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Chapter 1

“Impact imminent. Ejection suggested,”
the flight navigation computer said in a voice that was too damn
perky considering a crash landing was about to happen.

Captain Alisha Kinomoto struggled to
control her Raptor. Long range recon of quadrant 197 was supposed
to be boring. Getting caught in a coronal mass ejection, aka an ion
storm, while passing near a star had not been part of the plan.
More than half the guidance systems of her fighter were now fritzed
and sparking. She had headed for the nearest recorded inhabited
planet, hoping to land safely. Now here she was rattling through a
rough atmospheric descent, that appeared to be getting worse by the
second. Could she eject? Would her suit protect her? First, she had
to get lower.

Using the intermittent data displayed
on the screen, she aimed for what looked like an empty stretch of
land out past the edge of a city.

“—tify. Not auth- Contact…”
The communication array on her craft spat out random words from
what she assumed was the spaceport control tower. What was the name
of this backwater colony? Conway? Connee? Something along those
lines.

“Spaceport, this is Captain
Alisha Kinomoto of the T.A.M Carrier Saint Laurent. My ship is
heavily damaged and I am attempting an emergency landing.” She
didn’t have the slightest idea if her communication would be
received. And landing was probably going to be a really generous word. She activated
the distress beacon that was designed to allow the carrier to find
her. Whether or not she would be a rescue or a body recovery was
debatable.

Alisha fought the stick to control her
glide path, the shallower the better, instead of plummeting like a
dropped rock. She jabbed a finger against the ejection button and…
exactly nothing happened. She tried three more times. This was
going to suck, big time.

“Surface contact in sixty meters,” the
flight computer said brightly.

The Raptor plowed nose first into the
tree line.

~

Was the ringing sound
outside or inside her head? Alisha opened
her eyes a tiny amount. Her vision was a blurry mess, and she
closed them again. Breathe. Assess what
hurts. Wrist. One side of her head.
Amend that- one side hurt worse than the other.
Ribs. Knee. Sight and sound faded to
dimness, and she made herself take slow breaths as she tried to
decide if she was dying. She did manage to determine that she was
lying mostly on her left side, and wished she wasn’t, because of
the pain.

Hearing reasserted itself, and there
were voices somewhere close. “…came down without
authorization…okay, probably not planned …piss poor attempt at
invasion…”

If she hadn’t been in so
much pain, she would have laughed. A single craft, damaged so badly
it crashed hardly qualified as an invasion of any kind.
Time to open your eyes again, Captain.

There were screeching noises that might
have been the scraping of metal on metal and a vibration shaking
her. Rescue? She could make out image of people moving around
outside the remains of her Raptor. They did seem to be making an
effort to pry open the canopy.

“One occupant.” The male voice sounded
matter of fact.

“Alive?”

“Checking.”

A hand pressed to the side of her
throat.

“There’s a pulse. And I think the pilot
is a woman.”

Indistinct murmuring in the background
made Alisha think a discussion was going on. She couldn’t make out
the words, but the tone was odd.

“We could just leave her,” someone
suggested.

What the almighty fuck? Was
she that close to death, or did someone just not give a shit? Did
they really think she was some kind of invasion force?

“The patch on the arm of the suit she
has on says Terran Alliance Marine Corps. Who the hell knows why
they put women in charge of shit.. Women don’t have enough brains
to do much more than cook, clean and have kids, but anyhow… Are
they going to be pissed if we just let her die?”

“I don’t know.”

Alisha roused herself enough to reach
out and grab the arm of whoever it was that was halfway leaning
into the heavily damaged cockpit. “I am an officer in the Terran
Alliance Marine Corps.” She had to gasp in another breath before
she could continue. “Get me the fuck out of this Raptor.” Her eyes
finally focused enough to see the man above her. Dark haired and
dressed in tan clothing, he glared down at her.

The man twisted his head to look at his
compatriot. “I don’t really want to be the one to stir up stuff
with the Terran Alliance. We should probably transport her to the
medical center. Someone with a higher pay grade needs to make any
decisions further than that.”

~

Removing her from the crashed fighter
craft might have been done with care, but there had been zero pain
control. Alisha faded in and out of awareness as the extrication
occurred, because the pain was that bad.

Eventually, she pieced together that
she was immobilized on a backboard and being transported in a
vehicle.

One of the men said, “Did anyone notify
the council that the pilot is alive?”

“Yeah, it’s been done.”

“And that it’s a woman.”

“Yeah.”

“Is the hospital aware?”

“Yeah. Instructions at the moment are
that assessment and basics will be done while the council
meets.”

What the everloving fuck?
Why did there seem to be this hyperfocus on the fact she was
female? Alisha kept dredging through her
memory for anything she’s ever heard about … damn, she was back to
the problem of not being sure what the name of the planet was. Only
way to find out. “What planet is this?” she asked, her voice
sounded creaky to her own ears.

The man who she had seen at the crash
site looked down at her. “Connolon 1. You’re piss poor at invasion
scouting if you don’t even know what planet you’re aiming
at.”

“Not invading. I crashed. My Raptor got
caught in an ion storm.”

The man made a grunt that sounded like
disbelief to her.


Chapter 2

“A bid was placed for you as a fourth
wife,” Cora said.

Tabitha Salter looked up from the pile
of clothes she was folding. Her mother, Cora, was across the room.
“I’d rather continue cleaning toilets and scrubbing floors in the
government buildings of the spaceport than do the same in a new
household.”

“You need a husband so you can have a
child.”

“And you know my fertility rating is
iffy at best.”

“I just worry.” A tight expression
crossed Cora’s face.

Tabitha had no reassurances to give.
Every woman had to reside in her father’s household until she
married or was so old she was sent to the local House of Loss.
Every city had a House, that place filled with women no longer
capable of child bearing and not deemed valuable enough by their
families to continue to support at home. It was a brutal system,
one she had heard was totally different from other worlds. She
sighed and continued folding. She should be glad that her step
father Stefan was a kind man, and had not simply killed her. Having
a step-daughter with very poor marriage prospects gave him every
right to do so.

“What time do you have to be at work?”
her mother asked.

“In an hour. I’ll leave as soon as I’m
done folding this load. It only takes me half an hour to walk over
there, anyway.”

“Thank you for helping. It took a lot
longer to clean up the applesauce Harry spilled on the floor than I
thought it would.”

“No problem.” Harry was the three year
old son of Stefan’s first wife, Lynette. Cora was Stefan’s third
wife. Although she was nearing the end of her child-bearing years,
she was an extremely efficient household manager. Maybe she
wouldn’t get sent to the House of Loss, Tabitha thought. Some
didn’t. Tabitha scooped up the piles of folded clothing and went to
put them in the various bedrooms.

If the fourth wife offer went through,
she’d have to accept. Although that implied she had a say, which
she didn’t. Would that man even try to get her with child, or was
he just looking for someone who would basically serve in glorified
domestic servant status? Having sex with some man she barely knew
and not even attracted to, made her feel a little sick.

~

Imaging and blood work was
done as soon as Alisha arrived at the hospital. It
was a hospital, wasn’t it?
After years in the Terran Alliance Marine Corps, she was used to
good tech and competent doctors. This all looked close to back
water, but then as she dug through her memory for whatever tidbits
she’d heard of Connolon 1, maybe back water was its exact status.
All she could remember of the place was that it was settled by some
extremist radical group that wanted no part of the governance and
infrastructure of the Alliance.

She was asked very few questions during
the assessment of her wounds. Was that good, or bad? There was also
precious little said about the extent the damage to her body. She
hurt. Some parts worse than others. Her side ached intensely. Were
those ribs broken? The burning of the gash on her arm ran a close
second for level of pain.

Eventually, she was alone in a room of
what she surmised was the emergency department of the hospital. A
single female staff member came in with a tote.

“How long before I find out if I have
fractures or if it’s all just bruises and cuts?” Alisha
asked.

“Since you have no male head of
household to inquire… I don’t know,” the woman said, looking a
little puzzled.

What the fuck?
Alisha was astounded by the idea she needed
someone’s permission to ask about her own medical
status.

“I’m Renee. I have been requested to
help you clean up and I have a hospital gown for you.”

Okay, the gown part was a good thing,
since her flight suit had been cut off and she was currently under
a blanket, buck naked. “Are you a nurse? Maybe you could take a
peek at my records?”

“Oh, no. I’m just a patient assistant.
A woman would never be allowed to look at a patient’s records.” She
looked a bit shocked at the request.

Alisha’s brain ground through that
comment, trying to
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