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      Hello, Dear Readers, and thank you for being here! Should you enjoy the words on these pages, I encourage you to join my Reader Group and visit me at:

      
        
        www.tammysalyer.com

      

      

      Or follow me on the retailer of your choice or BookBub to be notified of new releases.

      At the moment, I invite you to sit back, relax, put on some warm lighting and epic music to inspire the sights and sounds of a fantastical world like Middle Earth or the battle trumpets of creations like HALO or Skyrim, and let these words seep into your mind like a soothing smoky single-malt scotch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Not enough books on your to-read list yet? Get a handful of novellas and short stories FOR FREE. Sign up for my Reader Group newsletter and get A KNIGHT’S CALLING, prequel to the Shackled Verities series, CONVICTION, prequel to the Spectras Arise series, plus a short story collection for free. More details at the end of this book.
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      Maybe running for my life during a firefight with a squad of Corps soldiers isn’t the best time to be having second thoughts about my occupation, but I have to ask myself, why the hell did I become an arms smuggler? I could have been an engineer!

      David vaults over a discarded tool caddy like a champion hurdler and I follow on his heels, clipping one foot on a drill and pinwheeling my arms to keep my balance without missing a step. This is a race where the loser dies.

      The rest of our crew already has the holodisc, so now it’s just a question of distracting the Corps until they can get safely back to the Temptation and off of Obal 3. We can handle that. Our body armor doesn’t provide as much protection as newer-issue Corps gear, but at least it’s lighter, and we’re starting to lose the two squads on our heels. We had enough time to deploy decoys around the station before being detected, and their shots aren’t coming anywhere near us.

      Still in the lead, David slams through a swinging door to his right. As I veer through, a round flies past my ear, whistling like a miniature surface-to-air missile and knocking the door from its hinges. That was close! Most of their shots aren’t coming near us anyway.

      The launch docks are just ahead and we propel toward them. David slams the heavy blast door behind me as I tumble in, barely making it through before the squad fans out behind us and fills the gap with bullets. Shielded by the blast door, he jams a wad of E-10 wax into the lock system, hoping to fry it and buy us some time, and we keep moving. Two rights, two lefts, then down a flight of stairs to sub-dock three and we’ll be at our escape shuttle. Almost there.

      Almost.

      A door to our left blows open and automatic fire stutters down the passage. Regular rounds. They must have realized seeker rounds were useless. I’m suddenly spun sideways as a round grazes my ribs, but the low impact does no damage to the armor. We make it into the concealment of the stairwell door that leads to our shuttle’s dock. Locked! Smoke hangs in the air, burning my lungs with each ragged breath as I lean out of sight. David frantically scans the corridor but can’t see through the haze.

      “Bypass it. I’ll keep them busy.”

      He fires down the corridor as I pry the face off the locking system and rip wires free until I can short it out. It hisses as the bolt slides free.

      “Shit!” David yells.

      Warm, sticky blood speckles my face. I jerk my head back and see it pouring from his left shoulder. He’s pressing one hand over the wound, and I can’t tell how serious the damage is. If the bullet struck bone, he has major problems.

      Pulling him toward me, I try to get us both through the door, but he resists.

      “It’s open, come on!” I yell.

      He lets go of his shoulder and pushes me backward with his good hand—hard. His eyes are squinted and his face pale, but the message in his expression is clear. Get out of here!

      “What are you doing?!”

      “Keep going. Don’t stop. Get to the shuttle and get out of here,” he says.

      “No, David, I’m not leaving you!”

      “Get back to the crew and finish the job. And little sis, whatever you do, don’t let Rajcik out of your sight.”

      Before I can stop him, he throws his carbine into the corridor and yells, “Don’t shoot! I’m unarmed!” He gives me a final push through the door and slams it shut, the sound like a coffin lid.

      For a split second, I’m stunned, unable to believe he’d do this. Surrendering to a squad of Corps soldiers is a death sentence for deserters like us. A muffled voice outside commands, “Hands behind your head! Move forward slowly!”

      They know there are two of us, and they’ll be coming through the door in seconds. The only chance David has is if I can get help. The shuttle should be docked outside, and if I’m going to go, it has to be now. I take the stairs two at time, jumping over the rail when I’m still about two meters from the deck. Landing hard thanks to the body armor, I crumple to one knee, but ignore the sting and keep running.

      My mind is filled with one stuttering mantra: get to the shuttle and rendezvous with the crew. I’m working on reflex now but I’m torn. Part of me wants to double back and ambush the squad holding David, but one against ten is asking to be shredded, and the rest of me says today is not a good day to die. It’s the crew or nothing.

      Bursting into the docking bay, I sprint all the way through. Where’s the shuttle? The only thing in the cavernous bay is a modified and very used ISPS—Intersystem Propulsion Shuttle—sitting in the middle with its loading ramp open. Am I in the wrong bay? I keep running, not wanting to make myself a target to anyone that might be in the ship. If I get to the control room on the other side of the bay, I can stop and check my VDU.

      I get to the blast door and start working on a lock bypass, but it begins sliding open before I finish. Fueled by pure reflex, I hit the man coming through in the throat with the stock of my AK-80 pulse carbine. Caught by surprise, he collapses backward, gagging and going limp when his head hits the floor. As I hop over him to get inside, the left side of my neck suddenly burns with liquid fire, as if I’m being branded, and the bullet pings against the wall in front of me. The shot probably would have gone through my skull if I hadn’t been jumping when it hit me. Spinning ninety degrees, I land on my side and start firing back at the soldiers streaming across the bay. They quickly duck and cover behind scattered equipment. Climbing over the man I knocked out, I note with some regret that he’s no soldier, but at the moment I have other concerns. Once inside the cover of the control room, I try to drag him in so I can close the damn door, but his body is too heavy.

      The squad closes on me fast and a soldier springs through the doorway before I can get the man moved. I fire one-handed, aiming for his vulnerable neck, and he goes down like a felled tree, blood spraying the walls and me. He must have thought I’d exited through the rear door or he wouldn’t have charged through like that. His mistake.

      Everything falls quiet outside. I lean against the wall next to the doorway, listening and waiting. I can almost hear them breathing, and now I have two bodies to get out of the way if I’m going to be able to close the control room door. What are my options? I could dive for the second exit, but I’ll be exposed. If I wait for them to move in, they’ll have plenty of time to call backup and surround me. My options, clearly, are shit.

      There’s no more time to think it through. Scooting backward, I risk a glance through the reinforced porthole into the bay. There’s movement out there, a couple people coming down the ISPS’s ramp. They keep low, moving carefully, trying to avoid being seen. What are they doing? Doesn’t matter—they may be just the diversion I need to get the soldiers off my back while I haul ass to the escape shuttle. If they’d just make some noise.

      There are two of them. The bigger one is built like a champion fighter, and tall enough to have to hunch when standing beneath the ship. The other is about David’s height, with dark brown hair and a several days of beard growth. They move with too much practiced stealth toward the front end of the bay to be civilians. Former Corps maybe? As they disappear from my line of sight, I want to scream in frustration.

      “Put down that weapon!” It’s one of the soldiers, but he’s not talking to me.

      Another voice rings out. “We don’t want any trouble. Our mechanic is in the control room. We just want to get him out. No trouble.”

      “This is a Corps-controlled hangar. Put your weapon down and show yourself.”

      This is the moment and I lunge for the rear door. But the day just gets worse and worse as a soldier tackles me from behind. My ribs take both our weight as we hit the floor and I grit my teeth against a scream of pain. The soldier gets his feet planted and yanks me up by both arms, forcing me to drop my carbine. Fighting back, I kick against the wall and throw him off balance. He staggers backward, loosening his hold enough for me to jerk one hand free. I spin sideways, snatching at his sidearm as I do. It comes clear of the holster, and I shoot him right below his armpit where the body armor is thinner to allow for articulation. A look of anguished surprise freezes across his features. My other arm, still entwined with his, twists painfully as he falls, pulling me back to the floor. I yank it free and jump up, immediately taking a shot mid-torso by another soldier. The range is so close that it feels as if my entire chest collapses as it blows me back into the second doorway. Gasping, trying to force my lungs to suck in air, I watch helplessly as he aims, preparing to blow my head off.

      A rifle report echoes across the dock, and the soldier is thrown into the wall behind me. The shot was well aimed, tearing through his neck, and he crumples lifeless to the floor.

      Tendrils of acrid smoke from the volume of shots fired waver through the room as I lie bleeding, my lungs struggling to expand. Lurching to the wall, I lean into it, listening. Footsteps approach quickly and cautiously. There’s no time to think, only to react. I check the soldier’s pistol and then my own. Empty, dammit! I holster mine and scan the room, but the bluish smoke conceals any other weapons. Pulling an NKT bolo from my equipment vest, I lower into a crouch beside the doorway. Black dots shoot across my vision, making it hard to concentrate, and my legs shake, wanting to spill out from under me. Yeah, engineering would have been a better choice.

      The black barrel of a rifle materializes, framed in the doorway. Trying to get the drop on the gunman, I lunge, staying low, and thrust the blade up, aiming for his vitals. But I’m too shaky. The blade barely nicks his thigh. As I pull back, prepping for another attempt, a galaxy of stars explodes through my head.
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      No blackness is as dark or deep as unconsciousness, and rising out of the murk takes as much effort as waking the dead. Slowly, as if time has been stretched, I float back toward awareness, the still layers of my torpor gradually being disturbed by the suck and whoosh of an air exchanger.

      After a while, nausea creeps in and rudely yanks my addled consciousness out of its insensate serenity. Not the kind of immediate nausea you feel right before throwing up, but the penetrating queasiness of vertigo. A familiar feeling. Having suffered other concussions, it’s easy to pin the cause on the bludgeoning my skull took right before I checked out.

      It takes considerable effort to focus. Where am I and how the hell did I get here? Why am I not dead? Images flash behind my eyes. Soldiers, David, the dock control room . . . it comes back to me in pieces, starting from the blackout and rewinding to when my team had been discovered in the data warehouse on Obal 3. We were there to collect a holodisc with intel for our next job, the big one that will finally give David and I enough capital to get as far away from the Admin as a ship can go. When the security squad closed in, we ran, trying to draw them off so our crew could get away. The lingering cacophony of the firefight echoes in my head, making the transition into this subdued atmosphere incongruous, like the feeling of shrapnel wrapped in velvet.

      A dull ache slowly shrink-wraps my body from my cheekbones to the arches of my feet, becoming unbearable within a few minutes. Jesus, I feel sick, and stiff. I try to reach up and rub my eyes, but my arms are immobile, clamped to whatever I’m lying on. The realization that I am completely and irrevocably screwed crashes over me like a jet of freezing water and I finally jolt fully awake.

      Lights pierce my optic nerves and spear directly into my bruised and fragile brain. A flicker at the edge of my consciousness threatens to tug me back down, my mind unwilling to accept the harsh brightness or my uncertain fate. Craning my neck in each direction causes the skin to tug painfully where the bullet grazed me. I’m strapped to a gurney, in a room about five-by-three meters. Cupboards and medical equipment line the walls and the air has that sterile bite that dries the mucus in your sinuses, like a sensory deprivation cell. Which means I’m not in a hospital but on a ship. The med supplies lack any insignia or labels, so not military. Could be transport or cargo. Maybe I haven’t been pinched by the Corps, but I’m not sure. They sometimes hire civilian contractors, but not usually for prisoner transport. Then whose ship is it? Could be the ISPS that was docked in the bay of the control room I’d ended up in. But why?

      No one has come in to check on me, but a large two-way mirror dominates the wall to my left and there’s a security and observation camera hanging from the ceiling.

      “Anyone there?” I try to shout, but my throat is dry, lined with felt. How long have I been here? Lifting my head makes my stomach jolt and brain feel like a rotting cantaloupe. There’s an IV stuck in the bend of my left elbow. Someone has taken my clothes and dressed me in a sleeveless, shin-length gray robe, which allows me a good look at the multicolored explosion of bruises running along my arms. My aching ribs force me to lie back down, and a groan wants to crawl out of me, but I won’t give whoever’s watching the satisfaction. Trying to wiggle my wrists from side to side to test the tightness of the restraints is useless. They’re made of a thick banding material, and there’s no way I can tear through them. At least they aren’t chafing the skin off my arms.

      The doors slide open with a grating metal sound and I jerk my head to look, the wound in my neck stinging and making me hiss in pain. Here we go, Aly. Wake up and get on top of this.

      A striking woman, easily a head taller than me, with a spider-web patchwork of tiny lines around her eyes, strides toward me, her gaze dark and level. She’s dressed in a sleeveless top and baggy cargo pants made of a vinyl-cotton hybrid similar to the fabric of military uniforms, and wears a snug ambidextrous-draw shoulder holster complete with two pistols. She looks as if she knows how to draw them fast enough to matter. Behind her is a man that I think I recognize as the scruffy, ex-military type from the hangar. He also carries a pistol, this one on a belt. Same cargo pants and a black utility jacket over a washed-out gray T-shirt. Simple, nondescript clothing. And, most importantly, not Corps. They watch me coolly. I stare back at them with the same consideration.

      The woman starts us off: “I’m Captain Eleanor Vitruzzi, and you’re a passenger on my ship.” I don’t miss the inflection she puts on the word passenger. She means prisoner.

      “This is Strahan, the one who nearly deflated your skull. Consider yourself lucky, after what you did to our mechanic.” Her posture is relaxed and in control, but her eyes betray tension. Anger, maybe curiosity.

      “You’re probably disoriented right now because of the tissue regeneration stimulants and painkillers you’re on. They should wear off in a few hours.” She analyzes a monitor near my right shoulder and checks my IV drip as she speaks. “Your ribs look like you got hit by a cannonball, but nothing is broken. And the wound on your neck is superficial. In fact, you’re incredibly lucky.” She pauses, letting me absorb the information, and then continues, “Now why don’t you tell us the rest of the story?”

      This is not the way I want this to go. I want out of these restraints and I want my guns. Neither of which is likely, so I start by trying to negotiate with something small.

      “Look.” I clear my throat. “I don’t know you and I don’t know why I’m here. But I assure you, I have no problem with you, and as far as I know, you don’t have one with me. So let’s be civil. Take off these restraints and tell me what I’m doing here.” My voice gains momentum after the first few words. I’ve always been a quick healer.

      Vitruzzi looks at me with skepticism for a moment, and Strahan’s scowl deepens. Surprisingly, she starts unbuckling the restraints.

      “Captain!” Strahan challenges, but Vitruzzi frees both of my wrists.

      She stares directly into my eyes and says, “She’s right, Karl. No reason to think she’s a threat to us. She’s unarmed, and we are civilized people.” Softening her tone slightly, she finishes, “This can’t be comfortable and you need to get some blood moving if you’re going to recover.”

      Strahan takes a step back and rests his hand on the grip of his pistol, ready for anything. I have to be careful what I do here, and what I say. I don’t want to set these people off, but I have a few questions of my own.

      I sit up as slowly and carefully as I can, more because of the sickening complaint from my ribs than any fear of alarming them. “So who are you? Admin? Where are we and what do you want with me?”

      Vitruzzi takes another few seconds to look me over before she answers. “We’re in flight, three days from Obal 3.”

      She continues to talk, but my mind is spinning. We’ve been flying for three days! I barely hear the rest of what she says before I’m on my feet, yelling, “I’ve got to get back there!”

      “Hold it! Sit down.” The tone of command.

      I comply as my head seems to fill with concrete, threatening to pull me face first into the hard floor, and shifting gray veils materialize in front of my eyes. With an effort, I continue, “Look, my name is Aly Erikson and you’ve got to take me back to Obal 3. My brother and my crew are there, and I need to find out what happened to them.”

      Neither of them comments, just look at me. Anger suddenly tears through the tight fabric occluding my brain, making my next words rough and raw. “Why the fuck did you kidnap me? I haven’t done anything to you!”

      Strahan’s eyes narrow further, but Vitruzzi seems unperturbed. It’s almost as if she’s holding back a chuckle. What’s the joke? If my head wasn’t so fogged up I’d be more on top of things. What am I missing?

      “To tell you the truth, we brought you on board for your own safety.”

      Urgency cleaves through my body like a plasma torch. I need to find Rajcik and the rest of the team. At this point, I don’t even know if they made it off Obal 3. If they did, they may know where David is. These thoughts pulse in time with the pain in my head, blocking everything else out. The last glimpse I had of David’s face, pale and severe as he surrendered so I could get away, floods my mind. Hold on, brother. I’m going to find you.

      She continues, this time with a hard edge to her voice, “If you think nearly killing an unarmed man is nothing, you have a disturbing lack of empathy for others.”

      The memory of a face comes to mind. “The blond guy . . . ”

      “That’s right. His name is Bodie Murdock. He’s a damn fine technician and a member of my crew. Lucky for you, he’s going to make it.”

      “I can explain that. I didn’t mean to hit him that hard. I was trying to get away from the Corps, and when he came out of the control room—it was just reflex.”

      “You almost killed him.” Strahan’s voice is granite.

      I didn’t want to hurt the guy, but it was instinct, and something tells me Strahan would have done the same thing under the circumstances. Maybe already had. I’m thinking of the soldier who’d been about to shoot me in the control room, and the rifle shot that had come out of nowhere, ripping his throat out. It had to have been someone from the ISPS who’d saved my life. Maybe intentionally, maybe not.

      Vitruzzi continues, “So let’s talk about what’s fair. We saved your ass on Obal 3. You can just think of it as a neighborly gesture among people with common interests. And now we’re going to give you a chance to make it up to us.”

      This just got more complicated. I force myself to stay still, though every muscle in my body is ready to fight. I could jump them, steal their ship and fly it back to Obal 3—in my dreams. In my shape, I’d be dead before I got to the door. One thing, at least, is clear. They’re not Admin, and if they haven’t turned me in yet, they probably aren’t planning to.

      But what had they been doing on Obal 3 in the first place? It’s a small planet, mainly an outpost used by the Admin for launching security operations in that quadrant. The only reason for citizens to be there is if they’re under contract with the Admin. And the kind of citizens contracted by the Admin are the law-abiding kind, which leaves out kidnappers and people who shoot Capital Military Corps soldiers.

      Vitruzzi watches me closely as I piece all this together. She seems to have relaxed a little, but Strahan looks as if he might be considering what I’d taste like spitted and roasted. His build is medium, neither bulky nor lithe. He could be a wrestler or a runner, but the rigid set of his shoulders and chronic, brooding scowl that carves deep lines across his forehead indicates his default setting is pissed off and dangerous. There’s no mistaking it—I can see by the way he holds himself that he’s ex-Corps. His at-the-ready stance and casual awareness of everything in the room makes it as obvious as if he were still wearing a uniform. It’s hard to know what kind of switch might be flipped if he decides he doesn’t like what I say.

      She continues, “So here’s the deal. We heard a security transmission that your crew was smuggling something from the data warehouse. It sounds like they got off world, but you were left behind. Why? Were you running a diversion?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Why make it easy for them?

      Her eyes don’t leave my face, and her expression remains very calm. “It doesn’t matter. The thing that does matter is that we have you, and your crew has the structural and security holodisc for the Fortress.”

      My eyes begin to widen, but I clamp down on my surprise. How the hell does she know that?

      “Now, here’s where you get to answer some questions. What’s your team planning on doing with them?”

      This is not what I want to be happening right now. As I lean forward to hide the emotions rampaging across my face, my ribs moan in protest. I’m not telling them a damn thing.

      “I’m losing patience,” Strahan warns.

      What do they want? A cut? There’s no way in hell Rajcik will give them a percentage, not even in trade for me. At this point, the crew may even think David and I have both been arrested and have already started making their way to the Fortress to complete the job. If that’s the case, my leverage here amounts to nothing. If this situation could be worse, I don’t know how.

      Completely without warning, Strahan’s grip locks around the neck of my smock, pulling me to my feet. My head spins, but I still have the reflexes to strike out and try to dislodge his grip. The exertion and pain are too much. My knees give out, spilling me on the floor, half out of the smock. Waves of nausea leave me huddled, shivering on the cold tile. Warm, fresh blood from my neck drips down my shoulder.

      “Karl, let her go!” Vitruzzi’s voice is sharp, but not angry, not out of control. She is definitely in charge here. He lets go, and I see his booted feet backing up through my half-opened eyes. My head is reeling, yet my senses are hyper-acute and strangely disconnected, as if I’m watching everything around me through a high-rez telescope. Grains of dust and debris the size of sand seem to be miniature planets set in the dimples of his boot leather, their details as clear as my own name. I can even smell the smoky residue of the firefight. Is it coming from my hair? I have to get off this floor. Summoning more will than strength, I pull myself up, holding onto the gurney to stay upright.

      “If you ever touch me again, you’re a dead man. Get me?” Of course my threat is hollow; we can all see what kind of shape I’m in. But my silence isn’t doing me any good, so I’ll dangle them a little rope.

      “Look, you’re right. I’m a smuggler working with János Rajcik. We deal mostly in arms, and you probably know as well as I that we could lift enough from the Fortress to live a long, comfortable life.” I look for any sense of recognition in their faces. Anyone in the system working in law enforcement or crime will know Rajcik’s reputation, but their faces remain stony. Either they’re very good at hiding their thoughts, or they’re completely clueless. If they haven’t heard of Rajcik, they’re small time.

      Vitruzzi asks, “Why didn’t you fly out with the rest of your team?”

      She must be trying to suss out my value to my comrades. It’s no use evading her questions. I have nowhere to go, and considering the fact that we’re most likely a couple astronomical units from the nearest planet’s orbit, neither do they. All we have right now is time and distance, one too short, the other too long and getting longer. Somehow, I have to convince them to let me go. I’ll tell them as much of my story as possible. If I’m lucky, they’ll have a little sympathy. Really lucky.

      “My brother and I were drawing off fire, making for a short-range shuttle stashed in  . . .” And I remember. The shuttle wasn’t where we’d thought it would be. Their eyes stay on me, and I shake off my confusion and continue, “We got pinned down by Corps and David was arrested. I escaped and ended up in your dock’s control room. And then you,” I look pointedly at Strahan, “killed the remainder of the squad.” I pause, giving him a chance to elaborate on that point, but he doesn’t.

      “So here I am. I’m cut off from my team and you’re harboring a fugitive, which probably isn’t the smartest move you’ve ever made. If you’re looking for a percentage of our take, I can’t promise you anything. We only stole the holodisc, nothing that can be split.”

      It’s a risk to tell them this much, but what difference does it make? Vitruzzi made it clear: I’m their prisoner. I have nothing to bargain with, so they can do whatever they want to me. If they were going to kill me, they wouldn’t have gone through the trouble to fix me up. I have a feeling that these people aren’t cutthroat smugglers willing to spill blood out of convenience. I hope like hell I’m right.

      A look passes between them, but I can’t tell what they’re thinking. Finally, Vitruzzi turns back to me. “All right Erikson, we’re going to be in the sky for a few days. Maybe you’ll think of something else you want to tell us before we get where we’re going.”

      “Which is?”

      “Spectra 6.”

      I mentally flip through navigation charts in my mind to figure out how far that is from Obal 3. It has to be a week at least. Alarms shriek in my head, but I manage to keep my tone at least semi-reasonable. “Wait. You don’t understand. My brother’s been arrested and I have to try and rescue him. There’s still a chance! Look, take me back, let me rendezvous with my crew, and I might be able to get you in on the deal. We can work something out so it won’t be a waste of your time. But your chances for making any bank on this get worse with every kilometer that passes between me and my team.”

      The corners of her mouth drop into a frown. “It would be suicide to take you back to Obal 3. By now they’ll have the planet locked up like a holding cell and every Corps search-and-destroy team in the quadrant will be looking for your crew.” She crosses her arms resolutely. “Face it, you’re better off here than anywhere else right now. Why do you assume we want a cut, anyway?”

      She’s testing me, and I almost laugh at the absurdity of the question. But I don’t have the energy to haggle anymore. “Why else would I be here?”

      She stares at me blankly, long enough for me to figure out that my question has pissed her off.

      She walks to the cabinets and comes back carrying tissue glue and cleaning solution. “We’re not pirates, Erikson. My crew and I have a contract with the Admin, and some of us are citizens. But we’re not going to turn you in. Which you’ve already figured out.” She hands me the solution and some gauze and motions for me to clean off my neck. The bleeding has stopped on its own, which is a good sign. “All we want is the holodisc.”

      Strahan finally relaxes. The verdict is in: I’m not nearly as threatening in my weakened, bruised, and spinning state as I want to be. Reaching into the breast pocket of his jacket, he pulls out a small box of cigarettes and shakes one loose.

      They seem sincere, but what could they possibly want the holodisc for? Vitruzzi has one thing right: the disc contains all the plans for the Fortress—a space station designed by the Admin as both a containment and development site for its covert research, mostly in biological warfare, the kind that regular people would shudder to think about. Nuclear and chemical munitions development is its secondary purpose. Its location, and until now, its infrastructure, are only known to the scientists and soldiers who operate there, and the few leaders in the Admin’s hierarchy who keep the station funded. Most citizens don’t even know it exists. It’s the Admin’s bogeyman, the nightmare leviathan of an advanced military industry.

      And Vitruzzi, this down-and-out captain of an obsolete and ramshackle transport ship, wants me to believe that I was kidnapped for a copy of the holodisc? That I’ll happily hand it over as a thanks for saving my skin? This has to be the joke she was trying not to laugh about earlier.

      I hold her eye, waiting for the punch line, but her expression is somber. Letting my glance jump to Strahan’s face, the amusement I expect to see isn’t there either. Nothing. They’re serious.

      “So that’s it, huh? A copy of the holodisc? And if I arrange it, you’ll let me go?” She doesn’t nod. She doesn’t need to. I can’t think of a reason for anyone besides my crew to want that disc. It’s worth next to nothing on the black market because no one besides us is crazy enough to get anywhere near the Fortress, much less smuggle weapons from it. I won’t bother asking Vitruzzi what she wants with the disc. If I were her, I wouldn’t tell me anyway.

      Trying to sound convincing, I continue, “Yeah. I think we can work that out.” Which is about as likely as me growing wings and learning to breathe nitrogen. Even if I could contact Rajcik and the team, there’s no way in frozen hell that he’ll ever, ever, let anyone else have a copy of the disc. The deal he made with T’Kai to get his hands on it was practically signed in blood. But what else can I say?

      Which brings up a more important question: How do they know about the disc and our intent to steal it in the first place? Rajcik has been on the Admin’s top-ten most wanted list for years, and if Kurosawa T’Kai, the Admin’s director of the Ministry of Science and Engineering, is ever tied to those plans being leaked to him, T’Kai will be tried and fried before the sun sets. Everyone involved knows the risks, and no one else should know about the disc. No one. So, either T’Kai had changed plans and betrayed us, or . . . what?

      I bring my attention back to the present problem. “When can I contact my people?”

      “We’ll be on Spectra 6 in about four days  . . .”

      Impatiently, I cut in, “We need to get back to the Obals now. There’s no time to lose.”

      “Not going to happen. Spectra 6 is the only place with the kind of equipment we need to send encrypted communications across citizen-controlled satellites. Once we get there and you get in touch with your people, we’ll decide how to proceed. When will they make their move on the Fortress?”

      If I tell her it will be soon, it might speed up her willingness to get back to the Obals. But she’ll see right through me if I lie. “My best guess is that we’ll . . . they’ll be ready in a couple of weeks. That’ll be too soon for the Admin to make major changes to the Fortress’s security protocols, even if they find out we have the details. Which, according to the contact who provided them, they won’t.” I watch them carefully as I say this, trying to catch any hint that might reveal how much they know. But they’re too good at this game; their faces are as smooth and expressionless as a missile housing.

      “So we have some time. Where were you supposed to rendezvous with your team?”

      She gets right to the point, but I’m tired of answering questions. “Look Vitruzzi, I’ve been incredibly cooperative, considering the circumstances, and I’m done until you give me something in return.” I’m pissing in the wind, but I’m exhausted, angry, and have a sinking feeling the whole shitstorm is just a prelude to a catastrophe. “What about giving me back my clothes and weapons? At least my gear.”

      Strahan lets out a sarcastic grunt and drops his cigarette butt into a sealed trash canister. Vitruzzi decides to be more accommodating. “Sure. Karl, let Desto and the rest of the crew know we’ve got a guest on board.” Strahan exits and she turns her hard gaze back on me. “I’m going to let you out of here, Erikson, because I know that you know there’s nowhere to run, and we’re your only chance of finding your brother and your crew. We’ve got an arrangement here, and as long as you keep as level about it as you are right now, we’ll all come out of this with what we want. But the minute you fuck up, no one on this ship will hesitate to send your ass into cold space.”
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      An hour later, my weapons are still MIA, but I manage to twist myself into my returned clothing. It hurts in spectacular ways and makes sweat pop out on my forehead, harshly reminding me of the beating the Corps squad dealt me. As Vitruzzi fills the gash on my neck with tissue glue, she hands me a mirror and I see my contused face for the first time. Pulling my shoulder-length auburn hair back with one hand reveals ghoulish streaks of green, red, and black bruises shrouding the side Strahan had thumped with the butt of his rifle from hairline almost to the tip of my slightly pointed chin. The eye on that side opens a little more than halfway; Vitruzzi did a good job of keeping the swelling down, and I count myself lucky not to have a fractured skull. I’ve seen uglier, but not much.

      She works efficiently, not wasting movement. She’s done this before. When I ask her if she’s a doctor, her reply is a curt nod. Captain of a transport ship and doctor— everything about Vitruzzi dispenses authority. I’ve already sized her up in my mind, a habit from years of never trusting anyone who’s breathing. She’s muscular, a little taller than me, and dexterous. Her efficient movements betray no weakness or hesitancy. Something about her eyes tells me she’s seen a great deal of the darkness of the human psyche but is still resolutely humane. She lives a hard life, relying on order and control to make sense of it.

      When I was still Corps, I met a handful of non-comms, and even fewer officers, with the same presence of leadership. Her type is a rarity though, especially out here on the fringes. It makes me wonder what brought her here, and why she’s resorting to petty extortion when she could be working in a cush hospital on one of the Obals or running a department in one of the Ministries. As I size her up, I realize two things. She’s dead set on getting that disc, and it’ll be a brutal fight if I don’t hold up my end of the deal.

      When she’s done, we walk out of the infirmary together and run into Strahan standing outside. Wordlessly, his familiar scowl still firmly set, he follows us to the galley.

      I glance through the window of the first door we pass, posted INF 1. Sleeping on the gurney inside is a shaggy-headed blond man with a full beard, wearing a smock similar to the one I’d worn earlier. I recognize him as the man I’d knocked out to get inside the dock control room. His neck and chest are encased in a stiff metal brace with an attached mouthpiece covering the lower half of his face. The device looks as if it would be worn by an underwater diver.

      In the Corps, I’d been a Tech 1 Sergeant and a navigator on mass deployment troop carriers. The ISPS is much smaller than the ships I’d been assigned to and I examine it curiously as we make our way forward. The Admin originally commissioned these to be Corps micro-ops combat ships, usually as backup fighters. They travel light and fast, but with enough room and storage for a squad of about ten to live on for a couple of months without resupplying. This one’s been refurbished for use as a transport vessel, probably for low-volume supplies. It’s a fairly old model, and has seen rough use. Scars appear here and there where the metal has been welded and patched, indicating damage, most likely from small arms.

      As we ascend a metal staircase beyond the infirmary rooms, I hear three or four new voices. I can’t make out what they’re saying until Vitruzzi presses the opening sequence on the control pad to the galley door. It slides open and three heads swivel toward us.

      “Everyone, our guest, Aly Erikson. Desto,” she nods toward the other man I’d seen with Strahan on the dock. “Show her where things are.” Turning to me, she says, “Erikson, I have a feeling you’re smart enough not to make trouble, but that’s not a lesson I’m going to learn the hard way. Strahan will be your shadow while you’re on board. Where you go outside your own bunk, he goes.” Without sparing a second for my protests, she leaves the galley.

      They all stare at me and I stare back. Music wafts into the room from an invisible source, its tinny sound and basic beat creating an urgent backdrop to the room’s uncomfortable tension. The words are hard to hear, something . . . reckless . . .  feckless . . . Rudie can’t fail. I recognize the song, a flawlessly preserved relic from Earth. The band had been called the Clash.

      A smallish woman with hair so short it stands on end is the first to speak. She glides up to me, her eyes slipping over my features—hairline, eyes, nose, cheeks, mouth, neck—probing every centimeter of my skin as if reading a data log. With a friendly grin, hand outstretched, she says, “I’m Venus. I fly this rig. I fly it, and Bodie fixes it. He should be okay, just so you know. No permanent damage the captain says. And just so you know, any enemy of the Admin is a friend of mine.” Energy seems to pour out of her palm into mine as if I’m holding a live wire.

      “Dr. Kellen Vilbrandt.” This comes from a wiry man sitting at the table, sizing me up with a veiled expression. He’s young looking, with a long, pale face and black hair. Something about his feigned casualness puts me on edge. That name: Vilbrandt. It causes a faint spark of recognition. Should I know this guy? My brain is still too addled, I can’t remember. If I do know him, I hope it comes to me before I need it to.

      Desto steps in front of me so closely that his massive build blocks everything else from my sight. With a boxing glove-sized hand, he takes mine and shakes it. “Mr. Bomani Desto.” He spins “mister” with a touch of sarcasm, making fun of Vilbrandt. “If there’s anything you need while on board, you just let me know. Making you comfortable is my specialty.” Judging by the tightness of his grip, sheer power is another. I can’t miss the lewd suggestion in his introduction. A man with his strength doesn’t have to be polite.

      My mouth decides to fire before engaging my brain. “You must be the brains of the crew.”

      Instead of being insulted by my sarcasm, a low-pitched chuckle radiates from his throat, and he says, “You’re all right.”

      Without letting go of my hand, he pulls me relentlessly toward the wall of cupboards making up the galley storage.

      “In here is everything we have to eat. Most of it is pure slop, but nutritious slop. Not much needs cooking, which means not much to clean. We like to keep things simple on the Sphynx.” He turns to face me, and suddenly his expression is savagely serious. “We like simple very much. Meaning, we aren’t going to have any more problems with you, right?” The threat tears through his campy exterior, and I know he won’t hesitate to break me in half if I give him a reason.

      Staring hard into his unflinching eyes, I acknowledge his question with a slight nod, extract my hand from his grip and step up to the nearest cupboard to examine what’s inside. It’s not in my interest to give anyone here the impression that I’m harmless or easily intimidated. Regardless of the deal Vitruzzi and I struck, I have more important things to think about then making nice with a bunch of strangers.

      I feel more than hear him walk away. Damn he’s quiet. Now I see how he and Strahan had gotten the drop on the Corps squad. Grabbing a nutrient bar that might be palatable, I walk back over to the galley table and have a seat, hoping the solid food will settle my shaky limbs. The pressure of chewing creates a reverberating beat in my head, but I’m ravenous and eat it fast.

      They don’t talk much while I eat, and their quiet observation of me should make me uncomfortable, but I’m too distracted by Venus. She’s fidgety, frenetically animated, and stays in constant motion: picking things up and putting them down, wiping off counters, sometimes bobbing her head up and down with the music and staring off into space. Her incessant activity draws my glances again and again.

      “Don’t let Venus bother you. She can’t help it.” Desto leans toward me, grinning at my discomfort.

      The ceaseless activity makes me feel as if I might jump out of my skin. Trying to stay calm, I start a conversation. “So Venus, you’re the pilot? You seem a little young to be flying a . . . transport ship. Where did you learn?”

      Thankfully, she stops drawing random figures in the air with one finger and looks at me. “I started out flying a mining shuttle between my moon and Spectra 5. I have natural abilities that make me very good at flying ships.”

      I take the bait. “What are those?”

      “Well, you know Spectra 5 was where the Admin used to have a curienite mine. I was born with a mutation in my brain from the stuff. My folks mined it their whole lives, so it was built up in their systems. Like poison, you know. Except, it didn’t work like poison. It changed my brain. I just have naturally faster reactions, um, to, well, everything.”

      Vilbrandt interrupts, “Basically, her synaptic connections exceed most people’s by a power of ten. It’s as if she’s always in fight-or-flight mode. Her sympathetic nervous system is constantly stimulated because her mind works too quickly to filter or counteract sensory input. It’s somewhat complicated to explain.” He looks around at us with an expression that suggests he’s speaking to a roomful of idiots, and continues, “She also has an adrenal-inhibiting response to offset the cortisol that would naturally build up in someone with her physiology, which keeps her from just burning out. It’s amazing, actually.”

      We all look at him the way children examine a fascinating bug. “What kind of doctor are you?” I ask.

      “I was a biological engineer.”

      Venus says with a cheerful grin, “I’m harder to catch. Which makes me an excellent pilot.”

      “Makes it harder for you to chill out and let us relax, is what,” Desto says, grinning at her as if she were a favorite sister.

      “That’s very interesting,” I comment. “Having mutations, I mean, adaptations like yours seem like the kind of thing the Admin would exploit. I’m surprised you’re not locked up in some lab.”

      “Oh, they took all kinds of samples of my DNA and even some brain tissue when I was still a kid. But I guess they figured, you know, why let all this talent go to waste?”

      I wonder how many human guinea pigs the Admin has tortured trying to copy her phenomenal biology.

      “I have a perfect flying record. Been doing it since I was fourteen. Never crashed anything that still had energy to fly.” She grins proudly and pours water from a glass into a pitcher, then back in the glass.

      The atmosphere in the room seems to be thawing some and I dredge up a small grin in return. Finished with my nutrition bar, I’m ready for another and help myself. Strahan hasn’t sat down, instead opting to lean stiffly against the door we’d entered through, the
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