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      "This is a really bad idea captain," Dela said.

      Dela was in the copilot’s seat of the Centauri Bliss while Quinn had the controls. The view screens showed the green and blue surface of the planet below. Above it were two cruisers, neither in their prime, but both serviceable with the insignia of the Black Fist mercenaries prominently showing.

      "We'll be fine," Quinn said. They were heading right towards the cruisers. Weapon fire was already blasting in their direction, and evasive maneuvers were sending the ship in dizzying spins and thrusts to avoid the shots.

      "We could have gone around," Dela said.

      They weren't going around. Quinn was charging for the gap between the cruisers, their gunners slow to catch onto anyone trying anything so reckless.

      Quinn reassured himself that it was a good plan, really. It bought them a few seconds of distraction on approach and the cruisers wouldn't fire on each other once they were between them.

      Quinn hit the ship-wide comms. "We ready for a full-burn?"

      Melody's voice came from the engine room moments later. "Ready, Captain. I can give you two minutes safe."

      That would have to be enough.

      The Centauri Bliss reached the cruisers. It was like passing down a long metallic canyon where the walls were studded with guns. Some were firing, and they shouldn't have been.

      Dela hit the side jets while Quinn kicked in a bit of extra powers from the main engines, the surface of a cruiser getting uncomfortably close in the view screens. The ship trembled—they'd scraped against an array of sensor antenna on the cruiser. In the battle between lightly armored hull and sensitive electronics, the lightly armored hull won and severed electronic bundles were drifting behind them.

      "They weren't supposed to be firing," Quinn said.

      "Guess nobody told them that plan," Dela said, tapping at her keys. "Atmo’ in ten."

      The Centauri Bliss shuddered again, this time from an incoming round. A wild shot must have found them. Where there was one successful hit, there would soon be more, and Quinn triggered the burn.

      The Centauri Bliss lurched violently. Fuel was precious, expensive, and generally not to be wasted. It could also make an already fast ship much faster.

      Most of the ships blockading the colony of Hope's Reach were patrol craft, smaller and faster than the cruisers the Centauri Bliss just soared past. The big guns were there as an initial discouragement in orbit, but not having been discouraged and with the Bliss reaching the atmosphere it was now a race against the patrols. Quinn intended to win it.

      The surface of the planet was rapidly growing larger and more detailed in the view screens. The colony had its own defenses, enough to discourage attackers getting too close. However, landing would mean getting as trapped as the poor souls below, and Quinn wasn't going to let that happen.

      "Receiving transponder frequency," Dela said, bringing up a map on one of the bridge screens.

      What was left of the colony was mostly built into the sides of three clustered mountains. Judging from the transponder they wanted the supplies dropped into one of the valleys between. It made sense, with good defenses in place protecting the colonists heading out and retrieve them, and they might even be able to provide the Centauri Bliss some covering fire if they came in hot.

      Quinn adjusted the heading. Thirty-three seconds out, time enough.

      "Open hatch and dump in twenty-eight," Quinn said.

      Taki and Kara were in the hold and bundled up in heavy thermal suits and magnetic boots. They were going to get buffeted hard when the hatch was open.

      Quinn eased off on the burn as they approached the drop site. The patrol craft closing on them were moving to intercept. Quinn didn't intend to be there to meet them where they expected.

      Dela was on the comm, reaching out to Tamara and Mara. "You two get what we needed?"

      "Bad data discipline. We'll be ready," Mara's crisp voice answered.

      "Did I say this was a bad plan yet?" Dela asked.

      "You might have mentioned it once or twice," Quinn said.

      They were over the drop site. Quinn triggered the side thrusters to spin them about and hit a quick burst of the burn again. The Centauri Bliss staggered in the air, the maneuver putting a lot of strain on the hull as the ship came almost to a standstill.

      On one monitor Quinn observed cargo crates tumbling down. Medicine, energy cells, ammunition, all the things that little colony needed to keep fighting one more day.

      The clock was ticking and the interceptors were closing.

      "Time to close up," Quinn called.

      "Hatch jammed. We picked up too much heat on entry, Kara is forcing it. Thirty seconds," Taki replied.

      "Captain ..." Dela said.

      "I know," Quinn said. The plan had been to dump the cargo and then bounce right back into orbit. Every second delayed meant patrol craft drawing closer. The plan only worked if they didn't realize he intended to head straight back up, not land.

      Precious seconds ticked away and more ships altered their heading, moving to cut them off.

      "We're clear," Taki said, and a light on the console indicated the hatch closed.

      Close. Too close maybe, but it was either set down or stick to the plan, and setting down really would mean being trapped.

      Quinn fired the burn and was thrown back in his seat as the ship climbed towards space and escape. His fingers strained to enter a few last-moment course corrections, a burst of the side jets mostly getting them clear of one of the attacking interceptors.

      Minor hull damage only, and on a pillar of fire they were soon out of range, the planet becoming smaller behind them. It wasn't into safety yet—they might have taken the cruisers by surprise before, but now blockaders knew exactly where the Centauri Bliss was coming from and that it would be headed towards the Runestone gate and out of the system.

      "Time to make a fuss," Quinn said into the comms.

      The lights on the cruisers flickered. Several airlocks on both opened, gusts of atmosphere erupting. It was nothing too dramatic, at least from the outside. Hopefully inside was another matter.

      Data security. Mara had been fixated on the subject ever since coming aboard and was in the process of giving the ship's systems a thorough review. Most long-range communication systems had ample firewalls and security in place, but ships often didn’t prioritize their short-range and internal communication networks.

      Those like Mara who could penetrate such networks were few, and the opportunities were rare considering that any ship close enough and hacking their network was surely hostile and facing sustained fire.

      The Centauri Bliss's sensors had scanned the cruiser’s networks on the way down and the time above the surface was enough for Tamara and Mara to put their brains, and cybernetic implants, together to find a way into those systems.

      The cruisers opened fire. It wasn't with all their guns, perhaps only twenty-percent shooting, and they were sporadic at that. It was still a lot of firepower. Quinn avoided most of it, losing only some port-side armor and one of the thrusters.

      "They're still firing on us," Quinn said.

      "The primary grid on the Razorclaw went down. Terrible maintenance, although in this case it meant everything switched over to manual. An error in their favor, they'll have more guns soon," Mara said.

      "We can speed past?" Dela asked.

      "Soaking fire all the way? We won't make it," Quinn said.

      Putting in a new course Quinn checked the timer. Their recommended burn time was up.

      "Mel? How firm was that two minutes?" Quinn asked.

      "You got a bit more, Captain, but we push too hard we risk a fire and the engine," Melody answered.

      It could be held in reserve, just in case.

      The hull took several more shots with nothing critical damaged—yet. Then the incoming fire faded as the Bliss passed beyond the second cruiser hanging dead in space and was effectively protected by its bulk.

      Quinn figured that made for the perfect shield. Staying directly aligned like this would be suicide, if the second cruiser’s weapons were operational, since they were in a prime firing arc.

      But they weren't, and the Bliss wasn’t sticking around until they were fixed.

      The cruisers were left behind as they headed for the system’s Runestone.

      "Ready?" Quinn asked with a look over to Dela.

      "Wish I weren't," Dela said.

      "Extended jump in twenty seconds, people. Hold onto your lunch." Quinn announced.

      The instant a console light indicated they'd hit the perimeter Dela triggered the jump and the world dissolved in a patchwork of magical blue.

      Quinn vanished into the delusions of the jump. For a time he was married to Taki—it had always been Taki and never Kat. Then, for a time, he was a lake. It was peaceful being a body of water. Until the local star went nova.
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      Two jumps later and the Centauri Bliss was coming up on Fonor Three. It wasn't much of a world, barely supporting agricultural industry and not having much in the way of ores to be worth mining. A few colonies had tried, and failed, to make it. Still, hope never died and there were always new colonists willing to repeat the mistakes of the past.

      The Bliss kept its distance from the planet as the family ate dinner. Melody had somehow managed to cook up fish and chips at the same time as preventing the engine from exploding.

      "We do have things other than fish you know," Tamara said.

      "But we've got a lot of fish and you liked it last time," Melody said cheerfully, going around the table and filling plates.

      "Perhaps not more than three days in a row?" Taki said. She sounded exhausted and suffered some serious bruising along one arm.

      "Tough time in the hold? I can have a look at your arm," Jinx said, digging heartily into her meal.

      "One of the crates caught her good," Kara said, attacking her own food with fervor to match Jinx's. They both had heightened metabolisms. Jinx was pregnant and magic. Kara was just an alien who ate a lot.

      "Don't worry. A lesson to be more careful," Taki said.

      Healing put a strain on Jinx, and they were all being extra sensitive given her condition.

      "I really like this, by the way. Dinner time," Mara said with a flash of a smile.

      "We're making it a tradition. Decide to stick around you'll have a lot more of it," Tamara said with a pointed look.

      They'd offered Mara membership in the Centauri, but she hadn't accepted, yet. Whatever secretive organization she was a part of had given its approval, however Mara was the sort that took her obligations seriously. For now, they hadn't pressed the point. With her skill-set she was useful to have along, even if she wasn't family.

      "Everyone did great work with the drop," Quinn said.

      "We take much damage?" Tamara asked.

      "Bit. Some hull damage and one of the thrusters," Melody said.

      "How does this impact the bottom line?"

      Quinn forced a smile. Tamara hadn't been happy about taking this job. "It makes it tight. We should still turn a profit."

      It was true. Although not a particularly large profit after replacement parts were taken into account.

      "If they pay us. We should have gotten more up-front," Tamara said.

      That Quinn couldn't disagree with. They'd gotten twenty percent up-front of six hundred total to do the job. A low advance for a low-paying and risky job.

      "You know we didn't have a choice. Nobody else was hiring. Better than sitting on our tails doing nothing," Dela said, jabbing at her fish with a fork.

      "She's not wrong though, sir. This could be a problem," Taki said, serious.

      A small deposit didn't just suggest the risk of not getting paid at all. With the job accomplished and most of the money still to be paid, that was a lot of incentive for the hiring party to do something sketchy instead of paying up.

      "We know anything about the meeting point yet?" Quinn asked.

      "This is dinner, not a meeting," Melody complained.

      "I think in this case it’s both. We'll have a nice one tomorrow," Tamara said.

      Mara placed a small device on the table and a holographic projection appeared rotating in the air. Mara did have the best toys. "We've got the directions. I was going to talk about it. The location concerns me."

      There was a good reason for that. The meeting was marked down for a valley between some long rocky ridges.

      When you were not exactly trustworthy and you wanted a fair meet, you arranged it in the wide open spaces. Both parties needed to feel they could see any threats coming—you wanted that so nobody got jumpy and drew a weapon at the slightest provocation. A location like this screamed ambush, or maybe that you didn't care if somebody drew a weapon, because you were already planning to draw first.

      "Why can't they just make it easy?" Quinn asked.

      The skirmishing and resulting blockade over the colony of Hope's Reach was an ugly one. Technically it was an Imperium colony, but the Imperium didn't have a lot of influence in Anawari space. They were deep on the Rim, close to where the star charts and Runestone network ended and everything beyond was simply labeled "the Deep" and far from the Core worlds where the Imperium ruled almost absolute.

      The efforts to capture the colony were funded by the Coalition, a group of over a dozen impoverished rural worlds. Not wanting to be seen opposing directly against the Imperium, they were using mercenaries, and in turn without the resources to counter the attacks, the Imperium hired the crime families of Arkstone.

      It was a war neither side was willing to lose much over, and any sane person stayed well away. Quinn took the job of smuggling in supplies because it was one of only a few they'd been able to get.

      "If they are planning to screw us over, why show up at all?" Kara asked. "They realize I'll kick their asses, right?"

      "They probably want the ship," Quinn said, frowning. "Unless any of our individual enemies have tracked us down out here?"

      "I haven't seen any bounties for any of us come across and I've been watching," Tamara said.

      "There have been a few enforcement reports suggesting that the Bliss is still operating in the Core. I wouldn't worry about it for the moment," Mara said dryly.

      "That is the easiest to establish or not," Tamara said.

      "At considerable expense, though. You have a point, but it is my enemies who are the most likely to be interested in finding you—and they will have a hard time confirming anything," Mara said.

      Interesting. Originally Quinn had been hired to transport Mara's "sisters" to a Rim world. Wasn’t that an isolated case? Quinn would have to ask Tamara about it when he had a chance. However good he might think he was at conspiracies, Tamara was better.

      Taki squinted at the hologram image. "They'll expect us to come down on the south end. Room for a ship there."

      Kara nodded. "Yeah, if it were my ambush I'd have a few snipers up on the hill. Show up to the meet, open fire and block the exit route somehow. Shoot up whoever has the big guns—that’ll be the people on the ground involved in the meeting—while another team takes the relatively undefended ship."

      "Do we show?" Dela asked.

      "They have our money and they might be legit. That means the real question is, if they are planning something, can we come out ahead?" Quinn asked.

      "We could ambush them first. No threat, no fuss," Kara said.

      "Somebody has to do things right. Might as well be us," Taki said.

      Mara said, "Launch me in that stealth shuttle of yours after we enter the atmosphere. I'll set down and if they have any snipers or heavy weapons up on those hills, they sure as hell won't when I'm done."

      "I'll go with you," Tamara said.

      Taki raised a brow. "You? In a fight?"

      Jinx cleared her throat. "Tamara can hold her own."

      Mara gave Tamara a thoughtful look and nodded. "I'm good with that and can use the support."

      "If it is an ambush, things are going to get bloody for whoever is at the meet. You want me along there," Kara said.

      "And you'll wear body armor this time. We're done patching holes in you," Tamara sternly told Quinn.

      "I'm not the only one around here that gets shot," Quinn grumbled, but nodded and looked towards the others. "Jinx, I want you to stay on the ship, no putting yourself in the line of fire in your condition. Dela, I want you at the controls. If you see something coming at the Bliss that you don't think she can handle, or we get ourselves dead, you hit the sky and get out of here."

      "I'll rig up some explosives. They try anything we'll have some surprises" Taki said.

      It wasn't the most detailed of plans, but it played to their strengths. It would have to do. Dinner soon broke apart and everyone went their own way to get ready.

      An hour later they hit atmosphere. Quinn took his time before landing. Sensors were being jammed—another bad sign—and lingering gave him a chance to at least visually inspect the meeting point.

      Two armored transport vehicles were already on site and there was no sign of the ship they'd come from. Either they had an operation on the planet’s surface or they were taking extra care not to face an ambush too.

      Quinn took another half hour before making the landing. It didn't just make them look more legitimately cautious, it gave Mara and Tamara time to get to the surface in the Tango.

      Quinn stuck to his pistol. It was the weapon he was comfortable with. Armored padding beneath his clothes meant he could take a few shots before the weave gave out.

      Kara as expected had raided her weapons collection. A dozen grenades hung from her belt and Quinn didn't quite know how she made three rifles work, but somehow she did.

      The mate of a Yek was constantly turned on in their company, one of the more awkward bits of having Kara as a member of the Centauri. Normally it was just a bit awkward, like being a teenager again. Going into a tense, dangerous situation it was really weird.
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      The atmosphere was breathable, barely, although a high iron content gave the air a faint odor that reminded Quinn of blood. Having a cargo truck in the hold had proved useful in the past, so they'd kept one around and took it to the meet.

      By the time they'd arrived six figures were waiting for them, including a weasel-looking man with a prominent nose. He’d originally given them the job. The five bearded and muscled sorts with him were obviously his backup.

      Quinn kept a hand near his pistol as he stepped out of the truck, and Kara had one of her rifles lowered but towards the ground slightly.

      "Nose. Wasn't sure you'd show up," Quinn said.

      "Those colonists said you pulled it off. Just dove out of the sky right on top of them and flew away before they even had to fire a shot to help out. With flying like that, a man shouldn't have to take a job like this," Nose said.

      "There we agree and you are welcome to throw in a bonus for my exceptional skills," Quinn said.

      Nose spit off to the side, wrinkling his face is distaste. "Air here. Terrible. Just the two of you is it?"

      "Might be more keeping watch in case things go south and you do something you shouldn't."

      "Nah," Nose said with a shake of his head. "Weren't another soul left on that ship of yours. Just the two of you all on your lonesome. Throw down your guns and we'll let you walk away from this. Play nice, it might not even be in slave shackles."

      "Nose, I'm just going to say this once. We're new around here, but that doesn't mean we don't have our teeth. We did good work for you and you're going to pay us what we're owed, and despite your ill intentions of the day we’ll maybe do business again with us picking the meeting spot," Quinn said.

      Nose rolled his eyes. "Tough-guy act only works when you've got the muscle. You're more outnumbered than you know, Captain. Should have taken my offer. Boys? Keep the girl alive if you can."

      Kara got a shot off before any of Nose's muscle, the force of the round from the massive rifle sending the man spinning with a massive hole in his shoulder to crash on the rocky ground.

      Quinn had his pistol out and snapped a shot off at Nose.

      A sniper round hit one of the guards in the face, exploding his skull. Fire from some sort of energy rifle began to smash one of the armored vehicles.

      Quinn had the breath knocked out of him as a round took him in the stomach, driving him stumbling onto his back. There was the sound of an explosion, one close, and then several more in the distance.

      Quinn pushed himself back up, snapping off a shot at one of the guards still on his feet and raising a rifle towards Kara.

      The last guard tried to take cover behind one of the armored vehicles. A mistake he discovered quickly enough as Kara crouched and fired, blowing one of his feet off and dropping the man hard. He took a bullet in the head a moment later.

      Only Nose was still standing and he'd dropped his gun. Quinn stepped forward and delivered an uppercut that crunched bone and cartilage, sending Nose sprawling with that most prominent feature of his face gushing blood.

      One of the armored vehicles was streaming smoke. Kara advanced on the other, firing off several shots as she moved, each round hitting the armor in the same place and finally penetrating it as she got near. Grabbing one of the grenades from her waist she flicked the pin and shoved it through the hole before pulling back. Another muffled thud and the vehicle shook.

      "We're clear and only a little battered. Five down and our contact still alive," Quinn said through his wristcomm.

      "Clear now. We'd missed a sniper up here, sorry, Kara. Three down," Mara said.

      "Clear at the ship. Taki took a bad hit, but Jinx is with her. Six down," Dela said.

      Fourteen dead over a four hundred and eighty credit remaining balance. Of course, it was about more than that. The ship would have fetched them a tempting bonus, plus whatever the crew would have brought at a slave market.

      "They've got a ship or a base somewhere. See if you can find it, Mara. We need to know if more disagreeable folk will come looking for revenge," Quinn said, as he walked over to Nose.

      He’d crawled over to one of the vehicles, his back against the tire.

      "You broke my fucking nose," Nose said.

      "I offered you a chance to do things right. I was very business-like. Wasn't I, Kara?" Quinn asked, as he knelt beside Nose.

      "Model of professionalism, stud," Kara said. She was busy stripping the bodies of the fallen of anything valuable and loading it onto the truck. Weapons mostly that could be sold later.

      Quinn noticed now the wound in her side, already closed. That must have been the sniper shot Mara mentioned. Kara was a fast healer. In a human the wound would have broken a few ribs. Quinn knew that Yek had their important organs protected by a series of armored internal shells.

      "You going to kill me?" Nose asked.

      "Well, that is the question, isn't it? I mean, me? I'm normally a forgiving man. But you betrayed a deal, tried to steal my ship, probably wanted to sell my wives into slavery," Quinn said.

      "And we hold grudges," Kara said helpfully. "Stud, if you want someone to do the torturing to death, I'm ready. I love the torturing to death bit."

      "You know what they say. Happy wives, happy life. I've got an awful lot of reasons to kill you and not a one so far to let you walk away," Quinn told Nose conversationally.

      "Full six hundred. We'll call the original deposit a bonus," Nose said.

      "Kara? You think your life is worth six hundred?" Quinn asked.

      "I'd call that an absolutely insulting valuation. I'm real angry about it," Kara said, yanking an armored vest off a corpse and adding it to the pile, only pausing to kick Nose along the way.

      "Eight hundred. It's all I have, all we got for the job. Yours," Nose said.

      "Hand over the money. No tricks now," Quinn said.

      Nose tossed over a pouch. Quinn counted out the content, eight hundred and five.

      "No ship, no base. They must have gotten dropped off," Mara reported over the comm.

      "That right, Nose?" Quinn asked.

      "They're in orbit. Just preparing to set down," Nose said.

      They weren't. A sensor jammer must have been one of the vehicles, but there hadn't been one in orbit. Quinn had gotten a sweep around the planet coming in.

      "Man is lying to me. What did we say we were going to do, if he lied to me?" Quinn said.

      "Shoot off something he won't miss too much. Like a finger, toe, his dick?" Kara said.

      "You never said that!" Nose said hastily, pushing himself harder back against the wheel.

      "No? Did I say that?" Quinn asked Kara.

      "You did, if it means I get to shoot something off him."

      "Honest, you didn't," Nose said.

      "Fair enough, I guess. But I have now. Lie to me again and I let my lovely wife go with her instincts. When are they coming back for you?"

      "Sixteen hours. They had a delivery to make," Nose said, stumbling over the words in trying to get them out fast.

      "Now Nose, I know you're a little distracted, but you need to listen to me. Like I said, we're new here, and rightly speaking you should die for what you've done, but I don't like to kill any man once he's thrown down his gun. And we already spilled a lot of blood today," Quinn said.

      Kara said cheerfully, "I'm all for it, though. Sixteen hours is a lot of time. We don’t want to be guarding him all that time."

      "We're not going to do that. We're going to leave him chained up in one of those vehicles. We'll even leave a bottle of water and a med patch," Quinn said.

      "And why would we do a fool thing like that?" Kara asked, no longer playing a part now, there was a dangerous glint of disapproval in her eye.

      "Field of bodies doesn't tell anyone anything and we're leaving a message with Nose here. We do good work, we get what we're owed, and if you screw us over we screw you over harder," Quinn said.

      "Bosses aren't going to like that. You don't mess with the families," Nose said.

      "And you don't mess with mine," Quinn said. "You had the cash in your pocket, Nose, I know what that means. They gave you what you needed to screw us over, but they left the call to you. This many dead? It’s coming back on somebody and that somebody is in front of me. Doubt I'm doing you a kindness."

      "I can lock him up. I'm good to break a few bones too, right?" Kara asked.

      "Make that certain I'm not doing you a kindness. Make it quick, Kara. I want us out of this system in two hours," Quinn said.
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      It was Kara's night in Quinn's bed and nothing stoked the alien's sex drive quite like a good fight. Quinn lost track somewhere in the middle of things, but he thought they wound up going six rounds. By the time they were done he was fairly sure he'd dislocated a shoulder, and a knee, and would be sporting a lot of bruises come morning. Kara was strong, strong enough Quinn was thinking of reinforcing some of the furnishings in his quarters.

      Dela had taken night shift in the pilot's seat and brought Bliss to Cenerex.

      It was an ugly world, good for agriculture but ninety percent of the surface was some sort of swampland. The landing platforms of the spaceport, spindly legged constructions rising out of the mud and the muck, wouldn't accommodate larger ships. They looked like they might tip over at any moment, and some had.

      Everyone gathered in the cargo bay before heading out. Most had some sort of plans and were casually dressed accordingly. Mara was completely unrecognizable in an outfit of mud-stained greens and grays that obscured her beauty and made her indistinguishable from the locals.

      "Nose would’ve talked, so no doubt we just pissed off somebody somewhere, and I don't want anybody leaving the ship without a transponder. Good if we know where everyone is headed too, just in case," Quinn said.

      Melody was passing out transponders. They didn't look like much, tiny black rectangles with a recessed button. Silent until triggered, they'd send out a powerful distress call and location data to the ship.

      "I'm going to find the local arms dealer and see if we can do some trading for what we got," Kara said.

      "Got a plan for that? We don't know anyone here?" Taki asked.

      "I'm a Yek. Anyone that trades in guns for a living is going to find me."

      Quinn thought that was probably true. While he'd never encountered one of Kara's people before, he'd since learned they had a reputation.

      "I'm going to be hitting the bars and looking for new work," Quinn said.

      "I've got a client," Tamara said. She was certainly making no attempt to look like a local, a black and green strappy dress of the latest in Core fashion.

      "Someone needs a lawyer here?" Taki asked.

      "People need lawyers everywhere and I'm one of the best. Just a consultation, a local wants me to review their work and see if they might have missed anything," Tamara said.

      "We getting a cut of that?" Quinn asked.

      "Personal, not ship or family business. If you want to talk about shares of such, I'm open to the discussion so long as it applies to everyone."

      It was generous of her, actually. Nobody else on the ship had skills nearly as valuable as hers. It made Quinn suspicious, and he'd quickly come to appreciate Tamara's keen instincts for coming out ahead. That she was loyal to the family he didn't question, the whole thing had been her idea after all, but that didn't mean she didn't have an angle.

      "I like that idea," Jinx said.

      "Twenty percent to the family fund?" Tamara asked.

      It was an account Tamara managed. Quinn had control of the ship fund.

      "Twelve and a half to the family and the same to the ship," Quinn said.

      Tamara's lips quirked into a smile. The lawyer in Tamara never smiled unless she meant to. Quinn was pretty sure he'd just given her exactly what she wanted. He was damned if he could see how.

      "Done!" Tamara said brightly.

      "I'm taking Jinx and we're going to try buying us some kind of meat that isn't fish, and to fill the rest of our provisions," Taki said.

      "Here?" Kara asked with a grimace. "We're going to get some kind of frog, I just know it."

      "Snake," Dela said with a yawn. "Major staple of the local diet. They grow big enough here to eat people whole. Just pop out of the water and swallow up a farmer and are on their way. I was reading up on the place last night. Anyways, if I go out, it’s just for a drink, I'm exhausted."

      "I'm simply getting a read of the environment," Mara said.

      "I'd really like to know just what it is you do," Quinn said.

      Mara grinned. "I'm really not going to tell you. Sorry, I insist on my secrets."

      "I could take a few guesses. And you've not been very respectful of mine," Tamara said with a steady look.

      Mara met her gaze. "You're a threat and they deserved that warning. I expect, if you think I'm the same, you'll do what you think is best."

      Dela yawned again. "Is it wrong I kind of want her to join the family just to see who gouges the other’s eyes out first?"

      It was one of the odder things of their relationship. Tamara and Mara were at each other’s throats a lot, yet there was no stronger advocate for getting Mara into the Centauri. Quinn had decided that Tamara just valued competence that much, even when it challenged her own agenda, and she wanted it around.

      "Bare-handed? She might have me. The muscular programming is first-rate," Mara said.

      "You flatter me, dear. Mine was never meant to make me a killer," Tamara said.

      "Neither was mine," Mara said coldly.

      Melody finished passing out the transponders and put the tray away. "If I step out at all it’s just going to see the local mechanics. We picked up some damage and I want to get that thruster working before we lift."

      "Sounds good. Stay safe everyone," Quinn said, as the gathering broke up and they headed out.

      The air outside was hot, humid, and smelled so heavily of rot it would make you nauseous if you inhaled too deeply. The locals were used to it, but several visitors leaving the docks were wearing breathing masks.

      Despite the miserable environment, it was a busy port. The organics growing there were useful in a lot of medications, and vendors were set up along the walkway into the city and offering samples and prices.

      With a war breaking out there were probably worse trade items than medical herbs, but unfortunately everybody knew that. What was a steal if you beat the crowd became a world of shrinking margins when everybody knew. Still, most were taking their chance.

      Quinn followed the smaller flow of crew heading into the city.

      The buildings had a uniform look, bricks made from the local mud and forming structures that tended to be round with large oval doorways. After the cargo trade came the businesses catering to those visiting from the stars.

      Sad, dilapidated drug dens and brothels, most advertising their services with garish signs and supposedly tempting prices.

      Quinn eventually found a bar, "The Swamp Hole”, which was getting more traffic than most and he followed the crowd inside. A singer on stage belted out notes, a pretty young woman in green and gray who had a little talent. Quinn hadn't come for the music.

      In the back room he found it, a commerce board—a holographic display with contract opportunities. They all looked legitimate, which was a shame because the pay for them was insulting. Transporting three tons of cargo to a neighboring system for fifty credits would barely pay for fuel. Passengers wanting to go still further for only a hundred—that wouldn't pay for the fuel either, although if you happened to pick up some cargo headed in the same direction you might be able to cobble together a profitable run.

      This all wasn't a surprise. The really good jobs were rarely up on the board for just anyone to grab.

      Quinn bought a beer and took a seat at a table. He'd dressed up today; a duster, a wide-brimmed gray hat, and a pistol at his hip. He looked exactly like what he was, a captain looking for work.

      If you didn't know a local fixer, you needed to let them find you. A scan of Quinn would bring up information on his ship, and while they probably wouldn't have data access to the Core to pull up his history, the capability of the Centauri Bliss and his being here would generally be enough to get felt out.

      Three truly unpleasant beers and a few hours later he hadn't even gotten a bite. One offer of drugs, one attempt to sell him a gun, two attempts at prostitution—but nothing related to giving him a job.

      Quinn answered a beep from his wristcomm.

      "We've got a problem, Captain. Jinx and Taki's transponders," Melody said.

      Both. That wouldn't be an accidental trigger.

      Quinn was already headed towards the door. "Get me a location and let the others know."

      The full sixteen hours since they'd left Nose had passed. Still, this was quick for that trouble to have found them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Quinn followed instructions Melody provided through his wristcomm. While they didn't have any kind of map of the city, she could at least provide a direction for the transponder signals. Along the way he joined up with Kara, who was carrying a new gun with an elongated triangular barrel.

      "New toy?" Quinn asked.

      "They use them to hunt snakes. Nice big spray, yet still enough punch to get through the scales."

      "Anyone else joining us, Mel?" Quinn asked.

      "Tamara is still with her client and her comm is off. I can't reach Mara. I woke Dela up, but she thought she should stay here in case this is a ploy for someone going after the ship again," Melody said.

      While Quinn would have appreciated more backup, he couldn't fault Dela's thinking. It had been a long time since Quinn had been this far out on the Rim, and it surprised him he'd come to take for granted the ever-present authority of the Imperium. Even crime towards the Core seemed to have more rules than it had here. A pilot staying with the ship was a really good idea.

      "Trust me, stud. If it’s a shooting deal I'm all the woman you need," Kara said with a grin.

      They were near the edge of the settlement. Vast stretches of green and brown fibrous strands were laid out to dry under the harsh glow of heat lamps. Long, rounded storage buildings were lined up in rows.

      "You're close," Melody said.

      They stood in front of one of the structures. A set of doors hung open.

      "Well, this says trap all kind of ways. I don't like that there aren't any guards," Kara said.

      "Hold here and watch the entrance," Quinn said, before he left Kara to circle the building. He thought he had an idea from the designs but he wanted to verify it. No skylights, no rear entrances or side doors. Those doors were the single entrance.

      There was little pedestrian traffic in this area, the occasional worker seen in the distance going in or out of one of the warehouses. If anyone was watching them, Quinn couldn't tell.

      "No other exits," Quinn said.

      "Stay out here," Kara said, hefting her snake gun.

      "I should back you up."

      "Appreciate the thought, but if there is a bomb in there you're way squishier than I am. Even without Jinx I can put myself back together, if you drag me away."

      Quinn couldn't argue with good sense, as much as he wanted to.

      "I'll watch the exit," Quinn said.

      Kara nodded and moved through the door.

      Seconds passed with no explosions or sounds of gunfire.

      Quinn held his ground, waiting, and after a minute Kara stepped out.

      "They're not in there. Just their transponders and a data chip," Kara said, tapping a pouch.

      It was better than finding bodies, but not by much. It meant someone had acted quickly and competently.
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      Two hours later and everybody had met back at the ship—everybody except for Taki and Jinx, of course.

      Mara caught them before they had the chance to insert the data crystal into anything and insisted on doing her part to make sure it was secure. The data it contained was very limited—a communications frequency to contact the kidnappers and that was all.

      The crew gathered to discuss their next steps.

      "They probably want us to call just so they can kill them right then. Mess with our heads. I've done it," Kara said.

      "We're not all quite so bloody, dear. They want to negotiate, I'm good at that. Let me handle it," Tamara said.

      Mara looked to Quinn. "Your ship, your family, your call. Me and my expertise are here, if you need me."

      Making the call was the obvious choice, but Quinn wasn't sure it was the correct one. Right now they had nothing in the way of leverage and all the advantage went to whoever were on the other end of that signal. It was a terrible way to start a negotiation, even for Tamara.

      "Do we have an option?" Quinn asked.

      "You might have slept your way through the trip here, but it still took time. Whoever took them, it couldn't have been Nose or anyone on the ship coming back for him," Dela said.

      Kara said, "Wasn't much sleeping going on. Any ships take off since they went missing?"

      Tamara tipped her head to the side, eyes looking distant as she used her mental implant to access the local dock logs. "Two ships, heavy agricultural transports on regular runs."

      "Probably not involved. The people pulling Nose's strings, whatever operation they have is on the planet," Quinn said.

      "While the contract originally came from the colony of Hope's Reach, it went through a few stages to get to us. The Imperium on Arkstone first, then to a collective of crime lords known as the families," Mara said.

      "Know much about them?" Tamara asked.

      "A little. Individually they're no match for even the limited local Imperium presence, but all combined they're a good bit stronger. Their focus on containing Imperium power in the region is why the Coalition has been so bold in regards to Hope's Reach," Mara said.

      Quinn told them, "I didn't get approached once despite a few hours of sitting around. The word was already out. Whichever of those families Nose belongs to must control the crime here and the local fixer."

      "Drug trade? Unless they completely control this town, they'd have their own docks," Dela said.

      It was Mara’s turn to get a glassy-eyed look. "Reviewing our scans coming down. I don't see one for ships. There’s a small shuttle port at a nearby village, lots of outbuildings and not a lot of storage."

      "They're ferrying it regularly, here probably, and sending it out along with the legitimate cargo," Dela said.

      "Like on those two ships that just left," Quinn said.

      "No guarantee they were aboard. I can take the Tango out and check out that village with a scanner. If Jinx is there I should pick her up," Mara said.

      "Take Kara with you. If they're there, get them out. If not, figure out how to do some damage and hold position. If Tamara has to bargain I want something up our sleeve," Quinn said.

      Mara nodded and pushed away from the table, Kara following closely behind her.

      It was another hour of anxious waiting until they signaled. No sign of Taki or Jinx, but the location was absolutely for the production of illicit drugs.

      "Make the call," Quinn told Tamara.

      There was a delay of several minutes before their holo-display flared to life, a distinguished-looking man with a well-kept goatee appearing. He was wearing some sort of brilliant red suit, far from the current fashion in the Core.

      "Well," the man said with a tilt of his head to Tamara. "I was expecting a Captain Jade. You aren't him, but a far more pleasant sight. Tamara Cross, I presume?"

      "Correctly," Tamara said, her voice steady and expression guarded. "Am I speaking with someone empowered to discuss the release of our crew?"

      "Derek Delcoro, beautiful," Derek said with a grin. "And yeah, I'm the one you want to be talking to. Let me start off by saying your crew are just fine. No cutting anything off, no unnecessary beatings besides what it took to bring them in. They can stay that way."

      "You have proof, of course," Tamara said.

      "No beautiful, that isn't how this is going to work. You killed my men and you stole their gear. They were trying to kill you, so I will make some allowances, but that left me with a ship without a crew to do a job that needs doing. I'm going to give you a chance to make amends and set things square."

      "We can reimburse you the cost of the equipment. The men, as you say, were trying to kill us," Tamara said.

      "Don't push me, gorgeous. I say the word and they both lose a toe. Just like that," Derek said, snapping his fingers. Derek looked to the side and sighed to someone, "No. Don't do it now."

      "Perhaps you think the ability to inflict harm only goes in one direction?" Tamara said, tapping a key. Images were sent over the holo of the village facility and the stockpiles there.

      Derek didn't appear to recognize them at first, but at a word from someone just out of sight he frowned.

      "You're in a tight spot. You have a failed operation that is about to fail still more. We can make things so much worse," Tamara said.

      Derek forced a smile. "Pretty tough, huh. I can start having pieces cut off them until they die screaming. You want to play who can make the bigger threat here? Then let’s play."

      "We get our people back and we get paid, and we can discuss your job," Tamara said.

      "This whole making amends thing went right past you. You've been paid up front," Derek said.

      "Do you want to see what we are capable of when we get truly angry, Mr. Delcoro?" Tamara said almost in a whisper. "We're not going to budge on threats alone, but we're willing to talk. Come to the table."

      Derek glanced off-camera again.

      "Let me give you ten minutes to think about it. I wish to speak with my captain too," Tamara said.

      Derek was frowning again and he nodded, killing the link.

      "That went terribly," Quinn said.

      "No, it didn't. For all the bluster, he's not in charge and the person who is wants to talk. Whatever his job is we're going to have to take it. That’s ship business. I have your approval to make that deal?" Tamara asked.

      Quinn didn't like it, but this was Tamara's area of expertise. "You do."
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      When the call resumed, it wasn't Derek on the other end. The woman looked to be in her fifties, wearing a red dress that matched the color of Derek’s suit and studded with an absurd number of rubies.

      "Sofia Delcoro, I'll be speaking to you for now," Sofia said.

      "Derek your brother?" Tamara asked.

      "Son. A stupid boy, takes after his father. I won't give up the leverage I have on you until the job is done, but I'm willing to talk terms."

      "Give us one back, in lieu of standard down-payment," Tamara said.

      Sofia pursed her lips. "Done. Got a preference?"

      Tamara glanced towards Quinn.

      It was an easy choice, Quinn wished it weren't. Taki had been with him for years, she was his closest friend. Jinx was young, in way over her head, and pregnant with his child.

      "Jinx," Quinn said.

      "The blonde," Tamara said.

      "Very well. Now, the job you'll be taking. On Endelmar Station there is a museum. Relics of the early empire. One of the displays is the Longstrider, an early survey vessel. I want you to steal it and deliver it to Arkstone. We can be reached on this line once you’re in the system," Sofia said.

      "A museum heist. We didn't get to do the last one," Dela said.

      Quinn wished she didn't sound quite so excited.

      "And the pay?" Tamara asked.

      "My son might be an idiot, but he was right on this. You owe us. Still, even with that you deserve something. One thousand upon delivery, as well as the return of your other crew member."

      "For their second-rate equipment and a job of this difficulty on short notice? Did your people even have a plan for getting it out?" Tamara asked.

      "I understand that they intended to kill everyone in their way, blow a hole in the station, and haul it out," Sofia said dryly.

      "Given how poorly they performed in a shootout, we're doing you a favor. You'd have lost their equipment anyways and the job still wouldn't have gotten done. Three thousand," Tamara said.

      Sofia grunted. "Fifteen hundred. If you can pull this off there may also be more work for you. It would be nice to have a capable operator for once. When we release the blonde girl we'll let you know where. It may be a day."

      "Agreed," Tamara said after a moment, and the line was killed.

      "She thinks we'd want to work for her again after this?" Dela said.

      "Work’s been scarce. They play this fair, we might consider it. Call the Tango back and prep for launch. How did repairs go?" Quinn asked.

      "Thruster is good to go. Replacing the damaged armor is going to need a better port," Melody said.

      Dela flipped through a tablet. "Margas Station, two systems over. They're a bunch of scrappers, but I've got nothing closer and we can make it in an extended jump. We need to burn time anyways until they unload Jinx."

      "Tamara, I want you to work with Mara when she gets back. Between you two you've got a lot of connections. I want to know who these people are, what they do. We took their money once in a fair agreement and they turned their guns on us. It ain't happening a second time," Quinn said.
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      Two hours later they lifted off. Quinn took the controls while Dela was getting some much-deserved sleep. It was a surprise to him when he found Tamara slipping into the copilot seat beside him.

      "Figured you'd be doing research with Mara," Quinn said. "I know it's our night, but I don't think we're doing much in the cockpit."

      Tamara turned her gaze around and flashed him a wry smile. "We could make it work, but it isn't that. I think I'm going to do away with the whole "nights" thing. It made sense at first, but I think it’s now creating more hard feelings than its fixing."

      Quinn looked sidelong at her. "Not like you to back down on an idea."

      "You think me a mastermind because I am one. But all this, the Centauri, I was thinking on my feet. In trying to bring order out of chaos, I might have brought a bit too much order," Tamara said, sounding exhausted.

      Quinn reached out a hand to her shoulder. "I'm worried about her too, about both of them. We'll get them back."

      "Am I that easy to read now?" Tamara asked, letting out a low huff.

      "You obviously care about her. I'm not sure about the rest of us, but I am her."

      That resulted in a long period of silence. Tamara finally said with her usual composure, "If you want to know my thoughts, ask."

      "Would you tell me the truth? Even now you're back to being ... you. Refined, and cautious."

      "Untrustworthy," Tamara said flatly.

      Quinn had to nod. It was true.

      "I'm a lawyer, Quinn, I don't think you can even quite grasp how much. I've never had a moment of my life believing I'd be anything else. There may be other ways to be, but I don't know them."

      "I know. We've all got our baggage."

      "Yours is a dead wife and you've been trying really hard to put her away somewhere safe and leave room for the rest of us. I can't make you trust me, but you I am going to try to be honest with," Tamara said.

      "Why me?"

      "You know why. In this Centauri we all claim to be equals but we aren't, not really. You're the patriarch of our little clan and I'm the matriarch. If I’m going to be honest with anyone it should be you, and I should be honest with someone."

      "So what do you think of us? Honestly?" Quinn asked.

      "I'll tell you, if you tell me."

      An attempt at openness finished with bartering. Quinn almost wanted to laugh at how natural that was starting to be, coming from her.

      "Allright," Quinn said.

      "Jinx is complicated. Protecting her somehow made her feel like a little sister to me and in almost all my schemes for the future, she is key. I'm torn between wanting to protect her and wanting Jinx to achieve her potential," Tamara said.

      That felt to Quinn very much like the truth. "And the others?"

      "Taki is tremendously loyal. I don't understand it, but I do respect it. I think she wants to compete with me and she doesn’t have it in her. Melody is sweet, capable, and harmless. Kara is bloodthirsty and more complicated than she appears, I like her. Dela has a spark of greatness in her." Tamara leaned back in the copilot chair.

      "And me?" Quinn asked.

      "You're still the scruffy dinged-up excuse for a hero charging off to the rescue. It grows on me, more than I expected. I'm not sure where that ends, but I like it. Your turn," Tamara said.

      "Taki is my oldest and dearest friend and that hasn't changed, just gotten odder with all this. Dela is fun and easy to talk to. Kara scares and excites me. Melody is sweet, capable, and not as harmless as she looks. Jinx makes me feel all kinds of in over my head."

      "And ...?"

      "When I first saw you in that bar I thought you were trouble. Nothing since has changed my mind. It grows on me, more than I expected," Quinn said.

      Tamara leaned over and slipped her arm in his, leaning against it. It was a rare sign of affection, and she was nice and warm against him.

      "You won't like me if they've hurt Jinx. I'll do something terrible," Tamara said.

      "You think I wouldn't?"

      "Not like I would. There is something in good folk that holds them back, that keeps them in check. You can flip it in most people, make them break that programming with varying degrees of effort. I don't have one, I never have—neither me nor any of my sisters were born with any inhibitions about doing any violence, when it’s called for," Tamara said.

      "Your sisters? The others of your generation? I remember you telling me how you’re all daughters of the current Tourmaline Steele, fighting to get the contents of that old mind dumped inside your skull but you’ve never talked about them. Are you all identical?" Quinn asked.

      Tamara laughed. "We're not clones. Not exactly. Transcription errors—copy the same information too many times and you get errors. We're more iterative. The Tourmaline Steele of one generation becomes the mother to the next."

      "And I thought my family was weird. You're free of her?" Quinn asked.

      Tamara frowned. "Probably. We compete to get her memories when it’s time, to get her accounts, her influence, her power. I was third, but now I must be last."

      "You want to be erased by her?"

      "It isn't like that. Iterative there, too. It’s the knowledge of all the winners of the past combined with the winner of today to become more than either. Each Tourmaline is unique, and always extraordinary."

      "I don't think I understand, but I'm sorry," Quinn said.

      Tamara gave a faint smile. "Don't be, husband. I promise you, if I’m not going to be Tourmaline, I'll be better."

      Quinn believed her, so help him he believed her.
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      Margas Station was nicer than might be expected. The system didn't have much of an economy overall, a lone gas planet close to the sun followed by multiple layers of asteroid belts extending outward. Where they ended the scrap yard began, the discarded hulks of generations of travel.

      Besides the unusually extensive dock facilities for repairs, there was a small but thriving entertainment district for asteroid miners and crew who had downtime while their ships were under work. Quinn was in no mood to be entertained, but after a string of miserable ports lately it was nice to see one with a bit of life.

      The family gathered in the hold after having had a look around.

      "A markup on everything here, but they're decently well stocked. I've never shopped for a museum heist before," Dela said.

      "I'm rather more familiar with grand theft after the fact. What do we need?" Tamara asked.

      "We won't know until we get in there and have a look around, but going in and shooting up the place isn't going to be the plan unless we're absolutely out of other options," Quinn said.

      "Sensor spoofs, what we'll need for communication disruption. I can grab a lot from the nearby hulks. We've done it before," Melody said.

      "Clothes," Quinn said with a look to Tamara. "You're the height of fashion in the Core, but they don't trust that out here. We need to get you looking like a local professional."

      "Here I can only buy coveralls or a stripper outfit. I don't think that’s the sort of professional you're looking for," Tamara said.

      "Could work, high-class whores are a thing," Kara said.

      "Just do the best you can," Quinn said quickly.

      "I can sew. Get something even close and we can do alterations," Dela said.

      "Let me guess? You made yourself reproductions of alien fashions?" Tamara asked.

      "Girl has to have a hobby," Dela said defensively.

      "Who are you calling an alien? You’re the aliens and I have great clothes,” Kara said.

      "If you want to look like a heavy-armored sex worker," Tamara said with a huff. "Fine, we'll try it. I'll pick up something suitable."

      "It might help if we knew what approach you’ve got in mind. I've seen you plan just one job and that was at the estate. It got us shot and was a complete mess," Mara told Quinn.

      "We were improvising. Which I know is exactly what we're doing now, but this is different. Somehow," Quinn said with a frown.

      Mara simply stared at him.

      Quinn had to admit that she had a point.

      "I like to do things quiet, if possible. I prefer we get in and out without nobody ever knowing we were there. I don't think that’s going to happen with a ship theft," Quinn said.

      "Nose and his friends might have been wimps, but they weren't wrong. Kick the door, blow a few guards away, take it and go," Kara said.

      "If it even flies,” Melody reminded them. “It’s a relic, remember? We don't know if it’s operational. I doubt they are keeping a museum exhibit maintained and fueled up."

      There were just too many unknowns. What they needed was to reduce things to known qualities. A plan based on fundamentals that could work no matter what they might encounter.

      Quinn closed his eyes for a moment, wishing that Taki was here. For a long time she'd always been the stabilizing influence on him, the reliable linchpin of any plan. The crazy plans were usually his, yet without her here he was finding it hard to even come up with them. Still, he had to, and with the others here they had a lot of tools they could use.

      "We'll run a con. We use what we have and don't waste the opportunity while we're here," Quinn said, beginning to pace. "Those asteroid miners. They'll all work for somebody. Find out who. Tamara, you're going to become one of their executives. I want you dressed accordingly and with a background in their mining systems."

      "I can help with the last part, if you need it," Mara said.

      "Dela, you're a consulting archaeologist. You already have the clothes to work the part. In order to promote the commercial side of the station here, you’re offering that the company is interested in doing repairs and maintenance on the older vehicle exhibits in exchange for spreading the word about your good will," Quinn said. “A kind of public relations exercise.”

      "Not where my degree is aimed at, but you take the work you can out of college. I can pull it off," Dela said.

      "See what decals I can steal to put on the hull for when we leave?" Melody asked.

      Quinn nodded. "Fix us up to look like a proper transport and salvage ship. Rig us up with what we need to do a tow job. Once we hit the system we'll send the others in ahead of us in the Foxtrot."

      Tamara pursed her lips. "I can actually start trying to sell it even now. Make the initial contact while we're here. I doubt they'll accept right away, but if we give them some time to get used to the idea before we show up ..."

      That was risky. Quinn could understand the desire of it, but pulling a con was dangerous. The longer you gave people to think things over, the more bad things they could imagine happening. You had to get people eager to seize an opportunity fast, have them sell you.

      "No, better to hold off. Spend the time now figuring out how to sell it once you're there," Quinn said.

      There was a real risk in having Tamara do this. Pulling a con was as much art as science. There were classic moves, but an approach had to be tailored for an individual. It required being able to read someone quickly, figure out what they were afraid of, what they wanted.

      Which explained why Mara wasn’t looking impressed.

      Quinn didn't need her to speak up to know what she was thinking. Whatever else Mara might be, she was a spy. Lying and conning was second nature to her, he should have given her this side of things. However, Tamara needed to learn. She might be matriarch of this little family, but she still needed to learn the business.

      "Mara, Kara, you're the backup plan. You'll visit in Kara's shuttle," Quinn said.

      "The Whiskey," Kara said.

      "My suggestion. It fit the theme," Dela said with a grin.

      Whiskey, Tango, Foxtrot. It would do.

      "We shooting up the place after all?" Kara asked hopefully.

      "That is going to be Mara's call. Get in, take the tour. Observe security, alarm systems. If our people get made or things for some reason go to hell, get us that ship. Taki's life depends on it," Quinn said.

      Between them Mara was their best infiltration expert, and she was almost as formidable as Kara in a fight. The last time they'd gone head-to-head it had been closer than Quinn expected. If the main plan went awry they'd be the two most capable of implementing another solution.

      "What if we do get made?" Dela asked.

      "We protest our innocence, shut up, and if pressed are waiting for counsel," Tamara said crisply.

      "Listen to the lawyer," Quinn said with a nod. "I'm not trading Taki for any of you. If a member of this family gets taken we are going to come for you. Do whatever you have to in order to stay alive and safe until we get there."

      Tamara looked between them. "Not the time for this, I know, but I wanted to plant the idea. These transponders of yours aren't doing the trick. This is twice now that you've lost your first officer even with one."

      It wasn't the time, it was also true.

      "I'm open to options," Quinn said.

      "Sub-dermal implants. Charged from your own biochemistry and a good one can be tracked from systems away. If Taki and Jinx had them installed we'd have known exactly where they are already."

      "And they cost a small fortune," Mara said.

      "You have them and I doubt you're purchasing them open-market," Tamara said.

      "I'm not sourcing technology for you. That isn't negotiable."

      "Any other reasonable options?" Quinn asked.

      Mara frowned and let out a sigh. "I won't source what I use, but my sisters are busy people. If any on the public market come into our possession, or can be found for a particularly good deal, I'll see what I can do."

      "If that happens I might be able to find some valuable data to give them as payment," Tamara said.

      "All things for another day. You've got your assignments, people. Let’s make this happen," Quinn said.
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      Thirty hours later they got a call that Jinx had been left on Indoc. It was a miserable little world with its few colonies located beneath large domes shielding them from a harsh sun. Only the presence of rare minerals made mining a thriving concern.

      Jinx hadn't been harmed except for a stunner blast. Confined to a cabin on the ship, but fed well and not mistreated. She reported she'd been separated from Taki as soon as they were captured. Quinn had been right though, she'd been carried on one of the heavy agricultural transports.

      The entire thing made him feel a bit better about those who had taken Jinx. Nose's behavior hadn't been acceptable, not in the slightest. Professionals, even criminals, had to have some standards. Do the work you’re paid to do, pay up when the work is done. There were always exceptions obviously—Quinn hadn't delivered his cargo of girls frozen in stasis pods for Maiden when it turned out she had lied.

      Kidnapping a member of someone’s crew was bad, but not mistreating them, seeing they were taken care of—it was at least possible that Nose's employers were a higher class of criminal than Nose himself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Endelmar was an unusual system. Technological facilities were valuable on the Rim, where resources were plentiful but the ability to shape anything into things usable was rare. Once a system was civilized it tended to stay civilized, growing until all the worlds supported as much life as they could and then spreading a new wave of colonists. In contrast, Endelmar was a system that had once teemed with life, but was nearly deserted now.

      The one major planet had resources in abundance, and had once hosted thriving cities and a trading station in orbit. A string of suddenly active volcanoes had filled the atmosphere with ash and rendered the planet nearly uninhabitable. A few underground colonies continued, but what had once been a major hub of civilization was now empty.

      Endelmar Station was beautiful from a distance, an attention to aesthetics often ignored in modern stations. It had a decorative scrolling mural that gave the station's exterior the look of perpetual motion.

      Quinn jumped into the system but held back from moving on the station, instead letting the Whiskey and Foxtrot go in first on their respective missions. The plan had been that they would both hopefully go unnoticed despite arriving around the same time, but this sector of space seemed really quiet.

      Jinx joined Quinn in the cockpit to watch the sensors.

      "You're sure you're okay?" Quinn asked.

      "I'm pregnant, not made out of tissue paper. I can handle a kidnapping," Jinx said, then added after a moment, "Actually it was pretty scary. I didn't know what they were going to do to me."

      "But you got through okay," Quinn said.

      "Because of you. Not because of me. I'm going to have Melody teach me some things about engineering. I don't want anything like this to happen again."

      Quinn looked over at her to make sure she was serious, she looked like it.

      "Engineering? Not shooting a gun or throwing a punch?"

      "Way I see it, Taki can do both those things and they captured her too. I mean, I want to learn them, I will, but right now I feel like the weak link and I hate that. I figure if I learn what would have helped every time something goes wrong, and soon, I'll be really strong," Jinx said.

      It made sense. It made a lot of sense.

      "And you think engineering would have helped you to escape?" Quinn said.

      "Escape, signal for help," Jinx said with a determined nod. "Then we wouldn't have to pull this job. Well, we wouldn't if they had just taken me."

      "People are always going to prey on your weak spot. Threaten the things you care about to get what they want out of you."

      "Why did you pick me? Instead of Taki, I mean," Jinx asked carefully.

      Jinx was only a few years younger than him, but somehow Quinn felt worlds apart from her at times. The magic, her lineage, and the enormous differences in their experience. Everyone else on the crew had seen a lot of bad in their lives. Jinx had lived a very normal life until she'd had to run. Quinn hadn't been the one to deny her that life, but he couldn't give it back to her.

      Quinn sighed and turned to face her. "Lifeboat dilemma. Imagine you’re on a ship that’s losing atmosphere and you've got a lifeboat that can hold ten people and you've one hundred crew. You're the captain, and the only one with a gun. You decide who lives and who dies. How do you make your choices?"

      Jinx frowned. "It is a terrible question. I don't like it."

      "Good," Quinn said wryly. "That means you're actually thinking about it. But do you have an answer?"

      Jinx stared at the console, her arms folded and deep in thought. "I'm tempted to say something like youngest first, all the children. But what if one of the other passengers is a doctor? If I let them die, I might cost a hundred children their lives later."

      "You might. I think getting all the kids off is a good answer, you're saving potential. Still, who else do you save?" Quinn asked.

      "Expertise. Potential might amount to nothing, but expertise has merit already. Any noted scholar, professional, those with irreplaceable skills. Is that right?"

      Quinn shrugged. "There isn't a right except that you are able to answer it. Not everyone can. Not everyone in charge of something can, which is a travesty. How would you rate as worth saving, by your own standards?"

      Jinx smiled sadly. "Taki is a better engineer, a better shot, your first mate. I've some schooling though—nobody else on your crew does—and the magic. The magic probably seals the deal. But that wasn't what you were thinking was it?"

      Quinn shook his head. "It's a fine way of looking at the world, but it isn't mine. When backs are to the wall and someone has to be saved, pregnant women and kids come first. The fact it’s my child you're having just amplifies that."

      Jinx gave a laugh that sounded almost pained. "I've been thinking of myself a lot. I needed a husband and a baby to reduce my eligibility in the political maneuvers for that damned throne. Apart from agreeing with Tamara that you were, uh, suitable, I never really thought about your side of things."

      Quinn hadn't had a lot of time to think himself. Like the art of a good con was hitting someone fast and quick, and forcing them to make a decision before they could think of the thousand reasons no, in hindsight it was how Tamara set up his acceptance of the Centauri.

      "I think we're all a little guilty of that," Quinn said.

      "Are we really, doing this? I don't even know what this is," Jinx said.

      "You know about Kat, I think everyone does by this point. I loved her, I married her, and I decided there would never be another quite like her. I can be a stubborn fool, kind of righteous, and a pain in the ass, but I'm loyal. I'm going to do right by you, our child, and the rest of your family for as long I'm still drawing breath."

      Jinx rose from the copilot seat, moving to Quinn's seat and slipping between him and the console so that she could wrap her arms around him. Given how voluptuous Jinx was, Quinn found himself rather distracted.

      "When we get Taki back we celebrate. Big time. We are all way too serious and families shouldn't be all about solemn declarations of eternal loyalty, though I do like that," Jinx said.

      "When we go to get Taki back there’s a fair chance they try to kill us all again."

      "Then we don't let them, and we’ll celebrate them being so very bad at their jobs," Jinx said.

      Quinn had to laugh. Jinx was right, things were often too dour. During brighter days there had always been something fun going on for the crew. Dinner was about the only thing that survived of those days.

      "If things work out we'll find a way to celebrate," Quinn promised.

      "I'll put together a movie night too. Tamara blew all the family budget on our data receiver, we should get some use besides business out of it."

      Jinx seemed much cheerier than she had a short time ago. Quinn wondered if it was his reassurances. Had she been that worried? Of course, she must be—like she said, they were virtual strangers really. Quinn resolved to make sure that her, and all the girls, knew just how much the Bliss was now their home too.
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      Only a few hours before Tamara from aboard the station signaled that Quinn could bring the Bliss into dock. Melody used the time to work on the exterior—being an android she didn’t require a suit to work outside the vessel. They were marked now with the symbols of the Ares Mining Consortium.

      The station port had room for over one hundred vessels to land, and only five docks were currently in use including those for the Whiskey and Foxtrot. The main thoroughfare into the station was filled with shuttered storefronts, a few bearing the signage of better days.

      Tamara met them on the way. The latest of Core fashion had been thrown away for something far more classic, a sharp-fitting suit vest and blouse over a skirt and heels. Quinn thought it suited her. Dela was with her, in tight-fitting leather pants and a khaki shirt open to reveal good bit of her chest, and a thoroughly unnecessary faded brown hat that was completely useless in space.

      There was no sign of Mara and Kara. They were no doubt off making their own plans.

      "You two were fast. Have anything for us?" Quinn asked.

      "Walk with me. You should have a look for yourself," Tamara said.

      With Tamara and Dela leading the way they guided Quinn to what made up the museum. It was a good quarter of the station. Interior walls had been removed to create a huge room so real starfaring ships could be on display.

      There were vessels of the First Imperium, several alien craft, and even older designs marked as being from the original Empire. There was also a surprising amount of security. Quinn counted eight guards. What they seemed to lack in discipline they made up for in equipment. All were sporting hardware just shy of military.

      The electronic safeguards were good too, not quite top of the line, but not so out of date as to have become a joke.

      It was a worrying combination because it all spoke to one thing, money. The con approach relied on someone being greedy, always desperate to score a good deal and willing to make a stupid decision.

      The wealthy weren't immune to a con, far from it, but what they coveted tended to be different than what the poor needed—and Quinn had figured they'd be dealing with a museum struggling for funding. Instead, this display spoke of someone’s private collection made public.

      "As you can see. Given the maintenance of exhibits is already well undertaken, the curator has little interest in our offer," Tamara said smoothly. "I fear you might have come all this way for nothing, Captain."

      Good, she was maintaining her cover in case they were being monitored. Quinn meanwhile was studying the interior and thinking of alternate strategies. Under normal circumstances they'd have had a chance to scope out the terrain before making a plan, but the rush to get this done for Taki’s skae hadn't allowed it.

      Worse than that, Quinn didn't much like the odds of any backup plan either. Kara was almost an irresistible force of nature, but just the visible defenses were formidable, and if they had anything in reserve it would be worse. The same went for the security system. While Mara was without doubt brilliant, to get past this with certainty would require a master thief. Tripping alarms would bring the guards and their overwhelming firepower.

      "Guess I should be heading back then, if you don't need me for transport. Unless you've got any reason for me to stick around?" Quinn asked.

      Quinn hoped that Tamara would pick up on the cue. This was still a performance for the sensors, closing out this little charade without them getting suspicious.

      "We’ll be in touch," Tamara said.

      Quinn returned to the ship. As soon as he was aboard he had Melody send a private transmission to Mara's implant to abort any backup plan they were thinking of implementing. Taking a few hours between them to make things less suspicious, eventually everyone was back aboard the Bliss.

      Quinn called a meeting over dinner to discuss the next steps.

      Kara said, "I'm telling you. I can get it. I've got a few charging rounds that will go right through that pretty armor of theirs."

      "We didn't want to kill people in the first place. I'd still rather not. Did anyone get an eye on the ship we're supposed to steal?" Quinn asked.

      "Single person scout. Old—very old—probably pre-Imperium. It isn't even built to use Runestones. Stasis for a pilot. They'd ride a ley-line directly, crazy stuff," Dela said.

      "So whether it’s fueled up doesn't matter. We're not getting it out of the system without pulling it out anyways. You know the section of the museum it was in?"

      "I can show you," Mara said, bringing up her holographic emitter and a blueprint of the building. Marking a spot she said, "There. Right alongside a bunch of other pre-Imperium relics."

      "If you're not letting me shoot, how are we getting it? Can you get past their defenses, Mara?" Kara asked.

      "Going in blind ... maybe a thirty percent chance I’d do it without setting off an alarm? Give me a week to pull the schematics from the Core and study them, and I'll give you eighty," Mara said.

      "Too long for our purposes. When I was there I saw they'd deployed what looked like drop walls like they use in docks. If there’s an atmospheric breach they drop right down to isolate the museum from the rest of the station," Quinn said.

      "Probably because of all the internal bulkheads they knocked down. I can confirm they're definitely drop walls. What are your thoughts?" Mara asked.

      Quinn shared his plan. Twelve hours later they executed.

      Stage One involved Mara setting off their alarms remotely. Controlling and disabling their systems remotely was one thing, but just making some noise she could do far more easily.

      It sent guards running towards a far end of the museum. That was when Mara triggered her next surprise and sealed the hanger around them, then dropped the atmospheric walls surrounding the relics. Her intention wasn’t really to keep the guards away. Rather it was to keep them alive in what happened next.

      Kara had taken the Tango and used its stealth abilities to get close to the outer hull of the station and carefully place charges. When the walls dropped she triggered them.

      The explosion blasted a hole in the station just outside the display area containing the Longstrider, the vacuum sucking it and the rest of exhibits into space. The Bliss was waiting.

      Dela and Melody were in the cargo bay, the hatch open and grapple guns ready to secure as many artifacts they could. First things first, Melody flung herself out into space to attach a tow line to the Longstrider.

      Less than five minutes after the first alarm had sounded they were heading for the system’s Runestone, dragging the Longstrider behind them and with a hold full of miscellaneous relics.

      Quinn was glad they'd gotten what they needed, but the thought of robbing a museum wasn't sitting well with him. And what should have been just one stolen ship had become a lot more. That it had been a private collection made him feel a little better, especially one that few had the chance to see.

      Hauling another craft meant they couldn't pull off an extended jump. It was a tense few hours watching the scanners for any ships in pursuit, and three smaller jumps later until Quinn finally felt it was safe to set the Bliss into orbit around an uninhabited moon.

      Quinn hit the comms. "We look to be clear, everyone. Smart people, I want to find out if there is anything particular on that ship they're looking for. Melody, I want some way to camouflage it when we head into Arkstone."

      "With a few modifications it will fit in one our shuttle docks," Melody said.

      Quinn liked it. One of the shuttles could be deployed anyway. With the Tango he could try to sneak in some backup to whatever kind of meeting might be arranged. Given he still didn't trust their latest “clients” at all, that was a very good idea.

      Quinn put the ship on autopilot and went down to the hold. Dela was hard at work, Jinx helping. Small piles of artifacts were on the deck.

      "You doing some organizing for them?" Quinn asked.

      "Some of this is valuable, some significant, some simply old. Figuring out what’s what is fun work," Dela said with a grin. "Know what we're doing with any of it?"

      "Not yet—" Quinn said.

      His words cut off as a sudden flare of light filled the hold.

      It was a stone obelisk that would have been considered merely ornamental seconds ago. Right up until Jinx tried to move it. Runes glowed now, shimmering the brilliant blue of mana. They weren't just on the obelisk, Jinx's pale flesh was covered with them as well as if they were markings upon her skin. An intricate display that went back and forth between her and the stone before fading—and Jinx slumped.

      Quinn rushed to catch her.

      "Get Tamara and Mara," Quinn told Dela.
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      Mara was the first to respond. She knelt beside Jinx and listened to Quinn and Dela explain.

      "Keep the object away from her just in case, but from what you describe she should be fine," Mara said.

      "You know what happened?" Quinn asked.

      "I have an idea. Magic in the wild isn't something you see much of in the Core, but then again we're no longer in the Core."

      "I handled the obelisk earlier. It didn't shock me," Dela said.

      "Magic sometimes reacts to magic, and the royal line is especially reactive," Mara said, scanning Jinx with one of her bracelets. "Vitals look good."

      Tamara came running in, stopping short at the sight. "What happened?"

      "Alien artifact in what we took from the museum had a magical imprint," Mara said.

      "It had a long crack in it earlier. It doesn't now," Dela said, studying it.

      Mara pursed her lips. "Unexpected, but we know why. The abilities of the royal line are capable at healing more than just bodies."

      "Although healing people is usually the extent of it. She's apparently strong," Tamara said.

      "So it would appear. Which is further good news for her, it means she has a lot of power propping up her health. The royals have never been easy to kill. It’s a part of what makes recent events so very surprising," Mara said.

      A few minutes later Jinx opened her eyes, seeming none the worse for the encounter. From what she described, she experienced a sort of overwhelming rush of sensations, none which quite made sense or had any context.

      Quinn ordered the magical artifact sealed up and tucked into one of the smuggler compartments of the Bliss. The rest he had Dela create sale sheets. Meanwhile, Melody made alterations to the ship, including modifying the shuttle dock so the Longstrider could take its place inconspicuously.

      They hadn't found anything that made the Longstrider worth stealing. Nothing hidden in any compartments. And although it was old it wasn't especially valuable—some of the other artifacts were worth more. On Mara’s suggestion they made a copy of the Longstrider’s original sensor data.

      Then it was on to Arkstone. So far they'd only heard about it, the closest thing to a Core world in this part of the Rim, except far less welcoming.

      The instant Quinn entered the system he was being hailed and told to enter a queue. Imperium vessels were alongside mercenary vessels, and others bearing a host of company marks, all drifting close to one of the system’s five Runestones.

      "Nothing like being told to hurry up and wait," Dela said.

      "Time to make a call," Quinn said, hitting the keys for Sofia Delcoro’s frequency.

      The call was answered quickly, a dour-looking, balding man in red robes on the other end.

      "One moment ... ah, yes. A delivery, you have our merchandise and are in system?"

      "I do. You're not who I dealt with before," Quinn said.

      "Yet here I am answering your call. Which stone and queue number?" the man asked.

      "Third. Queue thirty," Quinn told him.

      The man could be heard tapping at keys. "You should get clearance momentarily. Transferring you docking information."

      The link closed.

      Abrupt, but professional. A few minutes later Quinn got permission to enter the system traffic patterns. The landing data was for a small station orbiting the third moon of the sixth planet.

      On approach they were scanned several times by narrow-bodied fighter craft. Mara and Tamara were out there somewhere in the Foxtrot. Even knowing they were there Quinn couldn't detect them. The stealth rigging on the ship had been good before, and Mara had since made a few upgrades to make it even better.

      Quinn was glad the ship was there, but already he was thinking about how they could recall the Foxtrot and make an escape, if they needed to. He thought it might be relatively easy. While this station might be owned by a specific crime family, it was obvious this system had a lot of factions, and judging by all the gunships, a fragile peace was maintained by a mutual restraint of firepower.

      A hard burn of the engines towards any cluster of ships, particularly mingled ships of different factions, should make it too risky for anyone to open fire.

      Quinn maneuvered the ship into a third docking bay. The station only had room for four ships of their size and two of the docks were already taken.

      The comm beeped again. No visual this time. "You're in. We'll have your crew member here, but you can't approach. Talking to them is fine. We'll send someone aboard to inspect our cargo. Feel free to point guns at him, but kill him and he won't be the only one to die. Everything checks out, we make the exchange. An invitation is extended for drinks later and to discuss real business."

      It wasn't leaving a lot of room for negotiation, but the terms were about what Quinn had expected.

      Quinn and Dela had pistols in hand when they opened the hatch. Tamara was in the pilot’s seat in case they needed a quick exit.

      As the hatch lowered there were a dozen rifles pointed at them, well-dressed men and women all of whom wore a red scarf somewhere on their person. A figure approached the hatch, hands up.

      "I'm Andrew, I just need to confirm you've got it.

      Behind everyone Taki stood unshackled, although a woman stood at a distance with a shotgun aimed in her direction.

      "Good to see you, sir," Taki called out.

      "You okay? They mistreat you?" Quinn asked.

      "They punched back when I punched them. Apart from that it’s been downright civilized."

      Quinn held his position while Dela guided Andrew inside the ship.

      "You all really didn't have to get dressed up on our account," Quinn said.

      "How will people know they're supposed to respect you, if you don't look the part?" This came from a woman behind the crowd of guns. Sofia Delcoro.

      Dela and Andrew returned.

      "They've got it. Bit dinged up from being shot into space and squeezed into a hangar," Andrew said.

      "Well, now that we know everybody is acting in good faith here, how about we all lower our guns?" Sofia said.

      "Last time we tried to deal with your folk all civil-like, they shot at us. Guns are staying out," Quinn said.

      "Then we'll drop ours," Sofia said, and the weapons facing them were lowered, not that those wielding them looked thrilled about it.

      "Come have a drink and we can talk further business," Sofia said.

      "Not a good idea, sir," Taki said, stepping forward.

      "Of that I have no doubt. Still want to hear what they have to say. You get back aboard and get checked out. Tell Tamara I want her out here," Quinn said.

      Quinn waited until Taki boarded the ship and moments later Tamara stepped out.

      The lawyer took a look at the pistol in his hand sniffed. "Is that really necessary? If they start shooting, that won't do you any good."

      "It will do me a little good," Quinn said.

      Tamara rolled her eyes. "Conceded on being technically correct, barely."

      Sofia led them into the station. It was nice if a bit gaudy, in an absurd number of cherubs on everything kind of way.

      A small study had been set up for drinks. Sofia poured three glasses before taking a seat in a chair facing a chaise that she offered to her guests.

      "You wanted to discuss further work?" Tamara asked.

      "First just want to confirm. You haven't interfered with the Longstrider? I'm sure you were curious," Sofia said.

      Quinn was certain Mara had been careful to cover her tracks.

      "Of course not. Figured you might not take kindly to that," Quinn said.

      Sofia took a drink. Quinn tried his, brandy, not to his taste but not bad.

      "That is why I like you. Smart, and a smart woman with you. You two an item?"

      "Married," Tamara said.

      Sofia nodded. "See, you find a good thing, you nail it down. You're from the Core, it’s why my boys thought they could rip you off and why nobody would shed a tear if you died. We've had it rough out here, we cleave to our own or those who are vouched for."

      Quinn saw how it was going and he wasn't interested. But it needed handling carefully.

      "If you're trying to sell us on joining your family even after the bad blood we've each spilled, it's mighty civilized, but it’s not what we're looking for," Quinn said.

      Sofia waved a hand. "Not what I'm offering anyways, not now. Maybe down the road you'll reconsider and you'll be worthy, but not now. Jobs, though, for an able ship? You need someone like me. They won't even let you land on Arkstone Prime unless you're spoken for and I can do the speaking. For now, go check out the planet—on me. Figure out if you really want to be standing alone out in the cold."
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      Sofia paid Quinn in Arkstone credits, but with a local branch of the Galactic Bank they'd have no trouble changing those into something more useful. Despite the reservations Quinn had going in, they were allowed to leave the station without problems.

      Quinn called the family together.

      Taki said first, "I’d like to get out of this system. Out of this whole sector of space. Nothing has gone right since we've come and we don't have friends here."

      "She's got a point. I don't mind us getting a bit beat up if the money is good, but it isn't," Kara said.

      As usual, they had gathered around the dinner table. Melody prepared seafood nachos, a culinary invention that hadn't turned out very well at all. Not that it stopped Kara and Jinx.

      "Coming here was my idea. I can't make you stay, but if you leave, I need to stay here," Mara said.

      "We wanted somewhere we could get a fresh start away from what’s happening in the Core. We've found it. Just because that fresh start has been rocky doesn't mean we should run away from it," Tamara said.

      "We're surrounded by history and I've barely gotten to see any of it," Dela said.

      Taki raised her hand. "I get it. I'm outnumbered and I admit, getting taken could happen anywhere, but I'm not wrong about things being rough here."

      Quinn nodded. "I agree, which is why I wanted us to talk things out. We have an offer from Sofia on the table. I admit, we've had our disagreements and they are deep, but she paid prompt this time."

      "Wouldn't be the first time we made friends with someone we used to shoot at, sir," Taki said.

      "I don't mind staying here, but those people play dirty," Jinx said.

      "I recommend hearing them out but with due caution. No more meetings on their territory where they hold all the power," Tamara said.

      Quinn had no problem agreeing with that.

      "Do we need their money? We just got a decent payout, and we've got what’s in our hold," Dela said.

      "What’s that?" Taki asked.

      "Artifacts. We had to steal an old survey vessel to get you back and we wound up lifting a bit more than that," Quinn said.

      "Worth much?"

      Dela said reluctantly, "Give me six months and time to make some inquiries, I can probably get us ten thousand out of them. They aren't extraordinary, but with a little patience so we can match the right buyer at the right time ..."

      "We don't have time for all that. We're going to accept Sofia’s offer to visit Arkstone. I want them out of our hold by the time we lift," Quinn said.

      Dela grimaced. "That gives me a lot less room to work with. If I knew the planet, I could still do okay, but going in blind?"

      "Any estimates?" Taki asked.

      "Go through a fence, the whole lot," Quinn told Dela.

      "We'll lose a lot that way. Any reason why?"

      "The museum. It has been bothering me too," Tamara said, before Quinn could answer.

      "Too much money. All of that in the middle of nowhere. Nose might have been planning to hit it, just like Sofia said, or her family might have taken the opportunity to do a job they couldn't do themselves," Quinn said. “But no one was in any hurry to commit. I can guess why.”

      "You think the exhibit was owned by another crime family," Dela said.

      "Oh, I'm not convinced of anything, but I am wary," Quinn nodded.

      "Nothing in the computer of the Longstrider pointed towards a crime connection. As far as I could tell the sensor logs were authentic and old, that’s all," Mara said.

      "Were you able to get into their systems at all?" Quinn asked.

      "I did, but we were in a hurry. I was more focused on covering our tracks than digging out their secrets. For whatever it’s worth, they won't have any clean sensor logs of the heist."

      "Then let’s make sure we remain the dashing and mysterious sorts that we are. We unload this as fast and as invisibly we can."

      Dela said, "Set us down at the major trade port. I'll find a way to sell them fast and clean. Like I said, we won't get much though, a thousand if I'm lucky, and a lot less if I'm not."

      It was a lot less than ten thousand.

      "If we're going to stay here we need friendship with a good fence," Quinn said.

      "I can help with that," Tamara said.

      Taki arched a brow. "A few jobs and you're thinking you're a master of the criminal underworld?"

      "Do you think that after a few hours talking to the local attorneys I can't tell you exactly who is on the top of their game on that planet? " Tamara said.

      "Tempting as that is, you might be out-sizing our importance," Taki said.

      "But not mine. I'm a good friend to have, and my friendship can buy you the friendship of others."

      “Will this planet even have fences? I mean it is run by a bunch of crime lords, are there even police?” Dela asked.

      “Local law is minimal. There is something that passes for a police force but it exists largely to protect the interest of the corporations and the crime families. Unlike in most systems possession is effectively all of the law. If you can steal it and you can keep it. It is yours. It is concerns over that last bit that make fences still a thing, Let me do this,” Tamara said.

      It wasn't something that Quinn was comfortable with. The reputation of the ship and the crew was something they'd all earned, and this felt like almost a handout from Tamara. A debt they’d owe her. Of course, he had to ask himself if he'd feel the same if it were any other member of the crew with a connection. She was family and maybe genuinely doing her best for everyone.

      "Do it," Quinn said.

      "But before anyone does anything crime-related we're celebrating. We're all together and we're okay, and we need to blow off some steam," Jinx said.
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      New Cruz was a massive resort city on Arkstone's surface. With regular shuttles to and from all the other major cities it made an ideal place to settle down. The suite Tamara had reserved was a huge affair, a tower room near the shuttle port looking out over an artificial lagoon.

      "Nice," Dela said with a look around. "But can we afford this?"

      "Our family budget, with a bit of a contribution from me, can swing it for a week," Tamara said.

      "We each have our own rooms?" Jinx asked.

      "Follow me," Tamara said.

      The bedchamber was large. The bed was plush, covered with pillows, and looked designed to fit a good two dozen people.

      "More room than we need, I know, but I think that’s best to get used to things," Tamara said.

      "When I said blow off some steam I ... uh.. I didn't mean a nonstop sexual marathon," Jinx said.

      "I am so into that," Kara said.

      "Good," Tamara said, loosening buttons and letting her clothing fall to the floor as she walked towards the bed. "I needed a volunteer. Kara? Join me? I made a mistake with the schedules. This is my attempt to make it right. We'll keep separate beds available if someone wants some privacy. But if not? Trial run to do something like this with the ship."

      "Don't have to invite me twice," Kara said, her clothes tossed aside with vigor.

      The two wasted little time before becoming tangled on the bed, kissing and petting before Kara's hand slipped between Tamara's thighs.

      "Well," Dela said, flushing a bit. "I'm no prude and straight as hell but, uh ..."

      Jinx’s pale skin was turning bright red too. Still, a moment later her own clothes were shed and she hooked her arm with Quinn's. "I'm of a mood to thank my rescuer."

      "I helped too," Kara grumbled, barely audible over the sound of Tamara's moans.

      "I'll thank you later," Taki said, her clothes dropping as she took Quinn's other arm. "Captain first."

      Melody soon joined in with Tamara and Kara.

      Dela undressed and wryly said, "Guess I'm queuing up."

      With Kara in the room, Quinn was fully responsive to whatever her alien physiology had done to him. In her presence he was always hard, always ready to go around, which was a good thing with so many demands upon his attention.

      Dela, pressed against his side, had gotten herself off twice by the time Jinx finished atop him. Once more with him on Taki, her pleasured cries by far the loudest of any present.

      "How are we going to sleep through that?" Dela asked.

      "Sexual exhaustion, I hope," Kara said.

      "Screw all of you," Taki said breathlessly between pants. "Can't help it."

      "We'll figure it out," Tamara said firmly. "That’s what families do."

      "This is weird though, right?" Taki asked.

      "I like it. I like having everyone together. It’s like dinner only naked," Melody said.

      "Everything is strange the first time you do it. We're not living by anyone else's rules but our own," Tamara said.

      Tamara's really, given the nightly rosters and now this had been her idea. Quinn wasn't of a mind to protest, this had been fun, but sleep really was vital for a pilot. It was good they were testing this out on a vacation.
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      Quinn spent the next day trying to find work. From their luxury resort it was a quick shuttle ride to the docks, and where there were docks, there were criminals. There, he wasn't having any luck. Absolutely everything was buried beneath layers of underworld bureaucracy.

      Crime went through the families almost exclusively, requiring their certification before any fixer would even work with an independent pilot. Picking up passengers demanded having a passenger ship license. Even moving cargo you had to be a member of the Hauler Guild or the Union of Traders.

      He was repeatedly turned away and every effort to find a way around the systems was rebuffed.

      It was with a good bit of frustration that he headed back to the Centauri Bliss. Despite that anything involving making money seemed to need certification a dozen different ways, spending it however you wanted was surprisingly straightforward. Shops existed selling every recreational drug Quinn had ever heard of, brothels advertised in the open, and weapon stores had open racks of weaponry. What most worlds prohibited was easy to find here.

      They had no problem getting work done on the ship. When he arrived he found Melody directing a few dockworkers and Taki watching, leaning against the hull in the cargo bay.

      "Thought you'd be out enjoying the city," Quinn said.

      Taki flashed him a wry smile, pulling away from the wall to lean in and pull his head down so she could brush a kiss against his lips. "Crowds are fun for awhile, sir, then I need a break from them. This was about the only place on the planet I knew I might get a little solitude."

      "Sorry if I'm interrupting."

      "You know that isn't what I meant," Taki said, reaching out for his hand and her fingers curling with his as she pulled him towards a step and settled down for a seat. "So uh, want to talk about last night?"

      Quinn had been wondering how she'd been feeling about it. Every member of their new-formed family had their issues with some aspect of it, but he knew Taki must have more than most. She loved him, she'd wanted him for a long time, and had been the loyal and faithful companion hoping that he might someday feel the same way.

      "You hated it that bad?" Quinn asked.

      Taki frowned and let out a long, low breath. "I didn't say that. A part of me hates to see you with other women, but Dela and Jinx are both truer to you than I am since they're straight. You might have five wives, but under the circumstances I have four too."

      "A little logic doesn't change how you feel though," Quinn said.

      "Sir, shut up and let me talk, and stop assuming. I'm not talking because it was all bad, I'm talking because I was all kinds of torn up. I didn't much like the watching, but I liked being seen and heard. And the others, they're growing on me more than I thought they would."

      "You getting feelings for any of them?"

      Taki was silent for a moment. "Some. Melody, I'd never even thought of her that way and then all this happened and her and me ... I don't even know if she can feel anything back, but I feel something. You, sir?"

      Quinn wasn't sure of the right answer here for her feelings, wasn't even sure there was one. The truth then, as best as he could put it.

      "I've some kind of affection growing for all of them. I don't know if that means if I can't separate my dick from my brain."

      "I know you don't want to hear this, sir, but I think Kat would be happy for you."

      The name was like a splash of ice water across his face. Sudden and shocking, and brutal.

      "I'm fair sure she wouldn't and I would appreciate you not guessing at her feelings about anything," Quinn said.

      Taki looked down at the deck. "She weren't happy, sir, when you two and Ice split. She thought you three were in things together, and then you thought you were in a choosing game."

      There had been occasions, it was true. The last time Quinn had met up with Ice he'd wound up in bed with her and Kara The same had happened more than once with Kat, but it wasn't like that. It wasn't like last night.

      "You don't know what you're talking about," Quinn said, colder than he intended.

      "I'm not disrespecting your memory, but I'm telling you not to tear yourself apart. You made her choose—you didn't mean to but you did—and she chose you because that girl loved you dear. But she didn't mind sharing you then and she'd be happy you found happiness now," Taki said.

      It wasn't like Taki to lie to him, even to soothe his feelings. It was why she'd always been such a reliable second, why he could always count on her. Quinn gave her hand a tight squeeze.

      Silence lingered and clearing his throat he said, "Thanks, I've a hard time ... I don't know what to do with that just yet except absorb it in. Change of subject, what is happening with the ship?"

      "Tamara still isn't happy with how that fancy hub is working so she asked for a fancier external transceiver. No problem putting it in, but the power draw required us rewiring half the secondary systems."

      "I know that thing is paying for itself and may have saved my life, but I don't like it," Quinn said.

      "Had my doubts, sir, but I don't anymore. ‘Sides that, she's expanding, expanding, expanding. Few of the quarters are staying singles, but most are getting bigger beds even if she's holding off on the giant one for you. Bigger dining table, it’s been getting crowded," Taki said.

      The Centauri Bliss could actually hold a fair number of passengers. While it had been built so an independent trader could operate the ship solo, it wasn't expected that they would. The life support would handle them cramming in fifty people, and thirty could exist in moderate comfort if they didn't mind living close and losing some cargo space. With all that in mind, it had never been expected that they'd all want to eat dinner together at the same time.

      "Sounds good," Quinn said.

      "I didn't think you'd have any problems with that. Something else I wanted to get your opinion on though. Guns. I know you didn't like them in the Core, but we're not in the Core. We've got the mounts and here we could buy what we need to make something of them."

      In the Core going without had made a lot of sense. You didn't want Imperium ships shooting first and asking questions later. Having those mounts equipped with weapons instantly made you look more suspicious than the smart smuggler wanted.

      Quinn had already seen that the Rim was different. Most traders here had a few weapons mounted on their vessels. Pirates were more common here and the law a far weaker force.

      While it would make sense to add some, he still didn't like the thought. Perhaps it was just too much change too fast, but he feared it. A gun on any ship made some men stupid, made them turn to it to solve their problems instead of using their heads. Their ship had never been about shooting their way out of problems, it had been about out-thinking and out-running them.

      "What do you think?" Quinn asked.

      "I think I know what you're thinking, and you're not wrong. I also think there are places that you don't want to walk into without a gun at your hip, and you're just asking for trouble if you do. I'm fair sure we might soon be flying into those kinds of places," Taki said.

      "Walked into one of the local gun stores yet?"

      "Can't say I have, sir."

      "I did earlier today, wanted to look around. Every pretty toy you can imagine, but with the most basic ammo along with stunners. No smart rounds, no piercers."

      "Nothing that might let you win an actual fight with those who know what they're doing and came ready for one," Taki said.

      Quinn nodded. "If we do this, we're loading up on weapons they're selling at the docks, not in the streets. Ask Kara to do the shopping."

      "She'll enjoy that," Taki said with a grunt and then allowed, "And be good at it. I'm still not over her shooting me, but I got to admit, girl knows her guns."

      "Just don't let her bankrupt us buying them. Second-hand and functional," Quinn said.

      "I'll see what we can find—if we can find any. Maybe selling the good stuff requires a license nobody has figured out how to get yet?"

      Quinn wasn't the only one having trouble with the local bureaucracy then.
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      With work, either legitimate or illegitimate, seeming impossible to find it left Quinn at least with time alone to enjoy a proper vacation. The others all had some tasks of their own to do, but over the next week he managed dates with all of them, some more than once.

      Quinn went ground-vehicle racing with Taki. They had full courses set up to simulate sudden surprises. Explosions, a collapsing cliff, in one case the entire track quickly turning to ice beneath the wheels causing vehicles to spin out of control. They ended the day behind a tool rack in a garage, naked bodies getting covered in oil before Taki's screams got them kicked out.

      At least Quinn got to win at the driving, which was more than he achieved going out for shooting with Kara, Mara, and Taki. Quinn was a decent shot, but all three were better. By the end their bets on shots were getting increasingly risqué. He spent most of the night paying off his debt, to their considerable delight.

      Tamara, Jinx, and Dela dragged him off to the opera. Quinn gave it his best, really he did, but it was an event that required him to dress up the most and engaged him the least.

      Kara and Dela took him out drinking one night. By the end his score was seven beers, two fistfights he won, one he lost, and a bill for damages that made Tamara murmur disapprovingly when they got back to the resort.

      Big losses at the casinos turned into a small winning balance when Jinx joined them, until the mana detectors went off and they were politely but firmly shown the door.

      Melody invited him along to a flight museum. They didn't rob this one and both enjoyed looking at the ships.

      Mara wasn't spending much time with them. As she wasn't a member of the family she didn't share their suite with their bed, and largely her mysterious business was keeping her occupied. Still, when Quinn sent a message asking her out to dinner, he got a quick affirmative in response.

      They'd been tortured together, very nearly died together, and in his delirium during all of that he'd talked a lot about his life—and she'd not talked a lot about hers. It was a strange sort of intimacy that went only one way and he was hoping he'd get a chance to learn more about her.

      Quinn let her know he'd like to talk and suggested she make the arrangements. He'd been told formal attire was required and given the address.

      The restaurant was in one of Arkstone's mid-sized cities, occupying the tallest building. Each booth was completely sealed, offering a magnificent view, anti-eavesdropping technology, and automated staff.

      Mara showed up dressed in a stunning red gown, her hair done up with gold combs. The entire ensemble looked as if it must have cost as much as their ship. Quinn for his part was in an outfit Tamara picked up for him not that long ago—fancy dress although with a distinctly classic, First Imperium look.

      "You look dashing in that, Captain, I must say," Mara said, looking him up and down before she settled into a seat.

      "You're a sight yourself. You carry that outfit with you everywhere you go?" Quinn asked.

      "A recent gift. Do you like it? I'm thinking about keeping it."

      "You're stunning, but you don't need the dress for me to say so."

      "Flattery? I do approve," Mara said, stretching out her neck.

      Quinn frowned, there was something different about her. "I don't mean to be rude. But is your nose different?"

      "Nose, lips, brows," Mara said, tapping away at the order console. "Red wine?"

      "Works for me. You're sure we're free to talk here?"

      "There are a few places on this planet selling privacy that don't really deliver. But this is somewhere where people like their secrets. I vetted it, we can talk," Mara said.

      "Why are you changing your face?"

      "Because we effectively killed the cover of Dr. Marianna Trenchant after what happened at Lord Barr's estate. New face, new identity, I'm in the process of building both."

      "Are you going to accept our offer?" Quinn asked.

      The wine arrived. Mara took a long sip of hers before setting it aside. "The specials are marked. I recommend trying them. Don't you think your family is large and complicated enough already?"

      "If I denied it being large and complicated, you'd be right for calling me a liar. Enough? That I can't say. You're beautiful, and you’re useful, and I have a great fondness for both those things. Mind, I think you're keeping even more secrets than Tamara," Quinn said.

      Mara toyed with her wine. "I still think she's Tourmaline, though I can't prove it. Be assured I am investigating."

      "Does it matter if she is? Either she's brilliant, manipulative, and kind of scary, or she's what? Still all those things but even better at them?"

      Mara smiled wryly. "Captain, you can play it off that you wouldn't be bothered, but I promise you, I more than most know. It is a rare soul who can stomach secrets being kept from them when they finally come to light."

      Would he? Did it matter?

      "I don't say the family would be happy about it. I expect there are reasons she'd want to keep it a secret though," Quinn said.

      Mara tilted her head. "The Imperium has more than a few ancients and they have their rivalries. If she is Tourmaline, she may just be trying to protect you."

      "I didn't come here to talk about her or her secrets, but you and yours, and where and if you're going to fit into things."

      "And I'm swinging it back to you. Do you care? I know Tamara—Tourmaline, or whoever she happens to be—wants me close and while on a purely practical level, in turn the chance to keep an eye on her appeals. So far, I haven't needed to join your family for that."

      Everything so far had gone through Tamara. There were reasons for that—somehow, improbably, she'd convinced all the rest of the family and him as well it was necessary.

      Quinn put in an order for a local pasta dish before settling back. "We had a moment, in that pod. Thinking we were going to die. I don't think it was just me."

      Mara looked at him over the table. "It wasn't, but it’s a long way from that to marriage."

      Quinn gave an awkward shrug. "Normally I'd agree with you, but that isn't the sort of month I've been having. I was broken—hell I'm still broken with a past that won't let me go and a future I don't understand. We're all broken. I like you, I really do, and I just get the feeling you're broken too."

      "I'd say flawed more than broken," Mara said, after a pause.

      "Go on," Quinn said.

      "I'm sworn to something important, Quinn, the sort of secrets I'll die to keep silent. Even if I joined this family of yours I could never be completely honest with you, never completely open. We're having this dinner now because it gets under your skin about what I'm not saying most of the time— and I'm telling you now, that never goes away."

      Quinn didn't think pushing things would get him anywhere, and he didn't want to. Mara was right, their family was already big. Still, he liked her, and perhaps even more important they needed her.

      "This is always going to be your choice but know that I'm attracted, I like you partly because of your secrets, and it isn't just Tamara that wants you close," Quinn said.

      "Why, that was very nearly romantic. After dinner I'll let you take me for a walk under the stars."

      "With a planet as well-lit as this is? I'm fair sure there isn't a star to see," Quinn said.

      Mara laughed. "You're right, of course, not real ones. But they have a simulated boardwalk. Water, lapping waves, over ten thousand simulated stars and a meteor shower nightly."

      "Pretty much perfect and all completely fake," Quinn said.

      "Just like me."

      "You don't deserve that," Quinn said.

      "No, Quinn. If there is one truth I can say with conviction, it is that one," Mara said, shaking her head. "But that was glum, more so than I intended, and not how I want this evening to go."

      Conversation remained more upbeat throughout the meal. The food was, of course, exquisite. The stars might have been false but they were beautiful, and the meteor shower even better. Mara might have denied it, but Quinn was convinced the heat behind the kiss that sealed the night was completely real.
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      The rest of the vacation wound down and with a continued lack of work prospects and no better options Quinn had Tamara put in a call to Sofia. The negotiation went on for a good hour and when Tamara finally walked out of the comms room on the Bliss she looked furious.

      "It went that well?" Quinn asked.

      "The bleeding goes both ways, Quinn, but not so much in the direction that I'd like. Five hundred advance and our fuel and maintenance fees paid for while on assignment. The contract involves playing host to a passenger seeking an item on Sofia’s behalf. Upon acquiring the item and its delivery to Sofia, we receive an independent ship license for Arkstone and ten thousand credits."

      Quinn winced.

      "I know, I know. It gives her every opportunity in the world to play us again and she would not budge. She tried to start with just the license, and everything else I fought for."

      That might be, but just because Tamara had fought for it didn't make it a good deal. Their main concerns dealing with Sofia was either her stabbing them in the back again, or accepting a job like this really some kind of insult and a massive statement of her dominance over their situation.

      "What was your read on her?" Quinn asked.

      Tamara pursed her lips. "I didn't get the feeling that she was out to cheat us. I got the sense that she thought she was throwing money away. Whatever she's getting us into, I think it’s dangerous and maybe she's already lost ships. She doesn’t expect us to succeed."

      If that was true it was good news, in a manner of speaking. It would explain her reluctance to pay up front, and ten thousand wasn't out of line for a high-risk job. It maybe meant that Sofia was just cheap and wasn't planning to murder them.

      "Well, I don't like it, but we don't have anything better. And remember, we're picking the meeting spot next time," Quinn said.

      "I made that clear. At any rate, our passenger will be arriving before we lift off Arkstone. I understand that she’s something of a scholar. Dame Alexis Throk of the Royal Astrographical Society."

      Quinn groaned. "Dela and Jinx are going to love this aren't they?"
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      They did, members of the Royal Astrographic Society were legends in their own right. Mapmakers, explorers, and xenologists who explored the most savage areas of space and brought their findings back to the Core.

      Alexis Throk didn't look that distinguished, with dark brown hair that cascaded in riotous curls down to her shoulders and warm brown eyes that were alert. Her khaki pants and shirt shimmered a bit more than they should have—Quinn recognized a subtle armor weave when he saw one. The holster and pistol at her hip were both well maintained and well-worn.

      "Sorry about the mess," Melody said. The cargo hold was still filled with tools and parts from their various upgrades. The major changes had been completed, but she still had some to finish in-flight.

      "Beautiful ship. First Imperium, I thought at first based on the lines it must be a Doxon class, but it isn't, is it?" Alexis asked.

      "It is," Tamara said.

      Quinn held his tongue. That was on the registration paperwork.

      "Maybe, but not standard. D-variant? E?" Alexis asked, frowning. "E. I'm sure of it."

      "Lady knows her ships, Captain," Melody said approvingly.

      "I feel I'm missing something and I don't like it," Tamara said.

      "The Luxor shipyards built the Doxon line of freighters. Your A variant was standard, B repurposed as passenger liners, C as a combat platform, and so on. The E’s were a limited run of eleven built with high quality components for those who wanted something inconspicuous yet with unexpected power," Quinn said.

      Tamara sniffed. "Not a lot of original parts left, I assume."

      There was something to that. How many times could you replace the parts of a ship before it wasn't the original ship anymore?

      "They tried to hide the size of the increased engine core by expanding the midsection of the ship, but the lines don't quite match up," Alexis said. "Lady Alexis Throk, by the way. Royal Astrographical Society. Captain Jade I recognize by the photo I was sent over."

      Tamara, Dela, Jinx, and Melody all introduced themselves.

      "We've been told you're looking for something, but not what," Quinn said.

      "I’m looking for a ship called the Redeemer and its crew, or their remains at least given the length of time. We’re going to need to go past the existing Runestone network. To get there, first we'll require a skimmer drive," Alexis said.

      Dela winced. "Good luck there."

      Quinn had heard of them, but they weren't around anymore. Runestones hadn't always been the preferred method of interstellar transit. Skimmer drives could still follow the paths of ley-lines and didn't require a stone on either end.

      "Do you think that was why we were asked to steal the Longstrider?" Quinn asked with a glance at Melody.

      "Makes sense, Captain. It would have had one originally, but been removed like you'd expect."

      "Indeed. The Emperor was ... exceedingly thorough in his efforts to destroy the technology. However, we believe we've identified a still-existing version locally. Acquiring it should the easy part, if our information is correct," Alexis said.

      Quinn looked to Melody again. "Installation? Safety?"

      Melody shrugged. "Wish I could say, Captain. They're really, really, illegal."

      Tamara cleared her throat. "Later models were used at the same time as the Runestone network and should be compatible with your drive. They are riskier than Runestone transit, but not greatly so."

      "You know an awful lot," Quinn said.

      "Let’s just say that I once had a very wealthy client with a desire to push that particular boundary."

      "What happened to him?" Dela asked.

      "What do you think happened to him? The Emperor had him killed, his ships scrapped, and estate razed."

      "Any reason why the Emperor was so down on these things?" Quinn asked Alexis.

      Alexis nodded. "The divide, it was his intent to keep everyone well clear of it and where we need to go is right up on the line. Were he still alive I'd never dare to perform this expedition, but with the Emperor dead and the line of succession ... in dispute ... it seems an ideal time."

      The divide. The Imperium had once been larger, much larger. A lot of territory had been lost in the great war, the divide was the line separating the Imperium that was from all that it used to be. It was supposed to be a real thing, a magical barrier. None had set eyes on it in millennia so far as Quinn knew.

      "Where are we at with this legally?" Quinn asked Tamara.

      "The Emperor's edicts aren't invalidated just because the Emperor is dead. That said, this one was a crime that was always referred directly to his attention. Even if what passes for the local law wanted to drag you in for the crime of using one, there’s no longer any court to drag you into," Tamara said. “He’s gone.”

      They were clear then, more or less.

      "Where are we going to find this drive?" Quinn asked.

      "The Margas system. We'll be looking for a wreck called the Innocent Son. An old gunship that slammed into an asteroid and is supposedly still attached to it," Jinx said.

      That might be a problem. The Margas system was where they'd gone to make repairs just before doing the museum job. Where they'd painted on the logo of the Ares Mining Consortium. The coincidence of their departure and the raid on the museum wouldn’t have gone entirely unnoticed. And even with the logos now removed, the Centauri Bliss was a memorable craft and they might be recognized.

      "Any other leads on one?" Quinn asked.

      Alexis gave him a blank stare. "On any other highly illegal, very obsolete technology? No, Captain. Is there a problem?"

      "There is, but it’s one we're going to have to work with," Quinn said, hitting the comm and putting in a call for the others.

      The next hour was spent putting together a plan. The Centauri Bliss would jump in using an extended jump to a point deep on the outskirts of the system. If the Runestone were being watched for new arrivals, that would get them past it.

      If things looked clear they could proceed with the mission, but if it looked as if there might be opposition searching for them in the area, the ship would hold position and send in the Tango with Quinn, Alexis, and Melody to identify the Innocent Son and extract the skimmer drive.

      Should things become heated they had some options. The Whiskey had weapons and could put up a fight, and Kara's shopping efforts on Arkstone hadn't been wasted. The Centauri Bliss now had two disabler cannons. A favorite of savvy pirates, they fired charged particle bursts that could overload a ship’s systems and disable weaker vessels, and even against larger vessels might be able to take out whole systems with a shot well-aimed enough to hit a power or control nexus.

      With a plan in place they began the journey. It was the better part of a day before they made the system, and as soon as they did Quinn could tell they’d been wise to be cautious.

      There were two gunships patrolling around the Runestone, and another three docked at the station. None had been here during their last visit. Someone had suspected a connection between the Bliss and the museum heist, and set up watchers just in case their ship returned.

      Quinn had felt comfortable using this place on the expectation of not being back. Now, now it was a situation they'd just have to make the best of.
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      They'd jumped in on the far side of the debris field, which was fortunate as it offered them a great deal of cover. With external lights off and power on minimal it was easy for them to blend into the background. It also made it difficult to get a full accounting of just how many gunships were lurking in the shadows with them.

      It shouldn't matter. If all went according to play—it shouldn't matter.

      "You've got the helm. Keep it quiet unless it looks like you've been made, in which case move in to come get us," Quinn said to Dela as he slipped out of the pilot’s seat.

      By the time Quinn reached the Tango Alexis and Melody were already aboard. With room for two pilots, two passengers and cargo they'd hopefully have enough room for the skimmer drive on the return journey.

      Quinn activated the stealth systems and eased away from the Centauri Bliss and into the debris field.

      Alexis made cheerful conversation as they went. "That is an Alwalaroo transport. They were wiped out eighty years ago! Oh! A Scaladoni gunship, those are still in service on Gestapol you know."

      The wrecks around them wouldn't be doing service anywhere anytime soon. Most had been picked over dozens of times, vast sections of their hull missing and hollow voids where parts had been removed.

      There were several active gunships in the field as well, two slowly navigating the wrecks while a third sat just outside towards the station. Active sensors would have revealed their presence so Quinn was left with what the passives could find—that and the power of the human eye.

      Knowing that the Innocent Son had crashed into an asteroid helped them search. There weren't many rocks in the field.

      Still, it was half an hour before Alexis nudged his shoulder. "There."

      To Quinn the wreck looked much like any of the others, the lettering on the side too faded to make out. The engine compartment was only attached by a single strut to the rest of the ship, and several large tanks appeared ruptured.

      "This is going to be tricky, Captain," Melody said, leaning forward and frowning.

      "How tricky?"

      "Won't know till I have a closer look."

      "Well, get suited up and do so," Quinn said.

      Melody didn't need an atmosphere suit, but Alexis wasn't a member of the family and it couldn’t be revealed that Melody was an android. Even if a person accepted one crime, it didn't mean they accepted all of them, so it was best to maintain the deception.

      "I'm going too," Alexis said.

      "Mel is a professional," Quinn said.

      "I know ships. I may be a scholar, but I'm not a useless one."

      "Lady does know her ships and I've never even seen a skimmer drive before," Melody said.

      Quinn nodded, for his part staying at the controls. If they needed to get out of here it would be in a hurry.

      Angling the Tango around he shifted to align the airlock hatch with the engine compartment of the ship on the asteroid. Soon two suited figures drifted over, one in red and one blue.

      "We've got real problems here, Captain. Worse than I thought," Melody said.

      "With the good news being the skimmer drive is mostly intact," Alexis said.

      Quinn keyed the comms, keeping things short-range. Again, wary of the other ships that prowled the field. "Can you resolve them?"

      "I was afraid cutting the drive free would sever the engine compartment. It will be dangerous for both us and the drive. It’s even worse though. The fuel tanks ruptured and the fuel has crystallized all along the interior compartment," Melody said.

      "Torch enough to ignite it?" Quinn asked.

      "Might be. We can try to scrub up the fuel, build an extra support. Both take time."

      "Whatever the situation I suggest you do it. We will not have another shot at a drive like this. We were extraordinarily lucky to find this one," Alexis said.

      Quinn ran through the possibilities in his head. The safest option by far would be to return to the ship, get out of the system and let some time pass. Whoever they’d robbed couldn't keep surveillance in the system forever. Eventually they'd pull those ships away and the Centauri Bliss could move in and do the salvage properly. The wildcard in this case was Sofia. Already volatile and dangerous, it was risky to put off what she wanted done.

      They could try to stage a distraction elsewhere, draw off those ships and get the work done while they responded. Doing things safe seemed like it would take a fair bit of time though, likely more than their distraction would buy them.

      "What about a smash and grab? We attach a tow line and tear it out of there?" Quinn asked.

      "Shuttle wouldn't have enough thrust. The ship could do it. And we risk damaging the drive," Melody said.

      "Get back aboard. We're going to try it," Quinn said. Before making the attempt he guided them to another edge of the field, planting several detonation charges in the wreck of an old cruiser. The Tango returned to the Centauri Bliss and they got what they needed ready.

      Melody and Kara would be in the cargo bay, suited up and ready to attach the tow line and wheel in their prize at the appropriate time. Quinn would be at the controls with Dela. He was the best pilot on the ship and she was growing to be quite a competent copilot. Alexis was told to stay put in the Bliss. She’d only get in the way.

      When they were ready Quinn keyed the explosive. In the distance the field lit up for a moment, the flash of explosives igniting what remained of an old ammunition stockpile aboard. Without oxygen the spectacle was short-lived but still attention-getting.

      Quinn allowed two minutes for the gunships to respond and then lit up the Centauri Bliss, engines going hot and sensors active. They'd drawn one of the gunships away and one towards the perimeter, but another was still close. Too close.

      Quinn flicked the comms a moment after hitting the thrusters. "We might be doing this under fire. Make it quick."

      Navigating a ship the size of the Bliss through the debris was a lot more challenging than the shuttle had been, numerous clangs shaking the hull as they drew near. The gunship was smaller and more agile, and it used that to intercept them, the hull rattling several times more as cannon fire raked it.

      Quinn fired off a shot from one of their new disruptor cannons but it went wide, a hulk behind the gunship rippling with energy as the blast hit. It still forced the gunship into evasive action. It would have to be enough.

      "Go," Quinn said.

      The sensors reported the opening of the hatch. Melody and Kara were on their way. Meanwhile, the gunship came back around for another run. Tracking Kara and Melody with the external cameras Quinn made sure they were clear before banking the ship, using the bottom hull to soak another blast of cannon fire and shield them from the shots.

      With the pilot likely too intent on attacking the Bliss, the gunship plowed into a chunk of debris, what looked look discarded hull armor, knocking it off-course with its weapon still firing. The wild rounds struck the hulk of the Innocent Son in the asteroid and a shock wave flung both ships backward as the crystallized fuel ignited.

      "Mel? Kara?" Quinn asked frantically. The gunship, scorched on one side, drifted before the Centauri Bliss and this time Quinn's disruptor shot didn't miss, blue sparks wreathing the ship before it spun away deeper into the debris field.

      An alert, the hatch was closing.

      "We're aboard," Melody said.

      There was nothing attached to the tow line, and what they'd come for wouldn't have survived that flaming wreck. Quinn wanted to go himself and make sure that they were okay, but there wasn't time. Already more gunships were closing on them.

      "Jinx to the cargo hold," Quinn ordered before flaring the engines and setting a course towards the nearest Runestone. Dela was already plotting the jump, her fingers flying over the keys.

      It was risky for anyone to do an extended jump injured—and Quinn had no doubt two of his people were hurt.

      A second gunship closed on them before they reached the point. Quinn avoided fire this time with deft timing from the side thrusters.

      "Jinx? We're in Runestone range. We good to jump?" Dela asked.

      "Her suit is melted around her. I ... no, no we're not," Jinx reported.

      "We can't linger. Kara is tough," Quinn said.

      "She'd better be," Dela said, hand moving towards the glowing rune and triggering the ship.

      Reality warped and melted. Quinn for a time was a ray of light, traveling the cosmos. A warlord, a poet, and then reality formed back around them.
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      Quinn put another standard jump between them and any pursuit before parking them in orbit around a desolate moon in a dead-end system. Only once they were safe did he tell Dela to keep watch before heading down to the cargo hold.

      It was a mess, scorch marks over most of the interior. Kara was sprawled out on the deck. It looked as if Melody had been cutting the suit from her one piece at a time and between Jinx and the alien's natural regenerative healing ability patching her up as they went. So far Kara seemed about three-fifths healed and one part badly disfigured. Melody was having similar problems. If either of them had been human it was doubtful either would have survived.

      "Are you two going to be okay?" Quinn asked.

      "I don't like being exploded," Kara said with a groan.

      "Cosmetic damage. My self-repair routines can fix it, but it’s going to take a few days. We just need to not let our guest see me in the meantime," Melody said.

      "You can be injured and healing up in your quarters," Quinn agreed and then added, "I'm sorry. This was my plan."

      "No blame, stud," Kara said with a grunt as Melody tore another strip of the suit from her flesh. Black blood oozed, Jinx resting a hand on her shoulder and a blue glow of magic suffusing the wound.

      "You're getting better at that than you used to be," Quinn said.

      "Part practice. Part getting shocked by that artifact. It’s like it pushed a door inside me open a little wider," Jinx said.

      That was something. Quinn wasn't sure he liked it. All the trouble Jinx was in started when she'd got her magic. Getting more of it just seemed like inviting more to find them. Still, it might also have just helped to save Kara's life.
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      "There isn't another," Alexis said.

      They'd gathered for an impromptu dinner meeting, everyone except for Melody who retreated to her quarters to do her repairs. Without Melody to cook, Taki had tried her best and they had noodles with fish and vegetables.

      "There have got to be other scrap yards," Quinn said.

      "All over, but not ones that got their inspection interrupted. A clerical error combined with a fluke left us a drive to find, and you ruined our opportunity, Captain," Alexis said, coldly.

      "Mara?" Quinn asked.

      "I'd love to argue that she’s wrong, but she isn't. The Emperor was thorough," Mara said.

      Quinn rubbed at his eyes. "Fantastic. Is there any other way that we can get you to what you were searching for?"

      Alexis gave a wan and bitter smile. "If there were, I wouldn't have needed you in the first place. No, unfortunately not. We have to consider the expedition a failure.

      Quinn looked to Tamara. "You always have another play. Maybe one of those rich clients of yours that hide their prizes away?"

      "I usually do. Not this time. I'd reach out to my black market connections if I thought there even a chance, but I don't. I do think Mara isn't being as helpful as she could be though," Tamara said.

      Quinn thought that Tamara was probably right. Mara had proved to have resources and connections well outside anything they could expect. She had also made it clear before they came to this part of space that they wouldn't have access to those resources. She'd played it fair with them, or as fair as she could, and if she wasn't offering her help, pushing her wasn't going to get it.

      "Probably," Quinn said with a nod. "But it was us that took this job and us that screwed it up. If we can't complete it, we need to let Sofia know."

      Tamara grimaced but nodded, rising to her feet. "I'll go do so. Despite our expenses I feel we should return her deposit to try to keep things amicable."

      Quinn nodded and Tamara slipped off.

      Alexis said, "You can let me off back at Arkstone then. A shame, I was looking forward to seeing the divide."

      "Perhaps the secrets there are best left hidden," Mara said.

      Alexis tilted her head and squinted at her. "There are no secrets best lift hidden. You know of the divide?"

      "More than you do in all likelihood. The Emperor was thorough in his purging of history. We are close to what was the heart of the First Imperium. Trust me, if we find our way blocked from reaching it there’s likely a reason for it," Mara said.

      Alexis frowned. "Conspiracies, I loathe them as much as I hate secrets. Knowledge should be shared." The words were harsh, angered, she wasn’t letting this go.

      “I am more sympathetic than you might think,” Mara said.

      Tamara returned, looking somewhat paler. "That did not go as desired."

      "She's pissed?" Quinn asked.

      "An understatement. During our repairs she said a transponder was fitted in our ship. We have forty-eight hours to leave her space or to turn ourselves in at Arkstone for slave-collar fitting before she starts sending kill-teams."

      "I should have shot her," Kara said.

      "Seems so," Quinn said, rising from the table and looking to Alexis. "We'll need to let you off at the nearest port."

      "Captain, I'd be a poor guest if I didn't assist in your hour of need. I know vessels and if your engineer is wounded I can help to find this transponder," Alexis said, sighing.

      It was true, she did know ships, and it was a civilized offer.

      "Finding it shouldn't be a problem. I can do a sweep and locate it in a few hours. I doubt they'll have left it easy to extract," Mara said.

      "Can we block it?" Quinn asked.

      "Depends on what they used."

      Quinn focused on Alexis. "If you want to stay and help I'd be mighty grateful, but I need to let you know there are things you’ll see that are going to require your discretion."

      "I know you’re criminals, I'm not ignorant to who offered their help to my expedition. You've already agreed to help me find something deeply illegal, do you think you have anything left to shock me?" Alexis asked.

      "Your word," Quinn said.

      Alexis let out a snort of frustration. "As you will. On my word of honor, I'll keep your secrets."

      "Melody is a sentient cyborg. Still a might disfigured right now with being blown up and all," Quinn said.

      Alexis blinked. "Really?"

      "We're that kind of ship."

      "We've got a space princess too," Kara said, and Tamara gave her a warning look.

      Alexis narrowed her eyes at that. "Jinx, I thought I felt a mana echo, but I wasn't sure. My family’s gift is not the sort actively used."

      "What is your gift?" Quinn asked.

      "Languages. I speak them, all of them. It is a useful skill for an explorer."

      Kara opened up with a string of harsh, guttural consonants that were nearly shouted and after a moment Alexis replied in kind.

      "Kind of badass," Kara said, impressed. "The human throat can't even do our tongue. You're kind of missing a few parts in the throat. That was good."

      Alexis tilted her head. "My abilities aside, the transponder? We may have more to talk about, but it must come first."

      At Mara's instruction they split up into teams, sweeping the ship. It took them around two hours before they found it. By that time Melody had joined in, and neither she nor Alexis looked pleased at the location.

      "They installed it behind one of the thruster upgrades. Getting it out the way it went in is going to require venting the fuel tank, and removing the thruster. We're talking days, Captain," Melody said.

      "What about getting it out from the inside?"

      "We'd have to go in through our main power conduit. It would require rerouting everything. Again, days."

      "Shield it with its own broadcast core ...” Mara suggested half-heartedly. “No, we might be able to drown it out on its channel, but that’s just hiding someone screaming out your location by trying to scream over them."

      "We've got a fancy disruptor cannon. Can we unmount it, turn it on ourselves?" Quinn asked.

      "Intriguing idea, but this near to your power conduit you'll blow out all your systems," Alexis said.

      "Lady is right, Captain," Melody said.

      "There has to be something we can do," Quinn said.

      "Run with our tails behind our legs and return later to wreck terrible vengeance?" Tamara asked.

      "There is only one real route in and out of this sector of space. If she means to play dirty, ships are already there waiting and even with extended jumps they'll get a piece of us," Quinn said.

      Alexis cleared her throat. "If Jinx truly is a princess of royal blood I may have an option."

      Mara narrowed her eyes. "Do tell."

      "We go beyond their reach. We complete our original mission," Alexis said.

      "I thought you said we couldn't get another skimmer drive?" Quinn said.

      "We can't. I think we can do much, much better."
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      It was an hour later and everyone had gathered back around the table once more, this time for a briefing from Alexis.

      "What we need is aboard the wreckage of the Righteous Fist," Alexis said.

      "Lost over a century ago with Princess Elias and all crew in a war with the Vrill," Mara said thoughtfully. "You think you know where it is?"

      "Volkora," Alexis said.

      Mara tapped at her comm and a holographic star chart appeared over the table. A blinking red light indicated the Volkora system and a moment later a blue dot joined it marking their current position. It was a good stretch from them. Even pushing things they'd need a few days and to stop for fuel at least once.

      "What makes you think so?" Dela asked.

      "The Bluescar pirates have been increasingly posing a threat to local interests. When one of their ships is captured, it usually shows they’re making use of scavenged Imperial military tech or salvaged Vrill gear. Even their home system, Volkora, is said to have been home to a major Vrill base purified towards the end of the war," Alexis said.

      "That doesn't add up to your conclusion. The Imperium might have lost a lot of ships during that final purging run," Dela said.

      "I agree. What they wouldn't have is Princess Elias' sabre. A gift from her father upon her graduation from the academy. The hilt is inset with Altezar topaz, and engraved with her initials and the date of her graduation. Found on the hip of a certain Captain Bloodfist after he was killed in a raid six months ago."

      "Distinctive. I suppose it’s the sort of thing easy to duplicate, but why would a pirate bother?" Dela mused.

      Tamara wore a distant look. "Imperium officers’ weapons were often found on the captains of captured pirate ships from that clan. Likely a badge of honor given out to those trusted."

      "None of this actually answers how this helps us. Would this ship have a skimmer drive?" Quinn asked.

      Mara said carefully, "I know what she’s thinking. The royal family has something better, although it isn't well known. Alexis is talking about a runic sphere. It allows the transport of a ship with precision and without the need of a Runestone or even ley-lines—if you’re of royal blood."

      "You're incredibly well-informed," Alexis said, with her eyes narrowed.

      "I say that all the time in a similar tone," Tamara said.

      Jinx said, "Do I need to remind all of you that I am not of Octavius' bloodline? If you're looking for a princess of that blood you're looking in the wrong place."

      Now Alexis frowned at her. "They said you were a princess."

      "Jinx is the direct line descendant of Empress Opalia," Tamara said.

      "Well, that is completely worthless," Alexis said with a blink. "You're not even a noble at this point and there isn't enough mana in your blood to light a candle."

      "She can mend. Anyone with a legitimate claim can, now," Tamara said quietly.

      "That would mean ..." Alexis said, and she turned pale. "They can't be. Not all of them."

      "We don't know. Even my extremely well-informed self just doesn't know. Regardless, there is good reason to think if there still is a runic sphere upon that ship, Jinx certainly would be capable of using it," Mara said.

      "That sounds very impressive, but you're getting way ahead of yourselves. If this system is a pirate haven they're not likely to lay out the welcome mat," Quinn said.

      "Could Ice arrange a meeting? She's pretty infamous now," Melody said.

      "We are not calling that woman for a favor. Again," Taki said firmly.

      "She went to ground after that anyways. Monk is still flying with her. I tried to reach out a few times and I'm just getting silence," Dela said.

      "Tamara?" Quinn asked.

      "There are firms specializing in piratical undertakings and acting as ransom intermediaries. I didn't work for one," Tamara said.

      "We'll have to improvise then."

      "Against a well-equipped pirate fleet? Bad plan, sir," Taki said.

      "You always say that."

      "And I'm usually right," Taki said.

      Quinn drummed his fingers on the table as he thought. "Dela, if we plot a course from Arkstone how would we be on fuel?"

      Dela grabbed her tablet and started tapping away. "Over the line."

      "We stop somewhere beforehand, load the cargo bay up with reserve tanks. We've done it before, double our capacity. How does that put us?"

      "Then we're good. We could make the necessary jumps with lots of leeway," Dela said.

      "Arkstone sir? Really?" Taki asked.

      "I've got a really bad plan. You're going to love it," Quinn said.
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      They were pushing right up against Sofia's deadline by the time they arrived in Arkstone after a stopover to get all the Bliss’s tanks and extra backup tanks filled with fuel. Quinn was counting on it. Instead of entering the queues they broadcast on the Delcoro frequency that they'd found exactly what Sofia was looking for in the Volkora system, and they'd arranged a plan to retrieve it.

      A part of Quinn hoped that Sofia would do the right thing here. If she'd ever planned to do anything other than betray them, this was a chance to call off her hunt and give them more time.

      When other ships began to edge away from them and a heavy cruiser flanked by gunships approached from the Delcoro station, Quinn knew that time was past. That was okay, he was counting on it.

      The Centauri Bliss jumped.

      They were faster than any of the ships following. Quinn could have completely lost the pursuers even with that beacon giving away his location, but he didn't. Instead he worked to keep them just barely out of range while heading towards Volkora.

      Gunships dropped out of the chase after several systems, needing to refuel, but several cruisers joined the fleet following them. The cruisers had more fuel, more range, and they were just waiting for the Centauri Bliss to finally run out of fuel and come to a standstill before going about their grim business.

      By the time they were nearing the final Runestone of their trek the fleet between them had grown to eleven ships.

      "She really doesn't like us, does she?" Dela said from the copilot’s seat.

      "She was already intending to betray us and now that she has, there’s no going back. We're planning something and she knows it," Quinn said. "We ready on the jump?"

      "If we don't die this is going to be really cool," Dela said.

      The universe twisted around them as Quinn activated the jump. This wasn't a full extended jump, but it was longer than usual. He had no interest in appearing right at the Vokora Runestone. It was a good thing.

      They materialized in the system near the second of six planets. An orbital station near the Runestone had been claimed by the pirates, small heavily armed ships swarming in the space around it, and a set of fixed gun emplacements on the station aimed at the stone.

      Their arrival hadn't gone unnoticed. Already ships were headed in their direction.

      The comm crackled. "Don't know who you are or what you want, but if you got business here talk fast."

      "They’re friendly," Dela said wryly.

      "They could have just started shooting. Could be worse," Quinn said.

      Quinn replied to the comm, "We're not the ones you should be worry about. A heavy Delcoro force is right on our tails. Recommend you pay attention to them."

      The gunships kept closing—they didn't believe him. Then the cruisers started appearing.

      Sofia’s ships knew what they were heading into, and they were already in a defensive formation. The pirates couldn't take them without some big losses, more than pirates usually liked, but they were still a formidable force to confront.

      It created a standoff. A battle might have been better for Quinn's purpose, but standoffs made people nervous. It gave people something to stare at.

      Nobody had forgotten the Centauri Bliss, but suddenly everyone had a lot more critical things to worry about than one rogue smuggler that failed to meet its contract.

      "I need a destination," Quinn said.

      "Working on it. Sweeping with Imperium codes. If any systems are still active I'll get a response," Mara said.

      For now without a course plotted Quinn just worked on getting further way from the station and the Delcoro ships. The more distance he could open the better. Of course, things might find them headed back that direction soon enough.

      "Fourth planet. Sending data," Mara reported.

      Their luck was improving at last, it wasn't near the bulk of enemy ships. Quinn set course, kicking the engines to maximum. Every moment counted. The planet was a desert world with mostly sands of brownish green, although the atmosphere was breathable.

      The wreck was visible from space. Imperium Royal Dreadnoughts were massive vessels commanded exclusively by members of the royal family and a terror to all who would oppose it.

      Half-buried by sand, as they got closer they could see tents sporadically set up along its length, probably put down by pirates who were salvaging the wreckage.

      "Engine compartment?" Quinn asked.

      "Forward. It will be near the bridge," Alexis said.

      The tents were concentrated there. Quinn angled the ship through the atmosphere, keeping speed through most of the descent and angling up at the last minute for a low pass. In their wake he left swirling sand and a storm of superheated air, the tents collapsing and blasted aside as he landed the ship.
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      Quinn set the autopilot for a straight burn upwards in case it was needed and both he and Dela left the controls to head back to the cargo bay.

      Everyone had a role in the upcoming action. It was one of those situations where they needed every hand.

      Mara, Jinx, and Alexis were going to head into the wreck and attempt to retrieve the sphere. Mara believed there might be some kind of a security lock keyed to royal blood —so Jinx was included as well. Alexis was insistent on not being left behind.

      The rest of them were there to make sure they created enough of a distraction for anyone outside and feeling unfriendly to stay focused on the Centauri Bliss. Kara was fully armored and armed with pistols, rifles, and an absurd number of grenades. Taki had an armored vest and shotgun.

      Tamara and Melody had smart guns borrowed from Mara that could interface with their electronics to aid targeting.

      Quinn and Dela were tossed armor vests and each slipped them on, each choosing a pistol for the fight.

      "Kara, we need you to position the barricade and after it’s down you can make some noise. Infiltration team, let us know when you're ready to come back and if needed we will punch a hole for you," Taki said.

      "Nobody get dead. If you can't get what we come for, don't die trying. We'll vamoose and live to fight another day," Quinn said.

      Taki hit the controls and the hatch lowered. Heat and sand swept in along with the sound of gunfire.

      Kara grunted as she hefted a bulky triangular, ceramic wedge, striding forward with it as she moved down the ramp. Twenty meters or so from the ship she set it down with an audible thud. Quinn, Taki, and Dela wasted no time in running out in a crouch, getting settled in behind it, the barrier offering them a good bit of cover.

      Tamara and Melody were on their stomachs in the ship, rifles aimed into the distance.

      Kara threw three grenades, one at a time, over the barricade and after the last muffled explosion stepped out.

      The pirates approaching the Bliss didn't have anything in the way of cover and between Kara's relentless assault and a few more careful shots from the others they were quickly driven back.

      "We've infiltrated the vessel. Mess in here," Mara called.

      "Crash damage. Broke the ship’s spine and the crew's too. Skeletons everywhere," Alexis added.

      A buggy was approaching them. Quinn heard the crack of a rifle from behind him and it veered off course, one wheel catching a large rock and tumbling over.

      Two more buggies close behind it skidded to halt and presented a side profile, the occupants leaping out and crouching behind them to exchange shots. It provided the opportunity to remind a few more souls that a vehicle wasn't cover if you could still see your target's feet.

      "I hope they stay this stupid, sir," Taki said.

      Dela was tapping at her wristcomm. She had it linked to the ship’s sensors. "I don't think we're going to be that lucky. They've got a gunship landing."

      If they started shooting at the Bliss they were done for. However, pirates tended to regard ships as valuable property and usually focused on killing the crews instead. Quinn was hoping nothing had changed.

      "Get back inside, Dela. Stand by in the Whiskey. They aim at the ship, I want you to launch and take them out," Quinn said.

      "She breaks my ship I break her! Just saying," Kara called out.

      Another buggy pulled up close and two pirates on hoverboards managed to leap over the barricade, firing downward. Quinn felt a bullet score his thigh and Taki let out a hiss as one caught her on the edge of her vest.

      Kara spun and unloaded several rounds sending pirates spiraling out of control, crashing to the ground to be dragged behind the boards.

      Dela paused, mouth agape. "They have hoverboards. Captain, I want a hoverboard."

      "Blow stuff up and we'll talk," Quinn grunted out.

      "Don't blow up my ship and I'll steal you one," Kara said.

      Through the comms there was the sound of gunfire.

      "A few scavengers inside. What we're looking for wasn't in the engine compartment or the bridge. I accessed internal schematics and we're headed for the princess’s cabin," Mara reported. She was making sure the pirates didn’t hack their comms and learn about the sphere.

      "You okay?" Quinn asked Taki.

      "Might have fractured the bone, sir. I can still shoot, but my aim is going to be off."

      "They're massing out there. Got a line of about twenty vehicles," Tamara called.

      "They'll hit us from above and below at the same time," Taki said.

      Quinn muttered, "Didn't look like there were this many of them from the sky."

      "Big-ass ship, sir."

      That it was. If the pirates were better scavengers, with what they got from this hulk they likely could have ruled several systems by now—not to mention the runic sphere. Of course, if they'd been that good they might also have gotten the Imperium's attention.

      "Kara, think you can take out a gunship?" Quinn asked.

      "I've got some rounds that should do a number on even that kind of armor, but if they get a bead on me they'll chew me up good," Kara said.

      "I'm aboard the Whiskey and hearing every word. If she’s taking out the gunship, what am I here for?" Dela asked.

      "The buggies that are expecting to have air support and won't. Taki, if Kara gets shot up we're going to have to drag her out of the line of fire," Quinn said.

      "Understood sir."

      The ground beneath them rumbled, and they heard a dull purring noise.

      Mara called in, "On our way back. We got what we needed. May have triggered some sort of self-destruct in the process."

      "They're coming, Quinn," Tamara said.

      In the distance an enormous dust cloud was forming as buggies raced in their direction. In the skies were not one, but two gunships.

      Kara faced the oncoming storm alone and in the open, a large rifle raised as she took careful aim. One, two, three shots rang out with a deafening sound and inky black smoke began to pour from one of the gunships. It opened fire on her, bullets chewing up the ground around her and getting closer before the ship lurched to the side.

      Kara swung to the second, a shot blasting a hole in the windscreen as its guns fastened on her. Kara went flying backwards in a spray of armor fragments and black blood.

      The Whiskey shot up from Centauri Bliss. Cannon fire wracked the cockpit of the second gunship and an explosion smashed the ship into the ground.

      The Whiskey turned its weapons on the arriving buggies.

      Quinn and Taki ran out, each grabbing one of Kara's arms and dragging her back past the barrier and towards the ship. With all the armor she was carrying it was a slow process. Kara was always heavy due to her dense musculature, and geared up for battle it was even worse.

      Quinn stumbled, a round catching him in the back but stopped by the vest, and he saw Taki gasp and stumble as one took her in the calf. They hauled Kara up the ramp to where Tamara and Melody were firing their rifles constantly to suppress the wave of pirates trying to follow them.

      An explosion sent bodies flying. From between them emerged Mara, urging forward Jinx and Alexis carrying an intricately carved wooden case.

      Quinn dropped Kara and turned, snapping off a few shots with his pistol.

      "I've got it, sir," Taki said.

      Quinn nodded and limped for the cockpit. "Get back here, Dela. We're taking off."

      "I'm a bit shot up, Captain. I'm going to need Jinx or a medpatch when I set down," Dela said.

      "Jinx is with Kara, heading towards the shuttle bay with a medpatch," Tamara said.

      Quinn got to the cockpit just in time to see the hatch closed indicator. Grunting as he slipped into the pilot’s seat he keyed up the engines, his hands slick with blood and slipping over the controls. Normally on takeoff you were careful of thrust to avoid a backwash. This time he welcomed it.

      Fire scorched the ground and the pirates as the Centauri Bliss took to the sky on a pillar of fire.

      As soon as they hit orbit sensors picked up a battle near the Runestone. The stalemate hadn't held. Dizzy and nauseous from his wounds, Quinn wove through the crossfire and activated an extended jump the instant they were in range.
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      Being free of the system didn't mean they were free of pursuit. Not so long as that transponder continued to make a nuisance of itself. Quinn put a system between him and the cruisers, keeping in range of a Runestone, and hoped that again the battle was keeping everyone too busy to worry about the Centauri Bliss.

      Dela stepped into the cockpit. Most of her right arm was covered in a medpatch. "Need me to take over?"

      "You up for it?"

      "High as a kite on the stims this thing is pumping into me. Least I won't pass out at the controls."

      That was better than Quinn thought he might manage right now.

      "Thanks," Quinn said, letting Dela take the seat. "If you need me, call."

      With the controls handled Quinn wanted to check on what progress the others were making in the engine room.

      "Tell me you've figured out a way for us to disappear," Quinn said as he entered.

      Jinx, Melody, Mara and Alexis were crouched around the wooden box. The lid was open to reveal a perfect sphere of what looked like highly polished glass.

      "We're working on it," Alexis said peevishly.

      Jinx said, getting louder with each word, "By that she means they're staring at me staring it as I try to do something magical—except nobody can explain exactly what I’m supposed to do and it probably won't even work because I'm not of royal blood."

      "I think we're all shot up enough. Keep this up, you'll be shooting each other some more. Alexis, Mara, why don't you give her some space?" Quinn said.

      Jinx shot him a grateful look while the others frowned.

      "I'm the only other person with magic on this ship and the only reason you found it," Alexis said.

      "And while I might not possess magic, I do have knowledge. Lots of knowledge. Knowledge that is the entire reason you are keeping me around," Mara said.

      "Enough," Quinn said, "You're both way smarter than me and I am well aware of that, but you are not helping. Take a deep breath and realize that."

      "Then I'll be in my cabin," Alexis said with a huff, rising to her feet and stalking out the door.

      Mara stood as well, but rather than storming out she languidly leaned against the bulkhead. "You're right. Where are we with our pursuers?"

      "I put some space between us and them. The pirates threw them a bit, I’d say, but it won't last. If we've a way to get clear, we need to do it soon or else we're going to need a new plan."

      "I can hear you," Jinx said in frustration. "Why can't one of you be the mage?"

      "So how is that thing supposed to work anyways?" Quinn asked Mara.

      "I don't have any exact answers, just speculation. Runestones were a collaborative effort between the Hoyle family and the Aulds. The Hoyle's abilities focused on making material manifestations of other’s abilities. The Auld’s, of course, mend," Mara said.

      "So whatever it is has to be all ... mendy?" Quinn asked.

      "Which is stupid. When you're all shot to pieces, me putting you together just feels natural. I can feel that you're broken," Jinx said, and then blinked up at Quinn. "You are broken! Did you even get a med patch?"

      "I just got grazed. All the blood don't mean anything," Quinn said, but Jinx was already bouncing to her feet and moving to rest a hand on his leg. From beneath her palm came a blue glow and Quinn felt a rush of warmth through the damaged flesh.

      "It won't be all the way. I'm kind of drained, after everything. Kara was really messed up," Jinx said.

      "She's taken some bad hits before," Quinn said.

      Mara told him, "Not as bad as this. Gunship had heavy armor-piercers. Kara has this whole rigid carapace inside her to protect her organs. Mostly bullets mess up the outside but don't penetrate. These got through."

      Quinn winced. "I didn't expect the resistance that we got. It really was a bad plan."

      "We have something incredibly rare now in our possession. Captain, believe me, you have never in your long and sordid life stolen anything as valuable as that." Mara pointed at the box.

      "It’s only worth something if it works," Jinx said.

      "Which you can make it do. Truly," Mara said.

      "If you're out of juice, is that the problem?" Quinn asked.

      "Maybe. I do get weary if I heal too much," Jinx said.

      "If it’s mana she needs, we've got it, Captain. Not a lot, after all the jumping, but some," Melody said.

      "Would that work?" Quinn asked Jinx.

      Jinx shrugged helplessly.

      "She'll be able to absorb liquefied mana. I should have thought of it. The reaction is uncontrollable though. And she'll be thirsty," Mara said.

      "Leave us a jump. There isn't a station in this system. Shift everything else to a reserve tank," Quinn said.

      "On it, Captain," Melody said, hurrying to a set of valves.

      "Still don't change the fact that I don't know what I'm doing. I don't even know where we're going," Jinx said.

      Mara tapped away at her wristcomm and brought up a star chart.

      "I, at least, have been asking questions. Our destination is in red, now outside of the current Runestone network," Mara said.

      "So it used to be connected? Can Runestones be destroyed?" Quinn asked.

      "Shielded, encased in Entonite. Any system that came into contact with the divide was evacuated and closed off," Mara said.

      "Reserve fuel in tank three, Captain," Melody said, loosening several seals and opening the top of the tank.

      The liquefied mana shimmered with a blue glow. What they had extra filled about three quarters of the tank.

      "You should be okay to touch it. Me or Quinn would get burned, but it should recognize you," Mara told Jinx.

      Jinx peered dubiously into the tank, but at Mara's urging extended a hand into the cylinder to brush her finger against the liquid. Light flared, and the faint impression of magical sigils shifted beneath Jinx's flesh.

      The fuel in the tank had gone. It had taken less than a second. That much should have been enough for a full jump, perhaps two.

      Jinx was taking in deep breaths, steadying herself against the tank.

      "You okay?" Quinn asked.

      "Yeah. It is just, woah. Not bad, but a serious head rush and I'm ten different sorts of dizzy," Jinx said.

      "Well, take a moment. Get your bearings."

      "Quinn, either it worked or it didn't, and as everyone keeps reminding me we don't have time," Jinx said, moving away from the tank and almost stumbling. Quinn rushed over to wrap an arm around her waist.

      Jinx gave him a wry look. "Right. Not getting anywhere if I bash my head in. Help me over to the sphere."

      Quinn did and Jinx knelt, brushing her fingertips against the surface.

      When before nothing had happened, now there was a spark of blue, almost like static electricity, jumping from her to the glass. Inside the sphere a rune appeared lit by a blue glow. After a moment it was joined by another, and then more swirling around each other.

      "Well, you're doing something," Mara said.

      "Are the runes a language?" Quinn asked.

      "A good guess, but no. Or at least not one Imperium linguists have ever been able to make sense of. Not mathematics either," Mara said.

      "I don't think either is quite true. There is some sort of meaning there," Jinx said, before shaking her head. "But if I try to focus it slips away."

      "Most abilities are intuitive. Like you said, fixing broken flesh and bone is just feeling it being broken. Try focusing on our destination," Mara said.

      Jinx closed her eyes. Within the sphere the runes began to swirl faster, a dizzying blur for a moment with most flying off into the distance. Eventually only five remained, pulsing.

      Quinn felt dizzy, reality blurring and distorting around him. It was like an extended jump but so much worse. Quinn again was living another life, this time married to Mara. He'd never left the Marshalls and instead of fleeing the corruption had fought it. Mara saved his life after he'd been shot by his comrades and left in an alley to die. Hazy recollections of what might have been, the trial of his peers. The publicity catapulting him into a commanding role, then so much more. Death in another alley, mere months ago, killed by another group of the corrupt and this time without rescue.

      After what seemed an eternity the visions broke and Quinn found himself doing something from a jump he hadn't done in a long time, the heaves wracking his body.
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      Quinn ran to the bridge. Dela was wiping ineffectually at a mess on the controls—she hadn't done much better. Quinn rather doubted anyone had. It took time to acclimatize to any new level of jumping, this kind would be no different.

      "Wasn't me," Dela said.

      "I know. Jinx figured it out," Quinn said.

      Dela moved to stand but Quinn gestured for her to keep her place as he slid into the much cleaner copilot station. He said, "You can keep that one for the moment."

      Quinn pulled up sensors and had a look outside.

      "Ships, a lot of them," Dela said.

      There were, a total over three hundred in the system, many without power although a few still showed minimal readings. The Divide was visible as well, a scintillating curtain of energy in green and blue hues that divided the system in half.

      “Well ain’t that something,” Quinn said.

      “Pretty, and pretty scary,” Dela said.

      "A station too," Quinn said.

      There was power there as well, and a standard beacon broadcasting. Quinn keyed in to listen. He already suspected they must be hearing a long-dead voice.

      "Dermont Station to all Imperium vessels in range. There is a mandatory evacuation order to fall back to the Tremel system. If you have sufficient fuel do not dock, proceed immediately to the Runestone." The signal was laced with static. It repeated several times until Quinn shut it off.

      "Tremel? Isn't that ...?" Dela asked.

      "Location of the Hope's Reach colony. We’ve seen for ourselves it’s nothing as developed as all this," Quinn said. “Did they ever even get there?”

      "Why are they all just drifting?"

      "That I do not have a clue," Quinn said and hit the internal comms. "Alexis, Mara. If neither of you are watching the sensors I'd start. I'm looking at a whole lot of something weird."

      "I don’t have a clue," Alexis said.

      “I do. The Emperor purged this system towards the close of the war, an expression of his power that drained all present of their life energy. It is something he rarely did, I am not sure why it happened here,” Mara said.

      "Once again you are far too well informed, and suspiciously so," Alexis said.

      Quinn found Mara’s knowledge alarming too but at least she was talking. Despite all her talk of her secrets and keeping them, she was talking. Quinn didn't see anything dangerous now. They were beyond the range the ships pursuing them, and while the outside held a lot of mysteries it didn't suggest any immediate threats. Nothing was moving, and no dangerous radiation levels registered.

      "Whatever mysteries are out there will wait. We've all been through a long day, and if we get started on what’s out there it will just get longer. Everybody get some rest and tomorrow we'll meet to figure out how to approach this," Quinn announced.

      "You sure about this?" Dela asked.

      "I'm a heap of tired and I got shot less than some. Set the sensors to alert us if anything big changes and get some rest yourself."

      "How about a shower first?"

      "Deal," Quinn said.

      The shower in his cabin was already going when they arrived. It was no surprise with his quarters having become much less private lately. Quinn didn’t even bother to disturb who was there. Fortunately during the last refit Tamara had installed better facilities all around the ship and they went instead to one of the communal bathrooms. Here, the edges of a huge bath were lined in silver, fanciful scenes of ornamental dragons and barely dressed maidens.

      They discovered Tamara, steam rising around her as she luxuriated under a shower. Rivulets flowing down taut lines of her athletic physique.

      "I haven't seen this place since the refit. I like it," Quinn said, as he pulled at his clothes, kicking them off to the side.

      "Did you actually pick that bath? It doesn't seem your style," Dela said, undressing.

      Quinn couldn't help but to take a moment to appreciate both women. Tamara was olive-skinned and near genetic perfection, stunningly beautiful. She could have been a fashion model on any world. Dela was paler, a few inches shorter, attractive in a very natural way that was made all the more clear next to the almost sculpted look of Tamara.

      "The bath was already here, although it looked like at some point someone had used it as a goat pen. I tried to keep the original touches when I could. I guess even our pilots weren't immune to that jump?" Tamara asked.

      Dela made a face under a nozzle, turning the handle. "Ugh. I'm sick of getting sick on jumps."

      "I didn't fare any better this time," Quinn said as he joined Dela. The study of his wives hadn't been without its effect, his erection pressing against her thigh.

      Dela reached down to curl her fingers around his length, "Well, we sure managed to get you excited in a hurry. I wonder who turned you on more?"

      Tamara clicked her tongue in a mild rebuke, brushing fingers through her hair. "Don't turn it into a competition, dear. Then I'll be obligated to win."

      Dela reached for soap, briefly releasing Quinn to lather her hand. Slick now she began to stroke, long movements up and down along his length.

      "If you two want to have a turning-me-on battle, I've got to say, I'm for it," Quinn said.

      "Be careful what you wish for," Tamara said, stepping forward to graze her teeth against one of his earlobes and a hand sliding around his buttock. "But not today. I'm serious about not looking for a fight, and you obviously know who you came here with."

      Dela leaned her body against his other side as her hands continued the motions. It put Quinn between the two women, a pair of wet breasts pressing into each arm.

      Dela told Tamara, "I really can't figure you out sometimes. Some of the time you're the most stuck-up and outright cut-throat bitch I've ever seen and sometimes ..." She decided to keep it at that.

      Tamara kept one hand squeezing one of Quinn's buttocks as the other pushed past Dela's, her warm fingertips caressing and massaging at his balls.

      "And other times I'm helping you give our husband a handjob?" Tamara asked.

      Quinn felt he should probably contribute to the conversation somehow, but truly, he was having trouble thinking of much to say at the moment.

      "Exactly that. Is just one of you real, Tamara? Or both?" Dela asked.

      "Really weird time to be having this discussion," Quinn managed.

      Tamara leaned in and brushed a kiss across his cheek, "Family business, dear. My call, just relax and enjoy. I can't turn off the cut-throat, it is who I am, but I realize I'm with family now. Quinn is my husband, and even if your preferences keep us from enjoying each other, you are my wife, Dela."

      "I still don't know how that’s supposed to work. I still don't know what you were thinking," Dela said, as her hand began to quicken its pace, her thumb trailing a circle along the tip of his length.

      "You know what I was thinking. I was thinking this charming but stubborn oaf between us was too damned committed to a romantic memory and needed a way out. We all needed a way out," Tamara said, drifted a finger up from Quinn's buttock and along his spine.

      "But you didn't need a way out, not really. You've already got your law license back. You've got money, you've got some of your accounts," Dela said, her pumping becoming a blur.

      Quinn felt the heat rising inside him, the sensation of the water and the feel of their bodies against him all drowning into a pleasurable daze.

      "A firm that hates me, a legacy that is certainly denied me. Everything I truly care about now is on this ship. I needed saving as much as any of you, I still do," Tamara said with a sudden, brittle sort of honesty.

      Dela admitted, "I'm happy. It was weird, it is still weird, but I'm happy. I'm not dressing up in gray and trying to get fucking Monk to notice me anymore. I think of anywhere else I could be and I realize how unsatisfied I'd feel, how much I'd miss everyone. You too?"

      Quinn could feel the tremble building in his legs, the flush growing across his skin.

      "I've lost a lot. Even with what I've gotten back it’s still so much I never imagined I'd be without. I'm not ... I'm not where you are, not yet. If I could turn back the clock, I might. What about you, Quinn? Are you unsatisfied?" Tamara asked, teasing now as she cupped his balls and gave a light squeeze.

      Dela redoubled her efforts. It was all the encouragement that Quinn needed as he left little doubt in the minds of his wives that in this moment, he was most definitely satisfied.
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      Quinn didn't exactly wind up getting a lot of sleep during the night. Kara woke up from the stupor induced after her healing, and nearly dying had made her insatiable. Still, that was something about Kara—no matter how much a night with her should exhaust him, the next day saw Quinn full of energy. Perhaps that was another attribute of alien physiology.

      Everyone gathered around the breakfast table. Melody had made waffles and stacks of fried reptile meat.

      "This is great, thanks, Mel," Taki said.

      "How much time is it going to take for you to get that transponder off my ship?" Quinn asked.

      "Three days? Quicker if we dock at that station and get power," Melody said.

      Alexis said, "I'd like to investigate the station anyways. The logs could be a big help in finding what I'm looking for."

      “Melody needs your help. I know you want to play explorer and we’re grateful you are here. Fix my ship and you can go play. Until then we’ll provide you a copy of any logs we find, you have my word,” Quinn said.

      Alexis scowled but after a moment nodded, “You’d better.”

      Quinn also still wanted to find the vessel Sofia had been after. Besides answering some questions it might provide some leverage against her.

      "We'll try to dock then. It sounds like we're going to have at least a few days here, as long as it’s safe. Anyone got anything else pressing that needs doing?" Quinn asked.

      Mara raised her hand. "Apologies, Captain. I'm willing to help with something if you need me, but there is a lot I'd like to investigate on my own."

      Tamara set down her fork and looked across the table at Mara. "Actually, on that note I'd like to say something. This will be off-topic but related."

      "You disapprove," Mara said, meeting her gaze steadily.

      "Yes, but not quite as you mean. This entire crew has put themselves on the line for each other, made commitments to each other, and we've made you an offer—but you just keep putting it off. Stop putting it off. In or out," Tamara said.

      "Why does she have to decide right now?" Dela asked her.

      "Because last night reminded me of some things. I think I see a little bit of Quinn in her. If she commits herself to us, she'll mean it. Right now she can tell us, and herself, that she’s on our side all she wants, but she doesn't have to mean it."

      "That is unfair. I've done right by you many number of times," Mara said, turning to look at Quinn. "I saved your life."

      It was true, she had. But Quinn also knew full well that she'd done it for a price, the return of her sisters. If Tamara was right and Mara was a bit like him, then this was the right approach. Quinn felt a sort of loyalty to see Tamara and Jinx to their destination, but once they'd become family the depth and nature of that loyalty changed entirely. Even if this was family business for everyone to discuss, he could probably speak up and put a stop to it, or at least insist that ship business come first.

      No, best to let this play out.

      "I stand with Tamara on this," Quinn said.

      Tamara shot him a quick smile, faint and pleased.

      Mara was quiet, pensive.

      Dela rose to her feet. "Last time we did this, we went around. We said what it was we needed, and what we have to offer. Thought maybe this time we'd do it with Mara in mind. You're a total badass, I don't know if you are a super-spy, or a member of some secret society or both, but I’m a girl who just wanted to get away and have adventures and I really want you in my family. You should join. I'm smart, I give pretty good advice."

      Jinx bounced up as soon as Dela was done. "You know things about magic. I know you do, and probably about my family, and the Emperor's family, and I'm just so overwhelmed. I might not like it, but you seem to think it’s good that I'm royal blood along with all that goes with that. I need you. Maybe that means something to you, if so, please, stay close."

      Tamara stood. "I don't want just want to be number one, I want to be the best and that requires a foil. You are as genetically engineered as I am, and your implants are on par or even greater. If I need one, perhaps you do as well."

      Melody was next. "I think you're really nice. And if you have a favorite dish I'll make it for you whenever you want."

      Taki reluctantly got up. "I don't like this. I love that man and although I've warmed to this a bit, the thought of sharing him with yet another woman brings me some pain. But I agree with Dela, you're a badass and I’m well aware that we're sailing into a storm. Have our backs and we'll have yours."

      Alexis stayed seated but cleared her throat. "Can I just say that an actual functioning Centauri is fascinating to observe."

      Kara pushed back her chair and declared, "You have big guns—and I mean your breasts and the shooty sort. We have some seriously killer orgies now. Join up and we can totally kill people together and have sex."

      Finally Quinn stood up. "Just me, then. I like you Mara, I like you a lot and I don't think it one-sided. I know you've got your sisters, but we're a home and family here, one that will always welcome you back and be happy to see you. I think that’s probably something you haven't had a lot of in your life."

      This had left everyone but Alexis and Mara sitting. Uncomfortable seconds passed and finally Mara rose to her feet.

      "I think a lot of you are right. I am a complete badass and the storm that’s coming is mighty. I don't think any of you except Tamara realize just how much you've turned towards that storm. I can offer my council and my skills, and I need ..." Mara hesitated. "I don't know what I need. I've worn one mask after another for so long I don't know where they end. If there is a truth in all my lies, I need help finding it. May I join your family?"

      "Aye," Tamara said. "Welcome her, everyone."

      Mara was nearly crushed to death by hugs that went on for several minutes, Jinx and Dela got a little weepy and then everyone was sitting back down.

      "We'll figure out the rest later. Do you still need that time alone out there?" Quinn asked.

      "I do. That hasn't changed, although if I learn anything that I believe will impact our family I'll make sure to make a copy," Mara said.

      Quinn said, "Outside of our main goal here, I still see an abandoned station and a lot of dead ships that look to have never been salvaged. Kara, I want you to look over the combat ships and see what’s worth taking."

      "Stuff will be old, but you humans go backward sometimes. I'll have a look, stud," Kara said.

      "Dela, you assess everything else. You're the best appraiser we've got of value. I want you to scope things out and get us everything worthwhile taking."

      "Glad to do it, but I'll probably need some help," Dela said.

      "I can do that," Taki said.

      "Tamara is a better fit for that. Taki, I want you with me. It might not matter to why we came here, but something bad happened in this system and I want to figure out what," Quinn said.

      "What about me?" Jinx asked.

      "You had a big day yesterday. Get some rest and don't touch that bally thing. Last thing we need is for the ship to disappear while the rest of us are away exploring."

      Nobody objected to their assignments and after breakfast finished up they all went their respective ways.

      Quinn headed for the bridge.

      With the station still having some power he hoped the automated docking system would work, but attempting to engage it beeped out error codes of a failed connection. It had to be the mandatory evacuation order—the station hadn't wanted any ships landing without specific approval.

      It wouldn't be the first time Quinn had to land manually. One quadrant of the station had obviously suffered some weapons fire, so he avoided that for some undamaged sections and what appeared a working dock. Mechanical triggers and an umbilical locked on as the Centauri Bliss slid into place.

      The air aboard the station registered as stale, and the temperatures were well outside of human survival. The beacon might have kept powering on, but life support hadn't—along with most of the other systems.

      Quinn hit the comms. "We have reached our lovely and scenic destination. Taki? We’ll need environmental suits. For those using shuttles, Mara, you can make use of the Tango. Dela, that means the Foxtrot is yours. Kara, if Dela left the Whiskey with any flight control, obviously you’re free to take her out. Everyone else, you’ll just to have to be patient until we check things out."

      By the time Quinn made it to the hatch the shuttles had all departed. Taki was already in her suit with a rifle slung over her shoulder.

      "Don't know if we're going to need that," Quinn said.

      "Spooky-ass space station where everybody died under mysterious circumstances? Oh, I'm taking the gun, sir. You're lucky I'm not kitted out like Kara," Taki said.
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      The first thing Quinn noticed in the docking bay was carts. Usually in docks they'd be filled with cargo, or parts, and supplies going back and forth to the ships, but here they contained only fuel drums. The next thing Quinn saw were the corpses, withered and wasted.

      "Whatever killed them, it wasn't the life support failing," Taki said.

      Quinn had to agree. With the corpses withered like these, it suggested plenty of time for breathable air and the bacteria it carried to allow such decay and decomposition. The atmosphere is these undamaged sections hadn’t abruptly vented.

      "Notice the fuel?" Quinn asked.

      Taki stopped by one of the drums, rapping on it with her knuckles, "Full. Would have taken them time to refill the main systems? Maybe they were fueling ships manually?"

      It was as good a guess as any. At least they wouldn't have any trouble refueling the Centauri Bliss. On the carts nearby alone he saw there would be enough to refuel the ship three times over, both for the main engines and mana for the rune drive.

      It felt like walking through a graveyard, the darkness lit only by their suit lamps, the beams of light piercing the gloom ahead of them.

      Further along the docking bay they came to the retail ring. Normally storefronts would be hawking wares at all hours. Most of these were shuttered, although behind these Quinn could see that they were still stocked with goods.

      "This purge of the Emperor’s must not have been a total surprise. Most evacuated and didn't have the money or space to take their wares with them," Quinn said.

      “Weird this. Like walking through a museum and a graveyard at the same time. How long would it be?” Taki asked.

      “If this happened at the end of the First Imperium. Two thousand years or thereabouts? Long time for these people to be sitting without some kind of burial,” Quinn said.

      "Life support and the main reactor should be at the center of the station, sir," Taki said.

      They kept heading inward. As they’d have expected, the outer torus of the station was devoted to quick trade from spacers passing through. The inner nexus would contain residences, larger businesses, and planetary administration.

      Off the main corridor Quinn saw signs advertising restaurants, a nightclub, and even a small branch of the Galactic Bank. Surprisingly, it remained well lit.

      "Independent power for the bank," Quinn said.

      "And probably a lot more hardened against disaster than anything else here. I guess we won't be raiding the vault," Taki said.

      Probably not, robbing the Galactic Bank tended to be a fool’s errand anyways. Local financial networks were one thing, if you were bold and had a good plan. The Galactic Bank employed its own espionage service, a private police force, and heavily armed response squads. If you offended the bank, it would find a way to make its displeasure perfectly clear.

      Even if the bank had been offline and wide open, Quinn would have been more tempted to take the contents and return them to the next branch they encountered, rather than steal them. Just as the bank made for a powerful enemy, it could be a powerful friend.

      A side corridor leading deeper into the station was sealed. Taki and Quinn put their shoulders to force it apart.

      It revealed simple utilitarian halls and the accommodation for the station employees, which was small, cramped, and unremarkable.

      They came across a body sprawled in a doorway, the door still half open.

      "What do you make of this?" Quinn asked.

      "They weren't even heading for any sort of emergency shelter," Taki said.

      Another body blocked an entrance into the station core, home to the power reactor and critical systems. Here dull lights threw everything into ominous shadow. Still it was better than their suit lights.

      "Emergency power still active here too," Taki said.

      They headed for the power core control room. The reactor itself was sealed behind thick doors, but it didn't matter. If the problem was there, it was likely something they wouldn't be able to resolve anyways.

      Three workstations overlooked a series of monitors and Taki pushed a body out of a chair to have a seat, Quinn did the same.

      "Nothing is blinking at me and saying how to turn on the lights, sir," Taki said dryly.

      Quinn looked over the readouts in front of him. It mostly seemed to be monitoring systems from the reactors and while a lot of them did blink, none were telling him anything useful—not a clue about anything to act on.

      "Check out the third seat," Quinn said.

      Another body hit the floor and Taki moved over.

      A minute of perusing the readouts and Taki said, "I might have something, sir. It’s almost funny, it’s so dumb. One of these is reporting an update to the firmware has been applied and a reboot of the system is pending."

      "Something like that might have finally hit some kind of time-out and shut everything down until the reboot is done," Quinn said, and got up to search the room. Under the consoles he found what he was looking for, a heavy binder.

      The manual was filled with emergency procedures, and on page eighty-four were the instructions for a system restart.

      It required work on multiple consoles and between Quinn and Taki it took over half an hour, but finally the last command had been input. There was a tremor and a faint hum grew. Overhead lights flickered and came to life.

      They went through a similar process in life support control. In all it needed several hours going around the control hub, pushing bodies aside and initiating restarts. It all seemed worth it when they finally could take off their helmets.

      The freshly recycled air smelled perfectly natural. The stench from the bodies would have long gone and any other lingering smells the air purifiers were handling.

      Quinn opened a comm to the Centauri Bliss. "You should have power back in the docks, Mel."

      "Saw that, Captain. Umbilical went live a bit ago. Nothing from the refueling systems though," Melody replied.

      "Lots of fuel sitting out on the docks, but it’s in barrels. You'll have to do a manual load. We can come by and help if you need it."

      "I can handle it, Captain. With the dock cranes working it should be simple."

      "Leaves us free to check out the command deck," Quinn said to Taki.

      "I grabbed the chief engineer's security card just in case there aren't any conveniently placed corpses holding door open," Taki said.

      It turned out they didn't need it, the bodies were particularly packed in station operations. The command staff had been very busy when things went bad.

      Quinn turned his attention to traffic control stations while Taki went looking for internal station reports.

      The majority of the stations had been directing the evacuation, arranging docking space for vessels in need of fuel to make the jump. Strangely, it didn't appear from anything that Quinn could see that a battle was being fought at the same time. The weapon damage on the station must be from a previous encounter.

      Digging further into traffic control revealed some oddities. A large team was devoted to scanning outgoing ships, an unusual priority in a hasty evacuation. It took a good few minutes for Quinn to figure out what they were look for—mana. Of course, any rune drive-equipped starship would have mana aboard as fuel, but this was different.

      The scans had been searching for nobles.

      Taki said, "I've got something, sir, but I don't know what to make of it. One of the last messages they sent. Half an hour before the end of all logs. It looked like someone—or perhaps a ship—named Mahara escaped from a patrol on the second planet, and at the same time someone or something called Ilinar boarded the station on Deck Ten and security teams were moving to engage."

      Those names didn't mean anything to Quinn. Perhaps Mara or Alexis would know. He'd have to ask them later.

      They spent another few hours combing through the data, but it was simply too much. It was impossible to separate the valuable information from the everyday noise.

      "Let’s go check out Deck Ten," Quinn said.

      With the power restored the lifts were working. The station tapered above the docking ring, each level growing progressively smaller. Deck Ten was devoted to Medical.

      The exterior lift doors wouldn't open. They looked to have been crudely welded shut. Quinn and Taki briefly tried to force them apart to no avail.

      "We'll need some tools, sir. Or to get Kara or Melody in here. With their strength they could probably do it," Taki said.

      "Whatever it is can wait. Let’s head back and see what the others found," Quinn said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      At the dinner table Kara was displaying a few new, still healing, wounds. No one asked, since she didn’t seem bothered. Melody had loaded up on pasta on Arkstone and they had long, curled noodles with a creamy sauce and chicken.

      "So, how did everyone go?" Quinn asked.

      "Found big-ass military ships. Found their valuable combat drones still operate just fine when an intruder comes aboard. Blew up a lot of valuable combat drones," Kara said, grabbing an enormous plate of pasta. "The big weapons aren't much use to us, but so far I've got us several cases of military-grade energy cells. They're expended with time, but there’s no reason we can’t recharge them, and they’re a lot better than anything on the civilian market even today. Exotic ammunition too."

      Those were good things all. Nobody on the ship used energy weapons except for Mara and Kara. They were expensive and difficult to maintain—and to find energy cells for—but it sounded like that supply should keep them both equipped for awhile.

      "I helped Melody. It was uninteresting and not nearly as exciting as exploring the station," Alexis said.

      "You didn’t miss much. A lot of dead bodies. A truly spooky amount of dead bodies,” Taki said.

      "You seem very invested in finding this cargo. Why?" Tamara asked.

      "Mistress Delcoro has been of great aid to the Royal Astrographical Society's efforts in this part of space. In return she asked our help in the location and return to her of the cargo from the Redeemer. Her objectives aren’t mine but I welcomed any chance to get a look at the Divide," Alexis said.

      "And looking for that led you all the way here," Taki said. “I give you this. You might be crazy and a bit too obsessed with ships but you’re determined.”

      "A long way to travel, to be sure, but also of interest to the Society. While he was alive the Emperor frowned upon travel beyond the boundaries of the Runestone network, even by astrographical science teams, but now ..." Alexis said.

      "Now you saw the opportunity to pay off your debt and have a look where you aren't supposed to. Have you had a chance to review the logs they brought back? Found anything?" Tamara asked.

      "Not yet, but there are a lot of ships out there. I'll continue the search in the morning when not being coerced into playing assistant engineer," Alexis said.

      Melody said, "I’m really grateful! You’re fantastic. As for our report, uh.. that transponder? Since you two got the dock up and running I decided to go in from the outside. I've almost got the thruster out. I should be able to get rid of it tomorrow."

      "And about time. I hope you aren’t planning on leaving at once?" Alexis asked.

      "Nothing says we have to leave, but at least we'll have the option. Can we take off with the thruster out?" Quinn asked.

      "Wouldn't recommend it, but if I started working into the main power conduit we'd have the same problem. This way we have two days downtime instead of three," Melody said.

      Dela told them, "In terms of salvage there’s a lot out there. People were fleeing with their possessions and their savings. Today we put together two thousand in hard currency alone. Feels a lot like grave robbing though."

      "Because it is,” Tamara said. “That said, on salvaging material this old the law is clear. We've claim rights unless it is actively defended.”

      "That going to cause us any legal problem with the military salvage?" Quinn asked.

      "Will, if you let an Imperium vessel catch you using Imperium energy cells, and they decide to take you to court instead of shoot you," Tamara said.

      "Fair point. We'll rule that one as a don't-get-caught. There’s a Galactic Bank branch on the station. We'll be avoiding it, but anything that doesn't shoot at you is fair game," Quinn said.

      Jinx announced, "I did nothing. I got really bored doing nothing. I hope you've got something for me to do tomorrow?"

      "She can help us out with looking for salvage. The more hands the better," Dela said.

      "I got quite a bit of information off the systems of various craft. I've got charts of the local ley-lines and the old Runestone network," Mara said.

      "Not very useful," Quinn said.

      "Fascinating from a historical context. The Emperor did a lot to suppress knowledge of the size of the First Imperium although it has been speculated it was a fair bit larger. According to this it was almost twice as large."

      That was large. The entire Imperium, traversed from its furthest point to the opposite side, took one hundred and thirty jumps and spanned thousands of systems. The thought of the bureaucracy that must have once governed a space twice that size was dizzying.

      "So those worlds are still out there?" Quinn asked.

      "Almost certainly, beyond the Divide," Tamara said with a nod.

      "So, they’re just living their life? They never tried to get past the Divide? Do they have their own Emperor" Quinn asked.

      "Possibly, although there are good reasons to think tragedy may have befallen them. Did you find out anything?” Mara asked.

      "We did, but we didn't find much about what happened here. Do you or Alexis recognize the names Mahara or Ilinar?" Quinn asked.

      They both did. Quinn could see it immediately, the guarded expression that flickered across Alexis' features and the recognition in Mara’s eyes.

      "Context?" Mara asked, leaning forward.

      "The last message the station sent. That Mahara had escaped and Ilinar was aboard the station," Taki said.

      Mara pushed back from the table and rose to her feet. "I see. Is that all?"

      "Do you have anything you need to tell us?" Quinn asked.

      "Old names. Old problems, and probably dead. I sincerely hope they are dead. Also likely the reason for the purge. The Emperor would have killed a lot more to kill two of the Unshackled. Did it say where Ilinar was aboard the station?"

      "Deck Ten, but we tried to investigate and it was sealed. We're going back tomorrow to force the door."

      "I'm going now," Mara said, and after a pause added, "I'd appreciate backup. Kara in full armor. Anyone else who goes should at least have a gun."

      "Can it wait to morning?" Quinn asked, surprised.

      "It cannot. Believe me, if there is even a chance one of those two is somehow still alive we must find out.”  Mara stopped and shook her head. "And there is that chance, even with the passage of two thousand years."

      "The only things I like better than eating are shooting things and screwing things," Kara said, rushing away from the table.

      "I'm not going to miss something that sounds this exciting," Dela said.

      "Me either," Jinx said.

      "You are definitely staying here," Mara said with a stern look at Jinx. "I know you're bored. But trust me," she glanced at Alexis. "You should remain behind as well, to be safe."

      Alexis frowned and nodded. "I concur."

      "The folks on the station were scanning for nobles. This have something to do with that?" Quinn asked.

      "It does. Ilinar and Mahara were both mages, powerful ones. Hostile ones to the Imperium and dangerous in the extreme,” Mara said.

      "Would the Emperor really do that? Wipe out a whole system to kill one man? I've always heard ... well, I may not get along with the Imperium, but they're good people. The Emperor was a good man," Taki said.

      "Our former Emperor was a decent man in peace and a monster in war—as any who opposed the Imperium learned," Mara said.

      It took them fifteen minutes to get ready. Mara changed into one of her full body stealth suits, the material clinging tightly to her form. Kara was in her battle armor, while Quinn, Taki, and Dela all wore armored vest and had pistols.

      It was crowded in the station lift going up to the tenth deck.

      "You'll see how the doors are sealed when we get up there. It looked like Kara should be able to force them though," Quinn said.

      "When it comes to displays of physical prowess I am pretty amazing," Kara agreed.

      They reached Deck Ten and the doors hissed open. Both sets.

      "This the same lift?" Quinn asked Taki.

      Dela raised her scanner to examine the outer doors. "Lots of damage to these, Captain. Looks like it was melted at one point and then again later."

      Mara readied her energy pistol, her body shimmering for a moment before she vanished from sight.

      "Guess she's got point. Kara, lead us in," Quinn said.

      Kara stepped out of the lift, Quinn and the others following. This level had seen a lot of damage. There were scorch marks on the wall and hundreds of impacts from bullets. Quite the battle had been fought here.

      Most of the corpses on the floor wore armor, although mixed here and there among them were white coats. The medical doctors who worked this level.

      "Look," Kara said.

      There was a hole melted through one wall. Through it they could see what looked to be an escape pod. It must have clamped onto the station and someone blasted their way inside to reach this deck.

      "We've got live ones, sir," Taki said.

      There was a room filled with stasis pods. Critically wounded that the station’s medbay couldn't handle and waiting for transport. These had been waiting a long time. They were all long since dead, cables running between them.

      "Independent power sources. Looks like they were jury-rigged and all running into one," Quinn said.

      "Uh ... Quinn?" Jinx called over the comms.

      "Little busy here," Quinn said.

      "I get it—it’s just that ... some ships are leaving the station," Jinx said.
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      Quinn and the others hurried back down in the lift, Mara uncloaking her stealth suit.

      "How could someone still be alive?" Kara asked.

      "You saw it. Stasis pod, must be," Taki said.

      "It’s Ilinar. He must have rigged one to revive the occupant if the medical systems reset and channeled enough batteries into it to last a long time, when the power came back online the medical systems reset and his pod started its wake sequence," Mara said, almost harsh.

      At the docking ring they ran for the Centauri Bliss. The other docks, about half of which had contained vessels, were now empty. Not that most of the ships seemed to have gone far, slowly drifting away from the station.

      "Get us undocked," Quinn said, as soon as they boarded the ramp.

      "No can do, Captain. The fuel system reversed, sucked us dry. And we still shouldn't be flying with the thruster the way it is, but even if we want to try it, we're going to need forty-five minutes to fuel us up," Melody said.

      "I'll take the Whiskey," Mara said.

      "Fumes there too. I was going to refuel in the morning," Dela said.

      "The Tango then, I refueled when I got back," Mara said, taking off at a run for the shuttle. Quinn and Dela headed towards the cockpit, settling into their seats. They might not be able to fly, but at least they had the ship’s sensors—although in retrospect Quinn realized Station Command would have even better ones.

      "What is all this about?" Dela asked.

      "Releasing the clamps on the other ships in port so we couldn't take another vessel after him, and venting our fuel so we couldn't pursue ... if he'd known about our shuttles, he might have tried something there too. Only one ship out there should be moving under power," Quinn said.

      "Got it," Dela said.

      It was a shuttle, small but very well armed. A lot like the Whiskey. The Tango had its stealth technology engaged, but the other ship still appeared to detect it, turning and taking several shots. The Tango tried to evade. A shot caught the main flight controller and the ship was instantly spinning out of control and drifting into the field.

      Quinn received an incoming comm.

      "I'm alive, but I'm not going anywhere. When you can I'm going to need a pickup," Mara called.

      Quinn looked over to Dela. "Can you pull up the data Mara transferred us earlier? Where does Ilinar think he’s going?"

      Dela tapped at a few keys. "Looks like he’s headed towards one of the Divide.”

      "Think he realizes there is no getting through that?" Quinn asked.

      Dela shrugged. "Whoever this guy is he is still alive after two thousand years. He might not have a firm grasp on his limitrations."

      Quinn agreed. The ship was heading full-thrust in that direction. It should reach the Divide—or at least the closest portion to it—in about half an hour. Melody would finish refueling fifteen minutes later.

      What happened next was unlike anything Quinn had ever seen. Space ahead of the ship crackled with red pulses of energy far more diffuse than any weapon could create. The pulses continued, ripples of power coursing sending a red beam ahead of the ship to impact the barrier which warped and distorted.

      The sensors were going wild, they didn’t know what to make out of what was happening out there, they weren’t alone.

      "That's new," Quinn said mildly.

      "Captain, we've got a problem. Fuel tank three has ruptured," Melody said. “Just bad timing, not sabotage. It can happen when you dump fuel in and out fast like this.’

      "We need it to launch?" Quinn asked.

      "I could work around it not being there. I can't work around the highly flammable fuel all around the sensitive insides of the ship. I'm sorry, we're not going anywhere until I get this cleaned up and it’s going to take awhile. Like, over a day awhile."

      The navigation board flashed. A leyline had gone active that wasn’t there before, one going right through the Divide.

      There was now a tear in space. That impenetrable shimmering wall had a hole.

      Instead of going through it the gunship reversed course, heading for one of the systems Runestones. .

      "Mara is not going to be happy about this," Dela said.

      “A whole in the big magic wall keeping us away from something or other? Probably not,” Quinn said.

      “You think he’s going to be able to get that runestone active?” Dela asked.

      “You want to bet against him at this point? You can be the one to tell Mara. Take the Foxtrot and go tow her back. We're not going anywhere for awhile," Quinn said.
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      "Well, this is awkward," Quinn said.

      The others decided to give Quinn and Mara some time alone her first night in the Centauri, she could get used to the group later. It had taken Dela a few hours to tow her back. Quinn understood that Mara spent most of that time cursing after learning they couldn't give pursuit.

      "Look at the bright side?” Mara said wryly. “Since I’ve already been terribly disappointed once this evening, you can hardly do much worse." She was still dressed in her stealth suit and she presented her back to Quinn. "Help get me out of this thing? Magnetic seals in the back, a half-second press to each will release it."

      Quinn found them, tiny rectangular tabs. Pressure on each soon had them peeling away revealing Mara's pale flesh.

      "We could put it off," Quinn said.

      "I was quite looking forward to this night until a few hours ago. We'll do no such thing," Mara said.

      Quinn reached the last tab, located just below the small of Mara's back and she didn't so much shrug as peel out of her suit.

      "How do you spend all day in an outfit like that and not smell at all?" Quinn asked.

      "It's a poor level of stealth if you can smell me from half a mile away," Mara said. Beneath the armor she proved to be completely nude. It wasn't the first time he'd seen her figure, pleasantly rounded hips and an ample chest with nipples especially pink and perk. She saw him looking. "Genetic engineering, remember? The bacteria that make you smell get one taste of me and keel over."

      Mara leaned in to press a kiss to Quinn's lips before her hands moved to his shirt, unbuttoning and tugging him free of it.

      They didn't say another word for some time, the rest of his clothes joining his shirt in a pile as their lips played against each other like things possessed. Quinn thought she tasted faintly of strawberries. Her hands played back and forth along his chest with abandon as their tongues tangled.

      Mara pushed him back against the bed, Quinn's back bouncing when it hit the mattress and in an instant she was atop him, thighs straddling his waist tightly as she lowered herself down with a long sustained push that left them both gasping.

      Quinn rolled them over. Beneath him her body was deceptively hard. For all the roundness of her hips and chest, Mara’s body felt almost as strong as Kara's.

      Mara reached up, her fingers tangling in his hair and pulling his head down for another ravenous kiss. Her teeth grazing against his lower lip as their hips began to rock properly.

      There was little buildup to the rhythm, just raw hunger and need, more hers than his, at least at first. Quinn found that passion quickly sparked passion and soon the room was filled with the sounds of their bodies coming together, her nails clawing into his back and his buttocks, urging him onward.

      "Harder," Mara panted as she squirmed beneath him and Quinn obliged, the joining of their bodies gaining an intensity that would leave them both sore come morning. Yet, it didn't quite seem to be enough, Mara's hips bucking upwards wildly in a chaotic rhythm that jarred teeth and made the bed groan.

      Quinn was desperate to make sure that she finished. A task growing increasingly difficult by the second, yet his attempt to slow things down a little was met by a growl. A frustrated and almost feral sound as Mara's nails dug in more.

      It finally proved too much and Quinn found himself suddenly gripped by his release. The world seemed to blur and fall apart for a moment. At least he wasn't alone. Perhaps he wasn't the one who had been holding back after all, for Mara's walls were tightening around his length. Given the intensity of the sex the crash afterward was particularly intense, their bodies practically melting together.

      "Wow," Quinn said, breathlessly.

      "Not done yet. After today I've got a lot of frustration to burn off. Why don't you call in Kara?" Mara said.

      So much for not springing a group on her. It proved to be a very long night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      With them already being delayed for another day Quinn ordered Melody to go ahead and take the extra time needed to remove the transponder. The plus side was it gave them time to continue to salvage. By the time another day had passed their cargo bay was filled with items small, valuable, and easy to unload.

      The system did have an active runestone again. Whatever had sealed it dissolving into a flare of red light. After freeing it the gunship had jumped out. Quinn thought it was only a matter of time until the curious and the desperate from the other side decided to travel through one and they wouldn't be alone in their salvage efforts. They were already receiving communications through it from the Hope's Reach colony, it was repeatedly making attempts to contact any Imperium ships in range.

      In normal times the Imperium surely would have arrived swiftly to reclaim the abandoned station, but with the Imperium now fragmented and their presence being so weak in this part of space Quinn wasn't sure what would happen first. The crime families? Pirates? Someone strong would come to make this place their own.

      Repairing the shuttles and getting the ship in full working order took time. It was three days later that Mara tracked Quinn down in the cargo hold. He was looking over their take.

      "Are we ever going in pursuit?" Mara asked.

      "Is there any reason it is our business to pursue this man? You know me, Mara, I'm willing to help out when I can. What I'm not seeing is how this is our business," Quinn said.

      Mara took a deep breath and began to pace. "Isn't it enough to trust me?"

      "Oh I do, you say he's bad and I'm prepared to believe you, but I'm still stuck on the how is it our problem bit. We might have turned back on the lights, woken him up, but that doesn't make him our responsibility," Quinn said, looking aside from a jewelry box he'd been studying.

      Mara rubbed at her eyes and leaned against a wall. She gave a bitter laugh. "You're right, of course, it isn't your responsibility. You’re only trying to do the right thing for your family, our family. I get that."

      "I need to call in Tamara and you can make your case to the two of us?" Quinn asked.

      Mara looked as if she was wavering for a moment and then nodded. "Please. Bring Jinx in too."

      They met in what Quinn could now call his study. With his bedroom having been commandeered, Tamara had set aside a space for him. It had astrogation charts on the walls, a model of the Centauri Bliss on an old wooden desk, along with a picture of Kat, one of Tamara, and another of the family on Arkstone.

      "So you're finally ready to give us some answers?" Tamara asked Mara.

      "Not to everything, but you've stumbled into a big mess here. You deserve to know just how bad," Mara said.

      Everyone pulled chairs in around the desk.

      "Why am I here?" Jinx asked.

      "You're one of the Emperor's heirs. I know, not by blood, but my words stand, and they matter, and you deserve to know a bit of what that might entail," Mara said.

      "This sounds serious," Quinn said.

      "Deathly. More of this information than I would like is speculative. In fact, I'm lost with even where to begin."

      "Start with that fellow you so badly want us to go after. Ilinar? Who is he to you?" Quinn asked.

      Mara took a long moment to reply. "Ilinar was, is, one of the strongest mages alive. One of the Unshackled, known in his day as the Bringer of Wrath. He liked to think of himself as a great general, although he wasn’t. Still, his ability to corrupt flesh into wrathspawn let him turn the innocent into armies and he used them to terrible effect."

      Silence greeted that.

      It all sounded very impressive, and it meant absolutely nothing to Quinn.

      "That sounds pretty major, but I'm a history buff and I don't have a clue what you're talking about—and I should. So did you just go crazy or what?" Jinx said.

      "A good point," Mara said. "A good place to begin is earlier. Let me ask you a not-so-theoretical question. What if there was a type of magic that spread like a contagious disease? Destructive, virulent, and in part transmitted by the knowledge of its existence? And you believe, if left unchecked, it will destroy a population? What do you do?"

      Tamara said, "A broad and ridiculous question, but I can guess where this is going. You'd quarantine your population. Inoculate the elements you could. You’re claiming something like this was done? The Divide?"

      "I am. It was. Magic when it entered humanity had two main strains. One limited, orderly bound firmly to bloodlines and one that was vastly more unstable. The Emperor quarantined as much of the Imperium as he could and wiped out one of those strains," Mara said.

      Quinn said, "And a possessor of this unstable magic may have just run back to civilized space? If so, I'm terrified, but I'm still not seeing where you've done anything except make the point we should run long and hard in the other direction."

      Jinx said, "There are stories, myths. Largely undocumented. So many records were lost with the fall of the Library of Stars.”

      "There is more to that story as well but this is not the time. But yes, the history of the period is incomplete and fragmentary and a great deal of that is at the Emperor’s doing. An intentional effort to make humanity forget a power that had proven destructive to it," Mara said.

      Tamara cleared her throat. "For what it is worth, here, I believe her. I may not have Tourmaline's memories, but I have seen ... things."

      Mara nodded. "Most of the powerful in the Imperium have. No effort is absolute. Even if you aren't her, a fact I continue to disbelieve, you are at least a host Tourmaline prepared. The Emperor had the ability to warp minds but you were likely built with some resistance, as was I."

      "But I'm not changing anything," Jinx said.

      "Aren't you? You needed a protector, and a complete monster of a lawyer suddenly grows a heart and decides to defend you to the very end?"

      "One moment you say I'm resistant to alterations, and then you claim that when I’m doing the right thing it’s just me being mind-controlled," Tamara said flatly. "The latter is an implication I strongly reject."

      "If that’s so, you're saying we're all mind-controlled. And while I admit I'm not living the life I expected, it’s one I chose," Quinn said firmly.

      Mara raised her hands. "I surrender. You're all exactly where you want to be and so am I. Let’s say then that Jinx is sort of a living antidote to this untamed magic. True of blood and true of spirit, and those pledged and truly loyal to her are protected from this contagion. Everybody on this ship, apart from Alexis, is safe from Ilinar’s ability to corrupt living flesh. That is why we must be the ones to pursue him."

      It was a strange way to think about it, but Quinn could picture it. They might not be sworn to her as an empress, but they were a family, they had vows and obligations to each other. Quinn would die to keep Jinx safe or any member of this family, if he had to.

      Jinx was looking very wide-eyed. "No. No. NO. I don't want that. Stop trying to make me something I'm not. I don't want to be anyone’s savior. I don't want to be anyone’s empress or antidote or any of it."

      Tamara stood and slapped her, the sound of echoing through the study. Her hand left a bright red mark on Jinx's cheek.

      "You are better than this. If what Mara said is true your presence may help to protect your family and save other lives besides," Tamara said.

      "Jinx. If you're going to hit her back it better be now, because I do not abide this sort of behavior on my ship," Quinn said.

      A second slap, this one jerking Tamara's head to the side. Jinx really put her weight into it, although when she sat back down it was almost primly.

      "Thank you, Tamara. You're right. I was behaving poorly," Jinx said.

      "You are quite welcome," Tamara said with an almost stiff formality as she sat back down as well.

      Quinn had to wonder if his wives made any more sense to each other than they made to him. He hoped that at least someone on this ship had a clue.

      "You think you can stop him, if we get you close?" Quinn asked Mara, looking over to her.

      "I honestly don't know, the Emperor tried and failed, and wiped out a whole system in the attempt. I do think right now he is alone, confused in a new time, and we're never again going to find him as weak and without resources," Mara said.

      Quinn hated this, but he did trust Mara, and as preposterous as this story sounded it fit with what they'd observed in this system.

      "Alexis is off scouting. We're not leaving her here. When she returns we'll prep for launch and go after this plague-bearer," Quinn said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      There was no need to force Jinx to try to use the sphere again, not with the Runestone restored. Normally tracking a ship through a jump required close proximity at the time they jumped. They didn't have that, but in this case it didn’t matter. A single rune had been bared. Ilinar had gone to Tremel.

      It wasn't where Quinn was expecting. It would have made more sense for Ilinar to get away from the Imperium. Still, what could they do? They followed.
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      When the Centauri Bliss had been here running the cargo blockade, ships started pinging them with active scanners the moment they left the Runestone and sending interdiction messages. Nothing like that happened now. The two cruisers keeping orbit above Hope's Reach were still there, but the smaller patrol craft were gone. Neither of the cruisers took any sort of action.

      "Well, this is spooky," Quinn said.

      "Like going into another ghost system," Dela said from the copilot's seat.

      Quinn opened a channel to Tamara and Mara, who were prepared to run electronic warfare again. "It’s looking suspiciously and disturbingly weird and quiet out of there. Either of you getting anything from aboard the ships?"

      "Their internal networks are active, but I'm not picking up any communication. I'm not sure what that means," Mara said.

      Nothing good, Quinn was sure of that.

      If they weren't talking, perhaps the colony would be.

      Quinn opened a comm.

      "Colony, do you read?" Quinn asked.

      There was a crackle, and a distorted feed came through with weapons fire in the background. A man's voice said, "We read you. Is this the Royal Navy? We’ve been calling for assistance."

      "Afraid not, but we're here to help. The ships up here are silent," Quinn said.

      "Yesterday. They made landfall—the mercenaries—except they aren't people anymore. They're something else. We were prepared for a fight so we're ready, but this ..."

      "Understood. Hold out," Quinn said and killed the channel.

      "We might be good in a shootout, but we're not an invasion force," Dela said.

      "Oh, I expect Kara would disagree with you, but I'm not," Quinn said.

      "Ilinar must have turned those on the ships, but not the colony. Is it because they're still loyal to the Imperium?" Tamara asked.

      "Proximity. I expect he boarded one ship and transformed them, then took a shuttle to get the other," Mara said.

      A proper ground offensive would have weapons that could hit a low-flying ship, and would, but Quinn hoped these mercenaries weren't planning on a ground assault.

      Quinn kicked in the engines. Unlike last time approaching the colony it didn’t require any fancy flying. The planet quickly grew in the view screen.

      "Powerful mana reading. South side of the settlement," Mara said.

      Quinn aimed for that. Being underground it was hard to tell just where the colony was located, but the attackers were easier to see. There was a swarm of them, attempting to overwhelm a pass held by several combat mechs.

      As the voice had said, the mercenaries weren't human anymore. Elongated limbs, some covered with fur and some scales, and with massive clawed hands. Amongst them was a figure in red robes, human.

      "Dela. Get to the shuttle bay, take the Whiskey and hit these things from above. Kara, Mara, you're up," Quinn said, as he hovered the Centauri Bliss over the battle. Instruments registered the ramp opening, then a salvo of weapon fire as Kara leapt into the fray.

      Instruments flashed warnings. Quinn was thrown backwards in his seat as jagged bolts of red electricity jumped from the console to his body. It was deeply disorienting, the ship spinning out of control. Quinn reached back and managed to hit the thrusters just before the ship plowed into the ground, transforming a crash into a bad landing.

      "Status," Quinn called out.

      "Alive," Tamara said.

      "Groaning," Jinx said.

      "Bruised but standing, sir," Taki said.

      "I'm ... a bit scrambled, but here," Melody said.

      "I'm not doing well. I'm ... I feel something wrong with me," Alexis said.

      Alexis was the one member of their crew not sworn to Jinx. Quinn hadn't meant Alexis to get close enough to the fighting that it might be a problem.

      "If what Mara said is true, you may be starting to mutate. I know we haven't talked about it, but you need to join our family—or at least the least swear allegiance to Jinx," Quinn said.

      "We don't have any proof that last works," Alexis said. "And I'm already married—Jinx, that is a really stupid name ... okay, I swear myself to your service. You have my honor and my blade."

      It didn’t sound convincing.

      Quinn left the cockpit at a run. Whatever hit the ship they weren't going to be flying for the time being anyways. He found Alexis at the dining table, clutching it and looking a bit green.

      "If you're about to become a big monster let me know so I can shoot you first," Quinn said.

      "Your concern for my well-being is noted, Captain. I'm alive, and swearing seems to have done the trick. I just—it was a very queer feeling," Alexis said.

      If she was fine the others might need his help. Quinn headed for the cargo bay, but by the time he reached it trouble had already found them. A mutant beast was there, red eyes glowing, and it let out a massive roar and pounded its chest.

      It was an impressive display. Quinn emptied his pistol into its face. That also proved to be an impressive but gory display as the creature tumbled over. Quinn reloaded and was about to step over the thing when a blast of force threw him back against a wall.

      "Guns. They really aren't a civilized weapon," said a refined male voice. The figure that stepped up the ramp was wearing clothes almost as antiquated as what Tamara had bought for Quinn. Red robes hung open over black battle armor, a sword at his side.

      "Not a bit," Quinn said, raising his gun and intending to put a bullet in Ilinar's head. He didn't get a chance. The gun fell apart in his hand, metal fragments dropping to the floor.

      "I felt it on the station. The presence of the blood. I thought it was an agent of Octavius come to finish what he started, and I fled because I hadn’t fully recovered my strength.” He waved at the outside. “I came here, but everything is wrong. There should be cities here, my family, yet there is only dust and ruin."

      "Fond of punching too," Quinn said, surging forward but another blast of power threw him back. This time he worried he must have broken some bones, so fierce was the impact.

      "How very disappointing. At least tell me you know something, before you die and I go looking for the blood that protects you? Where Mahara took the Redeemer perhaps?" Ilinar asked.

      Even though the haze of pain Quinn recognized the ship. The one Sofia wanted Alexis to find. None of that seemed important right now.

      "You don't have to look. I'm right here," Jinx said, stepping into the cargo bay.

      Ilinar looked at her and his face flashed confusion. "Opalia? You can't be. He killed you, I saw him kill you."

      "My great grandmother, with a good dozen more greats tacked on in front," Jinx said.

      Ilinar lowered his gaze to the deck. "This changes things. I'll not kill one of Opalia's after the sacrifice she made, but I cannot let you continue either. Disarm and stand down, and I shall find a way to turn you, train you."

      From behind Ilinar came the sound of automatic weapons fire, the air crackling red.

      Quinn could almost see the bullets dissolving before they hit him, fracturing harmlessly into dust in midair. Ilinar clenched his fist and twisted, and Kara dropped to the deck where she stood, limbs distorted along with the sounds of snapping bones.

      "Stop hurting my friends," Jinx said with steel in her voice

      "These?" Ilinar scoffed and he drew his sword. It was a wicked-looking thing, the blade ebon black and carved with numerous runes glowing red. "You may keep them as your slaves, if you cooperate. Not the green one though, she dies. Such crude weapons, not rune-forged or touched by magic at all? Did you ever expect something like this to hurt me?"

      "Just stop this! What do you know about Opalia? What do you know about me?" Jinx said.

      Quinn wished he knew where Mara was, or if she was even still alive.

      Ilinar advanced on Kara, extending the blade over her. "You are hard to kill. I do not know your kind, but I will conquer them as a sign of respect, to you. But you shall not live to see it."

      Quinn's vision was going blurry, but even so he thought Tamara must have been moving fast as she advanced on Ilinar from behind with something held in her hands. It was the artifact, the one Quinn ordered put away for safekeeping.

      With a crack it hit Ilinar's skull, and blue light flared.
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      Ilinar stumbled to one knee, bracing himself by leaning his weight upon his sword. A pulse of red energy surrounding him crumbled the artifact to dust in Tamara's hands right before she was thrown across the cargo bay to slam hard into a wall.

      Then with a growl he slumped forward, unconscious.

      Energy bolts slammed into Ilinar's body. Mara came stumbling up the ramp, helped by a hard-looking, heavily tattooed woman. Most of the armor on the left side of Mara's body had burned off and the flesh beneath charred and blackened.

      The shots didn't really hit Ilinar. Even unconscious, his protective aura was dissipating the energy before it touched him.

      Mara said, "Too strong. I was an idiot to think we should try this. Kick him out of the cargo bay and let’s fly. He won't be out for long."

      "And what about the colony?" Quinn asked.

      "We can't hold out. My mechs are falling apart and out of ammunition," the tattooed woman said.

      "As she said—lost,” Mara said. “There is nothing we can do. Had I time, had I known how strong he'd be, I might have arranged something. But now—now we flee."

      Jinx stepped into Quinn's field of vision and knelt down beside him. There was a blue glow. When Jinx stood she held his pistol in her hand. It was no longer in fragments. She said softly, "Rune-forged, touched by magic, he said."

      "I'll try," Mara said.

      Jinx shook her head. "If it’s my ability powering the gun, it should be my hand pulling the trigger." She walked over to Ilinar, aiming the pistol, and pulled the trigger. Blue light flared, the bullet dissolving before it reached him although it made it further than anything so far. The next one made it further yet. It wasn't until the fifth shot that the round made contact with his skull.

      Ilinar spasmed on the floor, red runes on his skin glowing in brilliant relief and making him almost seem forged from molten fire for an instant before they faded. Then his body was gone, just an empty set of robes and the sword where Ilinar had been moments before.

      Jinx screamed, crackling blue lightning surrounding her, and she stumbled back against a bulkhead. Runes crawled and played beneath her flesh, brighter than Quinn had ever seen. The screams were agonized, pained. The pistol dropped from her hand as she fell to the deck on her hands and knees.

      Quinn could see the runes fading from all over her body except where she held the pistol, her hand marked with a blue rune glowing with a steady luminescence.

      "Huh," said the tattooed woman. Quinn was forced to agree.

      There wasn't time to worry about what had happened yet, not right now. Not if the colony was going to be saved.

      Quinn said carefully, "Jinx, I don't know what happened, but if you are still in there we need you. Healing. Kara first, then Mara. If the colony is going to be saved it needs them."

      "I ... right ... right," Jinx said with a shake of her head. Her hands were wreathed in flames now, a brilliant glowing blue. Jinx stumbled as she made her way over to Kara and pressed the rune-marked hand upon the broken flesh. Kara screamed as badly twisted limbs reshaped themselves and she broke all over again in the process of being put back together.

      "How?" the tattooed woman asked, as if she hadn't just seen oddness enough.

      Jinx healed Mara next, her touch not just restoring Mara’s features to their usual perfection but even mending the torn and tattered armor. Jinx helped her companion next before getting to Quinn and then Tamara.

      "You don't seem short on juice," Quinn said.

      "He had a lot of mana in him. I got most of it when he died. I could feel it, just like when I drained the tank. It is like I’m burning up from the inside out," Jinx said.

      "I'm grateful for getting me out of that cockpit, but I don't know you folks can do much," the tattooed woman said.

      "What’s the problem? Quickly," Mara said.

      "While you figure that out, I'm going to shoot a lot of things until they turn their attention on me and away from the ship," Kara said, disappearing down the ramp.

      "Our ground defenses are based around a squad of combat mechs. They were already worn down, now they're out of rounds and torn to shreds. I'm Donna Kass, by the way, squad leader," Donna said.

      Quinn asked Jinx, "I hate to ask this of you, but if you have that much juice do you think you can fix some mechs?"

      "I don't know. I can try," Jinx said.

      “You can kill too. You need to burn off the power. A touch from you right now should kill a wrathspawn. Don’t worry, they aren’t human anymore. They’re nothing even close,” Mara said.

      "Any of your guns use standard energy cells?" Quinn turned to Donna.

      "We've been out for awhile, but yes."

      Quinn hit the comms. "Melody. Get the loader up with those energy cells we scavenged. Just the ones you recharged. Taki and Mara will play escort. I'm going to try to get us flying again."

      Quinn hated this part of being a captain, and being a pilot. Leaving the others in the line of fire while he removed himself. But another ship in the air with the Whiskey could make a lot of difference, even without weapons besides the disruptors.

      Quinn settled into the pilot’s seat, waiting for an all-clear from Melody before firing up the engines. It took several attempts, the rough landing taking its toll, but soon he'd engaged the thrusters to get the Centauri Bliss hovering ten feet off the ground.

      Below, the loader filled with energy cells was trundling along. Taki and Mara were on either side of the driver’s seat, each with a rifle and firing away at any of the beasts coming in their direction. They’d attracted the attention of a pack and Quinn hit the engines, doing a low pass that sent them scattering.

      Quinn checked the sensors. There were perhaps two hundred of the creatures still alive—that was after a lot of killing had already been done. The mercenaries must have been preparing a ground assault when Ilinar had arrived.

      The Whiskey was still flying, good, Quinn had been worried about Dela. He hit the comms.

      "How you holding up?" Quinn asked.

      "Out of ammo, but I've been relaying intel to someone on the ground. Glad you're not dead, saw the crash," Dela said.

      "Oh, it got a lot weirder, but we're all alive here. Melody is running a loader towards those mechs. We need to keep them off her."

      "On it, Captain," Dela said.

      Together they made sweeping passes over any packs that gathered. It lost its effectiveness after the first few times, but that was enough for the loader to reach the mechs. Jinx must have been able to get them repaired and the energy cells were compatible, because soon they were charging into the fray. Stubby and bulky humanoid machines around thirty feet in height, mobile weapon platforms.

      Beasts that clung to the mechs were shaken off. Extended arms blasted energy weapons into any concentration. With charged guns and repaired frames, and without Ilinar, the battle was suddenly very one-sided. But the attacking beasts knew no caution, no retreat. They fought until the very last one had been downed.

      When the battle was done Quinn got a hail from the colony.

      "Centauri Bliss, you're cleared to land," cracked the speaker.

      Dela was hailing a moment later. "Did they just invite you to land and sound really curt?"

      "They did. Weird way to thank us for saving their lives. I expected to be offered a lot of beer," Quinn said.

      Whatever the reason for it, they'd find out. The colony transponder guided the ship towards a mountain. A rock face dropped away to reveal a hangar and Quinn took the ship in. Dela in the Whiskey landed beside the Bliss a few moments later.

      Tamara met him in the hold and they left the ship together. The hangar bay was almost empty of ships, and of people. Nobody met them and it was left for them to find their own way. The lift down had only one button.

      Mara, Jinx, and Taki were waiting for them when the lift doors opened. The fire around Jinx’s hands had faded although the rune glowing on one hand still glowed brightly.

      "I was hoping to catch you. Despite what just happened, we might not have a warm welcome here," Mara said.

      "Care to explain that? Way I see it we just did these people a lot of good at great personal expense," Quinn said.

      "It was the supplies, sir. The ones we brought them? Tainted. If their defensive effort seemed a little weak there was a reason for it. Most of these people can barely stand," Taki said.
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      Donna found them before they'd had much more time to discuss things.

      She said, "I explained just what you did, Jinx especially. People might not be feeling all that generous right now, but they understand. You don't always know what’s what when you take a job."

      "We were just dropping off the supplies. We had no idea," Quinn said.

      "I believe you. If you were part of them who wanted us dead, you wouldn't have done all you did," Donna said, gesturing them forward and leading the way into the base.

      The air had that a damp scent, musky in that way of places where far too many people had been crammed together for far too long.

      In rooms off the main hall Quinn could see people in beds or sitting down, the sound of coughing came from everywhere.

      "I can see what I can do," Jinx said.

      "You might have a charge, but how many people in this colony? How many sick?" Tamara asked.

      "Over a thousand. Used to be more, but anyone who could get away, did," Donna said.

      "I want to try. I'm still really charged up," Jinx said.

      "You got a doctor?" Tamar asked.

      "We do. But we're short of everything we've needed to treat this," Donna said.

      "Not worried about that. Jinx only has so much power to heal and this whole colony is too much. But if your doctor can point her at the most serious cases, she can make a difference."

      Donna gestured down the hall and a young man ran up. "Emon, this is Jinx. Take her to see Doc Conner."

      "You've had a hard time here," Quinn said, after the pair departed.

      "Them more than me. I'm a late arrival, all us mech pilots are. They hired us to help defend them and then the fuckers decided to starve them out," Donna said.

      "You stuck around for free? Not very mercenary," Quinn asked.

      "Yeah, well, you just put your lives on the line and gave us piles of expensive free ammo. You're not that great from running away from folks in need yourself. I'm thinking you're a poor one to be giving us lectures."

      Donna led them into a large common hall, tables and benches filling the bulk of it. Only about a quarter of the seats were taken and Donna gestured them towards an open stretch of tables. "Have a seat. I'll go get us some beers."

      Quinn and the others settled in. Even here most of the colonists were coughing, and shabbily dressed in worn shirts and breeches. They shouldn't be this poor, this sickly. Many colony worlds were rough for human settlers, but this one had everything humans needed. Water, oxygen, fertile lands. People should be flocking here as fast as the ships could carry them. It should be well on the way to being a future, well-developed world.

      Of course, perhaps it had been, once.

      Quinn looked around the table.

      "Did any of you catch what he said there on our ship? What he asked me?" Quinn asked.

      "He mentioned the Redeemer, the name of the ship that Sofia sent Alexis and us after. Sofia was looking for him," Tamara said.

      "Or Mahara, another of the Unshackled," Mara said.

      "I take it she is actually dead," Quinn said.

      Mara frowned. "I wish I could say for certain. Those powerful in magic have their own means of immortality. I will say this—if the Emperor had ever found any signs of Mahara’s existence in the Imperium he would have moved the entire universe in order to kill her."

      “Wouldn’t we know if she was making monsters?” Quinn asked.

      “The wrathspawn were unique to Ilinar. All of the Unchained corrupted those they came into contact with but most were more subtle about it,” Mara said.

      "Sofia used us to poison these people. Why, if she was working for the Imperium?" Taki asked. “Wouldn’t she want to help them?”

      "Obviously she wasn't. In fact, she seems to have been working against it. On a far grander level than I expected to find," Mara said.

      "But is she puppet or puppet master?" Tamara asked.

      "Are you going to be spending any time here? I'd like to take one of the shuttles up and have a look at the Black Fist systems. See what I can learn," Mara said.

      "Permission granted," Quinn said.

      "Is this our business, sir? I didn't mind helping out the colony, but do we want to get any deeper? Just because a storm is coming doesn't mean we have to steer into it," Taki said.

      It was a real question, and one Quinn would have to think over. A part of him loved playing the hero, it always had, but it wasn't just his life that he was risking. Some risk was acceptable—it was business—but this was so far from that.

      Carrying a tray of beers, Donna came back to the table and sat back down. "Sorry, took awhile. We've got you all rooms. They aren't much but they're serviceable. If you need one for a couple just let me know," Donna said.

      "We're sort of all ... together," Quinn said.

      "Oh," Donna said with a blink. "A Centauri? We got one too, five in it. Nice folks. I'll have them shove a few beds together in a store room then. We pretty much divided store rooms up for the bedrooms anyways."

      They didn't return to the conversation they left, instead drinking the night away. A chill attitude towards them started to grow warmer when the first man Jinx healed made his way into the hall, an older man who served as an instructor and was popular. During the next few hours dozens more drifted in.

      Later that night in their rooms Jinx didn't return until well past midnight, dark circles under her eyes. Despite the exertions of the day the rune on her hand still glowed blue.

      The next morning, when they went to breakfast, their treatment was far different. Every person they passed gave unpracticed bows and curtsies to Jinx, usually accompanied by wide smiles and expressions of almost awe.

      "Well, aren't you popular," Quinn said.

      "I don’t ask them to do that," Jinx said.

      There were seats reserved at a table at one end of the wall, elevated above the others on a small platform. A young woman urged them in that direction with an awkward intensity.

      Donna was waiting. She curtsied as well and was rather more practiced about it. Despite the mohawk and tattoos, the gesture seemed natural.

      "Not you too," Jinx said.

      "Once people got over the shock of it all, they got to figuring out that the things you do. It was a princess that had come to save us. After calling out to every emperor and empress out there to save us, none showed, but you did. There ain't a man or a woman on this planet that don't intend to give you the respect you deserve," Donna said.

      "We might have had a little bit to do with it," Quinn said.

      "Don't doubt it. Still, it was her that killed the one who brought those things. It was her that fixed our mechs. It was her that healed the people."

      "I was just ... helping," Jinx said weakly.

      "Regardless. We had a meeting last night after you folks went to bed. We don’t have any leader of sorts, old one died in the plague. Jobs yours if you want it," Donna said.

      "Don't," Jinx said hanging her head.

      "I don't know if you want to stay, or what form it would take but ... these people have been through a lot. They’re good though, decent. Why I stayed, you could do worse," Donna said.

      Quinn reached out to grasp Jinx's hand under the table and she gave his a quick squeeze.

      "We should talk about this," Tamara said.

      Jinx took a deep breath and sat up straight. "I know what you're going to say. You want me to do it, for a lot of reasons. You're going to go with the most compelling, that these people aren't safe without someone true to swear to."

      "They've obviously lost faith in whatever ruler they had sworn to before. With good cause," Mara said grimly.

      "And what am I going to do for them?"

      Donna cleared her throat. "Honestly, I don't think I or anyone of our department heads expects you to do much. But the fact is, royals matter and we don't have even a bad one to protect us. We don't know your story, we don't know what you're hiding from, and we can tell you're not wealthy. All the same, just you saying yes might bring some hope back to this place though."

      "I can make you an amazing princess outfit, if you want one," Dela said helpfully.

      "I might need one," Jinx said wryly. "Taki, you're the sane one of this bunch. What do you think?"

      Taki was silent for a moment. "I think if you do it—if you're going to take it—it’s going to mean something to you. That means it’s going to mean something to us too. If you say yes, mean it."
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      "You don't have to decide right now. Think it over. We didn't mean to rush you, I just wanted to make sure we were heard," Donna said.

      "And is there anything to be gained by taking my time?" Jinx asked with a sigh. "Just because you’re running from something doesn't mean you can avoid it—not when it’s thrust before you. I don't know what we are going to call it, but I accept your allegiance."

      "You should have an impressive title," Tamara said primly. “It’s your right. Always has been.”

      "Lady? Baroness? Empress?" Donna asked.

      Jinx closed her eyes for a moment and let out a groan. "No. No to all of those. I don’t want to be any of those things, I just want to be a thief. It is especially stupid to call someone and Empress when referring to a single world. If I am going to take a title why make it a stupid one? I’m Selina Cartier, if you need it for any paperwork, but I prefer Jinx. No titles, just Jinx."

      "Works for me, Jinx," Donna said, "We mercenaries are used to giving ourselves good nicknames. I’m the Crimson Fury. How about… the thief of stars? But if you want to wage war against the rest of the galaxy I've got to tell you, we're neither interested nor able."

      “Good name,” Dela said with a glance over to Jinx.

      “Thief of Stars it is. Let’s see what people make out of that,” Jinx said.

      "And I think we can avoid the interplanetary war, for the time being," Tamara said dryly. "But we've other matters to discuss. Captain, I've got a business proposition for you."

      "Am I going to like this?" Quinn asked.

      "If you can manage to recognize a good thing, you will. Donna, how is your colony doing?"

      "Falling apart, I think you can see that. Blockade was hard, and this illness. It has been a long time since anything went right."

      "We've got a hold full of valuables to help rebuild this place. Bring in new colonists," Tamara said.

      "To what end? So the blockade can return tomorrow?" Taki asked.

      Dela said thoughtfully, "The ships in orbit. Two whole cruisers, plus whatever craft landed on the planet in the invasion. You could do something with that, if they could get the crews."

      "You're thinking small," Tamara said.

      "You mean the ships in the last system," Quinn said.

      "Quinn, I promised you that if you stuck with me I'd make something of you. Have you ever stolen a fleet before? A space station?" Tamara asked.

      "What are you folks talking about?" Donna asked.

      They told her. By the end she was leaning forward intently.

      "Finding crews will be a problem. The station, it works, it has power?" Donna asked.

      "It does, although it’s got some battle damage. But I've never seen one moved," Quinn said.

      "They've got a rune drive in the central core. Perimeter thrusters. It’s slow, but they can move and jump. If your goal is to get it here, you can," Mara said.

      "Mercenaries then. Lots of people wanting a place to settle down and not many good places that will have them. Do I have your permission to grant land?" Donna asked Jinx.

      "Temporary grants for them and their families, to become final after five years of service," Jinx said.

      "Standard is ten and they're not offering something as fine. Make it seven and we'll still be buried under applications," Donna said.

      Jinx nodded. "Do it."

      "That system also has habitable planets and the remains of cities. Not the farmland you have here but…" Tamara said.

      "I can name you a colony administrator who might be willing to make the jump," Donna said.

      "Do it. Stars is plural. If I’m stealing one star system I may as well steal two. Larger land grants there, if someone selects those worlds although we retain ownership of the cities,” Jinx said.

      As Donna hurried off to talk to her people large trays of food were brought out. None of it was fancy, but there was plenty. The colonists were really putting their best foot forward.

      "That was brave," Quinn said.

      Jinx let out a chuckle that seemed almost pained. "I killed a mage of legend and have a giant glowing blue mark on my hand. You don't run away from childhood stories when you find yourself suddenly becoming one."

      "You staying with us on the ship?" Taki asked.

      "You're my family, of course I'm staying with you. This, all this ... I'm sorry for putting it on your plates. Maybe I should have put it to a vote," Jinx said.

      Tamara and Quinn shared a look. They pulled the strings of this family and what Tamara had just done brought them both a lot of new obligations. Quinn had no doubt Tamara wanted it, something like this had been her plan all along.

      "I don't mean to be mercenary, but are we ever going to see our money again?" Taki asked.

      "Calling it an investment wasn't a lie. Early colony investment is prized by the wealthy. While the initial costs can be immense, the long-term rewards are considerable. I'll draw up a proper contract between the colony and our Centauri," Tamara said.

      "Great—if we want to be paid back in twenty years," Taki said with a scowl.

      "Perhaps if you thought longer term you wouldn't be constantly scrambling for work simply to refuel. Trust me, this is right, this is smart," Tamara said.

      "It's also the right thing. These people need help and some bad people are out to screw them over. Those bad people also screwed us over, so helping out settles that score a little," Quinn said.

      "I'm going to see what I can learn from those cruiser's computers. What is your intent with the information?" Mara asked.

      It was a difficult question. Revenge almost never paid a good return, but a man had his honor. It wasn't just that Sofia had tried to have them killed, twice now. She'd used them to almost murder a whole colony by making them think they were going to help.

      "We're in this deep and Sofia Delcoro just keeps popping up. I want a good guess at what she was planning, at just how deep her plans run. And then I want to bring her whole world crashing down around her head," Quinn said.

      "About time, stud," Kara said, after shoveling a massive slab of meat into her mouth.

      "Then we are very much in agreement. I'll use my full resources to see what I can find," Mara said, rising from the table. "And I'd better waste no time. I want to contact my sisters."

      That was an unexpected bonus. Mara had always made it clear just how off-limits her network was for their day-to-day business. Quinn didn't know what they might bring to the table for something like this, but her sister’s resources appeared to be considerable.

      Tamara said, pushing off from the table, "If you mean to corner one of the leaders of Arkstone, it isn't going to be an easy task. I'll make some calls, explore the political landscape. We do this the wrong way, we'll have the full weight of the families upon us. So If you'll excuse me ..."

      "Well, now I kind of feel like I ought to have something more important to be doing," Quinn said, watching her leave.

      "You feel that way? I'm apparently supposed to be out there stealing stars,” Jinx said, pushing some eggs around her plate.

      "It really was brave," Quinn said.

      "How does that thing feel? On your hand?" Dela asked.

      Jinx held up her hand. The rune was there still glowing and she studied it. "I don't even know how to describe it. Ever since my powers came to me I could reach down deep and pull them out. But now? It’s like I'm shallow, or they're closer."

      "I kind of meant does it itch or anything," Dela said.

      Jinx laughed and pushed the plate aside. "Yeah, actually. It does."

      "Think it’s going to have an impact on the baby?" Quinn asked.

      "I don't think so. When Mara described my magic as the sort that restores things, she wasn't wrong. I can feel it in me, putting things right, and it’s in the baby too doing the same."

      "You two are going to have a little planetary governor with a stupid name," Kara said cheerfully.

      Somehow, Quinn hadn't even thought about that. Jinx being something was one thing, but when it was his kid it suddenly felt like a whole other sort of ground being torn from beneath his feet.

      "I guess so. So what are all ... of us?" Quinn asked. “Being married to a ruler?”

      "I don't know. Honestly," Jinx said with a shrug. "Nobles get taught all the titles and heraldry, but since my family wasn't descended from Opalia was just always one of those funny family stories. I bet Tamara would know."

      "She’s probably already made us up name tags or something. Can I even hold a title, being a Yek?" Kara asked.

      "Sir Errtogh. He's Itoxan, saved Princess Carolina's life once. Met him at a party," Taki said.

      "That would be funny. A Yek noble. We really gave your Imperium a stomping," Kara said.

      "Good thing we’re not the Imperium and just a bunch of thieves,?" Quinn asked.

      "Guess so," Kara said and after a moment added. “Really good thieves.”

      The mood for the rest of breakfast was a lot lighter.
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      They spent another two days at the colony, more than enough time for them to unload the bulk of their cargo. Quinn made sure that Dela kept an accounting of every bit of it. This was after all an investment. Tamara had drawn up a contract and Donna found a farmer who had once been an accountant before the economy of his world collapsed.

      It also gave time for Mara to go through the systems of the ships in orbit, and she later gathered everyone together to discuss it in the dining room of the Centauri Bliss.

      Tamara started them out. As usual she was dressed the most elegantly of anyone—although that might change, since she'd insisted on a brand new wardrobe for Jinx at the next port with proper shopping facilities. "We're all gathered to discuss business affecting both the Centauri and the ship. Some big changes, and we'll go around the table so everyone can share what they've been up to."

      "Starting with you?" Kara asked.

      "Indeed. I've drawn up a contract. For one year what we've contributed is a loan after which repayments will begin monthly and continue for the next three years paying us back three hundred percent of our original loan. After that time we own in perpetuity a ten percent stake in the colony," Tamara said.

      "And I personally own another ten percent personally as their thiefy ruler person," Jinx said with a frown.

      "The tripling of our money is nice and all, but that’s a long wait for it. This doesn't seem like that great a deal," Quinn said.

      "You've been to Core worlds. You've seen the estates their rulers can afford. If this colony thrives, your descendants may never worry about money again. The long game, remember," Tamara said.

      Perhaps so.

      "So how much did our original investment wind up being?" Taki asked.

      Dela raised a hand. "I can answer that one. I filled in a gap with some hard currency to make it a nice round number and between it and fair market for the value for the salvage we provided, we've put seventy-five thousand into the colony."

      Quinn hadn't realized the full value of what they'd salvaged. That could have been a full ship refit, or enough to get the Centauri Bliss into a real shipyard to fine-tune the engines.

      "I’ve asked Donna to stay on as temporary planetary administrator—she says only until I can find someone better," Jinx said. “But I want her to stay.”

      "That lady is tough as nails. What they need out here on the edge of space," Taki said.

      "But someone does have to deal with the finer financial and political concerns. Would you like me to find and hire a seneschal?" Tamara asked.

      "Do so," Jinx agreed.

      "In terms of the ship, we're ready to launch. I got our battle damage fixed up on both the Centauri Bliss and our shuttles, and we're fully fueled. The Whiskey is completely out of ammunition though for everything except its energy pulse cannon," Melody said.

      "I'd recommend we get it restocked as soon as we can. Guns are useful," Mara said.

      "And fun, and kind of sexy," Kara said.

      "We'll see it gets done. While all this talk of accounting is exciting and all, I'd really like to get on with hearing about our tale of epic revenge," Quinn said.

      "I managed to find out a lot about the Black Fist, but not a lot about who hired them. These were rank and file. But what I discovered did raise some questions. They received their orders to begin a ground invasion four hours after we reported our successful supply drop," Mara said.

      "So Sofia is working with the Coalition," Taki said.

      "Or the Coalition is barely involved at all," Tamara said.

      Quinn thought there was something to that. It had bothered him all along. The Coalition was supposed to be a collective of undeveloped worlds pushing back against the military might of the Imperium and the money of the families. It seemed that each of these factions would have their own way of dealing with a problem of a rogue colony. Each had one different resource in abundance. The Imperium had technological superiority and a powerful navy, the families money, and the Coalition had manpower.

      The Coalition could have swarmed this planet with troop transports if they really wanted to take it. Begun with a ground campaign from the start and overwhelmed the defenders. The use of a mercenary fleet took money, a lot of money and that spoke to the families.

      "If we assume that most of the money to fund the Black Fist didn't come from the Coalition, are we dealing with all the families or just one?" Quinn asked.

      "Remember the Longstrider. We're pretty sure we'd hit another family to get that ship," Dela said.

      "Sofia and the Delcoro family are working alone then. To what end?" Quinn asked.

      "Do what we did and steal a whole planet? Tamara was just telling us how valuable this place is," Kara said.

      "Perhaps, but her search for at least one member of the Unshackled raises more questions," Mara said.

      Dela said, "I hope I’m not the only one fashion-minded enough to have noticed the kind of selective color scheme of Sofia and her family. The whole red look?"

      "When Ilinar came to this colony, he said that he was searching for his family. It’s not unreasonable to think Sofia and her lot are descendants of his. Plotting to find their missing ancestor at the edges of the Imperium," Mara said.

      "All this guessing is fun, but it isn't truth and it isn't a plan. Tamara, you were saying the other day how we'd need to be careful trying to bring Sofia down. Do we have enough?" Quinn asked.

      "No," Tamara said with conviction. "We've got our own testimony, but that won't be enough. Power protects itself."

      "Oh, I know it. What do we need?" Quinn asked.

      "Ideally we need to turn the Imperium and the other families against her. Our best option is going to be the colony here. If we can prove that she conspired to seize it, behind the backs of everyone, it may be enough," Tamara said.

      Quinn focused on Mara. "Can we do that?"

      "Not with what I have. I'd need access to Black Fist records they likely don't keep anywhere but at their base of operations. I do have its location from what I got aboard the ships—the Canopas system," Mara said.

      "While recent events might have made us feel all mighty and smashy, I don't recommend going in hard against a mercenary company headquarters," Taki said.

      "I can go in stealth. Your Tango isn't a bad little ship," Mara said.

      "Or I could go in with the Whiskey. I've done a lot of bounty hunting and if they look me up, they can find me. Mercenaries are great for taking on numbers, but for a single target they work with outside contractors," Kara said.

      "Something to that, Captain. Sometimes it is easier to walk in the front door than sneak in the back," Taki said.

      "I've yet to go in your Whiskey. Can it hold more than the pilot?" Quinn asked.

      "I'm a bounty hunter. I've got space for a prisoner, and a partner, though it gets crowded," Kara said.

      "I'd say three, but it’s like she says, somebody is going to be sitting in somebody’s lap. What are you thinking?" Dela asked.

      "I'm thinking we've used that ship enough they might find out we've had our disagreements, if they look hard enough, and I'm not sending Kara in there without someone to watch her back of things get all shooty. Mara rides along in her stealth suit," Quinn said.

      "That thing going to hold up if they do a thorough scan?" Taki asked.

      "There are sensors that will penetrate it, but I doubt they're using them," Mara said.

      "I can go with her," Taki said.

      "I'll go. If things do get hot we're going to need our best pilot behind the controls to get out of there," Quinn said.

      Nods around the table greeted the plan.
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        * * *

      

      They put the colony behind them. It was a day’s travel to get in range of the Canopas system. Dela would stay at the controls of the Centauri Bliss while the others went ahead.

      The good thing about going in disguised as a bounty hunter was you didn't have to disguise your armor or weapons. Quinn went in the best standard armor they had, pants and a long-sleeved shirt both lined with armored panels. Each could, potentially, take at least one round from standard ammunition without penetration, although after that it got dicey. Kara had her usual armor while Mara was in her stealth suit.

      The Whiskey was cramped, and Mara did wind up on his lap. It took them three hours to reach the Black Fist base. There were worse ways to spend the time.
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      One cruiser was in the system along with a dozen smaller ships. It wasn't as heavy a presence as Quinn expected. The blockade must have consumed most of their resources. Losing those ships and men was going to hurt them badly, maybe bankrupt them. Their loss would be the colony's gain.

      "Unidentified vessel. Identify yourself," crackled the comm.

      Kara tapped a key. "Kara Yek. Hunter's Guild, checking to see if you have any work."

      "You certified by Arkstone?"

      "Negative. That a problem?"

      "Willing to work at a discount?"

      "I'm good enough I don't need to. Check the records, if you need proof."

      There was a long pause. Quinn couldn't be sure if they were bothering to check Imperium records, which would be expensive, or if some peon was just having a discussion with someone in authority.

      "Cleared to land. Follow the transponder and you can have a look at our contracts."

      The Black Fist base was several decommissioned freighters strung together orbiting the third planet. The bay for shuttles was already occupied by two others, both marked with the insignia of the Black Fist.

      Mara had activated her stealth suit by the time they landed. Even with her sitting on his lap Quinn could barely see a faint distortion where she should be. As the hatch eased open even that vanished and he felt her weight slip from his lap.

      There was a young man waiting for them, shaggy-headed and wearing fatigues with a pistol at his waist. "I'm Kanax, wow, you're greener than I was expectin’. Prettier too."

      "Meaner too," Kara said, reaching out to shake his hand. "I'm Kara, this is my partner Quinn. You've got a real dump here."

      Without proper air filtration everything on a station was covered in a layer of dust and ooze. Every inch looked grimy.

      Kanax looked around sheepishly. "Aww, it ain't that bad. Is it? Ain't never seen much ‘cept for the farm ‘fore comin’ here."

      Kanax's accent was painful to hear. Whatever world he grew up on, it didn't get many visitors. You had to be pretty isolated to drift that far from galactic standards.

      Quinn shook his hand as well, a strong grip.

      "If ya'll will follow me I'll show you to a terminal," Kanax said. The corridors of this station were cramped, despite that they encountered barely anyone on the way. They were led to a small cubicle with a single terminal.

      "Fancy," Kara said, settling down and starting to tap at the keys. "Looks like this is just the local jobs feed. Nothing specific you needed done?"

      "I was jess told to let you have a gander. You'll be workin’ for us and we keep a share," Kanax said.

      Of course, the local bureaucracy was there for them as well. They might not need a bounty hunter themselves, but for a commission they were willing to play middleman and help an independent hunter avoid local certification. If they'd found someone willing to do the same for smuggling when they entered this part of space things would have gone a lot easier.

      A buzzing sound came from Kanax's waist. "Scuse me. The commander, I should take this." He slipped out the door.

      "See a camera in here I'm missing?" Kara said, getting out of the seat and moving to the door to press an ear against it.

      "Nothing. Doesn't mean there isn't one. If you're hoping to hack their systems from that thing you're mistaken," Quinn said.

      "It isn't that. I've got a feeling. Something just went wrong."

      Quinn sometimes had those feelings himself. He didn't now, but that didn't mean that he didn't trust Kara's instincts. He drew his pistol. Fortunately they hadn't tried to disarm them.

      "Four, no, five of them outside," Kara said after a moment.

      From outside the room a voice bellowed, "Kara Vex. Stand down. There is an outstanding contract out for the capture of Quinn Jade. We're prepared to give you a finder’s fee of twenty percent. It is good money."

      "How much could you possibly be worth?" Kara asked.

      "One way to find out," Quinn said, heading over to the console. It wasn't in the Hunter's database, but mercenary contracts were listed here as well. There it was. One hundred thousand credits for the capture of Quinn Jade and his safe delivery to Maiden.

      "Oh, I'm good money," Quinn said.

      Kara took a look and she whistled appreciatively. "Stud, you're fun and you're clan, but I got to say I'm tempted. You really pissed that lady off. I'm going to handle them before they rush us. You have a call to make," Kara said.

      Before he could stop her Kara rushed out the door. There was the sound of gunshots and then of a body slamming against a wall. Five people, she was good, really. Quinn hit his comm.

      "They're onto us. You have what we need?" Quinn called Mara.

      "No, but I'm close. I was going silent, but if we're in a rush I'll make some noise. They had an ID of us?"

      "Not exactly. Remember Maiden? Hundred thousand for the pleasure of my company," Quinn said.

      A pause at that. Mara said, "She'd moved on by the time my sisters got to her. This is another lead to follow. I'll have them work it. Stay safe, lover."

      That seemed unlikely. Quinn stepped out into the hall. Bodies were scattered around the floor with Kara standing over them. Blood both red and black speckled the walls. Movement came at the far end of the hall and Quinn fired off a shot causing the figure to duck back.

      "Killed Kanax? Shame, kind of liked the kid," Quinn said.

      "Me too. Alive, broke his gun hand. Maybe he'll find a new line of work," Kara said, as she moved down the hall back in the direction they came. These narrow corridors were bad for gunfights, offering no cover or concealment—which made it all come down to who shot first and aimed best.

      Before they'd even made it halfway back to the shuttle bay alarms were sounding. However, it seemed the Black Fist really were undermanned. They encountered only a dozen on their way back, and at returning fire half of them fell back and didn't pursue.

      Quinn could only guess they hadn't been informed about the price on his head. For that money people would have been more willing to risk the bullets.

      Things were different when they reached the shuttle dock. A crude barricade had been erected between them and their shuttle, and automatic rifle fire opened on them the instant they opened the door.

      "Stupid choice in guns this close to the hull," Kara growled. "I didn't think they'd let us wander around with grenades. I don't have one."

      "We could try circling around, but we don't know the ship layout," Quinn said.

      "I can do it, but you're going to have to strap me in afterwards. They've enough firepower to tear me to shreds and they'll know just where I'm coming from," Kara said.

      "I hate it when you do that," Quinn said.

      Kara leaned in and pressed a kiss to his lips. They tasted ever so faintly of blood, probably somebody else's. He tried not to think about that. "I know you do."

      Quinn's comm beeped. "You're clear."

      Kara shrugged. "I didn't hear anything. Let's see."

      Five bodies were sprawled behind the barricade. Two had neatly spaced shots right at the juncture of their skull and spine, one was strangled, and it looked like the other two had been stabbed through an eye.

      "That was fast and deadly," Quinn said.

      "And hot," Kara said. "It is totally my lap getting sat on this time."

      That was kind of the plan. Quinn took the place behind the controls as Kara got in the back. A shimmer a moment later and Mara appeared on her lap.

      "They're barely trained farmers pretending to be soldiers. I met all of three with any military training while we were here," Mara said disgustedly. "I hate it, like slaughtering sheep, but if they've a gun in their hand they're fair game. Let’s get out of here. I got what we needed."

      The hangar doors weren't opening. It wasn't really a surprise, they were likely in lock-down. Quinn armed the Whiskey's energy cannons and raked a spray of fire that blew them apart, hurling the debris outward as he kicked in the engines.

      Cannon fire greeted them as soon as the Whiskey left the bay, fighters in position just in case they escaped. Quinn avoided most of the shots with a sustained side thrust and roll, taking the moment to fire a spray of shots into the doors of the other shuttle bays.

      Unlike with the Centauri Bliss versus most ships, he didn't have the advantage of speed. But at least they had prepared for a hot exit.

      "We ready for date night, Mara?" Quinn asked.

      "Stage set and music playing," Mara said.

      Quinn hit the long range comms. "Dela? Date night."

      "Got my dancing shoes ready. Two minutes," Dela said.
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      The Black Fist might have been ill-trained novices with their pistols on board the station, but they didn’t throw farmers into the cockpit of fighters. These pilots did have both skills and training.

      Quinn weaved and bobbed while being strafed from three directions, one hit causing sparks behind them as he did a sharp roll to get a lock on a fighter. Energy bolts caught it on the underbelly sending it spiraling out of control.

      The fighters were a problem, and the cruiser was a bigger one. Those guns packed a lot of power and their anti-fighter defenses were respectable.

      They were blocking the Runestone, preventing any ship entering or trying to leave the system. This actually put the cruiser in a seriously vulnerable position, but they must have had some idea what they were dealing with. They weren't scared of the Centauri Bliss even if it did arrive.

      The Whiskey shook as it took another hit, the engine taking on a painful whine as Quinn looped to return fire, energy bolts taking out another fighter. There were over a dozen now trying to lock a firing sequence on the Whiskey. It wasn't a tenable position for long.

      Quinn was buying time while the clock ticked down. Dela would be going over the numbers, triggering the jump sequence. Making sure that all the pieces were in place.

      Another shot sent a shock up his hands on the controls. It must have hit one of the energy regulators. He couldn't put it off anymore. "Dance party," Quinn said, and smashed a button on the console.

      Aboard the station the signal was received and the commands Mara had planted in their mainframe executed. Things like weapons controls were shut down. Audio and lighting systems—that was another matter.

      Aboard every enemy vessel in the sky music began to pump at maximum volume and the lights began to blink in time. It was the sort of practical joke you played on novice pilots, but in a combat situation it wasn’t funny. Everyone was distracted and badly disoriented.

      With a shimmer the Centauri Bliss blinked into existence, right beneath the nose of the cruiser. With a series of deft maneuvers Quinn swerved the Whiskey to blast out three energy rounds at the most dangerous ships pursuing him before he hit the engines hard. Speed was of the essence. If they were professionals the enemy pilots wouldn't be distracted long.

      A swift burn of the thrusters brought the Whiskey to a shuddering halt on top of the hull of the Centauri Bliss. No proper docking, there wasn't time for that.

      "Down," Quinn called.

      Quinn could see the guns of the cruiser turning to face this new target, but before they could fire reality tore itself apart.

      Quinn was a crime lord, a respected one. His career in the Marshalls had turned into this, corruption leading to yet more corruption until finally he'd made a life of it. Gambling, smuggling, a thriving black market. Ice at his side, three daughters, she adored them.

      Reality flashed back, the what-might-have-been crumbling around him. They were in orbit around Hope's Reach. Quinn threw up, everybody threw up. This had been a test of Jinx's ability to control the sphere, to see if it came easier to her this time, and if she could do it on demand when it counted. Dela had a spare set of jump coordinates filed, just in case.

      After landing Quinn gave everyone an hour to get cleaned up and a fresh change of clothes before calling a meeting.

      With everyone gathered around the table Quinn stood up.

      "I'll start us off. We're here so Mara can tell us all what she found and we can decide what to do about it. But before I begin, I wanted to explain what happened back there. You all remember Maiden? She hired us to deliver a load of stasis pods filled with girls, another client who lied to us, and one who now has a hundred thousand bounty on my head."

      Mara shrugged. "A problem that you have because you did me and my sisters a good turn. Yes, you were paid for it, but we are aware of what you did. We will clean this up."

      "That deal probably saved my life. I'm grateful. If I can assist, let me know," Tamara said.

      "So what did you find?" Mara said.

      "The Black Fist barely exists as a mercenary company. Founded immediately after the Emperor's death their first, and only real, assignment has been the interdiction and invasion of Hope's Reach," Mara said.

      "A front," Tamara said curiously.

      "While they are nominally working for the Consortium, it is deceptive. They've offered to help secure a colony and allow the Consortium to claim the credit on the agreement that the colony afterward will not rejoin the Imperium," Mara said.

      "The Consortium puts their name on it at little real risk, given nobody seems to care, in return for the guarantee of weakening an enemy fractionally. Smart," Jinx said.

      "Furthermore, the Black Fist were to network and establish themselves with pilots for a possible future, large-scale recruiting effort with the potential for conflict," Mara said.

      "For the ships we found in system? I suppose with a reliable slip drive she could have gotten pilots to them and some of them were equipped," Quinn said.

      "Or she really did think she might discover Ilinar or Mahara, and they'd be able to restore the Runestones, exactly as happened," Mara said.

      "Is it enough?" Quinn asked. “To bring her down?”

      "It’s a major play to rob the Imperium of a colony and establish a significant military advantage over her family rivals. I can work with that, if we can document everything," Tamara said.

      "We have the proof," Mara said.

      "So what do we do with it? There isn't a court of law we can take it to. Forward it to her rivals?" Quinn asked.

      "In a way, hitting people with the truth is a lot like hitting them with a con. It’s best if you can do it quickly and before they can start thinking of reasons to doubt it," Tamara said.

      "Call for a meeting of the Family Council and the Imperium?" Taki asked.

      "They'd never give us one. We aren't nearly important enough. However, the heads of the various factions meet once every three months to discuss matters of mutual interest. The next is coming up in a week," Tamara said.

      "Well, that’s an opportunity. High security?" Quinn asked.

      "The highest. They meet aboard an artificial moon orbiting the second planet, built by one of the original founders of Arkstone and considered neutral territory. A luxury resort most of the time, for the purpose of this meeting it’s reserved for the event and no one else," Tamara said.

      "There will be lots of tourist photos. I can use them to build us up-to-date schematics," Taki said.

      "There will be sensors everywhere—the best. A meeting like this is the opportunity to wipe out everyone’s rivals at once," Mara said.

      "So no stealth suit for you," Quinn said.

      Tamara said, "Not to break in. Once in, she may be able to use it. The wealthy and the powerful are not fond of being spied on. Monitoring inside the security perimeter is likely to be slight."

      "Even if we get in front of this meeting, can we get them to listen to us instead of shooting us?" Quinn asked.

      "I could probably manage it. I'm very good, but there is one among us who is absolutely going to be able to pull it off," Tamara said and directed her gaze over to Jinx who groaned and held up her hand, the rune upon it glimmering.

      "I'm getting to hate this thing," Jinx said.

      "Jinx is the person I least want in the line of fire," Quinn said.

      "Quinn, maybe this is ship business and your call, but she's right. This mark doesn't just scream that I'm nobility, but that there is something unique going on," Jinx said.

      "More than that. A mana scan on you is going to register highly now that your power capacity got quite the boost," Mara said.

      "We treat this like a heist then, in reverse. Our goal is to get Jinx intact and unharmed in front of that meeting. Taki, get us those schematics. Everyone else, gather what information you can and we'll put together a plan," Quinn said.

      Even in the old days with Kat and Ice, this ship had never tried anything that bold. However, Quinn had to admit the ship had never had this much talent. And even in the glory days they'd never worked together this well. If anyone could do it, they could.
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      "Got a moment?" Jinx asked, poking her head into Quinn's study. It had been three days, enough time for them to put together the fundamentals of a plan.

      "Come in," Quinn said, "Have a seat. Can I get you something? Water? Tea?"

      "I don't need coddling. Yet," Jinx said with a grumble as she walked in and sprawled out in a chair. A tee, shorts, and barefoot, she was about as casual as could be. She usually was.

      "Freaking out?" Quinn asked.

      "Over what? Standing before a council of criminals and an Imperium Duchess? It kind of seems less a big deal than everything else that has gone on lately. Honestly," Jinx said, staring down at the floor for a moment before looking up to meet Quinn's eyes. "How do you do it? Handle everything?"

      "Guess that depends on what part of everything we're talking about."

      "Running this ship. You're the last word, although I see you listen to advice a lot, but that last call is always yours. And no offense, but a lot of your crew are smarter than you are," Jinx said.

      Quinn grunted, "Don't I know it. Tamara is brilliant and as far as I can tell Mara is her match. You and Dela are both a lot more educated, if a little green. Taki is a brilliant tactician even if she can play it too cautious."

      "Is that how you do it then? Remember everybody's weakness too?"

      "If you're looking for a special formula, I wish I had one. It’s my ship, and right or wrong I make the decisions because I'm the one that has to," Quinn said.

      "I guess a vote might work sometimes, but not in an emergency," Jinx said.

      "You've seen Tamara and me both try to respect each other’s boundaries. I had my doubts when she wanted to take the family side of things, but it has been the right call. A lot there I didn't need on my plate and she does it well."

      "Do you know, before all this happened, my big thing was looking forward to field study? Going off to some alien planet and just observing and trying to fit in," Jinx said, as she closed her eyes and rolled her head back. "Those dreams are dead now. Aren't they?"

      There was sadness in that question, and vulnerability.

      "I don't see how you get back from here to there. We could run, run as fast and as far as we could, and try to start new lives, but it was trying that which brought us here," Quinn said.

      "Here to where I killed a man. And it wasn't ... it wasn't in the heat of the moment. I thought about the weapon, I reached down, reformed your gun. I aimed it, I turned down help, I pulled the trigger. I'm a killer." Jinx opened her eyes and looked down at her hand and the glowing rune upon it. "And I got this. It might not be blood, but I wish it were—for this will never wash off."

      "You're a killer," Quinn agreed, there just wasn't any softening that point. "But if you hadn't done it, I'd be dead, and Kara, and that whole colony of decent people."

      "My people. A baby on the way, and now them. A part of me wants to blame Tamara for it all, but I don't think I can. I know she wanted it and I know she schemes, but she's being swept along by the same tide as the rest of us, isn't she?"

      Quinn hadn't thought about it like that, not really, although he was all about blaming Tamara. He might respect her, and if he was honest about himself he was coming to love her, but thinking of her as a victim of fate never really occurred to him.

      "You tell me. If there is a tide sweeping us along and it isn't of Tamara's making, then it’s magic, right?" Quinn asked.

      Jinx rose to her feet, moving over to the small bunk that occupied one wall and settling down. She patted the blanket beside her. "Come over, I could use the snuggles now. Magic is doing something. I can feel it, but I don't know if it’s a plan. Not exactly. I think it wanted me and Ilinar to meet, I think it wanted one of us to die. I don't think it cared which."

      Quinn moved over and Jinx leaned into him. He slid his arm around her and she was warm as she pushed herself close.

      "I'm glad it chose you," Quinn said.

      "Me too, but I'm still a murderer. You ever regret the lives you've taken?"

      "They come at me weapon in hand, I've no regrets. Man intends me harm in the future, I've no regrets. But remember Nose? Man screwed us and I let him walk way because he disarmed and wasn't a threat to me and mine," Quinn said quietly. "Might not be much of a code, but it’s the line I draw that lets me sleep soundly at night. On the other side of it, I don't."

      "I think that’s why you're a good man. You think about it, you think about your lines. Most people just go through lives assuming they'll know good from evil when they stumble across it, and when they do it," Jinx said.

      "Jinx, I may not know what I am, but I don't think I'm that," Quinn said.

      "I know," Jinx said. "That’s part of the reason why you are. I don't know how to be the things I need to be. Mother, thief, killer, these seem like things people need some training for."

      "I'm fair sure people usually stumble their way into all three," Quinn said.

      Jinx thought about that a moment and nodded. Pushing away from Quinn she pulled off the tee, breasts bouncing free from beneath the fabric.

      "Serious talk turns you on?" Quinn said.

      Jinx made a face. "No. But I just made a decision, an important one, I think. I'm going to be a good mother. A good thief. A good wife. I'm not just going to not be useless, I'm going to be decent."

      "While I'm not going to complain, if you are taking your top off out of duty, I think you're off to the wrong start," Quinn said.

      Jinx wriggled on the mattress, slipping out of her shorts as well and throwing them to the floor before she moved to straddle Quinn's hips, grinding down upon him.

      Quinn could feel himself starting to respond and knew Jinx felt it too given the grin she gave him.

      "It isn't that. If I'm the victim of my own story I'm never going to be its hero, not really. You're my husband, Quinn and instead of reminding myself how worse it could have been, it’s time to start thinking how lucky I am," Jinx said, as she reached down to open his pants, pulling his length free and impaling herself on it before beginning to rock.

      Quinn agreed, really. After all, he'd been doing a lot of that lately, reminding himself that however he'd stumbled into this family, he was lucky to have it.

      He wanted to lose himself completely in thoughts of Jinx, lose himself in the moment. He only wished Kat's picture didn't seem to stare at him from his desk, and that he believed Taki when she said Kat would have approved. He wasn't quite there, yet, but he was trying.
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      It was two days before the mission and stage one of their plan. They couldn't keep this one as simple as Quinn would have liked. The security was simply too tight and without any gaps to slip through. Instead they had to find gaps elsewhere, where security didn’t even exist.

      That was what Quinn was about now, playing pilot for Mara in the Tango. The target was Calliope Station. The communications and operations hub for Calliope Security, which would be handling the bulk of security for the meeting.

      During the meeting this station would be in a state of high alert, but for now traffic back and forth was heavy as preparations were being made—and this afforded an opportunity.

      Sensors made regular sweeps of the space surrounding the station, powerful enough to detect even the Tango through the stealth fields if they got a direct line. There were ways around that, but the timing was uncomfortably tight. Currently the shuttle was magnetically clamped to the hull of the Daybreak, one of four cruisers providing station security. Resting in a valley between the third and fourth engines they were masked from the sensors. They'd jumped aboard when the cruiser cycled back in. Three ships were on duty at any point in time with one rotating out and replaced every twelve hours.

      "Two minutes three seconds," Mara said.

      "You don't have to keep reading out the time. It’s right there in front of me," Quinn said.

      It was. The plan depended on the routes of the cruisers. It was regular and that regularity was the key.

      "It helps me focus. It helps you focus. I'm reading off the numbers for us. One minute forty-four seconds," Mara said.

      "You probably even have your own internal chronometer," Quinn said.

      "I do. More precise than this one. One minute thirty-four seconds," Mara said.

      "Favorite color," Quinn said.

      "In the middle of an operation? Fine. Red, which I know is a little ironic. One minute twenty-six seconds," Mara said.

      "If you don't stop counting I'm going to start flirting and then I'll really get distracted," Quinn said.

      Mara gave him a flat look as if considering how sincere the threat might be and nodded. "You win, but please keep an eye on the clock."

      "Nothing wrong with liking red, you know. Suits your hair, you look stunning in red. Murdering villainous magic sorts don't own a color," Quinn said.

      "It never bothered me when they were firmly in history. Now that we met one out and walking around, I suddenly feel like a traitor for wearing it. You are watching the clock?" Mara asked.

      Quinn was. It hit zero and he disengaged the magnetic clamps. The lightest taps of the thrusters was all he could chance without risking detection, Tango rolling free of the valley and into the shadow of another ship. This one was the Caspian, and as gently as possible Quinn set down between the engines and hit the clamps once more. Mara hit the clock. Seven minutes and ten seconds this time.

      Moving from one ship to another, hiding in their shadows to switch from one to the other right beneath the station sensors. It was possible, but the margin of error was tiny.

      "Why red hair? Seems like a poor choice for a spy and with your genetic control I figure that is a choice," Quinn said.

      "It is," Mara admitted. "You might ask why pretty too. I'd blend in more if I weren't."

      "So?" Quinn asked.

      "Because I like it. Because I've always been able to get away with it," Mara said with a faint smile. "It isn't usually an issue, normally nobody is hunting me—hunting us."

      "Can you still communicate with your sisters at all? I know your range was limited."

      "I can, but not directly. It requires using secure means which keeps things ... more limited than I'm used to. Which is a shame. They love to gossip and they're all curious about all of you. Not many of us get married."

      "Some do?" Quinn asked.

      "None of us are prisoners for all we are ... dutiful. It's unusual for a partner to accept that we're going to place something else first, but it happens. I'm the first of my cluster though," Mara said.

      "I still want to know more about who you are, some day," Quinn said.

      "I know, lover, I suspect you will. But not today. I need to get ready." Mara left her seat. As usual she was in her stealth suit, although now she slid on a faceplate visor too, the same dull gray color as the rest of her suit, and she headed into the back of the shuttle.

      Quinn was left to wait out the rest of the countdown alone, to when the clock blinked disengaging the clamps once more. This time was an even more difficult bit of piloting, winding the shuttle in between the tower stacks of the station’s communications array while keeping pace with the shadow of the ship.

      A maintenance boom that shouldn't have been there required a last-second calculation, a deviation from the plan that almost caused the shuttle to clip one of the towers. The console beeped and Quinn angled down into another feather-soft landing with the clamps engaged.

      It was time for Mara to go to work.

      Quinn knew the estimates. It should take her an hour and five minutes to do what they needed to do. That would be enough time to plant a freeze for the mana sensors at the event. Enough time for her to copy a few security credentials as well.

      Quinn couldn't risk communication with her to check for status updates, and she was under a tight time-line. They had to pull off within an hour and twenty minutes or it would be another eighteen hours until they'd get the chance again.

      Seven minutes before the deadline the hatch open notification went off. A minute later Mara was crawling back into the forward seats, shaking out her mane of red hair.

      "Glad you didn't leave me behind," Mara said.

      "Oh, I'd never do that. We're married, and I'm still not entirely convinced you're not actually an assassin," Quinn said.

      "Happy wife, keep your life. I like you confused, think I'll keep it that way."

      That was one way of thinking about it.

      The escape went as smoothly as their entry, and just as tediously. Quinn could only hope the rest of their plans went this well.
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      "This was a bad plan," Dela said over the comm.

      Things weren't going so well. Stage two of their infiltration involved taking out a Calliope security team without them raising an alarm, and securing their credentials and equipment. They were supposed to have been off duty an hour ago, but had gotten involved in something unexpected. Instead Quinn and Taki had tracked them in the Tango while Kara and Dela followed aboard the Whiskey. Both shuttles had landed about ten minutes ago and, on foot, everyone got into a position to see what was going on.

      The security team had set down a shuttle in the ruins of what looked like a row of abandoned warehouses, beside a truck filled with crates, driven by someone who seemed to take charge.

      They were doing something illicit—and not just illicit by usual Arkstone standards. Avoiding the corporate authorities as they played private security for one side of a deal.

      Another vehicle came down the road and parked. Six men go out. One was clearly a deal maker and the other five muscle.

      The way they were holding their guns, they weren't well trained, but anybody with a gun was dangerous. This also complicated Quinn’s plans. They'd prepared for a four-person security team, earning a stunner blast from each of the Bliss crew and thus zero chance to raise a fight or an alarm. This took the numbers of armed up to nine, plus two who could be an additional complication.

      Quinn looked over at Taki who was studying the scene. "You're the one with battle plans. Got one?"

      It wasn't just a matter of taking them out. They'd planned to haul the team away sedated and out of sight for the duration of the meeting. Ideally they'd never been missed until they were next supposed to report in, but these new people were different.

      "They were here first. They're cautious. They'll not want to turn their backs, so they'll be the last to leave. We let this deal play out and then we take them," Taki said.

      "They head out first, we lose our chance," Quinn said.

      "Then we improvise, sir."

      Worked for Quinn. "Hold position, we're waiting for them to break up this party," Quinn said.

      The two making a deal were talking with the occasional emphatic gesture, and things seemed in line. But as time passed Quinn felt the hackles of his neck rise. He'd been in deals enough to know when one was about to go sour, and even though things still looked okay, he could tell something was off.

      "Something is wrong. Hit primary targets first," Quinn said.

      "Your stunners just have a single round," Mara said.

      "I've got the others," Kara said.

      It wasn't much of a plan, but it was something.

      "Go," Quinn said.

      In unison all four rose from their cover and fired their stunners, blue bolts of energy streaking down to catch the Calliope agents by surprise, and they slumped.

      Bullets tore apart the truck driver they had been guarding, his body stumbling backwards with his chest torn apart.

      Kara was on the move. A sword was one of her recent purchases and she was putting it to good use, down and among the muscle. Their leader raised a pistol to take a few shots at her, hitting one of his own guards in the confusion, and a powerful stroke from Kara's sword split his skull almost in two.

      Kara's armor was showing a few new scuff marks where rounds had hit, but there was no black blood. They’d had nothing that could penetrate.

      "Strip them and load them up," Quinn said, moving to take the armor and weapons from one of the guards before dragging him to the containment cell aboard the Whiskey. The others repeated that process three more times.

      Taki and Kara carried the armor they'd just removed over to the Tango while Dela went to study the controls of the Calliope security shuttle.

      "What about the loot and the cash?" Taki asked, gesturing to the remains of the deal gone bad.

      "Leave it," Quinn decided after a moment. "If anyone discovers what went on here there’s a fair chance they'll cover it up themselves just to keep the money. If not, someone's security didn't show and they got dumb and did the deal anyways."

      "Works for me. Taking it might raise some questions," Taki agreed.

      Within five minutes three shuttles were flying off into the night, leaving bloody carnage behind.
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      It was reverse heist day. This final stage of the plan only allowed for four people, which meant they had to be chosen carefully—both for if things went right and went wrong.

      Quinn wasn't going to leave this final stage of the operation to others. Besides, if things went bad he was still their best pilot. That made one.

      Jinx was the person Quinn least wanted along, and the one who most had to be there. She made two.

      The third person had to have extensive neural implants, and that made a choice between Mara and Tamara. If Jinx needed help making her case Tamara was going to be the most valuable, although Mara's ability to hack and override security systems could also be invaluable if things went wrong. Quinn reluctantly went with Tamara. If things went bad they were probably dead anyways. Hacking anything wasn’t going to bring them back to life. That brought them to three.

      The final slot was for a fighter, a steady gun hand and nerves of steel. Mara would have qualified here, or Taki, or Kara. Quinn trusted Taki the most, thought Mara brought best all-round skills to the table, but if things went loud nobody was better than Kara. That made four.

      They'd modified the Calliope security uniforms to fit them, full armor covering them head to toe and obscuring their faces. The gear wasn't proof against stunners, but it did a great job at stopping bullets.

      As they approached the resort in their stolen shuttle Quinn triggered the mana sensor freeze. With Duchess Alara of the Imperium having already arrived the guards had the one signature they should be expecting to see. The alterations he and Mara had made to the security systems would assure it was the only mana the sensors picked up until they were ready.

      "Shuttle Calliope Three Seven Six, you are three minutes early. Transmit your security codes," crackled the comm.

      Interrogating their prisoners would have been too time-consuming, and likely to failure. Most security personnel had an alternate set of codes for capture. Another benefit of the time spent with Mara, they'd gone right to the source for the codes.

      "Transmitting. Need us to enter a holding pattern?" Quinn asked.

      "Negative, Three Seven Six, you're verified and cleared through to hangar seven."

      It wasn't where most of the fancy ships were heading. Those had a private docking ring higher up in the resort. Quinn brought the shuttle down into hangar seven. There were a few other Calliope vessels present, along with those of a few contractors servicing the affair—they'd thought of infiltrating as hired help, but the access just wasn't enough.

      Inside the security perimeter a lot of the barriers went down. They made their way through back corridors. The occasional security team passed them, suits automatically checking the authenticity of the others before signaling an all-clear.

      They weren't supposed to be in the main hall. The security there was specific and those guards were regulars. Here, things got tricky again and they were dependent upon Tamara.

      The resort systems proved responsive to the implants in her head and she triggered a water leak on the floor below. With the risk of shorting out systems it demanded a repair crew be present, and a security team to watch them. With callsign codes gleaned from the Calliope system, Tamara sent a team from inside the hall to do so.

      Then, separately, through a different branch of the command tree, she generated a report of a delegate behaving badly and the call for another team from the hall to escort them out.

      During the long delays Quinn was almost certain they'd been discovered. Then they were finally allowed through to take the place of the missing squads in the hall.

      With Tamara's implants providing encryption they could talk fairly risk-free, even here, through the comms in their suits.

      "That was close," Quinn said.

      "I almost started shooting," Kara said, and sounded very serious about it.

      "When are we doing this?" Jinx asked, her nervousness clear.

      "I suspect you're already going to be on the agenda, dear. You declared a new Imperium on the edge of their sphere of influence. We wait for them to raise it," Tamara said.

      Quinn looked around the tables. Representatives from the fifteen largest crime families were present. Sofia was there in a red gown. At another table sat a woman in white and silver, with a clasp bearing the crest of the Imperium, Duchess Alara no doubt. There were a few other figures seated apart, all extravagantly dressed. Other players strong enough to have a presence, and likely the wealth and powerful of Arkstone.

      It was after forty minutes of discussing tariffs and a shipping dispute when the topic finally turned to something of interest.

      An older man from one of the families stood up. He wore a pinstriped suit and a white tie. "Duchess Alara. We've heard reports lately of mercenaries being hired for attacking a colony reporting to belong to the Tremel system. Do you have a change of allegiance we should be aware of?"

      "I do not. You are aware that the colony has been blockaded by the Consortium for some time. Be aware that whatever is going on there now is an internal matter and will be dealt with in due course," Alara said.

      It was go time.

      Jinx knew it, she was already in motion. Her gun was set down and gloves pulled off, the helmet following.

      Quinn unfroze the mana sensor and an alarm began to blare.

      Dozens of guns pointed at Jinx as she advanced down the aisle, her glowing hand held high in the air. "I think I can answer some of your questions there, and some you haven't even thought to ask. The guns are unnecessary."

      "But practical. My lady, I haven't had the pleasure," the older man said, unruffled by the intrusion.

      "Jinx, I stole a planet," Jinx said.

      Tamara also disarmed herself, slipping off her helmet and tossing out her hair before walking to stand near Jinx. "Tamara Cross, council for the Thief of Stars."

      "Is that supposed to be some sort of title? Is this all some foolish joke?" Alara asked, rising to her feet. "If you think this thievery will fly you have forgotten something. That is my planet you are stealing."

      "You abandoned it. I stole it fair and square by the laws of Arkstone. Before another could steal it I’ll add," Jinx said, and nodded to Tamara.

      Tamara's implants sent out the data files they'd prepared, detailing Sofia's efforts.

      A few moments of silence followed as people began to go through the files. Then Sofia got to her feet.

      She said loudly, "I object to the presence of this person and her attempt to influence this meeting where she has no right."

      "I expect you do," Alara said, frowning. "Oswald, if this is true, the families have something to answer for. We have a truce."

      The older man remained standing, flipping through pages of evidence on a tablet. "I'd have to agree. Sofia? Care to explain this?"

      Sofia stared slowly about the room. "The Emperor is dead. The Imperium is soon to follow. Yes, I tried to seize this colony they were unwilling to defend. The families are the future of Arkstone."

      Quinn thought it a pretty good ploy, turning her guilt into a call for a civil war. Greed was always a good thing to gamble on, but so was fear.

      "Sofia Delcoro contracted a member of the Royal Astrographical Society and an independent starship to retrieve a cargo located beyond the edges of the Runestone network. This is who she was attempting to retrieve," Jinx said.

      Tamara sent more images. Pictures of Ilinar, and the beasts attacking the mechs at the colony.

      Sofia gasped as they came through. "He's alive. By what fortune you survived your encounter with him, girl, I do not know. But by now you’ve learned the cost of standing in his way. The Empire will burn and any who stand with it and my family will rise ascendant over the ashes."

      And there it was. Tamara sent more shots, these taken from the internal systems on the Bliss. Jinx firing the pistol, the first of the shots that took Ilinar in the head. The slumped remains of his corpse.

      Jinx raised her hand once more, displaying that rune to one and all. "I stole a few systems fair and square. You should all be very grateful that I did."

      "If these images are accurate we may be," Oswald said his voice grave. "What do these pictures mean?"

      Jinx sucked in a deep breath and stood straighter, exuding a confidence that Quinn knew was feigned and despite that he found himself wanting to believe anyways. "It means a storm sweeps in. The Emperor kept monsters at bay and now he is dead. Any one of you might have the power to take the colony from me, though by the time you muster the fleet I'll bleed you so badly for it your fellow jackals will tear you apart."

      "Be careful with your insults, lady," Oswald said, the old man finding some fire in his voice.

      "The Divide had been breached and the connection with the forgotten half of the Imperium has been re-established. The monsters have their way in the door and right now the only thing standing between you and them is me. Honor your own laws and recognize my stars as fairly stolen," Jinx said.

      Jinx turned to leave and Oswald spoke up. "A matter of order. I ask the security stand down once the meeting is concluded."

      One of the well-dressed figures stood. "Granted. Calliope forces, stand down once the signal is given."

      Oswald offered a faint smile. "Thank you. It is both against protocol and good manners to kill someone during this meeting. You came here to call upon our code and we honor it. Possession is the law. It is not for those stars alone you came here though but for a person, and I'm inclined to let you have her. I'll even pay you for services rendered. One hundred thousand credits for the head of Sofia Delcoro." He gestured at Sofia. “You would be a friend to the families, prove it..”

      "You'll regret this, Oswald. I'm not alone and I'm not the last," Sofia said.

      "And I am not an assassin but a thief. Clean up your own trash," Jinx said, and again turned towards the door with Tamara in her wake.

      Quinn put out a hand to stop the rise of Kara's gun, aiming for Sofia. "No. This is Jinx’s moment and we're being all dramatic and storming off, not shooting. Besides, we’re already getting paid."

      "But I like killing as much as I like money. This is both," Kara said.

      "Not today," Quinn said.

      Kara could have pushed the point, she didn't. Instead she and Quinn fell into line behind Jinx and Tamara, the crowd parting before them as they left the hall.
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      It was four days after their dramatic exit and the Centauri Bliss landed on Ixworth, a remote aquatic world with only a few isolated island chains.

      Too little land to make a good tourist destination or even a proper colony, it was pretty much perfect for a starship crew that wanted to get away somewhere remote.

      Quinn untangled himself from a pile of bodies. Dela's arm was draped across his chest and Kara's thigh was atop him in a half straddle. Drowsy murmurs of protest were left behind as he got dressed. A day of snorkeling had turned into more in the makeshift pavilion they'd made on the beach.

      "Back late, sir," Taki said, when he came aboard. Both she and Tamara were set up at the table, scrolling through tablets.

      "Did our clearance finally come through?" Quinn asked.

      "It did. Priority clearance into the Arkstone system avoiding all queues as well as a license to operate as an authorized trader, hauler, mercenary, and assassin. Money talks," Tamara said.

      "Should make it easier to find work. If anyone will hire us after our little stunt," Quinn said.

      "I wanted to talk to you about that, sir. Word has spread of what we did and people have been reaching out. A lot of people," Taki said.

      "Marriage proposals?" Quinn asked.

      "A few," Taki said seriously.

      Tamara said, "Forward those to me. They're likely lunatics, but we're interested in expanding the family if they have the right skills."

      "That is so weird, but okay. No, the bulk of them are ... I don't want to say job offers. More like requests for help. Against people who abuse their authority, some whole colonies being oppressed," Taki said.

      "Not surprising. We just brought down the head of one of the most powerful families on Arkstone and did it in a big way. Of course people are impressed," Tamara said.

      "We should listen," Jinx said, stepping in from where she must have been listening in the shadows. "We've got this momentum, let’s keep it."

      "No money in bringing the wicked to justice," Taki said.

      "Isn't there? We made more going after one of the powerful criminals than we ever made scrambling for what they deigned to throw us," Jinx said.

      "We're thieves, not lawmen—tell her, sir," Taki said.

      Quinn wasn't sure he could. Jinx wasn't wrong, they'd made out well and he somehow couldn't forget his last conversation with her. She was trying to be a better person, a good person.

      "We are great thieves and even better smugglers, but there might be something to this. Jinx is right, with the skills we have, we don't have to fight for the scraps we're thrown, not anymore. Let's see if we can't steal a little justice for those who have need of some," Quinn said.
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      When the law is something that protects only the rich and the powerful, justice is something that must be stolen. The Centauri Bliss sets out to the right the wrongs of a sector gone bad, but the storms that imperil them all only grow more severe. The civil war in the Core begins to spill outward even as new threats arise from the hole in the Divide.
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      Whenever I write a new series these days I try to make it a tale that stands on its own.  Just because I love a book doesn’t mean that everyone will. I’m delighted Centauri Bliss got such a great reception and I get to give Quinn and his newfound family more adventures.

      

      Books like these can be a challenge to write. You want to give the family the time and focus it deserves, but space opera also demands a large stage. Like epic fantasy there have to be big events and stakes that matter.

      

      My promise to you, my readers, is that this is going somewhere. Too often novels and series drift and either the families get forgotten in the big events, or the big events get lost with the focus on the family. The Centauri Bliss is headed into the heart of the storm, and to weather it is going to require every member of the family doing their part.
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      I write a lot of books. If you enjoyed this one you might want to follow me on Amazon or Goodreads or subscribe to my mailing list at the end of the list. Here are a few other of my big efforts.

      
        
        The Laboratory

        . When a crazed AI reactivates deep in an abandoned complex in a post apocalyptic hellscape there is only one thing to do. SCIENCE.  Dungeon Core with a completely different twist.

        Now up to 7 books in the series, with audio for those of you that like to listen to your reads.
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        Glitch Hunter

        Dark Fantasy and LitRPG with a bit of a mystery thrown in. Alex is  a Glitch Hunter, hunter of monsters in a terrifying world where the average citizen is little more than prey for the horrors that lurk in the night. My longest novel to date, for fans of those wanting a long read and something a bit different than the typical  LitRPG. Also in audio if that is your thing.
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        The Crucible Shard

        Liam lives in a world where gamers are held up on a pedestal and their competitions are high entertainment where only the elite get to complaint. When he enters the virtual world himself he finds reality is far weirder than he could ever have anticipated, and when sometimes you think you are the hero you really wind up being the villain. Brutal action, real character development over the series, and many plot-twists.
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        Book 2: Spawn Campers

        Book 3: Corpse Run

        Book 4: Gank

        Book 5: Area of Effect
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