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            Two hundred days

          

        

      

    

    
      That's what the contract says.

      Zia Mimlee has flown longer runs, carried stranger cargo, and asked fewer questions. She's good at this. The Loverly 6 is good at this. They will be fine.

      She says this to herself on Day One, before the Fraluma warrior in the third chamber decides she needs a sentry.

      Before the boarding attempts start.

      Before she learns who she's actually carrying — and what it means for a war she didn't think was hers.

      The black has a way of making things personal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Day 0

        

      

    

    
      ZIA

      The Loverly Transport offices smelled the way they always smelled — recycled air, engine lubricant, and the staleness of a building that had been processing paperwork and ignoring its ventilation system since before Zia was born. She had grown up with that smell. It meant home in a way she would never admit to anyone, least of all Merker, who would find it unbearably sentimental and remind her of it for the rest of her natural life.

      She stood on the other side of his desk with the data pad in her hand and reminded herself that she was a professional.

      "Two hundred days," she said.

      Merker leaned back in his chair — the good one, the one with the lumbar support he'd had custom-fitted for his cyber hip, the chair she was not allowed to sit in under any circumstances — and looked at her with the expression he reserved for situations he had already decided were not his problem. His glowing blue eyes, the cybernetic replacements that had given him better vision than he'd ever had naturally, caught the office light in a way that still occasionally made her feel like she was being scanned.

      "Two hundred days," he confirmed.

      "That's six and a half months."

      "Your math is excellent."

      "Merker."

      "Zia."

      She set the data pad on his desk with a precision that communicated everything she was choosing not to say out loud and tapped the route display. It lit up obediently, projecting the pre-requested flight path in faint blue lines across the surface of the desk — a winding, impractical spiral through three separate star systems before finally, laboriously, arriving at the outer edge of the Barrens.

      "Look at this route," she said. "Actually look at it. This is not a transport route. This is someone's idea of a scenic tour of the galaxy's least interesting real estate. Surely they don’t expect me to take this long."

      “Buffers are allowed, but not much.”

      “Seriously?” she asked.

      “They paid for it,” he said. Something crossed his face — brief, controlled, gone before she could name it.

      She traced the path with one finger, the metal of her left hand catching the blue light. "They paid for the most indirect possible route to the Barrens. No shortcuts, per the contract. It's written in there explicitly — no deviations, no shortcuts, no alternative routing. Someone sat down and designed this flight plan to take as long as possible." She glared at him. That was a damn long time to be out in the black, away from everyone and everything.

      "Some clients prefer a gradual journey." He smiled at her, like he was selling it.

      "The clients are in stasis. They're not going to notice the view."

      He said nothing.

      She pulled the data pad back and scrolled to the cargo manifest. "Seven stasis chambers. High-end, pre-programmed, security-locked — I can't even access the full monitoring data without codes I wasn't given. The chambers don't fit my wall nooks, so I'll be manually checking them the whole trip." She looked up. "Who are these people, Merker?"

      "Private contract."

      "That's not an answer."

      "It's the answer you're getting." He leaned forward, and the chair's adjustment mechanism hissed softly as his weight shifted. The sound was as familiar to her as her own heartbeat — she had been listening to that hip correct and recalibrate for twenty years, since the accident that had made both of them into people who carried metal where they would rather have had bone. "The money cleared. I ran it three times. The documentation is clean, the route is legal, and the client paid double the standard rate for the conditions."

      "Double," she said.

      "Plus your standard supply expenses, billed separately."

      She looked at him. He looked back. Between them, the blue flight plan sat on the desk like a question neither of them was asking directly.

      "The only people who go to the Barrens," she said carefully, "are people with something to hide."

      "Or people who want to be left alone," Merker said. "Which is not a crime, last time I checked."

      "We're not a smuggling operation."

      "We're not smuggling anything. I checked the chambers — they contain people in legal stasis transport. Everything by the book." He held her gaze. "Everything."

      She heard the emphasis. She also heard what was underneath it, the thing he was not saying, which was the same thing he never said when he gave her jobs that were slightly outside the ordinary parameters of what Loverly Transports normally handled.

      Don't ask. The money's clean. Do your job.

      She had been flying for him for eleven years. She knew every frequency of his silence.

      "You leave in the morning," he said.

      She closed her eyes briefly. Opened them. "You're doing this to me because I won that hand last week."

      "I'm doing this to you because you're the best pilot I have and I need someone I trust on a job that requires someone I trust." He said it simply, without flattery, which was how she knew he meant it. Merker did not deploy sincerity casually. "You'll have the ship to yourself. Long run, good pay, the kind of quiet you've been claiming you want for years."

      "I want quiet on my terms. Not six months in the Barrens with cargo I can't monitor and a route designed by someone who has never met a straight line."

      "The route keeps you off the main corridors," he said. "Given what's been happening on Trevort lately, that's not the worst thing."

      She went still. "What's been happening on Trevort ?"

      He was quiet for a moment. Outside the office window, the loading docks moved through their ordinary business — hover-sleds carrying cargo, service crews running checks, the constant low hum of an operation that didn't stop because two siblings were having a conversation about something neither of them wanted to name directly.

      "The Fraluma," he said finally, low enough that she understood it wasn't for anyone else. "There's been unrest. More than what's in the public reports."

      A cold sensation moved through her that had nothing to do with the metal on her face. She ran her thumb along the edge of her left hand — the cybernetic joints, the seam where flesh met plating at the wrist — the way she always did when the word Fraluma entered a room she was standing in.

      "What kind of unrest?"

      "The kind the government isn't discussing publicly." He watched her hand. He always watched her hand when she did that, and he never said anything about it, and she never acknowledged that he noticed. It was one of the many silent agreements that held their relationship together. "I've been seeing more private contracts in the last two months. A lot more. People moving things — and people — quietly, on routes that aren't standard. I don't know what it means yet. But I know that whatever it is, it's better to be out in the black than in port when it lands."

      She looked at him for a long moment. At the careful neutrality of his face. At the glowing eyes that saw more than they were supposed to, and the hip that hissed when he moved, and the twenty years of shared history that sat between them like the flight plan on the desk — complicated and illuminated and not entirely honest.

      "Merker," she said. "Is there something you want to tell me about this contract?"

      "No," he said.

      She believed him, which was the problem. It wasn't a lie. It was a very specific, carefully maintained not-knowing — the kind that protected both of them, she suspected, in ways she didn't yet have the information to understand.

      "The money's clean," she said.

      "I ran it three times."

      She picked up the data pad. Looked at the winding blue route one more time. Thought about six and a half months alone in the black with a cargo she couldn't fully monitor and something stirring on Trevort that her brother wasn't quite meeting her eyes about.

      "I want full supply expenses," she said. "Including anything I need to pick up en route."

      "Within reason."

      "My reason."

      A pause. "Fine."

      "And I want the emergency override codes for the stasis chambers in case something goes wrong with the life support."

      "You'll have basic monitoring. The chambers are self-regulating —"

      "Emergency override codes, Merker."

      He held her gaze for another moment. Then he typed something on his own console and sent it to her pad. "Basic access only. Enough to check life signs and adjust temperature settings. The security lockouts stay in place."

      It was less than she wanted and more than she'd expected him to give. She accepted it for what it was.

      "I leave in the morning," she said.

      "I'll have the loading crew ready at oh-six-hundred."

      She turned toward the door. His voice stopped her at the threshold.

      "Zia."

      She looked back. He was sitting with his hands folded on the desk, and his expression had dropped the careful neutrality, just for a moment, into something that looked more like her brother and less like her employer.

      "Be careful out there," he said.

      It was not a thing he said at the beginning of every job. It was a thing he said when he meant it.

      "I'm always careful," she said.

      "No you're not," he said. "But you're good enough that it usually doesn't matter. This time —" He stopped. "Just be careful."

      She held his gaze for one more moment. Then she nodded and walked out into the loading dock smell and the recycled air and the ordinary hum of Loverly Transports going about its business, and tried to ignore the feeling settling into the base of her spine that said this job was not going to be ordinary at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Day 1

        

      

    

    
      Trevort 's mornings had a quality that Zia had never found anywhere else in her eleven years of flying — a cold clarity, the kind that came from being on the right side of a planet's rotation at exactly the right moment, when the atmosphere hadn't yet warmed to the business of the day.

      It was the kind of morning that made things feel possible. She had always liked departures.

      She liked them considerably less when she was departing on a six-month job she had reservations about, but the morning itself was still doing its part.

      The loading docks ran along the eastern face of the Loverly Transports building, sheltered on three sides but open to the sky above and the wind from the harbor to the east. Zia stood at the base of the Loverly 6's loading ramp with her jacket sealed and her hair doing what it always did in the wind — the right side moving freely, the dark waves she'd had since childhood, and the left side not moving at all, the metal plating catching the early light in a way that she had stopped caring about approximately fifteen years ago and only noticed now when the cold hit it.

      It was cold this morning.

      She pulled her collar up on the left side and watched the service crew bring out the first of the hover-sleds.

      The stasis chambers were not what she had expected.

      She had transported stasis passengers before — it was a standard part of long-haul work, moving people who preferred to sleep through the journey rather than deal with weeks of ship time. Standard chambers were roughly coffin-shaped, utilitarian, designed to slot into the wall nooks of a cargo hold and interface with the ship's systems cleanly. You plugged them in, they connected, you monitored from the bridge without ever needing to go near them.

      These were not standard chambers.

      They were larger. Significantly larger, with a profile that spoke of custom engineering rather than mass manufacture — the surface finish too precise, the edges too clean, the displays on the side panels too numerous for anything off a production line. She watched the first one come off the hover-sled and felt the sensation she sometimes got when cargo wasn't what the manifest said it was.

      Except the manifest said stasis chambers, custom configuration, seven units, and that was exactly what these were. The sensation was more instinctive than logical. She filed it anyway.

      Merker appeared at her shoulder, which was not standard procedure for a loading. He usually sent a junior coordinator for this part.

      "They don't match my wall nooks," she said, before he could speak.

      "I know."

      "You knew before this morning."

      "Yes."

      "And you told me last night that —"

      "I told you the chambers were high-end," he said. "I may have been conservative in that description."

      She turned to look at him. He was watching the chamber being maneuvered up the ramp with an expression she recognized as the one he used when he was doing mental calculations about things he hadn't told her. The soft hiss of his cyber hip punctuated the wind.

      "Conservative," she said.

      "You'll have to keep them on the floor of the cargo hold. The monitoring lines will reach for basic life sign data — enough to check from the bridge. Anything detailed you'll need to go down and access directly."

      "So for two hundred days I'm doing manual checks on seven stasis chambers because they don't fit my ship."

      "Think of it as keeping you occupied."

      "Merker."

      "You always say long runs are boring. This solves that."

      She punched him in the arm. He absorbed it with the stoicism of someone who had been absorbing her punches since they were children and had developed a philosophical relationship with them.
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      The loading took two hours.

      Seven chambers, each one requiring careful positioning in the cargo hold to keep the weight distribution manageable and leave enough clearance to move between them. The service crew were professional about it — they'd clearly worked with non-standard cargo before — but even professional people moved slower when they were fitting square pieces into round spaces, and Zia spent most of the two hours walking the hold, watching the placement, and mentally calculating whether she was going to regret any of these decisions when she was trying to navigate a tight approach somewhere in the Barrens.

      The feeling of being watched came somewhere in the middle of the second hour.

      It arrived the way those feelings always arrived — not as a thought but as a physical awareness, a change in the air behind her, the sense of attention that the back of her neck had been registering as a warning signal since childhood. She turned, expecting to find one of the service crew watching her, or Merker hovering.

      Nobody was looking at her. The crew were focused on the last two chambers. Merker was talking to the shift coordinator near the ramp. The hold was full of ordinary loading-dock noise and entirely absent of anyone paying her attention.

      She ran her gaze over the chambers.

      They sat against the port wall in a row, sealed and quiet, their displays showing the steady green indicators of functioning life support. Whoever was inside them was asleep, or as close to asleep as stasis allowed — the body's functions slowed to a fraction of normal, the mind somewhere the monitoring equipment couldn't measure. They had no idea where they were. They had no idea she was standing six feet away trying to shake the feeling that one of them did.

      Stop it, she told herself, and went back to checking the weight distribution.

      When the crew finished and filed out, Merker walked the hold with her one last time — unnecessary, she knew how to check her own cargo, but she let him do it because she understood that this was how he showed concern without saying anything that could be held against either of them later.

      He stopped at the nearest chamber. Pressed a few of the display controls. Looked at the readout.

      "Male," he said. "That's all you'll get off the basic monitoring. Life signs nominal."

      She tried the adjacent one. Same result — life signs normal, no biographical data, no identification, just the bare confirmation that someone was alive in there and functioning within acceptable parameters. She worked her way down the row. Six males, one female, all showing the same carefully locked-down monitoring profile.

      "Seven people with enough money to afford custom stasis chambers," she said, "who don't want anyone to know who they are."

      "People are allowed their privacy."

      "People going to the Barrens specifically," she continued. "On a route designed to take as long as possible. With chambers that can't be fully monitored by the transport pilot." She looked at him. "There's a pattern here, Merker."

      "There's a contract," he said. "A legal, paid, documented contract. Everything by the book."

      "You keep saying that."

      "Because it keeps being true."

      She held his gaze for a long moment. He held hers back, steady and blue and giving her nothing she didn't already have. She had learned, a long time ago, that there were two kinds of secrets her brother kept — the ones that were genuinely none of her business, and the ones he kept to protect her. She had never quite figured out a reliable way to tell which was which until after the fact.

      She was going to be thinking about that for the next two hundred days.

      "Additional supplies coming?" she asked.

      "Last sled's on the way. Your usual provisions plus the extra spices you asked for."

      "And the spare parts for the secondary engine coupling?"

      "Already aboard. Tech team signed off on the Loverly 6 yesterday — she's in good shape."

      "She's always in good shape. I take care of her."

      "I know you do." He said it simply. Then he stood there for a moment longer than the conversation required, in the middle of her cargo hold, in the stillness that meant he was deciding something.

      "Merker," she said.

      "Come home safe," he said.

      Not come home soon. Not have a good run. The words he chose when a job was the kind that warranted them.

      She put her arms around him for a moment — briefly, unsentimental, the hug of two people who had grown up in the same disaster and come out the other side functional and careful about showing it. She felt the slight mechanical give of his hip's support system, the familiar wrongness-made-normal of metal where there should have been bone.

      "I'll be fine," she said.

      "You always are," he said. "Go. You're on the flight release window."

      She pulled back. He ruffled her hair — the right side, the flesh side, the side that still moved like a person's hair was supposed to — and then he walked down the ramp and off the ship and she hit the controls to seal it behind him, and listened to the hydraulics cycle shut, and stood alone in her cargo hold with seven locked stasis chambers and a feeling she couldn't quite name.
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      Liftoff was routine, which was the best thing it could be.

      The Loverly 6 was not a young ship. She had been Zia's for six years, purchased secondhand from a freight company that had upgraded to newer models, and she carried her age in the way that well-maintained older things carried it — not gracefully, exactly, but honestly. The engines had a slightly deeper pitch than they'd had when they were new. The hull had been patched in two places on the starboard side, repairs that were sound and permanent and slightly visible if you knew where to look. The bridge smelled faintly of the caffe Zia had been making there for six years.

      Zia loved her, unreservedly, in the way she found easier with machines than with most people.

      She ran through the pre-flight sequence with the efficiency of eleven years of repetition — checking headings, confirming trajectory, queuing the flight release request to Trevort's orbital control. The ship had been warming her engines for two hours. By the time Zia settled into the pilot seat and brought the displays to full brightness, she was ready.

      "Good morning, Zia," Comm said. The ship's AI had a voice Zia had chosen herself — female, mid-register, neutral enough not to be irritating on a long run, warm enough not to feel like talking to a wall. "Our trajectory is set and no manual course corrections are expected for the next four-point-six hours."

      "Thank you, Comm. How are we looking overall?"

      "All systems nominal. Cargo hold temperature and pressure within parameters. Stasis chambers reporting stable life sign readings on the basic monitoring circuit."

      "Good." She pulled up the orbital traffic display. Alpha Prime System’s departure lanes were running at normal density — a steady stream of ships queuing for the release windows, spread across the three authorized outbound corridors. The Loverly 6 was slotted into corridor two, window seven, fourteen minutes out.

      She used the fourteen minutes to review the first leg of the route.

      It was, if anything, even more convoluted on detailed review than it had been on the office display. Three passes through monitored star systems, two deliberate detours around faster direct routes, a series of waypoints that served no logistical purpose she could identify. Whoever had designed this flight plan had been extremely specific about what they didn't want — speed, efficiency, and any route that a government traffic monitor would flag as direct travel toward the Barrens.

      That was an interesting thing to have been specific about.

      The orbital control beacon pulsed — her release window. She confirmed trajectory, engaged the autopilot for the initial climb, and felt the familiar shudder of the Loverly 6 lifting away from Trevort's surface. The loading docks shrank in the rear cameras. The city spread out below them, the dense glitter of a planet that had been inhabited long enough to leave marks on itself in every direction.

      She didn't watch it go. She never did. Departures were for looking forward.

      "Comm," she said.

      "Yes, Zia."

      "Log a note on the flight record. Cargo: seven stasis chambers, custom configuration, client-locked monitoring protocols. Unable to confirm full biographical data on passengers. All life signs nominal at departure."

      "Logged."

      "And flag the route file with a note that the waypoints were client-specified and are non-negotiable per contract."

      "Flagged."

      She watched the altitude climb and thought about her brother standing in the hold, deciding something he didn't say. About the way he'd watched the chambers with that expression.

      About what being careful meant to him, and what he was trying to tell her, without actually saying anything.

      "Comm," she said.

      "Yes."

      "Run a diagnostic on the stasis chamber monitoring circuit. Full check — I want to know exactly what data we're getting and what we're not."

      "Running. Results in approximately twelve minutes."

      "Thank you." She adjusted her seat slightly and looked out the main viewport as Trevort's atmosphere thinned around them, the sky deepening from blue to the violet of the upper atmosphere, and then to the clean absolute black of space.

      She had two hundred days to figure out what was in those chambers.

      She intended to use them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Days 3-7

        

      

    

    
      Space had a rhythm, if you knew how to listen for it.

      Most pilots who did long runs either learned it or didn't make it to their second contract — not because space was dangerous, but because its silence was something the human mind either adapted to or broke against. Zia had adapted young. She had been flying since she was nineteen, had done her first solo long run at twenty-two, and had discovered somewhere around day forty of that run that the silence wasn't absence. It was presence. The universe going about its business at a scale that made human concerns feel appropriately sized.

      She found it clarifying. She always had.

      The Loverly 6 had her own rhythms layered over the larger ones — the twelve-hour shift cycle Zia kept out of habit rather than necessity, the regular checks she ran on engines and life support and the stasis chamber monitoring circuit, the meals she made at roughly the same time each day because structure was useful on long runs and caffe tasted better when you'd earned it.

      The ship hummed and clicked and occasionally made a sound in the port-side conduit that she'd been meaning to have looked at for three years and somehow never prioritized. It was a familiar sound. She'd decided it was part of the ship's personality.

      By day three she had settled into it.

      By day five she had run the diagnostic on the stasis chambers four times.

      The results were consistent: seven occupants, all showing stable life signs, all locked behind security protocols that her basic monitoring access couldn't touch. She could confirm they were alive. She could confirm their core temperatures were within the acceptable range for long-term stasis. She could not confirm anything else — not identity, not medical history, not the detailed biometric data that standard chambers transmitted automatically to a pilot's monitoring console. Whatever these people were sleeping on, it was built to keep its secrets.

      She had started doing manual checks anyway.

      Every eighteen hours she climbed down from the bridge and walked the hold, running her hand along the surfaces of the chambers, checking the physical indicators alongside the digital ones. It was unnecessary — the digital data would have told her if something was wrong — but it was something to do with her hands, and it made her feel less like she was flying blind.

      On day five, during the third manual check, she stopped at the chamber nearest the cargo bay door.

      She couldn't have said why. Nothing on the display panel was different from the others. The life sign indicators were the same steady green. The security lockout was intact. But she stood there longer than she stood at the others, her hand resting on the cool smooth surface, and felt again that quality of attention she'd felt during the loading — the sense of something aware.

      She took her hand off the chamber and went back to the bridge.

      "Comm," she said, settling into her seat.

      "Yes, Zia."

      "Is
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