exception. Are you ready to go?”

      “I haven’t met the rest of your command staff.”

      “Command staff? You’ve met my entire crew.”

      “Five people for a Light Support Cruiser?” Anne said. “You’re joking.”

      “We hire extra crew for refit and on-shore duties, but the ship is easily run with five people,” Hawk said.

      “Believe me,” a female voice piped from nearby speakers. “Five is more than enough for me to worry about.”

      “Who is that?”

      Anne caught momentary discomfort in Sean’s eyes before he could hide it. “That’s the ship. Well, the ship’s computer. The previous owner programmed it for sarcasm. Sometimes I think they did too good a job.”

      “I’ll remember that next time you want me to go into emergency overdrive,” Ship told him.

      “See what I mean?”

      “Amazing what they can do these days,” Anne smiled. She hadn’t wasted her trip here.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce me?” Ship asked.

      Sean sighed. “Ship, this is Anne. Anne, this is Ship.”

      “Ship? Is that her official name?”

      “Well, no. The Starship Registry wouldn’t allow me to register with that, so her registered designation is The Flaming Star.

      “I’m pleased to meet you, Ship,” Anne said to the air.

      “Pleased to meet you. Make sure you keep Hawk in line.”

      “Hawk?”

      “Nickname. We have a Hawk, a Wolf, and a snake.”  He pointed at Ashron with a grin. “Get some cages and we’d have a zoo.”

      “I’m a distant cousin of lizards, thank you,” Ashron said.

      Anne offered another smile. “Hungry?” she asked Hawk.

      “Ravenous. Shall we? The ground-car is back here in the shuttle bay. Follow me.”

      “Let’s take my car,” Anne said. “It’s right outside, and it’ll be more convenient than yours.”

      Surprise lit Hawk’s face. “Okay.”

      Anne looked at the others. “It was a pleasure meeting all of you. I hope to see you again soon.”

      The others offered their goodbyes and Hawk led the way back through Ship.

      “Is that really all of your crew?” Anne asked as they moved down the cerulean hallway.

      “Yes,” Hawk said. “The ship is extremely self-sufficient.”

      “I’m sure,” Anne murmured.

      As they reached the elevator, Hawk turned back toward the wardroom. “Ashron,” he shouted.

      Green head and snout appeared in the doorway.

      “Record the game for me, will you?”

      Ashron’s tongued flickered from his mouth twice. “You sure?”

      “Positive. I really want to see how it comes out.”

      “Okay,” Ashron disappeared back into the room.

      “Sorry about that,” Hawk said to Anne. As the elevator door opened, he added, “After you, ma’am.”
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      Hawk slid into the Hovsport as Anne took her seat on the driver’s side. The doors shut and a waft of hyacinth perfume drifted to him, momentarily overpowering the car’s scent of newness. The vehicle couldn’t be more than a few weeks old. “Nice car,” Hawk said, watching Anne for her reaction.

      She nodded as she pulled away from Ship and headed for the pit tunnel. “It was a gift from Mr. Daratar.”

      “Your boss?”

      “Among other things,” she answered, slipping into the tunnel and heading for the surface. “How did you know that?”

      Hawk shrugged. “Deduction. You’re obviously corporate, and Twitch at the bar mentioned his name.”

      Anne gave Hawk a confused glance. “Twitch? Oh, you mean Malix. He’s Daratar’s hired thug. A kilo of muscle and a gram of brain. He wouldn’t have hurt me…I don’t think.”

      “You have a higher opinion of his restraint than I do,” Hawk said. “Is that why you showed up at the Grotto? To find someone to end your problems with your boss?”

      Anne left the tunnel and merged into the main road. “Fitzcarlo’s,” she said as she released the wheel. With a soft click, the car accelerated as the navigation computer linked to the road network. The steering wheel receded to the dashboard, giving Anne more leg room. She crossed those legs as she turned to Hawk, and he appreciated the view she offered. “We can talk about why I showed up at the Grotto later. Right now, I want to know more about you.”

      “Me?” Hawk pulled his eyes back up to her face. “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything,” she said with a smile. “I don’t make a habit of going out with men I meet at bars after they pummel someone in front of me. But if I were there looking for assistance, then I would certainly perform due diligence.”

      “Everything would take a long time. Can you narrow it down?”

      “We’ll start with something simple. How did you get Hawk as a nickname?”

      Frowning, Hawk turned away and stared out the windshield. They had left the Port District and now traveled on a bridge over the Middle Sector. The car sped along thirty meters above the houses, apartments, and shops that surrounded the heart of the Pa’trais Corporate Center, with its towering glasstic and pseudochrome buildings. Something simple, she said. But something personal, shared with few people. “You know, as many times as I’ve been to this planet, this is the first time I’ve ever seen both moons full.”

      “It’s a rare occurrence,” Anne agreed.

      Hawk turned away from the window and studied Anne. Her golden eyes reflected the passing highway lights. Her face showed patient curiosity. Hawk shrugged. The pain attached to the story had disappeared years ago, so what did it matter if she knew? His cynical side spoke up. Some sympathy might even help get the job, if there’s a job to get.

      “My father gave me the nickname,” he said. “He said to me, ‘As far as I’m concerned, you might as well be a hawk. They’re extinct, and I wish you were too.’ That was about a year before he lost me to another man in a poker game.”

      “He lost you?”

      “Gave away is probably more accurate. I’m sure he lost the game on purpose.”

      “Why would you keep such a horrible name?”

      “I didn’t for a long time. Then, about fifteen years ago, geneticists on Earth managed to recreate a pair of red-shouldered hawks, and they began to reproduce. My father’s dead and the hawks came back. It seemed appropriate.”

      “Didn’t your mother have any say?”

      “She had already been dead for three years.”

      “How old were you?” Anne asked.

      “Seven when she died, ten when I went to live with Tahorton, the man who won me.”

      “It must have been horrible.”

      “It was the best thing that ever happened to me,” Hawk said. “Tahorton raised me far better than my father would have.”

      Before Anne could speak, the car’s computer interrupted her. “Approaching city surface streets. Grid disengaging in thirty seconds.” She straightened and took a driving position as the wheel extended from the dashboard.

      “Where did you get your ship?” Anne asked as she put her hands on the wheel.

      “Tahorton willed her to me and…another person, to help us start our own business.”

      “What other person?”

      Hawk returned to looking out the window. “His name was Moran.”

      “Was?”

      “Off limits,” Hawk said, his tone clipped.

      “Sorry.”

      Hawk stared out the window, and Anne said nothing more until they reached Fitzcarlo’s a few minutes later.

      Anne’s questions about Moran threatened to throw Hawk into another fit of gloom, but he shook it off, determined to enjoy the evening. As they stepped from the car and it drove away to auto park, Hawk regretted his abrupt manner and offered his arm in a conciliatory gesture. Anne took it, and they walked into the restaurant.

      Fitzcarlo’s was as swanky as Hawk expected. A live maitre d’ dressed in a vibrant blue and white uniform greeted them and guided them through the restaurant, resplendent with dark wood walls and tastefully expensive statues dotting the floor. A six-meter high, three-tiered fountain, sculpted from an ochre-colored stone, occupied the center of the dining room. Water flowed from the top, making a soothing, almost musical sound as it sluiced from bowl to bowl. They walked past it. Hawk saw several small fish darting about the bottom container.

      The maitre d’ sat them in a booth that provided a clear view of the fountain while somehow cutting the water’s noise level to little more than a melodic whisper.

      They studied the menu while a server android, gleaming of silver and blue plating, appeared with a loaf of hot bread and ramekin of fresh butter, and then waited with mechanical patience.

      “After you, Anne,” Hawk said.

      “I’ll have the vern-ka in feyd sauce and a pillara salad,” Anne said.

      “Are the escargot really from Earth?” Hawk asked.

      “Yes, sir. Flown here on the fastest rip engine freighter available to assure maximum freshness.”

      Hawk doubted the truth of the android’s last statement. “Are they breaded?”

      “No, sir, they are sautéed in butter and garlic and served with a light baolin sauce.”

      “We’ll have the escargot as an appetizer, no sauce. I’ll take the fasil steak and a pillara salad.” He looked at Anne. “A bottle of wine?”

      “Certainly.”

      “A bottle of the Kalos Seven Pinar,” Hawk told the android.

      “Excellent, sir,” the server said, taking their menus.

      “I understand this place employs live chefs,” Hawk said as the android wheeled away.

      “I would hope so, considering those prices.”

      Even though he agreed, Hawk waved a hand, dismissing her concerns. “It’s not that bad. I’ve invested well.”

      “So, how does Hawk and his crew make a living?”

      “We’re corporate mercenaries.”

      “Corp Mercs? I knew it had to be something exciting.” Her face lit up. “Of course, I should have made the connection when I saw your ship’s name. So, you’re the captain of the Knights of The Flaming Star.”

      “You’ve heard of us?” Hawk asked, surprised.

      “A friend of mine works for Computronic Gridlinx. She told me about your recovery of their CEO. A great job, from what she said.”

      “Thank you. We try.”

      Their wine arrived, and the conversation paused. When the android waiter had served them and moved away, Anne said, “Have you ever done any work with the Planetary Council?”

      “No,” Hawk lied.

      “That’s a shame. I hear government contracts can be very lucrative.”

      “They can be. So are corporation deals, and they let us do things our way. I’ve heard from others there’s way too much bureaucracy with the Council.”

      It was time to steer the conversation in another direction. More questions about work would lead to ‘I could tell you, but I’d have to kill you’ type answers.

      “Enough about me,” Hawk said. “Tell me about what you do, who Mr. Daratar is, and what we might be able to do to help you.”

      “As you guessed, Mr. Daratar is my boss. I’ve worked for him for about four years. We’ve been having an affair. I told him I wanted to end it. He doesn’t want it to end, and he’s been pressuring me to continue. I decided it was time to put some pressure back on him. A friend of mine told me I could find some muscle at the Grotto. Obviously, Barto had me followed, and that’s why Malix showed up.”

      “That’s it?” Hawk said.

      Anne didn’t speak for a moment, her eyes shifting down to the table. “Well, yes.”

      “I don’t mean to make light of it,” Hawk said, “I just expected there to be more. Exactly how much ‘pressure’ do you want applied?”

      “Just enough to get him to leave me alone and convince him it’s over.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier to find another job?”

      “I’m already checking into that. I still need him to know I’m serious when I say no.”

      The waiter rolled up with the escargot and the pillara salads and laid everything on the table.

      “I think we can help you,” Hawk said, picking up his silverware and taking a deep whiff of the pungent gray pillara leaves. Though they weren’t the most appetizing-looking vegetables, Hawk couldn’t resist their flavor, a mélange of roasted walnut, garlic, and onion. “What’s more, we won’t even charge you.”

      Anne picked up her cutlery. “I thought mercenaries charged for everything.”

      “We’re corporate Mercs,” Hawk said. “You’re not a corporation. I don’t like women being mistreated, especially by people they think they can trust.” Hawk gave a wide grin. “Besides, I can’t see it taking more than a half-hour, so it’s not worth the time it would take to bill you.”

      “You think you can get him to leave me alone that quickly.”

      “I can almost guarantee it. I’ll come by with Wolf tomorrow, and we’ll chat with him. Wolf can be persuasive with few words.”

      “I believe it,” Anne speared her salad with a fork.

      “I would still consider looking for different work, though.” Hawk picked up his wine glass. “Here’s to you, and a life where you get what you desire.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Anne said, raising her glass.
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      With business settled, they finished their meal discussing the non-topics that occupy casual conversation. A few times Anne tried to ask questions about Ship and her crew. Hawk gently steered the discussion into safer areas, claiming he preferred to talk about anything but work. Hawk found the meal pleasant, despite the occasional awkward silence of two people who don’t know each other and his near certainty that Anne wasn’t talking to him so much as probing for information.

      “Would you care for dessert?” the robot asked as it cleared away their plates.

      Anne looked at Hawk. “I know this wonderful ice cream parlor a few streets over. Let’s get dessert there.”

      “Perfect. Dessert, and then perhaps dancing afterward at this little club I know,” Hawk said.

      “You dance?” Anne asked with upraised brows.

      “I do. And I would appreciate your discretion in not mentioning it to my crew.”

      “Sounds fantastic. Your secret is safe with me.”

      “No dessert,” Hawk told the robot.

      “Very good, sir. The check has been handled by your vessel. Thank you for dining at Fitzcarlo’s. Have a wonderful evening.”

      As they stepped out of the restaurant, a brisk wind blew down the street. Dressed in a suit coat, Hawk didn’t really feel the air’s chill bite. When Anne drew up her arms, Hawk wrapped his arm around her, trying to offer some warmth.

      “That was a wonderful dinner.” Anne moved closer. “And good company.”

      “On both sides,” Hawk said.

      Anne pointed down a small side street. “Let’s cut through here. It leads straight to the shop.”

      Here’s the moment of truth, Hawk thought. They stepped onto the side street and left the bright lights of the main way at their backs. While Hawk scanned the alley, he made two sharp clicks with his tongue, the signal for a status report.

      “Game on,” Ashron’s voice spoke in Hawk’s head, courtesy of the receiver implanted against his jawbone Though Hawk couldn’t see them, he knew Ashron had a bird’s eye view of the alley through three impeller drones, watching for signs of anything suspicious.

      Where the alley was at its darkest, Hawk caught surreptitious movement in the shadows ahead.

      “You’ve got three in front and three in back, sticking to the shadows,” Ashron said. “Big guys with really nice particle weapons. Not your standard street thugs. And your girlfriend has a Pin laser in her purse, so don’t put your back to her.”

      What a shame, Hawk thought. “Anne,” he said softly.

      “Hmmmm?” Her gold eyes regarded him.

      “Keep walking and don’t be alarmed; I think we’re about to be attacked.”

      “Really?” She asked, glancing around.

      “Yes,” Hawk told her, trying to keep his gaze in all directions.

      “I’ve got a small Pin laser in my purse if you think it will help.”

      “Thanks for telling me. Do you know how to use it?”

      “I’ve practiced, but I’ve never had to use it for real.”

      “Keep it hidden for now, until I know what we’re up against. I’ve got a plan.” He turned to her and held her close. “You’ll have to play along.”

      He leaned over to kiss her. She returned his embrace with equal enthusiasm. Either she was good at her job, or she wasn’t in on the ambush. He broke off the kiss and spotted a small recess between two buildings. “Follow me,” he said.

      They jogged about five meters into the alley and slipped into an alcove. It gave him ample cover and kept Anne close. As he kept a watchful eye on the narrow lane, he pulled out a snub nose automatic and a double-edged knife. “Now they have to come to us,” he said, holding the gun hidden in shadow.

      “So, what did the kiss have to do with your plan?” Anne asked, her voice light.

      “Nothing,” Hawk said with a smile. “I just wanted a kiss from a beautiful woman.”

      Anne’s return smile didn’t reach her eyes.

      He put his attention on the alley, watching for the assailants. A pair of red brick, three-story buildings designed in an old architectural style formed the alleyway. Hawk touched the wall; real brick, not a molded plastic façade. Flying debris could be a problem. He spotted low brick holding pens at six-meter intervals, no doubt filled with trash cans. It would do for protection, as long as no one had a grenade and good aim. The windowless buildings decreased the chances of random witnesses. It was a prime spot for an ambush. One he would have chosen himself. Hawk clicked his tongue twice again.

      “They’re getting close,” Ashron said, “walking like they own the place. I can take them out right now. Just give the word”

      “I wonder what they want?” Hawk asked.

      “Who cares?” Ashron returned.

      “Probably our money,” Anne said at the same time as Ashron, unable to hear his response.

      “I think it’s more than that,” Hawk said, answering them both. “I’m sure they’ll let us know.”

      “Fine,” Ashron said. “But don’t yell at me if they shoot first and ask questions later.”

      Six men approached, three from either side. The dim light from the main road silhouetted the ones in front, and darkness hid the ones behind. Hawk couldn’t discern facial features, yet he easily spotted the H&K TL7 particle pistol each man held.

      “Hold steady,” Hawk said in a low voice, meant more for Ashron than Anne.

      “Okay,” Ashron said. “If they gun you down in cold blood, can I have your cabin?”

      The mystery men stopped approximately six meters away. This close, light filtered down from the twin full moons above and revealed the men’s grim faces.

      The largest man stepped forward, gun held in front, his hairless head gleaming under the moonlight.

      “Twitch?” Hawk asked. “Look, that thing back at the bar was nothing personal. I was defending the lady’s honor. Let’s discuss this like rational men.”

      Malix placed his oversized hand against his dark and swollen face. “Are you Sean Grey, also known as Hawk, member of Force 13 and leader of the C5 team known as the Knights of The Flaming Star?”

      “You already know the answer. Who’s asking?”

      The bald man offered a shark’s grin. “One-Eye sends his regards and says he’ll see you in hell.”

      That surprised him. “One-Eye? Who the hell is One-Eye?”

      Before Malix could answer, Hawk heard the whine of a Pin laser powering up behind him. He turned and found Anne aiming the small weapon at his head.

      “I told you not to put your back to her,” Ashron said.

      “I hate it when I’m right,” Hawk said. “I’m guessing everything you’ve told me since we met is bullshit.”

      “I did enjoy dinner, but I’ve had better kisses,” Anne told him, her voice ice.

      Hawk shrugged. “I figured I should get at least one kiss before I got screwed.”

      Anne’s gold eyes narrowed. “Out of professional curiosity, how did you know?”

      “Call it intuition. A lot of things didn’t add up. For what it’s worth, I was really hoping I was wrong.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you. Like you told Malix, it’s nothing personal.”

      “If it’s not personal, the least you could have done was pay for your half of the meal. Game’s over.”

      Anne gave him a puzzled cock of her head. A sudden whining buzz overhead drew her attention upward. A flare exploded two meters above them with a burst of white light. Anne cried out, shielding her sensitive eyes from the brightness.

      Hawk lashed out, swinging the knife toward Anne while lifting his pistol and shooting at Malix.

      The knife caught Anne in the forearm. She shrieked in pain and dropped the laser as the blade sliced deep.

      Malix’s expression disappeared as a crimson fountain replaced his nose. He collapsed to the ground. Hawk fired at the man standing to the dead man’s right. The second man fell, a slug through his chest. A third assailant, to Malix’s left, lurched forward with a surprised look on his face and several needler rounds protruding from his back.

      “Got him,” Ashron said.

      The other three scattered for cover, firing wildly.

      “Help!” Anne screamed as she ran toward a crowd gathering at the end of the alley.

      As he dove over the nearest brick partition, Hawk fired his gun in the general direction of the attackers. He slammed into several metal containers. Pungent refuse poured from the upset cans as their lids popped off with dull clangs. More dust and brick chips poured on him from the wall behind as it took a pounding from the attacker’s wild fire.

      He wiped the grime from his face and glanced around. As he suspected, it was a garbage pen. Above the odor of rotted food, Hawk smelled burning fabric. He looked down to find his suit coat on fire. A particle beam had passed close enough to ignite the cloth. He patted the flames out. “Can you take them out?” he asked Ashron.

      “They’ve settled, so yes.”

      “Do it.”

      Ashron giggled like a kid. “Death from above.”

      A laser beam lanced down from the sky six meters above Hawk and struck three meters away. It surprised him one of the assailants had gotten that close.

      A second later the beam disappeared, then reappeared. Reaching out at an angle, it hit seven meters away.

      The third assailant realized what was happening. He jumped up from hiding and ran down the alley. The laser caught him at the base of the neck and severed his spine. He flopped like a boneless doll and slammed into the ground.

      “And that’s what you get for messing with the best,” Ashron said as he strolled into the alleyway, a monitoring remote in his hand. The light from the screen gleamed off his scales.

      “Or at least the cockiest.”

      “You’re one to talk,” Ashron said. “‘Let’s see what they want.’ I could have killed all six, no mess. But you had to get them stirred up. The drones don’t do well with moving targets.”

      “Then perhaps you and Gerard should invent better drones.” Hawk turned toward the end of the alley.

      “I’m going to tell Gerard you said that,” Ashron said. Hawk didn’t pay attention. He spotted Anne’s lithe form as she stood in the crowd, a hand over her bleeding arm. Hawk didn’t dare risk a shot with her so close to civilians.  She caught his eye, waved, and then walked away. Sirens wailed, drawing close

      “Shit.” Hawk hated letting her escape. Though not as much as he hated the thought of sitting in a jail cell trying to explain the six dead bodies. “Where’s the transport?”

      “Right there.” Ashron pointed toward the end of the alley away from the crowd, at an economy model white vehicle.

      “What is that?”

      “Hopefully something the police won’t notice,” Ashron said. “Ship hacked into the grid and borrowed it. She’ll return it when we’re done. With a bit of luck, she’ll have it there before the owner even leaves the restaurant and finds it gone.”

      They ran the fifteen meters, Hawk fearing any moment to see police cars barreling toward them. None showed up as they slipped in and pulled away, Ashron at the wheel.

      “We’re on our way back, Ship,” Hawk said. “Take care of the cameras, lose any evidence of us, this van, and the fight.”

      “Taking care of the recording; if they had any live personnel monitoring at the central hub, not much I can do about that.”

      “Have to take our chances they were asleep or inattentive.”

      “Everyone wants to know: what happened?”

      “Assassination attempt. As I feared, Anne—or whatever her name is—was in on it. Ever heard of someone named One-Eye?”

      “No. Is it important?”

      “One of her hired goons mentioned One-Eye wanting to see me in hell.”

      “Oh, an enemy! That will stretch my database limits, but let me check.”

      “Funny. Speaking of that: did you record Anne when she was on board?”

      “Of course.”

      “Take it and start a search. I need a full profile on her.”

      “Already on it. It might take a while.”

      “I know,” Hawk said. “She said she was originally from Paraquan. It’s as good a place to start as any, even though I’m sure she lied. Check the database here on Pa’trais Prime also, in case she left tracks.”

      “Aye, Captain. Anything else?”

      “That’s it. We’ll be back soon.” As Ashron drove, Hawk sat back, keyed up, and trying to let the adrenaline-induced jitters seep out of him. As he waited to reach the spaceport, one question echoed through his mind: Who the hell is One-Eye, and what does he have against me?
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      Alexic Salakon, owner and CEO of Unicybertronic Technologies, watched as Moran, his business associate, stared at the viewscreen set in the wall. An urgent signal had just come through, and they waited while the relays connected with another view screen light years away. Though they had been expecting the call, Alexic saw the tension in Moran’s body, his firm jaw clenched, his muscles pushing against the snug silver shirt and black pants.

      Moran’s hired assassin appeared on the screen. Her golden eyes shone with defiance. One look at her bandaged arm and bedraggled appearance took Alexic to the same conclusion Moran voiced a second later.

      “You failed.” His voice remained neutral even as his eyes narrowed in annoyance.

      “I’ve had a temporary setback,” the assassin said, scratching absently at the bandage. “He had backup, he got in a lucky shot, and I had to evacuate before the authorities arrived.”

      “The way I see it, you underestimated him and then ran when the situation got out of control,” Moran’s voice edged toward anger.

      “You can see it however you want,” the woman said with her own snap. “If you had let me go with my plan instead of forcing me to grandstand in the alleyway, he would have been dead as soon as I boarded his ship.” She seemed unconcerned by Moran’s agitation. Alexic found himself both impressed by her bravery and annoyed by her insubordination. If any of his employees spoke that way to him, they found themselves seeking new employment; he suspected Moran was even less forgiving.

      His associate surprised him. Instead of rebuking the woman for her defiance, he tilted his head thoughtfully, his loose-curled black hair shaking at the motion. After a moment, he said, “I’m certain your reputation is well-earned, but any one of the crew could have killed you before you blinked. It doesn’t matter for now. What’s done is done. Did you find out what I wanted to know about the ship?”

      “Yes. I confirmed everything you suspected.” She held up a peach-colored purse, scuffed black in several spots, and pointed to the side. “I got holo.”

      Alexic saw nothing on the purse but assumed she had a camera concealed in the side

      “Excellent,” Moran’s voice swung from chill to something that made him almost sound pleased. “I will send full payment for the information. Your bonus will have to wait since Hawk is still breathing.”

      “I can remedy that.”

      “Not yet. I have another plan for now. I‘ll be in touch.”

      The woman started to speak; Moran hit the disconnect button. Her image faded off the screen.

      Alexic waited patiently for Moran to return his attention to their interrupted discussion. Alexic was a patient man, a trait that had served him well in his eighty-eight years. It had taken twenty-five years to build his company to its present position of power and respect in the cybernetics industry. Others had laughed at his cautiousness, his unwillingness to swiftly grow in a rapidly expanding industry. Those others no longer laughed. They had blossomed like supernovas and collapsed just as violently, victims of their accelerated expansion.

      Which left slow, patient Unicybertronic sitting on their smoking ruins.

      As he waited, Alexic studied Moran, trying to guess the thought behind those inhuman black eyes. While the left eye simply appeared soulless, the right was, in truth, an unfeeling cybernetic implant. The only flesh involved with that orb was the muscles that moved it and the nerve that transmitted the information. Alexic tugged at the wrinkled flesh on his neck, idly wondering if he should get surgery to remove the sags and folds age had brought to his papery peach skin.

      Moran walked over and sat in the plush leather chair in front of Alexic’s desk. Alexic could hear the faint clicking and hissing of the man’s other cybernetic enhancements. He wondered, as he had many times before, how much of the real Moran remained. Alexic had no upgrades; he felt them a violation of the natural order. However, his morals didn’t prevent him from making a profit from other people’s dependence on the technology.

      “What do you think?” Moran asked.

      Alexic ran his finger along the edge of his kroa desk, enjoying the smooth feel of the dark alien wood. He decided he would get the surgery if Moran achieved his goals. It would be a reward to himself for his faith in his strange compatriot. “Assuming the holo proves what you believe about the ship, this could be a lucrative venture.”

      “It will,” Moran assured him. “I have suspected it for too long to be wrong about it. We need to institute phase two.”

      “Why go that route? Why not move in and take the vessel by force?”

      Moran’s dark eyes stared at Alexic. Their expressionless glaze made him squirm. “Two reasons. First: Hawk has enough pull with the Planetary Council that we would have a hundred capital ships breathing down on us wherever we moved, whether Hawk was alive or otherwise. Second: I want Hawk to know who destroyed him and took his ship. I want him to pay.”

      Moran spoke with such vehemence that a shudder ran down Alexic’s spine. He said nothing for a moment, reflecting on the depth of his associate’s hatred.

      They had met five years ago, Moran presenting himself as an entrepreneur and inventor. Alexic found the dark-haired man’s ideas radical to the point of lunacy, but Moran’s fervor won Alexic’s respect. Alexic saw in this younger man the person he often wished he had been, or perhaps the son he would have raised had he been capable. Although Alexic would never admit it, he had begun to feel old. Despite his success and wealth, life had somehow passed him by. With no time for a wife and no ability to produce an heir, he had turned into another soul dead corporate master: a slave to the very creation he was supposed to control.

      Moran woke up Alexic’s dormant sense of adventure. Rich beyond common sense and bored with anything life had to offer, Alexic decided to take a chance and invest in Moran’s lunatic plans. If nothing else, it would occupy his time.

      The gamble paid off almost immediately. Moran’s strange ideas turned out to have merit, and he proved to be a shrewd businessman.

      Not long after their partnership formed, Moran began exhibiting disturbing behaviors. Alexic often caught him muttering to himself, long dialogues in his native speech that had the tone of argument beneath them. He often screamed at his subordinates and threatened them with physical violence. Alexic had been forced to replace several staff members who quit.

      After years of such behavior, Alexic came to believe Moran was not entirely rational and, considering his high number of implants, undoubtedly suffered from low-level cyberpsychosis. By the time Alexic realized it, Moran had entrenched himself firmly in the company and knew too many of Alexic’s personal and professional secrets to be easily disposed. As long as he continued to make a profit for the company, the board members choose to ignore what they saw as nothing more than idiosyncrasies.

      Recently, Moran had begun discussing his vendetta against someone named Hawk. He spoke little about his past, only letting Alexic know Hawk and others in his employ had betrayed him. Alexic had tried to learn something about Moran’s history. The best efforts of his people had revealed nothing. Any probing questions to Moran met with silence and a cold stare. After a while, Alexic gave up. Moran’s private feud, like his mental tics, did not affect his profitability, so Alexic held his peace and offered what little aid the man requested. It seemed Moran’s vendetta would still make money for the company.

      He seemed to have the Midas touch.

      “As you wish,” Alexic said, rubbing his hand across the thinning strands of his ash colored hair. “Implement phase two. You have carte blanche.” He paused a moment, and then, to reassure himself as much as Moran, added, “I trust you.”

      Moran gave him a curious stare, his mouth twisting into an enigmatic half-smile. “Thank you,” he said as he stood. “I’m waiting for a progress report on our experiments. I’ll let you know when it arrives.”

      Alexic nodded. He didn’t like to think about the experiments, which were a necessary part of the plan. His hand still rubbing his head, he decided he would add a full head of hair to his surgery order.

      Moran turned to leave and then turned back. “You should call a board meeting tomorrow. That way we can make sure they agree with our plan and get rid of any who don’t.”

      Alexic suppressed a shiver at his associate’s choice of words. Even though he had no proof Moran had ever killed anyone, the large man appeared fully capable of such an act. “They’ll all agree,” Alexic assured them both. “When they find out how much money they stand to make, you won’t have any dissension.”

      “The illegality of it won’t bother them?”

      It was Alexic’s turn to offer a crooked smile. “Has it ever?”

      Moran nodded. “Call the meeting anyway. It will also allow us to ferret out the Council spy.”

      “Spy? There’s no spy on our board.”

      “Of course there is. I spotted him when he joined your little company a year ago. He’s almost as clumsy as the man you have spying on me.”

      Alexic didn’t waste time denying Moran’s accusation. His mind rolled back a year, trying to remember who had joined the organization then. A face formed in his mind, a thin face of pale skin and gleaming red hair. “Yonath Maratai is a Council spy?”

      Moran nodded.

      “I’ll get rid of him immediately.”

      “Don’t bother. I have other plans for him, and they’ll work in perfectly with what we need to do. I’ll take care of it.” Moran turned and left.

      Alexic stared at the door for a few seconds after it closed. News that a spy had slipped in under his nose and remained for a year disturbed him. Still, if Moran said he would deal with it, then Alexic would let him. Obviously Yonath had discovered nothing actionable yet, so one more day wouldn’t matter.

      He pushed a button under his kroa desk and heard the click of the main door locking. Business with Moran always set him on edge, and he felt a need to relieve his tense muscles. Time to indulge in one of the few secrets his associate didn’t know about. “Come here now,” he said, turning his wrinkled head to the right.

      A concealed panel slid open in the plum-colored wall. A slender boy, wearing only a pair of sheer blue pajamas, emerged from the secret room where he had hidden while Moran and Alexic talked. Alexic’s eyes followed the youth like a cat; he licked his lips as he relished in the boy’s cream-colored skin and hair so golden it almost glowed.

      As the boy, his eyes downcast, moved towards him, Alexic’s smile grew broader. Just because he couldn’t have a son didn’t mean he couldn’t care for them in the same way his father had cared for him.
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      Yonath Maratai left the Unicybertronic Technologies building and strolled across the parking lot. He put on a cheerful face for any who saw him, so they would have no idea his life had been yanked from under his feet.

      His engineered grin projected calm even as his mind raced. Everything by the book, no time for mistakes, he thought as he reached his hovercar. He made a show of brushing back his hair, using it to wipe the sweat from his forehead. He could smell his fear.

      He pulled his magkey, attached to a thin, rectangular fob, from his coat pocket. Fob held against the bronze vehicle, he pressed the top of the device. A small whine emitted as it scanned the car for any unusual electronic or chemical traces that might indicate explosives or surveillance equipment. Negative. Yonath opened the door and slipped in.

      After powering up, he sat for a moment and observed the parking lot. His smile slid away as the shock of what he had learned overtook his need for deception. Since managing to infiltrate Unicybertronic as an employee and board member a year ago, Yonath had found precious little to report to the Criminal Surveillance unit of the Planetary Council. Though several of the company’s practices skirted legality, they had done nothing that required direct Council involvement.

      Until today.

      When Moran walked into the board meeting that morning, Yonath thought he stared at a ghost. Only his extensive training kept the astonishment from showing on his face. He had thought Moran dead five years ago, but there the man stood, the only notable changes a new cybernetic arm and eye. Yonath, through surgery, had been altered considerably in the intervening time since they last saw each other. The Planetary Council surgeons had thinned his face almost to gauntness. His whole body had the lean appearance of a marathon runner. His ordinarily blond hair they micro tinted to a nearly unnatural copper color.

      “I’m sure he didn’t recognize me,” Yonath said. He hoped hearing it aloud would make it sound more convincing. It didn’t.

      Moran’s appearance had been only the first shock of the morning. When Moran explained his reasons for being there, horror hit Yonath like a blow to his gut. He struggled to keep his face impassive. Even worse, when the other board members applauded Moran’s genius, reveling in the riches and power they would soon possess, Yonath had smiled and clapped, all the while tasting the sour bile of revulsion in the back of his throat.

      One positive thing had come from the board meeting: Yonath had information that would force the CS branch to act. All he had to do was tell them about Moran’s “experiments,” and they would descend on Unicybertronic like a force of nature. Remembering Moran’s descriptions of his experiments made Yonath gag. He pushed the disgust aside and focused. Whether his cover was blown or not was now irrelevant
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