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      "This was a bad idea sir," Taki said as she dove over a wall.

      Quinn followed her a moment later, gunfire behind him.

      It had been a simple idea. Stage an engine problem on the airborne yacht and get the crew and the slaver scum they worked for to abandon ship—before fixing the problem and stealing the yacht right out from under them.

      "Who orders their security team to stay on a crashing ship? Who listens? What is wrong with these people?" Quinn asked, risking a shot. In the distance a black-clad slaver stumbled backward.

      "People without a lot of options?" Taki asked, her shotgun blast catching a slaver in the chest as he charged toward them.

      "Anyone want a job?" Quinn called out over the barricade. A round of bullets was the answer.

      "Guess not. Rude. We on to the backup plan?" Taki asked.

      "Yeah, cover me," Quinn said as he crouched low and sprinted for the nearby doorway. Taki fired off two shots, buying him the time to get through.

      A slaver was just coming from that direction to flank the wall, a moment of shocked surprise for both of them. Quinn gave him an uppercut that sent him stumbling backward before the slaver could raise his rifle.

      Another series of punches and the guard was knocked out, and Quinn was hitting his wristcomm. "Dela, plan B."

      "Told you it was a bad plan," Dela said.

      "Would people stop saying that and then agreeing to the plan anyway?" Quinn said, as he ran through the halls.

      Damian Sinclair was the slaver they were hunting. His money did enough business with the families that they let him be, but he wasn't actually under their protection, which made him an ideal target. Well, plus the fact that, on a world filled by the wicked, he stood out for his cruelty.

      Quinn counted wall panels as he ran, four, five, six ... at the seventh he paused and tore it off. Quinn pulled a cube from his pocket, connecting it. Melody had prepared this little surprise, just in case. Even now it would be interfacing with the navigational controls, steering the ship towards the ocean.

      "Mara, we’re on the backup plan? You about finished up?" Quinn called.

      "An excessive amount of security for what should be a private system. I've a tiny bit of respect for the man. I've got the files, but decrypting them will take some time," Mara said.

      The files were just part of what they'd come for, detailed accounting of just who had done the kind of business that even on Arkstone crossed the line.

      The box beeped and Quinn removed it from the system.

      "We're locked in," Quinn said.

      "Estimated three minutes and seven seconds until target area," Dela said.

      "Syncing," multiple voices reported.

      Quinn entered the time into his comm.

      "Stop right there," a voice said from farther down the hall.

      A slaver had stepped out into the hallway, the young woman holding a pistol steady on Quinn. Too steady, she'd have time to get off a shot by the time he could draw.

      "Nice work, got the drop on me. I respect that," Quinn said, as he discreetly keyed his comm to remain open.

      "Don't need your flattery. Gun on the floor and hands against the wall," the young woman said.

      "That is not going to happen. What is your name? I'm Quinn."

      "Nell," the woman said after a moment, "I'm not kidding. I will shoot you."

      "You watch the news, Nell? The Empress thief? The fall of House Delcoro?" Quinn asked, keeping his hand near his gun as he turned to better face her.

      "You're one of them. The bounty on you ..." Nell said, and the words trailed off wistfully.

      Quinn had to agree, he wished he had that bounty himself.

      "You're young, but you seem comfortable with that gun. Farm girl?"

      "Karabala," Nell said, and her gun shook.

      Tamara said into Quinn’s ear, "Monitoring the situation. Karabala was a farming world, barely profitable. Sinclair bought out the whole colony contract and resold most of the populace to factory worlds."

      There was a juncture panel to Nell's left. A bullet would probably cause it to explode. Quinn would get shot in the meantime, but could probably survive, Nell wouldn't.

      "Then you have more reason to hate him than I do, and you know what I'm here for," Quinn said.

      "He already left. You can't kill him if he isn't here," Nell said.

      "You know what this yacht cost him? Custom built, he takes it everywhere as a sign of his power. His authority. In a little over two minutes it’s going into the ocean," Quinn said.

      The gun wavered more. "There are good people still aboard. Not many, but a few. They don't deserve to go down with it."

      "Aft deck. Two minutes. Run, we'll hold as we can," Quinn said.

      The gun dropped and with a determined look Nell holstered it and turned, setting off at a run.

      "Get that everyone?" Quinn asked.

      "We'll do what we can here," Jinx said.

      By the time Quinn made it back out to the deck the shooting had stopped. A blood-streaked Kara was just sheathing her sword.

      "Wish you'd stop using that thing," Quinn said.

      "Gets boring if you don't keep pushing yourself," Kara said.

      Quinn headed for the prow. In the skies above the airship the Centauri Bliss dropped into view, the ramp open. Bundles of cables and netting spilled out.

      The figurehead of the yacht was made out of Duralium, valuable on the open market. A twice-life-size figure of a nude woman stepping forward.

      "Should I be bothered the stupid statue has bigger breasts than I do?" Taki asked. She'd already taken her place nearby and bent to grab some netting.

      "It is giant. Your head is smaller too," Quinn said, as he moved to help.

      "You're supposed to compliment me, sir, not say that I'm making bad comparisons." Taki secured the wires.

      Behind them the Centauri Bliss centered itself behind the yacht and several blasts of the disruptor cannons flashed as it fired on the engines.

      The constant tremble of the ship’s engine beneath their feet stopped and the prow angled down.

      The Centauri Bliss moved overhead and dropped a tow line. Taki rigged it to the netting and they both hung on as the ship pulled up. They didn't so much carefully remove the figurehead, but more like wrenched it free.

      "We've got problems. Incoming corporate security ships," Dela said over the comms.

      That was unexpected. Sinclair had enough enemies and they'd hoped that would buy them some more time before the law responded.

      "How long?" Quinn asked.

      "They're coming in fast."

      The Centauri Bliss moved towards the stern of the falling air-yacht. There was a small crowd gathered there. A few in security uniforms, but more in the attire of servants and some wearing barely anything at all. Servants, both pleasure and otherwise.

      Taki was already climbing up the towline and Quinn moved behind her. It was perilous work with the winds buffeting them violently.

      "We're not going to have time for an orbital bounce if we want these people. Jinx, you're up," Quinn said, panting.

      "On it," Jinx said.

      Quinn lost sight of the deck as the ship maneuvered down to bring the ramp even, and his world became the climb. A savage gust of wind nearly dislodged Taki, the safety line jerking her back and prompting a pained grunt after a moment of dangling.

      "You're good," Quinn said.

      A fighter craft zoomed beneath them, a siren wailing as it spun. So much for their hope of avoiding being on any sensor readings.

      Taki got to the top of the towline and Melody reached down from a maintenance hatch, taking her arm and easily pulling her up into the craft. Quinn got the same treatment a moment later and she sealed the hatch behind them.

      "Hatch clear," Melody called.

      The ship shook as it began to take weapons fire.

      "Ramp clear," Kara reported.

      "Hold onto your lunch," Dela told them.

      The world twisted and warped around them. The jumps always showed things that might have been or realities that weren't. Quinn was a soldier this time. He didn't even get past nineteen before he died in the muck on some world he didn't recognize.

      It was an especially vicious jump, Jinx was using the orb. It let them avoid Runestones, but the effects were especially brutal.

      Quinn was sure he turned an incredible shade of green, Taki looked to be feeling just as ill. A few seconds of almost heaves and he managed to get himself back together. That was a first, a good sign, and Taki had held it together too.
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      It had been two weeks since their takedown of Sofia Delcorro and the Tremel system was already showing signs of changes. It hadn't been too long ago when they'd been dodging a blockade here. Now the colony had three cruisers and a few fighter craft in orbit.

      It was still just a fraction of the ships from the newly neighboring system, but more colonists would be arriving daily, especially since word had gotten out of how one of the families had been brought low.

      A transport met them and secured the yacht's figurehead before Dela landed them at the colony.

      Quinn was heading for the ramp when Nell grabbed his arm.

      "Captain, what is going to happen to all of us?"

      "You can go your ways, if you've families to get back to. But if you want to stay I'm sure you'll be welcome. Hope's Reach is growing fast," Quinn said.

      "And you've an in with the major colony investors," Jinx said, coming up behind them. She looked slightly amused.

      "That is good for us, but what about the others? I mean, crashing his ship is good and all, but you don't know the man. Not like we do," Nell said.

      "This is going to hurt him. Men like Damian Sinclair live on their image and we've hurt that. Take away all that bravado and there is nothing left," Quinn said.

      "If you think that, you don't really know him at all. Please, Captain."

      No recognition of Jinx or her title, but, then again in a tee and shorts, and wearing gloves to conceal her rune, there wasn't much to give that away.

      Quinn thought it over. As eager as he was to get boots on the ground and relax after the job, if Nell was this insistent that Sinclair could cause trouble, she might have something worth listening to.

      Quinn hit his comm. "Ship meeting, ten minutes. Those we rescued want a word." Closing the channel he focused on Nell. "You can tell your people they can head to ground, but if you have any others we ought to listen to, grab them."
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        * * *

      

      It was a weary-looking group that gathered around the dinner table. Dela had that distant stare that came from being focused for too long. Taki was slumped in her chair in exhaustion.

      Nell brought two others to the meeting. One was a woman who looked to be in her late twenties, hard brown eyes and a jagged scar across one cheek. She must have been one of the pleasure staff by how absurdly little she wore, just a few artfully molded strings leaving nothing to the imagination. The man was moustached, forties, and wearing the jacket of kitchen staff.

      "Need something warmer to wear?" Quinn asked the woman.

      "Thanks, but no. It doesn't really work like that," she said.

      "You decided to come after our ... owner. Why?" Nell asked the Bliss crew.

      "Everybody hates slavers, and we wanted to make a difference with a target that wouldn't raise too many waves. Sinclair is supposed to be a right bastard even among right bastards," Taki said.

      "Buying out of whole colony’s contracts and converting the colonists into stock. Flying a yacht wherever he went and living like a king, while the people suffering were underfoot. Easy to hate," Tamara said.

      "You were right. They don't understand him at all," the scarred woman said to Nell.

      "We're here to listen. If you want to start talking, you can do it anytime," Quinn said.

      Nell nodded. "This is Asara Grace, she used to be Sinclair's right hand—and she used to be one of his dearest friends."

      "Until I met a guy, wanted to leave the organization, get married. Try something that wasn't shoving people into cages," Asara said.

      Mara's eyes narrowed as she looked over Asara. "He chipped you?"

      Asara nodded.

      "Chipped?" Quinn asked.

      "Implants like mine and Mara's," Tamara said, her voice grown cold. "They're capable of considerably expanding the human potential, but they can also serve darker purposes."

      "Like what?" Quinn asked.

      "For example, I'm incapable of wearing anything more than this without experiencing excruciating agony. Throw me into a blizzard and I'd fight you to be naked instead of in a fur coat," Asara said flatly.

      Quinn felt anger stirring inside him, it was strange how comfortable it felt, like a friend stretching out and settling beneath the skin.

      "I take it that isn't all?" Tamara asked.

      "Of course not. Because I wanted to leave him Sinclair turned me into the plaything for his guests, his servants, and he'd make me want what they did to me," Asara said, moving to rest her hands on the table as she stared at them. "When we were friends, I saved his life more times than I can count, but he did this. Sinclair loves his examples."

      Nell gave a weak smile. "Simon here cooked for the staff. One of Sinclair's favorite tactics if you mess up isn't to punish you directly. He knows who you love, who you care about, and when you make a mistake he serves you a part of them."

      Anger turned to a bit of stomach-churning—forced cannibalism.

      Quinn raised a hand. "We'll pass on further details there. We get it, he is an exceptionally bad man."

      Asara massaged her eyes. "You think him a common brute, but he isn't. I know men like that, hit them once and they crumble. I've broken men like that. Sinclair isn't one. The yacht? The wealth? It’s all a show, and he doesn't dive into the darkness to afford them. He uses them to hide how much he likes the darkness."

      "You've given us a lot of nightmare to dwell upon and I'm sure we'll all be grateful, eventually.” Quinn asked the others, “Can we help Asara?"

      "If you got your implants as an adult, it must have been excruciating. I'm guessing he didn't care about that," Mara said.

      "I was ... pretty much insane for about three months afterward. Everything in the world was pain to me," Asara said.

      Taki said, "Does she deserve our help, Captain, even if we can give it? You heard what she was up to, and she was Sinclair’s right hand. I'm not inclined to leave anyone in the state she is, but if ever one deserved it, then it’s her."

      Asara said, "There is nothing you can do. I talked to people, friends I used to know. Taking them out will kill me."

      "Leaving aside the issue of if she deserves our help, she's right. The implants will have fused into her nerves, rewired them. Extraction will kill her," Mara said.

      "What if I got involved?" Jinx asked.

      Mara furrowed her brow. "I'm honestly not sure. Your abilities focus around restoring existing order and the existing order is the existing structure. Could you restore the old one? Perhaps, if you knew what you were doing."

      "There is a chance?" Asara asked.

      Mara looked once more at Jinx and sighed. "Jinx can restore your body, I think she should be able to keep you alive, but there is a very real chance you'll be paralyzed, in perpetual agony, or some combination thereof."

      "I'll take the risk. Please," Asara said, a trace of desperation in her tone now.

      "Sir, I've said my piece," Taki said.

      Quinn looked to Nell. "I know it's a lot to place on you, but you're the closest I've got to a voice of her victims. I'd like to hear what you have to say on the matter."

      "Even if I wanted her to pay for what she's done, I wouldn't make her pay like this," Nell said.

      "Jinx, let’s do this. All of you follow me and we'll leave the others to their discussion," Mara said.

      The group made their way from the dining table and out of the room.

      "So we get to kill him. Right?" Kara asked hopefully.

      "Man loves his revenge and likes to hit at people sideways. We can't leave him out there with the resources to harm us," Taki said.

      "It also doesn't mean we have to cut his head off ourselves. Slavery is illegal throughout the Imperium and some part of it does lay claim to Arkstone," Tamara said.

      "Get him shipped off to a prison in the Core and make him very much not our problem? I like it. Duchess Alara doesn't much like us though," Quinn said.

      "A woman of refined taste, I can empathize. Let me speak with her and see what I can arrange," Tamara said.

      Kara said, "Or I just kill him. I was a bounty hunter before. If you want money I'm sure we can find some rival of his to pay for it.”

      Quinn didn't doubt that was true. They'd be unloading that statue on someone who wanted to send a powerful message.

      "Make your calls, Tamara. We aren't going to let this problem grow. If we can't take him out of play one way, we'll explore other options," Quinn said.
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      The quarters for the family on the ground were a good bit barer than those on the Centauri Bliss. No matter how much the colonists might have come to regard Jinx as their Empress, they didn't have much to give.

      Still, it was a break from the ship, and what it lacked in comforts it made up for in extra room. Also, being in a proper port made repairs go a lot faster.

      As was usually the case after a mission that saw some action, Kara was insatiable, and after this and the exertions of the day it wasn't long until Quinn fell asleep.

      Quinn was woken by Tamara shaking his shoulder. "Up and get dressed. There is something I want you to see."

      After Quinn had dragged on some clothing he followed Tamara into the next room. She already had a pot of coffee ready.

      "What was so urgent it couldn't wait?" Quinn asked.

      Tamara settled down across the table from him. Despite the late hour and the exhausting previous day she was stunning, Quinn wasn't sure she was capable of anything else. Sometimes it was a delight and at others infuriating.

      "More personal than urgent, although I've a few other general matters too," Tamara said, tilting her head. "We're going to make out well, by the way. While I wish we'd gotten the yacht itself, even the figurehead is going to bring us three thousand credits."

      It was a solid take, more than they'd have gotten taking a cargo job even with higher risks.

      "Guess you approve of our whole hunting-the-guilty plan now," Quinn said.

      "You know me, husband, I'm about the long game, always. This has risks, but fits perfectly with my long-term ambitions."

      Quinn really didn't want to think about that. Tamara's ambitions were larger than herself, and they included the family. They meant everyone in it becoming something bigger and grander. Jinx had already fallen prey, taking command of this colony.

      "Well, on that ominous note, time to change the subject. What did you need to discuss?" Quinn asked.

      "Murder," Tamara said, flicking on a holoscreen. Images began to cycle.

      Crime scenes—even without Tamara's explanation he could have guessed that. The first an office looking like it had been shot to hell and with multiple bodies sprawled about. The second was a crashed aircar—no accident, given the weapons fire it had suffered. A third was a broken figure, crumpled in an alley with a blood smear upon the wall.

      "Is this another job for us?" Quinn asked.

      "What?" Tamara asked, seeming startled by the question. "No, these crime scenes are all from the Core and across three different systems."

      "Why are you interested?"

      "The victims are my sisters, or my competitors, depending on how you want to look at it. Tourmaline's other daughters," Tamara said, her tone neutral.

      Quinn had heard the basics of that. Tamara was genetically modified, one of a select group of women all made equally powerful, yet all different and in competition to become the new Tourmaline—to have Tourmaline’s mind ultimately downloaded into theirs in some sort of consciousness merger and ultimately be possessed by Tourmaline.

      "I'm sorry—and I don't even know if that’s the right thing to say. No, of course it’s the right thing to say," Quinn said, and he reached out take her hand.

      Tamara squeezed slightly."In fairness I'm not sure either. I and the others were raised to be in conflict. Even from a young age we'd take every opportunity to score points on each other. Still, there is nobody else that really understood our lives except for each other."

      "Is it one of them that did ... this? To the others?"

      "No. I don't think so at least," Tamara said. "The last I knew, Topaz was third. She might have been a valid target if someone were ambitious and desperate enough to chance breaking the rules. But Tessa was seventh and Terra ninth, and neither was likely to advance."

      "Too nice?" Quinn asked.

      Tamara smiled faintly and there was a hint of sadness this time, the first real emotion Quinn had seen her show since the conversation began. "Terra was—of all my sisters she was the one I ... probably all of us were closest with. Never once did she do a thing to hurt any of us, it just wasn't in her."

      "And you don't want us going on a bloody mission of vengeance?" Quinn asked.

      "If we get the opportunity, of course I am going to go after whoever is responsible. I also wanted to talk to you about offering my sisters safety. I doubt any would accept, but I want to make the offer."

      If there was going to be any safe place for them it would be on the Centauri Bliss. Even the colony wasn't safe if someone had enough of a price on their head. Quinn was keenly aware of that, because Mara and Kara had both insisted on extra precautions to keep him and Jinx safe when they were here.

      Offering the sisters refuge would be an inconvenience. One Tamara was quite challenging enough, but family was family.

      "Of course we'll welcome them. They can stay as long as they need," Quinn said.

      "I'd not go so far myself," Tamara said, before leaning over the table to brush a kiss across his cheek. "Thank you."

      "Being the very cautious and, dare I say, paranoid woman that you are, I'm sure you've thought of my next question."

      "Am I a target as well? I have to think I am," Tamara said.

      It wasn't that bad all told, considering the heat they already had.

      "We should focus on keeping to the ship for the time being. This time on the ground is nice, but it is risky with three of us possible targets. Someone is going to get greedy," Quinn said.

      "Is anywhere safe right now? For anyone? That was another matter I wanted to discuss. Empress Joline is dead."

      Quinn could do little more than blink. "You'll have to remind me which one that was. The count was up to fifteen?"

      "Seventeen," Tamara said with a frown. "But Joline had one of the better claims and she was one of those who gained mending abilities, like Jinx. A graduate of the naval academy, she had the real potential to rally the fleet."

      "I don't know if you're glad or upset that she’s dead. I'm having that a lot," Quinn said.

      "None of us profits if the Imperium tears itself apart. I want us free of the fray, but I don't want them destroyed. Joline was the best chance for the navy to unify around a leader and to bring the rest with them."

      "Does this impact us?"

      "It means things are probably about to get violent—more violent than they were already. So far the skirmishes have been isolated, both sides backing off from the actions almost as soon as they're committed," Tamara said.

      "Cannibalistic slavers, murderous monarchs, the Unshackled ... when I first set eyes on you I knew that you were going to get me into trouble. I never could have imagined how much," Quinn said.

      Tamara reached across the table to take Quinn's other hand, holding both now as she met his gaze. "Regretting it, husband? If you could go back to that bar, would you say no?"

      "I seem to recall I did say no," Quinn said, and shook his head. "Without the help you gave, Taki would probably be dead. You and Jinx too, by now. Me and Melody would have been trying to keep the ship in an Imperium falling apart."

      "I brought you change. You needed some, but this much ... I know it must push you."

      "Then it’s a good thing that I don't have to handle it alone. Our family is special, you are special, but I do worry."

      "About what?" Her eyes searched his features.

      "I don't like the mysticism, I don't want to buy into it. I make my own way and there is no force guiding me and choosing that path. And yet it is a mite unsettling how things keep working out. Do you believe?" Quinn asked.

      "I do. I didn't always, but with Jinx I just felt myself being sucked along in her wake. So, I tried as best I could to make sure we stuck together. I told you once, the scruffy hero, the faithful companion, the outcast warrior, the metal girl with the heart of gold," Tamara said.

      "We're more than a collection of archetypes."

      "Of course you are. Of course we are, but yes, I believe in fate," Tamara said.

      "Where does it all stop?"

      "We're family now, Quinn. You, I, all of us bound together by our vows. It will never stop."

      It wasn't a reassuring thought.
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      Two days later the repairs to the Centauri Bliss had come along well. With the ship on the ground Melody was able to do repairs much faster than in space.

      It was during breakfast that the colony alarms began going off.

      Quinn ran for the ship. If trouble was breaking out he'd be needed in the pilot’s seat anyways and they'd had time to set up access to the base sensors. As he settled behind the controls Dela moved in beside him.

      "What have we got?" Quinn asked.

      "Proximity alarm set up on the Runestone. Multiple arriving contacts."

      Quinn opened up the family comm line so the others could listen in as Dela discovered more.

      "Eighteen, twenty, ships still arriving. Nothing as large as our cruisers, but a lot of gunboats."

      "The cruisers aren't going to be much good. They've still just got skeleton crews aboard," Jinx said through the comms.

      "I still have access to their fire control systems. Those ships aren't useless," Mara said.

      The ships weren't advancing, sticking close to the Runestone.

      "If it’s an invasion they're gathering their forces first. Maybe this is another try at a blockade?" Quinn asked.

      "Something different. We've got two of the signatures in our records. Sending you the data," Mara said.

      They were familiar, and recent. Two of the ships now entering the system were among the corporate security vessels that responded to the heist on Sinclair’s yacht.

      "Does Sinclair have the forces to mount an invasion?" Quinn asked.

      "We're up to twenty-four. They're still holding position," Dela said.

      "I ran his financials before we did the job against him. He keeps some ships on hand for security of his operations, but not enough to launch a war. This would be about eighty percent of his private fleet," Tamara said.

      Not an invasion then. He was keeping enough forces back to defend something that he considered critical.

      "That means he’s left some behind to guard something. Do we know what it is?" Quinn asked.

      "It will be the Block. That yacht we took down was where he did his entertaining. The Block is where he does business. I don't know much about it except that it is massive and moves around," Tamara said.

      "We've got weapon discharge," Dela said.

      "They shooting at anything in particular?"

      "Away from any planets, away from the Runestone. They're just letting us know they came armed. Do they even realize we have sensors?" Dela said.

      Quinn wasn't feeling as critical of them for that. Shooting off their guns might be a bit unnecessary, but they were making a point.

      "Comm signal incoming. It's for us. They're asking to speak to the Centauri Bliss," Dela said.

      "That’s the bad thing about us very publicly stealing a whole colony. Everybody knows that it’s your hideout. Put them through," Quinn said.

      The visual coming through was a man. Forties, blond, stubble with a jagged scar across one cheek. Damian Sinclair himself, Quinn recognized him from data they'd pulled.

      "Damian, you came yourself. I should have known when I saw ships uselessly shooting their loads at nothing," Quinn said.

      Sinclair steepled his hands. "Quinn Jade, Captain of the Centauri Bliss that was until recently the Kathryn. Word is you mourned for a dead wife until you decided to defile her memory by hooking up with a dozen women. Still, I am not here so you can lose a battle of insults."

      "Came for the figurehead to your ship then? Word is that Tsanna Varell is going to put it in her garden so that at her next party all of Arkstone society knows what a tiny and ineffectual little man you are," Quinn said.

      Sinclair's expression gave nothing away. "You take from me, Captain, I take from you. That is how a man builds a reputation. Time for your ultimatum. These are just my personal vessels, but then, today I'm just making a statement."

      "You're one ship down. You want to lose more, I'm sure we can make that happen," Quinn said.

      "Here is what you can make happen. You and ... let’s say three of your wives. I'll even let you decide which three. Turn yourselves over to me in two weeks time. I'll do very public and very terrible things to all of you and we can call this matter closed," Sinclair said.

      "Does anyone ever agree to that option?"

      "Find people’s weak points and hit them. Yours are all on that ship of yours, mostly, but you care about the people of that colony too. You went before Arkstone society to save them. So this is the deal, if I don't get you, I take them. Unless I have you and your wives in my collars in two weeks I come back with enough force to take this whole colony."

      "You'd lose a fortune," Quinn said.

      "And protect my reputation. You did this. You can also evacuate this world. I'm sure I can find some buyer for a world like this," Sinclair said.

      "And destroy our reputation."

      Sinclair leaned forward. "You have a few options. I'm sure you dislike all of them. Squirm as much as you'd like. One way or another you're done." The comm call terminated.

      "Ships are starting to jump out, Captain," Dela said.

      "Meeting at the dinner table in ten minutes. Bring what you need to discuss this," Quinn said.
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        * * *

      

      The whole family had convened, sitting around the table. They'd also invited Donna aboard to represent the colonists.

      "So, none of us like what we heard. How are the colonists going to handle it?" Quinn asked.

      "You mean are they going to try to tie you up and hand you over?" Donna asked, fingers running through her mohawk in agitation. "Don't think so, not after what Jinx did for them.  People are going to panic though, unless you and the colony leadership get a plan."

      "First of all. Is his threat credible?" Quinn asked.

      Tamara nodded. "Unfortunately. While he brought the bulk of his resources with him, he has the funds to hire a good-sized mercenary force."

      "Good enough to overcome those cruisers?" Donna asked.

      "Probably so."

      "Turning ourselves over for slow and torturous deaths is absolutely a last resort. Is colony evacuation an option?" Quinn asked.

      "Even if it is feasible, people won't go. Remember, they've already had love ones bleed and die for this world," Donna said.

      "You were getting the word out to mercenaries to man the fleet in the next system. Can we hasten that?"

      "I could increase the size of the land grants, but that isn't going to get us a functioning navy. Not in two weeks," Jinx said.

      "How about we kill Sinclair? Man is dead, the problem goes away," Kara said.

      Silence greeted the suggestion and looks around the table.

      "Is it possible?" Quinn asked.

      Mara said, "He'll be guarded and wary. Give me time and I can take him down, but I can't guarantee it will be in two weeks."

      "Can we hit him in the wallet? Take away his ability to hire mercenaries?" Quinn asked.

      "We can't rob his accounts, but we've already wounded him. If we strike at his business again it might be a mortal blow," Tamara said.

      "You mentioned a ship he does business out of," Quinn said.

      "The Block. I still don't know anything more, but we have access to his people. If we can take it out of commission we might really force him to make the choice between salvaging anything of his business and hurting us," Tamara said.

      "Would buy you time for me to get a shot at him," Mara said.

      "No longer pretending you aren't an assassin?" Tamara asked.

      "I'm not, but I am versatile. If we had a better solution in this case I'd be suggesting it."

      "An orbital station would have more than enough firepower to fend off any assault. If you can't get a crew for the whole fleet over there, can you get a crew to retrieve just the station?" Donna asked.

      "Can we?" Quinn asked.

      "Not many are trained for station operations. That makes them rare and pricey, and with the Imperium headed to war the demand has gone way up. We just don't have the resources to pay fair market rate to get someone here in a hurry," Tamara said.

      "Bottom of the barrel then?" Quinn asked.

      "Possible, but then we still have to find them. Again we're hitting up against our time limit."

      Dela cleared her throat. "I've got an idea I think would fix all our problems, but you aren't going to like it."

      "I can guess what that means. You're right, I don't like it," Taki said.

      "I finally got a hold of Monk. Ice and her crew are still on the run and the heat is getting bad. I think she'd listen to a deal," Dela said.
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      "Am I not saying no enough? Do I need to get the shotgun? Okay, I'll get the shotgun," Taki said.

      Tamara directed a hard look Taki's way. "We just agreed that we are lacking good options. Ice has pilots, a lot of them, and perhaps even more important, the last we knew she had a station crew to operate Port Blank. That is exactly what we need here."

      Quinn was conflicted. Ice was a powerful part of his past and a lot of good and bad came with that.

      "I don't know who you're talking about, but it sounds like she's got the resources we need. Why is getting the lady onboard a bad thing?" Donna asked.

      "We used to date," Quinn said.

      Taki said, "She is a space pirate. Not one of those, we took half your cargo, be on your way space pirates. One who will steal your ship right out from under you and, if you're lucky, you get to join her gang."

      Donna frowned and settled back, looking thoughtful.

      "So we put limits on her," Quinn said.

      Taki was wry. "We desperately need your help. Why don't you come here and, oh by the way, stop having fun and toe the line? Would you do that, sir? We invite her into this she'll have us over a barrel and know it."

      "Let's just back up a step. Even without a crew for those ships and station we have a plan. Will it stop Sinclair?" Quinn asked.

      That caused a moment of silence around the table as people thought.

      Dela said, "I know folks like him from back when I was working with Monk. Their pride and their reputation is everything. Even if we hit him again, harder this time, he isn't going to give it up. Maybe we slow him down and maybe we don't."

      "Which is where killing him comes in," Mara said.

      "If you can do it in time," Quinn said.

      A pause and a nod. "If," Mara said.

      "What I'm hearing is a lot of maybes. This many gets people killed," Quinn said.

      "Not our problem though, is it? Not really. We load up the colonists smart enough to want to get away and let the rest handle their own problem," Kara said.

      "One we brought down upon these people’s heads," Taki said.

      "After saving them from a problem we had nothing to do with," Kara said, and then paused. "Well, I guess we had something to do with the last invasion, and the plague. But before that it weren't our problem."

      Jinx reminded them, "They're my people. They swore to me. I didn't want them to, but it’s done and we're going to do right by them."

      "Besides which we have a fortune tied up in the colony. You prepared to walk away from that?" Dela asked.

      Bringing up money worked. Kara slouched and grunted, "We coulda had fun with that money. Guess getting to kill people to keep it safe is almost as good. All right, we need the pirate."

      Quinn held up a hand as Taki started to protest once again, interrupting her. "I know you don't like it, Taki, but they're right. These folk are in danger because of a mess we created, and it’s ours to clean up. To do that we need her."

      "I've got the comm frequency for Monk. He can probably put us through," Dela said.

      Mara slipped a bracelet from her wrist, sliding it across the table, and a holographic interface for the comm system came up.

      Dela tapped a few keys on her wristcomm.

      The line crackled open. The sound of gunfire was in the distance.

      "Bad time, peacock," Monk said.

      "Peacock?" Quinn asked.

      "I had a pet name. Ironic one, given he only let me wear gray. I've got the whole family here, Monk. We need to chat with Ice," Dela said.

      "Boss is going to hate that, or love it. Give me a minute," Monk said.

      It was more like five minutes before the display rippled with a visual communication. Ice wore a form-fitting white jumpsuit, had brilliant white hair and piercing blue eyes. Everything about her spoke of winter, including the coldness of her expression.

      "I burn half my fleet saving your fucking ass and you don't stick around for drinks or even send a word that you survived?" Ice asked.

      "You were on the run Ice, so were we," Quinn said, as placating as he could manage.

      "Bullshit, I checked all our old dead drops. I took risks to check them."

      "We had big bounties on us, you had one on you. We ran for the Deep Rim."

      "You could have called. You should have called—and don't bother pretending that’s what you’re doing now. Not with your whole damned ship on the line. You need something," Ice said, leaning forward.

      "We've got ourselves a situation. A colony world that needs defending. We've ships—a station even—that can help, but not the pilots and crew to make them work. Heard you and yours are having trouble finding safe harbor. Seems we might have something to offer each other," Quinn said.

      "The strays you had with you last time weren't enough? You picked up more. Damn it, Quinn," Ice said, her tone bitter. "They're going to get you killed. Me and mine might be on the run, but we're too mean to be put down. Come join us, you've a place here."

      "We aren't doing that," Jinx said firmly.

      Mara's bracelet sent video as well as playing it, a blue indicator showing that Ice had shifted the view to Jinx.

      "I know you. Though you're wearing more clothes," Ice said.

      "Excuse me?" Jinx asked, puzzled.

      On their last visit with Ice they'd kept Jinx hidden away. It was best not to tempt the pirate with any bounties. As far as anyone knew, Ice had never set eyes on Jinx.

      Ice furrowed her brow and tapped at a few keys. A promotional visual for a pulp-holo movie, called The Thief of Stars. The art was a bit stylized, but it really was a passable imitation of Jinx, a gun in each hand and an outfit that left little to the imagination.

      "Somebody on Arkstone works fast," Quinn said.

      "Why would I rob anything while I’m wearing a loincloth? It doesn't even make sense," Jinx said in a pained tone.

      "I like it. Look at the clasps, royal colors of the First Imperium. I can totally make you one of these," Dela said.

      "Did you do this?" Jinx asked, turning to stare at Tamara.

      It was a fair question. Anyone might have made the picture, but the First Imperium connection wasn't something that was known on Arkstone.

      "Of course it was me. If you'd claimed a title of Empress you'd have been wearing more ... probably. You want to be a legendary outlaw, so be it," Tamara said.

      "Why?" Jinx asked.

      "Later. We're still live with a pirate listening in, in case you've forgotten," Tamara said.

      Ice hadn't. She said, "Haven't seen it, but I can read a summary. A Centauri on the edge of space, monsters, her harem of beauties and the one man who could win her heart."

      "I'm straight," Jinx said, still fuming.

      Tamara said smoothly, "Trust me, people find it far more compelling if you aren't."

      "Any of this dreck true?" Ice asked.

      "Lot of it is," Quinn said.

      Ice gave a pained and bitter laugh. "Just like the good old days with you and Kat before you threw me aside. You did it again. You're a piece of fucking work, Quinn."

      "You aren't good for him. You never have been," Taki said.

      "You think you've won by trailing along behind him and playing his loyal dog for years?" Ice asked, suddenly taking on an unstable tone. "Fuck that."

      "You aren't forcing your way into our family," Taki said.

      "Sugar, if I wanted to join your little band of misfits it would take more than you to stop me," Ice said. "Send me coordinates. We don't lift a finger to help until we have a deal that makes me happy, and I am starting out in a seriously bad mood."

      A flicker and the comm signal went out.

      "That went ... well," Quinn said.

      "That woman going to be trustworthy?" Donna asked.

      "No," Taki said and then allowed, "Not until a deal is struck."

      "Which most of you are going to have nothing to do with. This is a colony matter. I'll handle it," Jinx said.

      "And if she does try to force her way into our family?" Taki asked.

      "Then I and Dela deal with it," Tamara said firmly. "Family negotiations are up to us."

      "You can't let her in. I won't stand for it," Taki said.

      "You have my word, I am a good negotiator and I will try to work it another way, but if this family’s survival hinges on her becoming a part of it, I will keep us safe. I'll always keep us safe," Tamara said.
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      "Mara will be fine," Tamara said, as she walked alongside Quinn. They were headed to check on Asara. Whatever information she had on Sinclair and his operations became even more valuable as the threat he presented grew larger.

      "We won't know that until she reports in," Quinn said.

      They'd sent Mara in the Tango to follow the trail of Sinclair's ships. Quinn thought it a wasted effort, but Mara was certain she could isolate their traces enough to follow them back home.

      "Of course we do. I assure you, the only way a woman that irritating became a part of this family was by being so incredibly good at what she does."

      Asara was in the infirmary, a sheet pulled up to her neck and a medical feed attached to one arm. She looked exhausted, pale and weak.

      "You doing okay?" Quinn asked as he pulled up chairs for himself and Tamara.

      "Pumped full of pain killers and still feeling it. Doc Conner thinks it might be that I always will," Asara said, as she shifted a few pillows about. "Not complaining though. Rather live like this than the other way. That girl did right by me."

      "Time to prove yourself deserving of that goodwill we showed you," Tamara said.

      "I figured. Heard Sinclair paid you a little visit. I warned you."

      "Fact isn't lost on me," Quinn said, settling down. Tamara sat beside him, hands primly folding into her lap.

      "He's threatened to come back and take everyone here unless we surrender to him. You think he'll do it?" Tamara asked.

      "He will. Doesn't matter what it costs him," Asara said.

      "We aim to hurt him again, worse than last time. Hoping you can help us to do that," Quinn said.

      "You got him once because he didn't think anyone on Arkstone had the nerve to hit him there. Too much money, too much influence. You got your free punch." Asara winced with pain as she shifted her weight.

      "We want to hit the Block," Quinn said.

      "And do what? Do you have any idea what you're even dealing with?"

      "We don't. Hoping you can tell us," Quinn said.

      Asara grunted, reaching for the control panel beside the bed. The numbers on the nearby display went up as she increased her painkiller dosage.

      "The Block is an old prison ship. Originally it was built to hold one hundred thousand prisoners and five thousand guards," Asara said.

      Quinn felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. Whatever he'd been expecting, that wasn't it.

      "Can't hold that now, right?"

      "It doesn't. Automated routines do most of the prisoner management. He'll have maybe a thousand staff aboard and usually around fifty thousand stock."

      Tamara had that distant look that meant she was remotely accessing with data through her implants. "It wasn't originally registered under that name. Do you know what it was?"

      Asara shook her head. "No clue, never heard it called anything but the Block."

      "Flash a message to Mara. She might be able to receive even if she isn't talking," Quinn said.

      Tamara nodded.

      "So it is big? What about the defenses?" Quinn asked.

      "Weaker than they look. Systems inside are well maintained. Got to be to keep the stock well-behaved. But outside? Well, guns are old and the parts hard to find. I still wouldn't get in a shooting war with it unless you've got a fleet," Asara said.

      They didn't. Even if somehow Ice got to them in time, they wouldn't be doing anything like a head-on assault.

      "Explains why he held back some forces," Tamara said.

      "Guess so," Quinn said.

      Tamara angled her head. "Communication back from Mara. She is returning, ship we're looking for is hiding out in the Angaraka system. I don't know how, but she found the original ship ID. I'm pulling up the plans now."

      Tamara handed over a tablet and Quinn looked it over. The ship was big.

      "How many gunships does he have?" Quinn asked.

      Asara told them, "Usually six playing guard duty. They cycle off and on in eight-hour shifts. They scramble, you're dealing with eighteen."

      It was a lot. Too many. Quinn was confident of his abilities against a few ships, especially given the maneuverability of the Centauri Bliss, but skill only got you so far against large numbers.

      "Can we hack their flight and weapon systems? Turn the main ship against its defenders? With that much automation aboard it has to be vulnerable to it."

      "Quality computer firewalls— for its time—for all the internal security. Probably updated as much as possible because Sinclair isn't an idiot. All flight and weapon control is from manual control stations inside the ship," Tamara said.

      "I don't buy it. The original ship maybe, but that was a long time ago. They'll have made things easier for themselves," Quinn said, with a glance towards Asara.

      "There is an autopilot for orbital control and refueling procedures. Far as I know everything else is still manual," she said.

      Refueling, that had possibilities. Quinn cycled through the ship blueprints.

      "Armored fuel tanks, but not when open. That has possibilities," Quinn said.

      "If you could hit them. Maybe. Take out the whole ship," Asara agreed.

      "We're not murdering fifty thousand slaves. But if we can open the fueling doors and pick the right angle we might make the defenders much less likely to take shots at us," Quinn said.

      "Won't help against the guns from the Block itself," Tamara said. "Besides. What are we going to do even if we can get close?"

      "We can't hack flight control, but what about the prisoner control systems? Can we open the cells?"

      "You mean do exactly the thing those systems are designed to prevent?" Tamara asked, leaning back in her chair as she considered it. "I should say no, but with me and Mara involved ... perhaps. It would take time though, time you won't have."

      Putting a plan together wasn't a linear thing. The pieces didn't always line up right at first. You found the best ones you had and connected them as you could.

      "What if we send you first, in the Tango?" Quinn asked.

      "I can't promise it. However, looking at the systems as originally built it is possible."

      "It also won't help you. Slave rebellions are a thing you're always worried about as a slaver. The whole prison section can be sealed off. Dosed with tranquilizer or nerve gas," Asara said.

      "We don't need them to take over the ship. We just need those in command looking inside instead of out. An extended jump and a fast approach, and I can be on them before they realize what is happening," Quinn said.

      Tamara said, "Again. To what end? Those disruptor cannons of ours aren't going to do anything useful against a ship of this size."

      "I'm thinking of the runic sphere," Quinn said.

      Tamara looked startled and then a slight smile curved her lips. "I see. It might work, if Jinx can manage to move a ship that large. I assume you're thinking somewhere in the Core?"

      "Of course. I know they're a little preoccupied with their civil war, but I assume you know of at least one of the smaller Imperiums that still hate slavery."

      "That would be most of them. Emperor Klaus would be my choice, a weak claim to the throne, but he served in the army and is, by and large, a decent man. We let him know a ship full of slaves is being dropped on his doorstep, he'll see them free."

      "You aren't going to manage a tow a ship all the way to the Core," Asara said. No one answered her.

      Tamara looked thoughtful. "Why send in the Centauri Bliss at all? Jinx with the orb in the Tango and we do things without a shot being fired."

      "Mana. We top her off, then make sure our tanks and the reserves are full as well, just in case. I don't know what it’s going to take to move that beast, but I'm concerned Jinx might not have the power with just the mana she can hold," Quinn said.

      Tamara sighed and rubbed at her eyes. "I hate asking her to do things like this. I worry about the baby."

      "Fire hands and all, everything says all is well there. You think something puts the baby in danger we won't do it."

      "Right. Magic. You people are weird," Asara said, raising her painkiller dosage more.

      "I don't think anything is risking the health of your child. If I did, I would call a stop to it. But power like Jinx's is carried in the blood and the more she uses it, the stronger her bloodline grows."

      "Our kid is getting stronger?" Quinn asked.

      "I think it likely. A problem, or an opportunity, for the future."
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      All the components of the plan were coming together. Melody loaded the reserve tanks aboard the Centauri Bliss and they were topping themselves up on mana. Mara had made her return and was working on software, based on the old prison ship specifications, which she thought would speed up a hack.

      Not everyone was busy, and Quinn, Tamara, and Kara found some time alone in the bedroom. It was deep into the night when Quinn felt Tamara stirring against him and sitting up.

      "What is it?" Quinn asked.

      "Response to the message I sent out. To my sisters," Tamara said, grabbing a robe and pulling it around her shoulders before she grabbed her tablet to tap away.

      The figure that appeared on the screen looked a lot like Tamara—if Tamara put on a few years and got in a barfight. A black eye, bruised lip, she'd been through a lot.

      Quinn could feel the way Tamara stiffened at the sight of her.

      "Tourmaline. You've looked better," Tamara said.

      "I've felt it," Tourmaline said, and her voice wasn't right. Too pained, too strained. "That the boy you ran off with? You could do better."

      "There is a gem somewhere beneath the rough. You didn't call to question my life choices," Tamara said.

      Kara stirred, peering at the screen blearily.

      "And a Vex? She as tough as I've heard?" Tourmaline asked.

      "Tougher. Whoever hit my sisters came after you?" Tamara asked.

      "Course they did, girl. I was always the real prize, you know that." Tourmaline coughed and her hand raised to cover her mouth came away speckled with blood.

      "You've been shot," Tamara said.

      "Hit, kicked, beat with a pipe, and run down by an aircar. Shot is about the only thing I haven't been. I'm dying and we haven't got much time."

      "Where are you? We've a member of the royal line, we can fix you."

      "You're doing no such thing. I've got the fucker who did this locked in my hold. Won't hold him, but my engines go critical in five minutes and it won't matter. Things we need to discuss before that happens," Tourmaline said.

      Tamara gave a laugh that seemed almost bitter. "I can't be the last."

      "You're not, far as I know. But the others are in hiding and I can't reach them, and I've five minutes left to live, so you're up. But this won't play out like you think."

      "I don't want you becoming her," Quinn said.

      "Tell the boytoy to shut up."

      Tamara put a hand on Quinn's arm. "Please. My life, my business, my choice. I need to at least hear her out."

      Quinn nodded, though he wasn't happy about it.

      "You are so disgusting and weak. I don't know where I went wrong with you," Tourmaline said.

      "I'm not the one dying in five minutes, you hateful old harpy. Tell me what I need to know," Tamara said.

      Tourmaline laughed at that, the sound turning into wet, wheezing coughs that took her some time to recover from.

      "Fine. This is almost going to be fun. I'm a lie, girl—always have been."

      "Excuse me?" Tamara asked, confused.

      "I'm not the real Tourmaline. You won't be either. I'm fair sure I've got the real deal locked up in my hold," Tourmaline said.

      "You have a clock quickly running down. Explain yourself," Tamara snapped.

      "We lost the archive, millenia back. But the money? The influence? It’s all tied to Tourmaline, to our story. I'm sending you a file. The codes, what we've put together. You'll have to bluff your way through it, but you'll manage. I made you to be a liar, I made all of you to be liars."

      Tamara's shocked look faded into laughter, and there was something dark to the sound. "My turn to talk, you deceitful old hag. The archive is behind the Divide. It has to be."

      "Sealed away from us forever," Tourmaline said, leaning against her instruments. "How basically competent of you to have figured that out."

      "I know where a hole is. I can get to the other side."

      It was Tourmaline's turn to look shocked, and then wear a weak smile. "He came through, and it is a him now. But he's not right, he isn't even of our blood. Wanted what we stole from him, to take back the name we pretended a right to."

      Tamara said intently, "And when you kill him, his next in line is going to activate. He'll have one—if he has the original Tourmaline's memories, he'll have one. I need the archive location. The real one. Do you have it?"

      Tourmaline turned away from the camera for a moment and a hint of real bitterness entered her voice. "I liked torturing you. Making you live the lie, like I have. I don't know if I want to make you the real one. You don't deserve it. You're not worthy."

      Quinn said, "I'm really not liking my mother-in-law,"

      Kara nodded."I'm thinking I'd shoot her, if she weren't already about to explode."

      Tamara told her mother, "I'm blood, unlike that thing locked up in your hold. I hate you, I've always hated you, but I will make your legacy a real thing."

      "The world is Singara Four. There were security protocols in place. We've lost them," Tourmaline said, a violent spasm wracking her body. "Don't think I'm going to make it to the end of the countdown."

      Tamara seemed at a loss for words until she said, "You were a good liar and a terrible person. I'll take care of my sisters."

      "You are my greatest disappointment. Remember that, when you breathe your last," Tourmaline said, and the commlink died.

      Quinn reached out to comfort Tamara and she shook her head.

      "I don't need your soothing, Quinn. I know you think of her as my mother, but I don't, truly. If I was forced to compete with my sisters, it was because that woman was holding the whip. I'll shed no tears." Tamara let out a low breath.

      It might be true, but Quinn wasn't sure it was that easy. Even family you hated were family, in the end, and their departure always took something from you.

      "Clan is clan," Kara said, sitting up to lean against Tamara.

      "I know we've other things on our plate, but I need to get to the archive," Tamara said.

      "An ancient data store that, best case, is guarded with killer security that, if we breached it, would erase your brain and put in your sociopath ancestor who just killed your sort of mom?" Quinn asked.

      "It doesn't erase, and whatever that thing in her hold is, it isn't Tourmaline. You can't just write any personality into any body. Brains are unique and genetic markers matter. It isn't Tourmaline who killed Tazza, but something holding her hostage. Some corrupted form of what she is supposed to be."

      "I'm still not seeing any upside. When things slow down, we can discuss it," Quinn said.

      "Somewhere there is a timer counting down, and when that man fails to report in his next-in-line is going to get the message, and get the codes. Then he’s going to come here and come after my sisters, and after me," Tamara said.

      "Maybe I can go with her? Take another ship?" Kara asked.

      "We don't know what is on the other side of the Divide. Reaching this world might take a skimmer drive, might mean going through places you need a good pilot," Quinn said.

      "So we go. If I have Tourmaline's accounts I can hire mercenaries. We can fight with money," Tamara said.

      "Your sisters need somewhere safe, we'll provide it. I already promised that. I mean it, but right now saving the colony has to come first. After that, after, we can figure out what to do about the archive. You know that’s the right thing to do," Quinn said.

      "It isn't the right thing for me," Tamara said, letting out a long breath and rubbing her eyes.

      "Don't know why you want to be some creepy old lady you'd probably hate anyways," Kara said.

      "I truly don't know if I would. It was always the goal growing up. That was always the ultimate definition of winning, but I was always running towards a lie. But even if I didn't use the archive I'd want to secure it. Keep it safe."

      "It means this much to her, we've got to do it," Kara said, matter-of-fact.

      Quinn didn't want her anywhere near that archive. Tamara had wanted it too much, and for all of her life. Putting her close to it would be an enormous temptation.

      It also wasn't his choice to make, not really.

      "After we save the colony," Quinn said.
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      "This is a bad plan," Dela said from the copilot’s seat.

      "Might be, but it is the only one we have," Quinn said.

      The Centauri Bliss was sitting outside the Runestone leading to the Angaraka system and waiting for the all-clear from Mara and Tamara to proceed. They'd gone ahead in the Tango to hack the systems on the Block.

      "Maybe next time we don't poke the monster with the guns and the money to come after us?" Dela asked.

      "Weren't my decision alone that we wanted to do some good along with getting paid. We steal from the wicked, we're going to have to get used to folks with a heap of spite coming to our door," Quinn said.

      "Sofia didn't get a chance to bounce back because we didn't let her. Maybe next time we do this, we hit harder, Captain," Dela said.

      It was something to consider. They hadn't killed Sofia themselves, but they'd unveiled her schemes before her peers on Arkstone and let them tear her to shreds. They'd hit Sinclair, but not enough to deal him a mortal blow—that was proving a mistake. It was like any fight. If you went in without a plan on how to finish it, then you deserved what you got.

      "If we can get those ships and the station working, they won't be trying to get at us through the colony again. You're right though, we need to hit harder," Quinn said.

      The comm panel beeped.

      "We're in. You're clear to proceed," Mara called.

      "We're live. Save our disruptor rounds for any gunships that get a good firing angle," Quinn said.

      "Got it," Dela said.

      Quinn hit the ship-wide comm. "We're a go. Call out."

      "Engineering go," Melody said.

      "Runic Sphere go," Jinx said.

      "Security go," Kara said.

      "Cargo bay a go, sir," Taki said.

      "I'm a go," Dela said.

      Quinn hit the command, triggering the extended jump. Reality warped and distended. For a time he lived the life of a baron on the Deep Rim. An honorary title, a wife was truly the baroness. A formidable woman he'd saved from pirates during his brief stint in the Marshals. It was a good life, until the war.

      Reality snapped back with a dizzying disconnect as the might-have-beens faded.

      The Block loomed before them. It was a massive ship, and an ugly one. No attempt at aesthetics had ever been applied and it was a stubby box of a hull studded with sensor and gun towers.

      The extended jump had already taken them three-quarters of the distance from the local Runestone to it and Quinn was ramping up the engines, the deck beneath his feet rattling.

      There were more gunships than there should have been. There were supposed to be eight on duty, but near the Runestone ten were clustered, and another ten were closer to the Block.

      Armored plates were sliding aside on the Block revealing a line of fueling nozzles. The sensitive fueling machinery and unarmored fuel tanks were marked with flashing lights.

      It was thirty seconds before Dela called out, "We got their attention. Interceptors inbound."

      Gunships were approaching, but still no incoming fire came from the Block.

      Telemetry data came in, Mara had marked a landing spot for them. It looked like she'd decided on a large strut between two fuel tanks, solid enough for them to grapple on and in a sensitive enough area the enemy shouldn't want to shoot.

      "When in range we need disruptor rounds here and here," Quinn said, tapping at the display.

      "Shut down the shutter in case they try to pull down the ceiling on top of us? Aye, Captain," Dela said.

      The intercepting ships angled for position, trying to get a good line of fire that let them get off a shot without endangering the Block. The incoming rounds were irregular, and Quinn weaved to avoid them, but they were closing fast.

      "Shutters, then the ships," Quinn said.

      "On it," Dela said.

      The world below rapidly became the fuel tanks, the Bliss approaching fast. Dela fired off a pair of disruptor shots, blue sparks rippling out from the point of impact as they hit the electronics controlling the armored shutters.

      Quinn hit the side thrusters, spinning the Centauri Bliss around even as he flared a full burn on the engines. Violent shaking rattled throughout the ship as they bled off most of the momentum. Dela snapped off several rounds at gunships not expecting the maneuver. Three hits scored and the craft went dead, drifting in space.

      The Centauri Bliss continued its way down, far slower than before and at the last second Quinn engaged the magnetic grapples. A light on the panel indicated the Tango had just docked, intercepting them on their way down. Good.

      "Jinx, all aboard. You have a go," Quinn said.

      The air took on a faint shimmer, but that was it. There should be more.

      "Jinx?" Quinn asked.

      "I'm trying. Just ... give me a minute here. This isn't easy," Jinx said.

      Space shimmered more and Quinn felt his stomach churning. They weren't going anywhere though and the surviving gunships were still incoming.

      "Want me to take the Whiskey up and play defense?" Dela asked.

      "You'd be shot to pieces and left behind if the plan goes off," Quinn said, unbuckling himself. "I give the signal, release the clamps and send us at the Runestone full burn."

      "On it, Captain," Dela said.

      Quinn headed for the cargo hold. That was where Jinx had set herself up amidst the reserve fuel tanks filled with mana.

      Mara and Tamara caught him in the hall, coming from the shuttle docks.

      "Why aren't we moving?" Mara asked

      "Let's find out. Might need your knowledge," Quinn said.

      Jinx was strapped into a seat, the runic orb mounted before her. The rune on Jinx's hand glowed a brilliant blue, as usual, and her fingers were splayed upon the orb. Still, at a glance something was wrong. The last time she'd used the orb it had showed inner runes of the same coloration, but this time red runes flickered inside.

      Taki stood nearby looking anxious. "As soon as she brought it to life it was like this."

      "What are you feeling?" Mara asked, crouching beside her.

      "Desperation, fear, rage. So much," Jinx said with a waver in her voice. "I'm trying to force it down, but I don't know how. I'm not strong enough."

      "Not that this ain't fascinating, but if we can't go I need to know now so we can maybe get out of this alive," Quinn said.

      "Emotions are powerful. Jinx is trying to exert control over a lot of minds in turmoil," Mara said. "She's got the power, but it is a delicate line to walk."

      Blue and red runes danced around each other in the sphere, and Quinn felt his stomach churn once more and space half-lurched.

      "Hate to rush you, Captain, but we've got folks in atmosphere suits approaching. Looks like if they can't shoot us off, they mean to board us," Dela said.

      "We're out of time," Quinn said.

      "We bring someone else into the link. Jinx doesn't know me well enough to trust me yet. Taki lacks the control, Quinn lacks the monster. Tamara, are you as awful a person as I think you are? Because if so we really need you right about now," Mara said.

      "Bad going on better," Tamara said. "If it’s control you need I've got it. What do I need to do?"

      "Reach out, hand on the sphere. You're not a mage, it’s going to burn. Probably literally. Keep it in place, hold your focus," Mara said.

      Tamara didn't even hesitate, reaching out and resting her hand along the surface of the sphere. Sparks erupted from the contact and she grunted.

      The spinning of the runes in the sphere began to slow. While the red didn't fade, it did shift and Quinn thought he saw the flickers of complex shapes taking form.

      "That helps but it isn't ... there is still too much. I don't think I can take the whole thing," Jinx said.

      Taki pulled out a tablet, tapping rapidly and displaying it. The original blueprint. "Prisoner containment is all aft of the ship. We don't need the fore sections."

      Smoke was starting to waft from Tamara's hand, the air filling with the scent of roasting meat. Her jaw was clenched tight, her touch steady.

      Quinn was reminded again just how formidable his wife was, how formidable all his wives were.

      Reality twisted. Quinn was a song passed on, a melody changing with each telling. A tale forever shifting for thousands of years until at last it was told no more. Then, for a time, he was a reindeer regretting how much his antlers itched.

      Then reality reasserted itself.

      Tamara stumbled backward, her charred hand lifting off the sphere and leaving ash and blood behind. Quinn grabbed Tamara before she could collapse.
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      Quinn supported Tamara, Taki slipping into place on her other side as they carried her to the infirmary. They tossed her onto a bunk and Taki tore the seals off a medpack, pressing it upon the ruins of her hand. With more money coming in they'd been able to afford better packs. If still not the quality one could find in the Core, these were at least the higher end of what was available in Arkstone.

      "I can watch her, sir. Dela probably needs you," Taki said.

      Quinn hated to leave Tamara like this, and he was worried about Jinx as well, but he knew Taki was right. He was of the most use in the pilot’s seat, so he headed back for the bridge.

      Dela was tapping busily at keys. It was an ominous sign considering they were slick with vomit and she didn’t care—she still didn't have her space-legs for a rune sphere jump.

      "What have we got?" Quinn asked, taking his seat.

      "That jump hit the Block hard. Fuel tanks ruptured and ignited," Dela said, tapping away furiously. "I disengaged us but we're a mess."

      They were, the systems status board was covered in red and yellow blinking lights. Each one was a system either past tolerances or close to it.

      Things might still feel normal enough inside the ship, but that wouldn't be the case. They were rapidly consuming resources now in limited supply.

      "Melody, status," Quinn called.

      "Had a fire, but suppressors caught it. I can give you twenty percent power on the main engine and one lateral thruster. Two hours of life support, maybe, but you'd be pretty delirious at the end," Melody said.

      The proximity detectors weren't detecting the Imperium ships Quinn expected to be there, but they still registered the Block, which meant the detectors weren't broken. No incoming comm channels either—things should be noisy in the Core.

      "I don't think we hit where we were aiming for. Got a fix?" Quinn asked.

      "Negative. No navigational beacons and I've been busy keeping us from exploding, Captain," Dela said.

      "I'll handle the exploding. Get us a location," Quinn said.

      Wherever they were it definitely wasn't the Core. No Runestones, they were fully off the grid. No stations, no ships. A blue star, and the first few worlds in the system that were far too hot to be habitable. The fourth was a maybe, with an atmosphere and cloud cover. It was the best hope the system offered, and Quinn set a course but didn't engage the engines yet.

      "No match in the known database, but I do have a match in the one Mara provided. We're past the Divide, way past. Singara system," Dela said.

      "Well, that is all too familiar," Quinn said.

      "Captain?" Dela asked.

      "Tamara wanted to come here. I told her it was a really bad idea. Things in the back got all magically messed up and she had to step in. I’m guessing a bit of what she wanted must have seeped in," Quinn said.

      "What do we do about the Block? They're venting atmosphere," Dela said.

      Of course they were, a good quarter of the ship was missing including the bridge.

      Quinn wasn't willing to just kill the people aboard before, and he figured he wasn't much willing now either.

      Quinn hit the comm. "Kara, I need you to head to the cargo bay. Get the grapples ready."

      "We don't have the juice to tow them," Dela said.

      "They don't have anything in the way of momentum. We give ‘em a tug in the right direction they'll keep on going," Quinn said.

      Dela frowned. "Crash landing will kill a lot of them."

      It would. Quinn didn't see an alternative right about now, they could barely help themselves. They were going down too and their mana tanks were depleted to under ten percent. Jinx had drained them almost dry just to do this much. They wouldn't be jumping out.

      Quinn drew them close to the remains of the Block.

      "Get us a lock with the grapples," Quinn said over the comm.

      The indicator for the hatch opening lit up and after a minute Kara's voice crackled, "In place."

      "Two minutes burn, nice and slow, like we have a choice," Quinn said, as he powered up the engines.

      The Centauri Bliss shook, a few of the previously yellow lights switching over to red.

      "Captain. Whatever you're doing, don't do much more of it," Melody said.

      Quinn gave it another twenty seconds and disengaged the grapples. That would have to do. It would take a few hours for the Block to hit atmosphere, so hopefully they were doing better on life support and last until then.

      Quinn hit ship-wide comm. "Everyone, we made the jump, but we took a lot of damage to the exterior systems. In under two hours we're going to be coming in rough. I'll signal before we hit atmosphere. Strap yourselves down and keep a medpatch nearby just in case."

      The planet was growing larger and their sensors were getting a better read. It was habitable, in fact it was in the ideal range for human colonization. No oceans, although there were some massive lakes and rivers. The whole planet was well-forested and humid, one large rainforest biome.

      Quimm keyed the comm to the infirmary. "Tamara, you conscious?"

      "Conscious but hazy," Tamara's voice came through. The painkillers must be hitting her hard, Quinn figured.

      "We wound up at Singara. If we're going to crash anywhere it may as well be near your archive. Are you picking up any sort of signal?" Quinn asked.

      A long pause.

      "Nothing, but Tourmaline is arrogant, proud. She'll have wanted somewhere she could look down at the world."

      There were several mountain ranges on the planet, but the tallest individual peak stood alone in the southern hemisphere. It wasn't much to go on, but it would do.

      "Large river near there. We could try to set down in it," Dela said.

      "We're never getting airborne again if we're flooded," Quinn said.

      "Are we getting airborne anyways? Are we going to find parts down there? Mana?"

      "If we can get Jinx the juice, she can fix us herself. If not, this archive of Tamara's will have technology. Maybe a ship, something we can use to get flying again."

      That was his hope at least.

      Quinn made sure that he was strapped in and Dela finally found time to wipe down her console.

      As the atmosphere approached he hit the ship-wide comm again. "Atmosphere in three minutes. Make sure you're down and ready."

      The all-clears came in.

      The problem was gravity. They were going to pick up a lot of velocity coming down and with the engines at only partial capacity he just wouldn't be able to burn it all off.

      "Melody, what is the real limit I have to play with and how long?" Quinn asked.

      "Keep it at twenty, Captain, all the way down. Last bit you can maybe go up to forty, but we won't hold it for long. I'll be putting out fires and we'll lose the engines completely," Melody said.

      There were two options for landing that Quinn could see. Despite telling Dela he didn't want to land in the river, there was the shore beside it. In several places the forest canopy peeled away where flooding must have dislodged trees.

      The alternative to that were the slopes of the mountain. It would mean coming down on stone and at an angle, but at least they'd avoid flammable trees or mud—for all they might trigger a rock slide.

      He decided the banks of the river were the better option.

      The Centauri Bliss began to rattle ominously as it entered the atmosphere and Quinn held the thrust at a steady twenty percent trip on the way down. At first it made for an agonizingly slow descent, but the closer they got to the ground the more unsteady and rapid their ride became.

      Quinn held the target as best he could, making the best use he could of the single thruster as the green below grew to consume the entire view screen.

      At ten seconds before impact he kicked the engines up to forty percent. Metal screeched out protest and red lights on the system board flared even brighter before they slammed down with a force that threw Quinn against his straps hard enough to leave bruises.

      "Clear," Dela said.

      Quinn was too, battered but functional.

      He hit the comms. "Everyone alive?"

      "Really drugged," Tamara said blearily.

      "Clear," Mara said.

      "Broken leg. Patch applied," Taki said.

      The others called in their status. Taki was their only injury, fortunate.

      The Centauri Bliss was at an awkward angle. They'd only partially hit the riverbank and crushed a few trees on the way down. The debris beneath left them at a twenty degree tilt. It could have been far worse.
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      Quinn told everyone to assess the damage they'd taken. The atmosphere outside was breathable, so he opened the hatch and set Kara on guard duty while setting up fans to circulate the air.

      They still had reserve power, enough to keep the lights on. Quinn gave everyone a few hours and then called a meeting at the dinner table of everyone but Kara.

      Everybody looked exhausted, although Jinx, Tamara, and Taki all looked especially worn down.

      "Long day, everyone, and we can get some sleep soon. We'll just be going around and figuring out where we stand. Tamara and Taki are both beat up," Quinn said.

      "I'm so sorry. I'm so, so sorry," Jinx said.

      "Wasn't your intent any of this happening," Taki said.

      "This whole thing was my plan. If anyone deserves the blame of things it’s me. Melody, what is the status of the ship?" Quinn asked.

      "We lost most of our external armor and because of that we lost a lot of systems," Melody said.

      "Can we repair?" Taki asked.

      "I can get us flying again, but it will be almost a month," Melody asked.

      Quinn winced, that was a long time to be grounded. Especially with the attack on the colony expected in two weeks.

      "We have the fuel for that?" Taki asked.

      "Jinx burned through most of our mana reserves, but we've got fuel for the main engine and the thrusters," Melody said.

      "Mana isn't going to help us anyways without Runestones here," Dela said.

      "I want to take one of the shuttles and go searching for the archive tomorrow," Tamara said.

      "This really seem the time for your personal pursuit?" Taki asked.

      Quinn raised a hand. "There might be shuttles there. Maybe a whole ship. Resources we can scavenge. Even outside of Tamara's personal motivations we've got a reason to go for it."

      "You'll want me along," Mara said.

      "So you can sneak a peek at my ancestral memories? No thank you," Tamara said.

      "You're not bad, but I'm better. If there is security you need me, or your ancestors’ paranoia will fry you," Mara said.

      "She's right. I'm sure you got your secrets you want to protect, but she's the best we've got when it comes to that sort of thing," Taki said.

      "Fine," Tamara said with a frown. "But I'll be watching you."

      "The planet is habitable. A few microbes in the air or water might want to kill us, so make sure to take your purification pills. There are all kinds of fauna out there—you need to be careful outside the ship," Dela said.

      "While we have to keep the hatch open, we'll have a guard posted. I have Kara on it now, but we'll need to keep shifts," Quinn said.

      "I'm drained. I figure I'll restore my mana eventually, but right now I've barely got anything, not even enough to heal Taki or Tamara," Jinx said.

      Tamara said, "Before anyone suggests she drain the tanks I already said no. We might need it and best to hold onto it. We got a pack on my hand fast enough it will heal, eventually."

      "Same with my leg," Taki said.

      Quinn looked to Mara. "Speaking of mana, what about it? You seem to be our resident magic expert. You know anything about mana refining?"

      "If we can find out the local ley lines we can manage a condenser. They're slow, but we've got the time. Jinx will recharge on her own too if we can put her at a juncture," Mara said.

      "Good. Unless anyone here knows how to build a skimmer drive we're going to need the sphere to get back to civilized space," Quinn said.

      "That’s going to take more mana than we're likely to have. Distance matters. We should probably aim for the closest system with a Runestone."

      "That means dealing with whoever, whatever, is in this part of space," Quinn said.

      "The other half of the old Imperium. Are they even still alive? They going to shoot us on sight?" Taki asked.

      Mara said, "Good questions, I wish I had answers. I described the magic they use as a contagion before, accurately, but the wrathspawn we encountered were a rare manifestation. I have every expectation many still live in this part of space. They may even thrive."

      "When you repair the ship, put in a switch so we can toggle off all our Imperium transponders and codes. It’s easier to explain broadcasting no signals than broadcasting the wrong ones," Quinn said.

      "What about the Block?" Taki asked.

      "And the invasion. We had a two week deadline. We need to be back before it hits," Jinx said.

      "We gave the Block a tug and it’s going to crash in about three hours. We don't know where it’s going to come down or if there will be survivors," Quinn said.

      "You know we wanted to help those people, but I don't know what more we can do. We've got our own problems," Taki said.

      "I agree. We don't know who is going to be in charge. We know we let the prisoners out. We can only hope they remain free."

      "The invasion?" Jinx said.

      "I don't know how we can rush back for that. It sounds like the best thing we can do is get you on top of a ley line intersection and build the distiller," Quinn said.

      "I can send the condenser plans we'll need to Melody. With a bit of Jinx's blood we can build a mana compass to find the lines," Mara said.

      "Whatever it takes, I'm there for. Is the orb ... is it going to be safe to use again? After last time?" Jinx asked.

      "We're all connected to you. In tune with you. Moving a ship with us aboard is relatively easy for you. So many with a history of so many dark emotions was immeasurably harder. You'll need to learn to get past that, but for now you shouldn't have more problems," Mara said.

      "Why didn't you tell me this could happen? I'm having to do all this without any guidance. I hurt Tamara. I could have killed everybody. If you know how this works, you need to teach me," Jinx said.

      Mara rubbed at her eyes. "I assure you that if I thought I could, I would. You need a teacher, but I am not her. The ones who might have served are dead."

      "Say what you want, but nobody understands what is happening better than you. Every time I have a question everybody is silent but you."

      It was rare to see Mara look at a loss, but she did now.

      "Truly, I am not the one. When we get back I can send out messages. If anyone remains alive my sisters can find them, but my knowledge is all secondhand. It isn't what you need."

      Jinx slumped, looking even more exhausted.

      "I'll pilot for Tamara and Mara tomorrow. We'll take the Tango," Quinn said.

      "I'll have Melody focus on the schematics Mara sends over and the rest of us will start on tearing down the ship for repairs," Taki said.

      "This really isn't your fault," Quinn said to Jinx.

      Jinx told him, "You did your job. Mara did her job. You were counting on me and I was the link that failed. I don't care how you try to spin it, it doesn't even matter that you don't blame me for it, it's true."

      "She's not wrong, sir," Taki said.

      "Taki ..." Quinn said.

      "I am assigning no blame. I'm just saying she has a point. We made a plan around this magic stuff and it didn't work. Either we need to get it reliable or we need to not do that again."

      "When we get safe I will try to find someone," Mara said.

      "I have a lot of contacts. Who do you need? I'm assuming you think the royal family specifically. But they had retainers, there are the great houses," Tamara said.

      "The Emperor or one of his children would be ideal. If any were still alive, however, I doubt we'd have this problem at all. Ideally we'd want someone who fought beside him, but he never trusted any of the other immortals in the Imperium," Mara said.

      "Might they have answers even if he didn't trust them?"

      Mara paused for a moment. "Perhaps. The thing about living for a long time is how very much you see. Vana perhaps, they were lovers for a time and mother to one of his children. Dios and he fought side by side in a few wars, however unhappy each was about it."

      Tamara frowned. "Both hate Tourmaline from what I understand."

      "A widespread sentiment, I assure you. Tourmaline has never bothered with the niceties when it came to getting what she wanted."

      Quinn hoped he'd never have a chance to find out. Tomorrow might be his last chance to talk Tamara out of using the archive if they discovered it. He'd have to make the time count.
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      After a restless night’s sleep for them all—the ship sounded different when it was this badly damaged—Quinn, Mara, and Tamara set off in the Tango to search for the archive.

      The jungle loomed beneath them extending in all directions, although it was the towering peak of the mountain that dominated the landscape.

      "We should check the peak first," Tamara said.

      "Before we do anything we should talk. You know I don't want you using that thing," Quinn said.

      "My mind, my history, my choice. This isn't complicated, Quinn."

      Mara said, "Except that it is. If you truly aren't Tourmaline and none of your recent line are, then you are part of a grand deception. But those I represent have records of the original, of the things she did and the person she was. I've always distrusted you for a reason."

      Tamara gave Mara an exasperated look. "Do you really think I've gone to this extent to perpetrate some grand deception? I am not her, my mother wasn't her."

      "Making the case of what incredible liars members of your line are really doesn't give me any reassurance," Mara said.

      Quinn angled the Tango towards the peak. The winds were especially dangerous around the mountain and he had to adjust for them, it was making for a bumpy ride.

      "I believe her, but that doesn't mean I want you to do it. What is the upside? You can have the name now if you want it, and everything that goes with it. Isn't that what you always wanted?" Quinn asked.

      Tamara gave a humorless laugh. "You don't have ambition do you? Not like I do. Not that gnawing emptiness inside needing to be filled. It isn't about the money, or the connections, it’s about being the best."

      "Winning the acclaim of a woman you hated and then becoming her. Oh, I get it, far as it goes, it just don't make any sense," Quinn said.

      Mara said, "People want to feel a connection with their history, and with where they came from. They seek to transcend history. For all that I disapprove of the antics of the immortal Tourmaline, you don't have to act like the choice is madness."

      "Don't be on my side. I don't like it when you are on my side," Tamara said as she folded her arms. "I don't deserve it. I wasn't the first choice, I'm just the last one standing because I ran fast and far, and wasn't the best at hiding."

      "When you're the last one standing at the end of a fight I don't think it matters how you got there," Quinn said.

      The top of the mountain was capped in snow and with no signs of any structures.

      Quinn hovered the Tango to give the sensors more time to gather data. There might be something beneath the snow that warranted their attention.

      "What I find interesting is the behavior of the real Tourmaline. The Divide is breached and the first thing they do is come through to murder off their genetic line? Why?" Mara asked.

      "I can take a good guess. Paranoia. Tourmaline is a unique combination of knowledge and a genetic lineage which can be separated from each other. There are likely some resources locked away requiring both attributes to access them," Tamara said.

      "So why the killing? Why not abduct one of you to overwrite?" Mara asked.

      "Nothing says that weren't the goal. Tamara has never struck me as the sort to just lay down and take whatever is coming at her, can't imagine her sisters or mom were either," Quinn said.

      "It is possible. With the knowledge in the minds and the genetic signatures of someone from the true line they might be able to gain full access to whatever Tourmaline had left for herself," Tamara said.

      "Well, whatever it is we're looking for. It isn't here. Any other options?" Quinn asked.

      "Mountains are all I can think of. We should check another," Tamara said.

      Mara let out a low breath. "Lakes. Check lakes, especially one with a view of a mountain nearby. There should be several in the vicinity."

      "I hate lakes," Tamara asked.

      "Tourmaline didn't, she grew up on the shore of one. Wrote some rather decent poetry about it, long, long ago. I can see her wanting to start her new lives with a view like that which hearkened back to her past."

      "You know more about my ancestor than I? I dislike this," Tamara said.

      "Of course I do, it isn't hard. You aren't interested in the reality. You are so blinded by your idealized version that you've lost all focus. She was a woman, and yes, an extraordinary one, but as you well know so are many of her descendants."

      "You're amazing without her. This family wouldn't exist if it weren't for you," Quinn said.

      "Are you so certain? I'm not. If I had left Jinx on that world I think somehow she'd still have found her way aboard your ship," Tamara said.

      Perhaps so. Fate, destiny, Quinn knew that Tamara believed they were all tangled up on its skeins.

      "Seems to me that even if we were heading in the same direction, we might not be doing so as happily. I've come to respect you. Love you," Quinn said.

      It was the first time he'd said that to her, though they'd come close before.

      Tamara reached out to rest her hand on top of his on the flight stick for a moment before pulling it back. "Emotional blackmail, is it?"

      "Isn't how I meant it."

      "Of course not. That is why it’s so effective. My scruffy hero," Tamara said with a sigh.

      "I don't love you, if it makes you feel any better," Mara said.

      Tamara flashed her a grin. "Yet. I'm very lovable. I ... even if I don't use the archive, I want to make sure it’s secured. We need to get it away from those that have it now and see it safely put somewhere."

      "I brought along a datastore, equal to any in known space. You know me, you know the skills I have. I can make sure we completely clone whatever is there and we can destroy it," Mara said.

      "And you won't keep a copy for yourself?" Tamara asked.

      "Of course I will. My help isn't free. We have no interest in cloning you or duplicating her, but we do have an interest in preserving her knowledge."

      Tamara stared at Mara, unhappily tapping her fingertips on her thigh.

      "Otherwise we're faced with maybe moving original equipment that is over two thousand years old. I don't think you're getting a better option," Quinn said.

      "I don't think I am. Fine, but, if a first of the blood has a need in the future, they can seek you out and be written," Tamara said.

      It was Mara's turn to narrow her eyes. "We don't like that. Of all the immortals out there we've always found Tourmaline's method to be especially ... distasteful."

      "Are there that many ways out there?" Quinn asked.

      Mara smiled wryly. "A few. A strong enough mage is effectively immune to aging, if not actually immortal. That held true for the Emperor and several of his children. Rikar bonded with an alien psionic entity, Vess is host to a colony of machines, Bomar to our knowledge is simply a genetic aberration. Tourmaline’s way veers uncomfortably towards a sacrifice of innocents."

      "And there are a lot more that do just that. Who feed upon the life energy of others, and Tourmaline has never been one of those," Tamara said.

      "There is truth to what you say. As I said, you come uncomfortably close to the line, but you don't cross over. Fine, so long as we have your permission to store and study the data, we'll be your backup, of a sort," Mara said.

      Tamara nodded. "Fine, but neither of you has brought up the best reason for me absorbing that archive. The Divide is open. We're missing two thousand years of history Tourmaline has lived through, the history of this side."

      "I assure you, that is not lost on me. There is a better way. Decrypting a mind is ... complex, challenging, but if anyone can do it, we can. There may be another way to access that data," Mara said.

      They were passing their third lake, one that looked much like the others but something wasn't right.

      Quinn said, "The sensors aren't picking up any structures, but look at the growth. Too clear, a ship landed here at one point in the past few months and it hasn't fully regrown."

      "Tourmaline would have hidden things. I'm not getting any communication on my implants, which is a surprise," Tamara said.

      A proximity alarm blared and Quinn hit the side thrusters, pulling the ship aside just in time to avoid a jet of fire.

      Something had come from below. Multiple eyes, scaled, a reptilian body with great wings, an enormous mouth filled with razor-sharp teeth and a throat that breathed fire.

      They'd found a dragon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      They were violently buffeted to the side, the wings of the shuttle almost scraping the tops of the trees as Quinn stabilized. The dragon was looping around and coming for another pass at them.

      "Behold the creature of myth and legend trying to kill us. This is a new and terrifying experience," Quinn muttered as he kicked the thrusters up to full.

      If they were in the Whiskey they'd have been able to shoot back, but the Tango was made to avoid detection, not to win a fight. Unfortunately all their stealth technology didn't seem to be doing much. It worked well against human eyes and standard sensors, but this thing must have a range of different senses detecting them.

      They weren't going to be able to outrun it—the beast was gaining on them. Endurance might be an advantage, but they couldn't depend on it. Quinn corkscrewed the shuttle to avoid another gout of flame.

      "I'm sorry, I've got nothing on this type of fauna," Mara said.

      "We can get Dela here in the Whiskey," Tamara said.

      "Dela isn't a fighter pilot, for all she wants to be," Quinn said.

      Quinn was trying to gauge the capabilities of the dragon much like he would any fighter he found himself in combat with. Its top speed was better, but the Tango had tighter turns—that might be useful.

      It was also biological, they weren't. It was difficult while in a constant set of evasive maneuvers, but Quinn started to climb. Thinner air was more likely to be an issue for it than for them.

      A gout of fire caught them, a few warning indicators lighting up.

      It wasn't going to work, Quinn could already tell. It was learning his movements just as he was learning the dragon’s. Whatever this thing was, it was intelligent in hunting its prey.

      Tamara got a distant look in her eyes. "I've got Kara on the way. Even if this thing can take her down she'll survive it."

      "Which is more than can be said for us," Mara said.

      The Tango lurched violently as a set of claws scraped the hull and Quinn spun away from the contact.

      "We're losing in the air. You got anything that can stop a dragon?" Quinn asked Mara.

      "You want to fight it on the ground?" Mara asked and then allowed, "Desperate, but I agree with your assessment. I came prepared for some defenses and barriers. Breaching charges that might be effective, an energy rifle I doubt would be."

      Quinn had his pistol, but he wasn't counting on it doing much. The charges would be their best option.

      Another near-miss, a stream of fire just in front of them, as Quinn cut engines and looped the Tango.

      "I'm heading down hard towards the lake. We turn tighter, if it follows at speed, it will plow into the water. If it takes it slow we'll buy ourselves some distance. I'll land in that clearing. Tamara, if this archive exists, find it. Mara and I will play defense," Quinn said.

      "You do have a talent for coming up with bad plans faster than anyone I've ever met," Tamara said.

      "And you married me," Quinn said, stomach churning as he angled the Tango. They went inverted for a moment before turning down towards the lake and accelerating at full thrust.

      The dragon was on them in an instant, swooping down with its wings tucking in against its body. Another gout of fire caught the engines.

      Heat warnings flashed. It would be an issue if they kept this up, but that wasn't the plan. Another gout caught them once more and a collision with the water seemed imminent before Quinn pulled back on the stick, waves rippling beneath them as they evened out over the surface.

      The dragon didn't plow into the water, instead its wings extended to catch the air and it pulled up at the last possible moment. They'd bought time, but not as much as Quinn might have hoped for.

      It would have to be enough. Spinning the shuttle around he brought it to rest in the overgrown clearing and opened the hatch. A blast of heat rushed in along with the scent of burning, the heat of their engines setting the vegetation smoldering despite the dampness of the air.

      Mara was out the hatch first, Tamara a moment later and Quinn following.

      The dragon soared overhead. Up close it seemed larger. It was perhaps twenty feet in length, the scaled hide a brilliant bronze hue.

      Mara was already in crouch, her rifle aimed, and it hummed as several bolts of blue energy shot upwards. The dragon rolled, one blast catching a wing and causing a moment of wobbling before it came back blasting fire. Mara rolled away, the ground aflame where she'd been moments before.

      Tamara vanished into the trees. Quinn drew his pistol.

      "Get its attention," Mara said, before she shimmered and vanished from sight as her stealth suit engaged.

      So far, getting the dragon’s attention hadn't been a problem.

      Quinn took a wide stance with his weight on the balls of his feet. When the dragon soared towards him he fired off several rounds. Eyes alert on its wings, he noticed the faint twitch that heralded a shift and he rolled to his left just before a streamer of flame would have incinerated him had he gone the other way.

      If Mara was doing anything Quinn couldn't tell. She was still invisible to him—as she hopefully was to the dragon.

      Quinn rolled to a crouch and brought up his pistol, but the dragon wasn't coming in for another pass on him. Instead it swooped down on the shuttle, its claws latching on to the delicate machinery near the engines and with a spray of sparks tearing away the fuel regulator.

      Quinn ran for it, but it was already airborne once more and swooped off towards the jungle and drove into the canopy.

      Tamara, it must have gone after her. Quinn set off as fast he could. The dense foliage made running impossible and forcing his way through it left his arms a bloodied mess.

      Nothing. No sign.

      Quinn hit his wristcomm. "Tamara? Do you read?"

      Silence greeted him.

      "Mara. Do you read?" Quinn asked.

      "I'm here. I think the dragon must have gotten her and cleared out," Mara said.

      It had targeted the engines—it had very specifically targeted the engines. Quinn had been assuming the dragon was an intelligent beast, he now suspected it was more than that.

      "We'll go after her in the Whiskey," Quinn said. "Kara? Do you read?"

      "Kind of busy here, stud," Kara said.

      "More dragons?" Quinn asked.

      "What’s a dragon? No, shuttles. I think the Block must have sent out search parties."

      "It’s a big, scaled, fire-breathing—never mind. Can you take them?" Quinn asked.

      A pause then Kara said, "I don't think so, stud. I'm getting forced down. I'm going to give them hell, but I'm outnumbered bad."

      "They're no match for you on the ground one on one. Get clear and avoid them in numbers. Activate your emergency transponder," Quinn said.

      This was bad and getting worse. With the Whiskey and the Tango both out of service and the Centauri Bliss grounded that left them one shuttle that could fly. The Foxtrot was the least useful of any shuttle they had being neither armed nor stealthy, and with dragons and slavers prowling the skies it was an easy target.

      Mara materialized beside him, rippling into view as her stealth suit deactivated.

      "Split up or stay together? I can go after Tamara and you can go after Kara. Your pistol stands a better chance against slavers than dragons," Mara said.

      "Kara can take more of a beating than Tamara," Quinn said. He didn't like leaving any of them without rescue, but he didn't want to put anyone else in danger either. The best he could do at this point was minimize risk.

      Quinn hit his comm again. "Dela, we're activating our emergency transponders. You should already have Kara's"

      "It just lit up, boss. What's going on?" Dela asked.

      "Dragons and slavers. When night falls I want you to take the Foxtrot and go after Kara. Keep it slow, keep close to the trees and as low a profile as you can. The skies are filled with hostiles."

      "Not leaving you to fend for yourself," Dela said.

      "Oh, I've no interest in dying here. Tamara is missing and we're going to find her. Give us a day. If it hits tomorrow night and I haven't called, we're in trouble. Come find us."
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      Quinn took a moment to reload. With the jungle probably full of predators he didn't want to be caught unprepared. Then together he and Mara headed back to the Tango. They'd need the supplies aboard even if the shuttle couldn't fly.

      "I hope you've got an idea on how to find her," Quinn said to Mara. "I'm not picking up her emergency transponder. Are you able to locate Tamara from her implants?"

      "Hers aren't nearly as well-shielded as mine and I normally pick up an echo from hers. I'm not right now, which might in itself be suggestive," Mara said.

      "Either she's out of range or she's somewhere shielded."

      "And given the dragon only appeared when we got near this lake, my suspicion is it guards the archive."

      "Which would also explain why it went after her."

      Mara nodded.

      Stopping at the Tango they loaded up some packs. Extra ammunition, a few medpatches, food and water. Mara also had quite a lot of technology that went into hers.

      "Need me to carry some of that?" Quinn asked.

      "I've got it."

      It was no doubt true. Despite a smaller frame her genetic enhancements made her the stronger of them. Quinn had seen her take on Kara in a fight, which was something nobody else on the ship could manage.

      "Let's start by going over this clearing. If Tourmaline landed a ship here it only makes sense we're near the archive," Quinn said.

      "I think you underestimate her paranoia. I suspect the fact that she landed here means we're actually far from our target. Still, let’s find out."

      After half an hour Quinn was forced to concede that Mara was right. No hatches of any kind, tunnels, or even a well-cut path leading away. Tourmaline may have landed a ship here, but that was all.

      "Let's follow the lake edge," Quinn said.

      Mara had no better idea and fell into step behind them. The air was thick with moisture and insects, the swarms milling around their heads. Swats only dispersed them briefly.

      "I'm surprised you can't detect the archive. Your technology is usually one step ahead in everything," Quinn said.

      "Tourmaline has always had access to extraordinary technology."

      "Two thousand years is a long time though," Quinn said.

      "Your ship is that old. How often are you a step behind and how often are you a step ahead?"

      "You saying I'm not really the most hotshot pilot you've ever met?" Quinn said with wry amusement.

      "You are, and I trust you take that as the compliment it is. Still, for an old ship in disrepair you more than often outpace new models."

      "Craftsmanship really has gone out of style," Quinn said.

      "It isn't just that. Over time the Emperor prohibited various technologies and those prohibitions, while individually minor, had a cascading effect. In some cases my technology is not so much advanced as it is very, very old. There are similarities in me and Tamara for a reason," Mara said.

      The ground was so muddy progress was slow. Their boots kept sinking thick into the muck and slurping as they drew them out.

      "Why would he do that? Something to do with magic?" Quinn asked.

      "Indirectly, perhaps. The Emperor was obsessed with control, and technological advancement put that at risk. Like artificial intelligences, and implants like ours that could make someone far more than human, and advanced alien civilizations. Where he perceived a threat he'd squash it out and he was very good at it," Mara said.

      "It sounds almost like you admire him for that."

      Mara laughed and she shook her head. "Believe me, that isn't it. I and my friends are obsessed with knowledge, while also recognizing the danger it poses. At times it made us the Emperor's ally, but more often put us at odds."

      "So if he was so very good at what he did, how are you still around?"

      "By being good. By being useful. By knowing all the secrets and when to play them for maximum effect," Mara said, and she let out a low huff. "This isn't working. I can't see the entrance being anywhere here. Do you see Tourmaline choosing to trek through the mud like this?"

      "Can't see anyone doing this by choice," Quinn said, coming to a stop and taking a moment to look around. "Hills? Somewhere nearby she could look out at the lake?"

      "Let's try it," Mara said.

      It was a relief to get away from the mud, and once they got back into the forest the insects didn't swarm as intently for all that they remained a bother.

      "Can you access the sensor data from our flyover?" Quinn asked.

      Mara half-closed her eyes and a hologram projected from her wrist showing the terrain.

      "What are you thinking?" Mara asked.

      "I'm just putting everything together. Not too close to the water, but with a good view of the lake. And, if you're the sort of woman who wants the very best of everything, you'd want a view of the mountain behind it."

      "That gives us three possible hillsides," Mara said, blinking lights appearing on the map.

      "Best get to work then."

      They still hadn't made it to the first by the time darkness started to fall.

      "We shouldn't continue in the night," Mara said.

      "Tamara needs us."

      "Perhaps, or if that dragon is tied to Tourmaline then she is likely fine. Regardless, predators probably come out at night which means we don't want to go further forward," Mara said.

      It was good advice. Quinn thought it best to listen.

      Mara drew a roll of folded cloth from her pack and soon had set them up a makeshift shelter. It was obviously designed for one person, and they only managed to both squeeze in by Mara more or less draping herself on Quinn.

      "Cozy," Quinn said.

      "If I'd thought there a serious likelihood we'd be spending a night in the jungle I'd have made us something larger," Mara said, as she tapped an area near the top of their small shelter and the walls shimmered.

      "We cloaked?" Quinn asked.

      "Not nearly as well as if we’re using my stealth suit. Still, standard sensors will go right over us. It should keep the insects off you too."

      A good thing, Quinn felt that they'd eaten him half to death. Mara though seemed untouched.

      "Just me. Let me guess? You're one big, bug repellent?" Quinn asked.

      "Something like that. Think of it as an immune system for insects. As soon as I get bitten once my blood is analyzing the traces and coming up with a deterrent."

      "Don't suppose that’s something you can share?"

      "Sorry," Mara said, shifting against him as she got comfortable. Quinn found himself reminded just how curvy she was.

      "I don't think I've ever heard of an animal doing anything like that. You really are ... like someone sat down sometime and actually put together a feature request list. Did they?" Quinn asked.

      "Of course they did. Once you get into engineering yourself, you take care of the standards quick. Stronger, prettier, healthier and then it all becomes what you want to do next. Adjustable features, bug resistance, optional sweat glands," Mara said.

      "But despite everything you say about older being better, Tamara doesn't have all that."

      Mara rested her head against his shoulder and Quinn moved an arm to slip around her.

      "No, the basics of genetic manipulation are old, but we got a jumpstart there. Ever heard of the Phaxi?"

      "The plaguebearers, right?" Quinn asked.

      "That's right, they wiped out thirteen worlds before the Imperium ended them. Masters of biology, brilliant, their ships were even organic. They controlled their own biology by means of specialized cell constructs. It took a very long time and some very smart people to reverse engineer," Mara said.

      It was strange, but Mara's tone had the hint of a secret. Quinn got the impression it wasn't something she was supposed to share. It was a strange thing for her to be open about, when so many greater secrets existed, but perhaps it made sense. This was her, a part of her, what made her unique and special.

      "Can you make toxins?" Quinn asked.

      "In the hands, lips, sex organs. I've never killed anyone that way, but some of my sisters specialize in it," Mara said.

      "Guess you don't have much need. I've seen you in a fight."

      "Strength, agility, blood oxygen levels mixed with superior spatial awareness," Mara said and chuckled. "It was a surprise when I fought Kara."

      "Would you win if you fought her again?"

      "Give me time to prepare and I'm the most dangerous woman you've ever met," Mara said by way of the answer.

      Quinn believed it.
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      It was a restless night. Not only was Quinn keenly aware of the closeness of Mara pressed against him, but the night sounds of the jungle were both loud and violent. More than once they heard howls and roars close by—the predators really had come out at night. However much the fabric Mara had put up might help to mask them from detection, Quinn was aware it would do rather little to protect them should something prove to see past it.

      Just before dawn Mara elbowed Quinn. "We've got a problem."

      "We've got more than one as I'm counting," Quinn said blearily.

      "We've got a new problem. I've been monitoring communications through my implants. Dela's emergency beacon is live," Mara said.

      That got Quinn's attention. Stifling a yawn, he shook his head in an effort to clear it. "Did she say anything?"

      "Negative. I can reach the ship but not her."

      If she was in trouble that surely meant her shuttle was out of reach as well, which was the last bit of mobility they had apart from going on foot.

      "Well this is a mess. Think the slavers got her?"

      "Seems likely. A disruptor shot might have taken out her comms. I figure if she were running from a dragon we'd have heard something."

      With their shuttles out of commission and the Centauri Bliss unable to fly Quinn was feeling increasingly helpless, and he didn't like it. Still, you worked with what you had.

      "I'm seeing one solution, though I don't like it very much. You have any plans yourself?" Quinn asked.

      "I'm always forming contingency plans. It relaxes me. We have more than one option. We could continue on foot and try to find the archive. It may have a shuttle, supplies, just the sort of things we are looking for and we use the resources there to attempt a rescue of the others."

      "A lot of uncertainties there. If we find the archive. If we can gain access without Tamara. If it has the supplies we need," Quinn said.

      "Alternatively we make our way back to the Bliss. They should have the mana distiller built by then and with Jinx's abilities plus the mana we have aboard we can get the Tango working."

      "Which leaves Dela and Kara at the slaver's mercies for days. They're not nice people," Quinn said.

      "They are not. I'm guessing the plan you formulated is the third I had in mind too," Mara said.

      "I start squawking a distress call on a public channel. The slavers come to take me captive. We either ambush them straight away, or you come along secret and silent in stealth, and stage a jail break on the other end," Quinn said.

      "That was my thought. The spy in me prefers the second option, the wife in me the first," Mara said.

      "I'm not too fond of the second myself. They're like to go all mean on me once they get me. I don't think they'll kill me though. They'll be wanting to save me for Sinclair himself—and thinking we must have a way back," Quinn said.

      "But we'll also have a second gun in fighting shape once we hit where they took the others. I'm great when it comes to killing silent, but if none of you are able to walk it means extracting three immobile targets solo," Mara said.

      "Negatives of option one. They're going to smell a trap and be ready for it," Quinn said.

      "They'll be jumpy, no doubt. They might even get the alarm out. But, if they don't we get a shuttle. That opens up a lot of options and so long as we keep things quick, we might be able to infiltrate where they're holding the others without raising any alarms." Mara said.

      Quinn weighed the plans. This was his call to make, and he knew that Mara would go along with whatever he decided. They both had their advantages and their risks.

      "First plan," Quinn said.

      "Got it. I'll set up what I need for an ambush," Mara said, as she reached up to part the fabric, the light of dawn settling through the leaves of the jungle.

      "Get a silent message to the ship too. Tell Taki to get her leg fixed and put together what we need to go into a place loud," Quinn said.

      "Will do," Mara said.

      Quinn rolled his head. Exhausted from a day’s hiking and a restless night wasn't how he liked to into a fight, but the hardest ones always came when you were least ready for them.
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      Two hours later and Quinn was pacing along the banks of the lake as he triggered a broad frequency distress call from his wristcomm.

      It took half an hour for the slavers to respond, a shuttle circling overhead several times before coming down for a landing. Its position cut off Quinn's retreat to the forest, three figures quickly emerging to take positions and aiming weapons into the jungle as two more turned towards Quinn.

      There was a real risk of getting shot here given how jumpy they were, so Quinn made sure to keep his hands up and away from his gun.

      "Don't want a fight. I know you probably mean me no good, but whatever you got planned has got to be better than another night in that jungle," Quinn said.

      "Oh, I doubt it will be," said one of the slavers, a lean man with a short-cut black hair. "You just clasp your hands behind your head and stay right there. You left your shuttle, why?"

      "Shuttle went down after some flying thing took a bite out of it. Just wanted to get back to my ship, but got turned around in the jungle," Quinn said.

      "Hey. It's him. Jade, the one the boss is all hot and bothered to see suffer," said a woman advancing towards Quinn. She pulled his pistol from its holster and tucked into her waist.

      Before the first slaver could reply a line of red bloomed across his neck, the slightest shimmer betraying Mara's stealth suit as she slit his throat. A whine and flicker of blue, and an energy pulse hit the woman in the back, her eyes widening in shock as she slumped forward. Quinn caught her, using her as a shield even as he pulled his pistol from where she had just stashed it.

      The whine had one of those watching the jungle turning. "Ambush!" he managed to shout before Quinn silenced him forever with a shot to the face.

      Quinn and Mara had already discussed what would happen if the takedown didn't go silently. Still cloaked, Mara would be going to take out the pilot if one remained aboard.

      That left Quinn alone against the two on the ground. The slaver he was using as a shield twitched against him as they opened fire. Mara's stun blast had left her alive, but as the slaver wasn't wearing armor Quinn doubted she was now. Two shots into the abdomen sent a second slaver tumbling backward, his gun slipping from limp fingers.

      A shot grazed Quinn's shoulder, the shooter having taken a broad stance as he aimed carefully. Not good—a human shield wasn't of much use if someone had the wits to calmly aim.

      Quinn charged forward, at the last moment throwing the body in the gunman's direction as he rolled to the side.

      The gunman got off another shot but it went into the corpse, then in a tangle of limbs as he was falling backward. It was all the time Quinn needed. His roll ended in a crouch and he put several rounds into the slaver's side.

      Quinn got to his feet, clearing weapons away from all the bodies before he raised his wristcomm and said on a short-range frequency, "Clear. Five down."

      "Clear inside as well, one down," Mara said.

      None of the slavers wore any armor and all had been just carrying pistols and clubs. The shuttle was dark and foul-smelling inside, and poorly maintained. It didn't even have a basic jump engine, designed strictly for in-system transit.

      Quinn found Mara in the pilot’s seat, a body sprawled beside her with a slit throat.

      "Getting comfortable?" Quinn asked.

      "Going through the logs. Getting some vocal scans since we didn't hear enough of them speak. I'll call in that you're running and they're securing you before returning. That should buy us an hour or so," Mara said.

      "Move aside then. We'll not want to waste time," Quinn said, slipping behind the controls as Mara stepped over the body to the copilot seat.

      Quinn pulled up the navigation data. "This right? They're not flying out of the ship?"

      "Looks like it. They've set up secondary camps in the jungle," Mara said.

      Good, they wouldn't be fighting with the full guard force from aboard the Block.
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      Quinn piloted the shuttle back to the Centauri Bliss, keeping low over the jungle. Meanwhile Mara called in their delay and hacked the shuttle's transponder so they'd appeared stationary.

      Once Quinn landed the shuttle and he and Mara had stepped out, the others emerged. Jinx gave him a tight hug even as Taki wheeled an equipment crate aboard the shuttle.

      "Are you okay here?" Quinn asked.

      "Once we realized they had shuttles in the air we shut down everything external, went quiet, and threw us some camouflage netting, Captain," Melody said.

      Quinn was surprised that, even so, they hadn't been able to find the ship. The sensors of the Block should have been able to pick them up as they were crashing. Of course, perhaps those sensors were in the part of the ship that had been sheared off, or there was no way to access their data without the bridge.

      Melody brought Quinn out some armor, dense ballistic plates woven into fabric. It was heavy and impaired movement. Quinn really didn't like it, but going in this loud you were foolish not to take every advantage you could get.

      Taki was already in her own armor and she stepped out of the shuttle with a grimace. "That thing stinks. I don't like it. Can we get the Tango flying again?"

      "Not in the time we have. Fuel regulator got tossed in the jungle," Quinn said.

      "I can fix that, after I fix everything else that’s broken," Melody said cheerfully.

      "You should take someone else—me or Melody. With just Taki that is still just three of you," Jinx said.

      "You're pregnant and she's fixing my ship. I'm not taking either of you into a firefight," Quinn said.

      "And it bugs Melody to kill," Taki said.

      Mara returned from where she had slipped off into the Centauri Bliss. There was a new weapon at her waist, a scabbard with a familiar hilt projecting out of it.

      "Mind telling me why you've got that thing?" Quinn said.

      "Neither of us was making a difference against that dragon. You need magic to kill magic, and even if Jinx were willing she's all out of power," Mara said matter-of-fact.

      "Ilinar was contagious. Is it safe for you?" Jinx asked.

      "No," Mara said after a moment. "But I won't become a wraithspawn either. I'd suggest that nobody else pick up the blade, and that if I have it in hand I be given space."

      "Liking it less and less," Quinn said.

      "If I didn't think it might be necessary I wouldn't be attempting it."

      They didn't have time to argue about it. They had a tight window to work off without drawing suspicion.

      Soon Quinn was back in the pilot’s seat and the shuttle was returning to the shoreline and the slaver’s bodies. There, Mara reactivated the transponder and made the call that they were returning.

      The Block was easily visible even from a distance as they came near, a pillar of oily black smoke winding into the sky. The ship had dug a massive furrow through the jungle when it crashed. Several kilometers away a large camp had been established, a dozen shuttles scattered around several makeshift shelters.

      "Think they lost their life support at the ship?" Quinn asked.

      "Smoke like that, it could be a lot of things. I wonder what happened to all the slaves?" Taki said.

      The shuttle didn't have much in the way of sensors. Fortunately they had Mara with them who'd resumed her place in the copilot seat.

      "I'm getting signals from active emergency transponders, including Tamara's. Marking location on the map," Mara said.

      "How did they get Tamara?" Quinn asked as he looked at the structure Mara had marked. Prefabricated and worn, this wasn't the first time it had been assembled on a planet. About two thirds of the encampment was between it and the shuttle landing pad.

      On the plus side they were going in loud, not quiet.

      "We couldn't bring down a dragon, but there were a lot more of them. They must have managed it somehow," Mara said.

      "I don't see any point in trying to be subtle about this. I'm going to bring us down right outside, shoot our way in and grab our people. We need to take out their shuttles," Quinn said.

      "Fuel storage, sir. This isn't a standard layout and they didn't take safety in mind. It’s built too close. We drop explosives, it will go," Taki said.

      Quinn saw she was right. A proper hanger gave the ships and fuel some distance, but they hadn't here.

      "Open the hatch. I'll drop a remote detonator now. If they rush the shuttles as we make our escape, we'll take out some of their pilots," Mara said.

      Quinn had no problem with that. Intentionally overshooting a landing he came around for another pass, opening the hatch so Mara could throw down a small bundle atop the fuel stores.

      "It's go time," Quinn said.

      "I'll clear the room," Mara said.

      "I'll secure your exit," Taki said.

      Quinn brought them down outside the structure.

      It wasn't where the shuttles were supposed to land and the comm system was already squawking with protest even as armed guards were moving in the shuttle's direction.

      Taki stepped down the ramp, aiming her shotgun and sending the first staggering backward as the blast caught him.

      Quinn left the pilot's seat, snapping off a few shots from the ramp as he ran towards the building. The doorway was already open, a lone guard sprawled over in a pool of blood inside. That wasn't the only blood on the ground.

      This place was obviously made for torture and they'd been hard at work at it. Cramped cages lined one corner of the room, each containing a single nude figure crouched over.

      Mara grabbed a hold of the first cage door, her genetically enhanced muscles straining as she tried to tear it open.

      "If it were that easy I'd have done it already," Kara said, and Quinn saw her green skin was slick with black blood.

      The door screeched as the metal buckled and the door tore free.

      "Well, if the horrible torture weren't humbling enough," Kara said.

      "Neusethaline gas. Weakens and disorients just about all oxygen breathers. Traces of it in the air," Mara said, as she pulled Dela from a cage.

      Dela at least didn't appear tortured, her arms folded over her chest as she shivered. "I really don't like these people. You killed them all right? We're killing them?"

      "Not today," Quinn said.

      Mara tore off the next door. In all there were eight prisoners, six had been tortured to one degree or another. Tamara was the worst of them, hands and feet both badly disfigured and her midsection so bruised she must have several broken ribs.

      Unlike the others who seemed aware of the rescue, her eyes had no signs of alertness.

      Mara pulled a medpatch from her pelt and pressed it against Tamara's stomach, the fine fibers extending from it to impale into her flesh. The patch bleeped and Mara checked the display on her wristcomm.

      "Not enough," Mara said quietly. "It will keep her alive for now, but she has a lot of internal bleeding."

      "If we get Jinx enough mana ..." Quinn said.

      "She won't make it that long. The condition she’s in, without us she had another hour. We might have given her three," Mara said.

      A woman stepped forward. Although her skin was dark with stained blood she sported no injuries that Quinn saw. Pronounced bone structure in the face and a few patches of scales marked the woman as clearly alien, although Quinn didn't recognize her species.

      "I can save her. I have a way," the woman said.

      "Lady. I don't know you and I've got no reason to trust you," Quinn said.

      The sound of gunfire outside was growing louder and more frequent, their position being swarmed.

      They urged everyone towards the door, Mara more or less carrying Tamara.

      Taki was slumped against the hatch, impact marks on her armor as she returned fire against a group that was growing closer.

      "You are her mate. I can smell her on you. I have my own bond with her. You have no other options but to trust me," the scaled woman said.

      A group of slavers rushed them from behind a nearby building. The scaled woman rippled, her flesh warping and twisting as her limbs extended. She grew huge quickly and the form she assumed was a more familiar one.

      She became the dragon.

      A blast of fire caught the slavers and incinerated them.

      The others were boarding the shuttle.

      If this was the dragon it was probably linked to Tourmaline, and to the archive. Whatever it might want, it probably wasn't Tamara dead.

      "Can you carry us?" Quinn asked.

      The dragon peered at him and gave a ponderous nod of its head.

      "Dela. Get the others back safe," Quinn said as he moved to take Tamara from Mara.

      "You sure about this, sir?" Taki asked.

      "Oh, I know it's a bad plan. It's the only one we have," Quinn said, as he climbed on top of the back of the dragon, placing Tamara in front of him where he could keep a firm grasp on her.
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      The dragon beat its wings and took off into the air. Quinn simply did his part to hold on for dear life, clamping tightly with his knees.

      This was far more akin to riding a horse than flying in a shuttle, a completely different set of skills. It didn't help that he had to keep Tamara in place.

      Beneath them the stolen shuttle took to the air, the fuel dump exploding as soon as it lifted and sending damaged shuttles flipping over and crashing into the nearby trees.

      Quinn had flown against this dragon, he knew how fast it could go. The jungle below was moving past in a blur and without a cockpit to shelter him the wind was brutal. It had to be worse for Tamara with her wounds and lack of attire. Quinn did his best to shield her with his body.

      After fifteen minutes of flying they'd returned to the lake. Instead of heading towards one of the hills the dragon dove. There was no time to ask for explanation as the water rapidly approached. Quinn could only gulp at the air and cling all the tighter as they hit.

      Several seconds of disorientation they broke the surface inside a wide pool beneath a domed roof. Quinn felt flesh warping and twisting beneath him. The dragon had shifted back to its bipedal form, moving to wrap an arm around Tamara.

      Quinn moved the other side to help and the dragon led them down a long corridor. It was an almost surrealistic departure from the jungle, a brightly lit hall with jazzy music playing in the background. Portraits lined the walls, all women and many quite different. One wore the garments of a pilot, hands on her hips at a cocky angle as she leaned against a rocket. Another had the look of a hardened mercenary, carrying nearly as many weapons as Kara.

      "This is the archive. You are its guardian," Quinn said.

      "Vessalexia, Tourmaline prefers Vess," Vess said.

      "We don't want her to become Tourmaline," Quinn said.

      "You mean she killed the old one and traveled halfway across the galaxy to not pursue her destiny? Don't be ridiculous, man-thing," Vess said.

      Quinn came to a halt, clinging to Tamara more closely. "I'm serious."

      Vess paused and huffed, "We have no time for this. The process is brutal, physically. Her body taken apart so her access might be implants. The chamber, it is made for her, to keep her alive even through what happens. To put her back together again when it is done.

      Tamara believed in destiny, believed in the tides pushing them all forward along a path. Quinn had no doubt what she would say if she were conscious—that she'd been brought here and put into a position where it was death or a new future for a reason.

      Quinn didn't want to be a believer. If destiny truly was a thing, it kept hurting those he loved. Vess was right about one thing though, they didn't have the time for this.

      The portraits ended and so did the hall. A door hissed open at their approach.

      "No male portraits," Quinn said.

      Vess glanced towards them. "No, they viewed themselves as a new line."

      The chamber beyond the doorway looked like nothing so much as a library. Shelves lined the walls, crammed with books, and display stands were filled with artifacts. In the center of the room was something that didn't belong, a large glass cylinder banded in brass.

      The cylinder parted, opening on an invisible seam, and Vess lowered Tamara inside, motioning for Quinn to step back.

      The cylinder sealed, and green fluid bubbled up from the floor of the tube and quickly filled it. The bookcases parted and the tube vanished from sight behind them.

      "Is she ...?" Quinn asked.

      "The process takes some time. Have a seat. There is alcohol of many types. There was food, once, but it has spoiled. As a mate you are welcomed and I will try to answer any questions, if I can," Vess said.

      It was a strange situation. A dragon was offering him booze. A naked dragon, at that. Aliens tended to go between the very strange and the nearly human. The dragon persona might be very strange, but this form was another matter.

      "Beer?" Quinn asked as he took a seat.

      Vess moved towards a panel that slide aside and she secured two bottles, handing one over and keeping one for herself.

      "It’s swill, Vandria pale. Twenty-four loved the stuff and filled the freezer," Vess said with a grimace as she took a swig. "Only break it out for a transfer."

      "So do you actually care what happens to Tamara? Tourmaline was on a mission to kill her and her whole line," Quinn said.

      "They viewed themselves as a new line and always felt the need to prove themselves better than what had come before. Guess they weren't," Vess said, taking another swig of her beer.

      "How did it happen?" Quinn asked.

      "My fault. I missed her. She survives, we're going to have to figure some stuff out, you and I. When the line was long dead and someone crash-landed here, I took the opportunity and shoved him in," Vess said.

      "I thought the genetics and the implants mattered?"

      "Oh, they do. The process drove him completely mad. Still, a bit of what made Tourmaline extraordinary came through." Vess shrugged.

      "Just so we're clear on things. If I'm understanding you right, you're an immortal shape-shifting dragon," Quinn said.

      "That's me. Totally wrong on almost every point there, but close enough," Vess said. "And you're the mate of a first. That is rare, they don't usually bond until after. Too busy fighting each other. How did you two meet?"

      "Because she brought a lot of trouble to my ship and stuck around. So you stay here? On this world? Why?"

      "Isn't safe for me to leave it. Things are bad for my kind out there, a nasty plague that hits us hard. Tourmaline was good to me, good to my people. Helped us to hide our world, keep it safe," Vess said.

      In the process she also kept secret her archive. A good deed? A selfish one? Both at the same time? Quinn wished he knew.

      There were too many unanswered questions. Yet, Quinn had some reason for hope. Vess seemed quite capable of taking him in a fight with her ability to form-shift. The fact that she hadn't meant she thought the woman who came out of that tube would still care for him. He'd had the fear that Tourmaline really would simply overwrite Tamara if this happened, but Vess’s behavior was suggesting that wouldn't be the case.

      "Do you have supplies here? Our ship crashed and is badly damaged," Quinn said.

      "Fabricators, but not much in storage apart from some simple luxuries. You can create more food, clothes, the basics needed for a fresh start. Sometimes firsts have been quite desperate when they found this place," Vess said.

      "So clothes aren't a concept that totally escapes you," Quinn said.

      Vess rolled her eyes. "Are they back in fashion? I don't care, regardless. My home world, my rules and I choose to go without them. You may keep yours on though, I tolerate a bit of rudeness."

      Well, that had come right back around to bite him.

      Quinn dryly said, "Thank you. Fabricators will be helpful. I'd hoped there would be a hangar here of some kind."

      "I tried to convince her to add one. The lake is so inconvenient as an entry point and if something happened to me I don't know how the next would find their way."

      "I know this place is shielded, but is there any way I can get an outside comm-line? I'd like to check on my crew and make certain they're okay."

      "Those people who captured us. Who are they?" Vess asked.

      "Slavers, not friends of ours. We'd freed a number of their victims, but accidentally brought their ship here along with our own. I'm afraid we brought a problem to your world," Quinn said.

      "Are there mages among them?" Vess asked as she got up and moved over to a section of wall. A pass of her hand slid it aside and she tapped at several clunky keys.

      "Lot of guns and mean people, but none of those," Quinn said.

      "Then they won't be a problem for long. You should be able to contact your ship now," Vess said.

      Quinn tapped his wristcomm. "This is Quinn. We got Tamara to safety and ... trying to stay hopeful. Status?"

      "We got back to the ship, but patrols are trying to find us. I'm doing what I can," Mara said.
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      Quinn made awkward conversation for a few more hours with Vess and had a lot more beer that wasn't nearly as bad as the dragon claimed.

      Being as short of sleep as he was it was no surprise that he nodded off on one of the sitting room couches. When he awoke it was to the sensation of his pants being tugged down. Tamara was already straddling him with an almost ravenous look on her face.

      "You're okay," Quinn said.

      "Healed up and just full of hormones, sexy. Get those pants off and take this," Tamara said, pressing a pill into his hand. "Kara isn't here and I want you really ready to go."

      "Maybe we should do a little bit of talking first, when you’ve just come fresh out of a mind-rewriting machine," Quinn said.

      Tamara gave him an exasperated look and finished tugging down his pants. A long admiring moment was spent looking downward and then she finally glanced back up to his eyes. "I'm your wife, Quinn. Jinx, Taki, the Centauri, the problems I had getting you to clean out those fucking closets. I'm me. Take your pill and fuck me."

      Quinn could have argued but he didn't want to, not really. Tamara had very nearly died and he was all too well aware of it. The pill went down with a gulp. It was hardly necessary, at least for this first round. He was already hard and she was wasting no time, shifting her body up and almost slamming herself down upon his length.

      "You're feeling better," Vess said, the dragon stirred awake by the noise and her eyes flickering open. She was slumped in one of the chairs.

      "A head just full of new memories and a body aching to go," Tamara said, her hips already beginning to roll. "But be a help, lazybones. Get him undressed will you?"

      This was getting strange in a hurry. Quinn was far from surprised by groups since the Centauri had started sharing a bed, but an audience that wasn't a member of the family was something new. Exciting, but new.

      It required a fair bit of awkward shifting while in the middle of sex, Vess tugging off his boots and trousers, and then having to get between them a bit to free him of his shirt.

      "This is all a little ..." Quinn said.

      "Weird to you, I know. Deal with it and enjoy the ride. Flatter me, what is the sexiest part of me?" Tamara said.

      Quinn was already having a hard time thinking straight, his skin growing flushed and his breath coming unsteadily. He let his eyes drift over Tamara and she was as physically perfect as the first time he'd seen her.

      "Your lips, you have the most perfect pair of lips I've ever seen. I sometimes get lost just in watching you talk, wanting to kiss them," Quinn said.

      Tamara smiled broadly at that and she leaned forward to press a kiss to his lips, a long and hungered contact that persisted even as their bodies each began to buckle. Her moan into the kiss was a loud one, teeth grazing against his lower lip until the last tremor had stilled in her form.

      "I really needed that," Tamara said breathlessly.

      "Tamara doesn't moan like that. Tamara doesn't curse like that," Quinn said, struggling for breath.

      Tamara looked annoyed and pulled herself off of him. "Fuck, Quinn. Not every apple is poisoned. Stop looking for the god-damned turn."

      Well, getting yelled at felt real enough even if it wasn't the way Tamara would usually do it.

      "You can't blame him," Vess said.

      "He's always like this. It's irritating as hell. Well, if you weren't suspicious before, this next bit is sure going to get you there. I want you and Vess to have the next go," Tamara said, as she stalked towards the wall. A panel slid away and she grabbed a bottle filled with a dark blue alcohol.

      "Some of us have standards," Vess huffed.

      "He's decent marriage material. You'll like him," Tamara said, taking a swig from the bottle and making a face. "Wow, that doesn't work with these taste buds."

      "Trying to get me to crawl into bed with and get married to a near stranger is just about the only normal thing you've done since coming out of that tube," Quinn said.

      “Vess is married to Tourmaline. Quinn, you’re married to Tamara, and I'm kind of both, so really you two are already a little married and you can seal the deal if you just crawl into bed," Tamara said, sauntering over to a chair, still clutching the bottle. "Oh, and we have to move the archive. Vess swore an oath to defend it, so obviously she comes along too.”

      "You know I can't leave the planet," Vess said.

      "We've got an order mage. Join our family and you can go wherever the fuck you want with no dissolution. Just like the old days," Tamara said.

      "He can't even fly," Vess objected.

      "This is the pilot of the shuttle that gave you so much trouble," Tamara said.

      Vess gave Quinn a long hard look that for the first time was speculative. "He's good."

      "Why am I involved at all?" Quinn said.

      Tamara lounged back in the chair with a leg stretched before her. The body language was casual, confidant, and nothing like her usual. "Because I do have standards. Quinn, listen, you're doubting this a dozen different ways, I get that. It pisses me the fuck off, but I get it. We don't have time for it. Dinner table moment all over again. You're my husband and hers, and together we murder a lot of slavers, protect our family and get off this rock—or else you're just in the way."

      Quinn wished he hadn't taken that pill. It was hard to think when this turned on, and he was very turned on. A glance at either Tamara or Vess was enough to get his mind spinning in a dozen different directions he didn't need right now.

      Tamara didn't talk like Tamara, or act like Tamara, although clearly had her memories as well as those of Tourmaline. Tamara had been convinced that because of her physiology, and her mind being biologically hers, her personality would override Tourmaline’s, and while she would get Tourmaline’s memories, she would still be herself. That clearly hadn't happened.

      Really, it boiled down to two possible outcomes. The first was that she was simply wrong. This was a combined version of the two women and Tamara was the weaker of the two halves. His wife was in there somewhere, and perhaps in time she might come out more, but for now this might just be what he and their family had to deal with. The motives that had driven Tamara still would exist.

      The second possibility was that this wasn't Tamara at all. Tourmaline had come out of the tube, been able to access Tamara's memories, and didn’t feel bound by any of Tamara’s obligations. He was witnessing a clever charade.

      If the first possibility was true, he owed her his trust, and this marriage thing with Vess was suggested with the best of intentions—and otherwise pushing Tamara away while she was still figuring out who she was would likely be devastating.

      If the second possibility was true he was sitting across from a ruthless, immortal creature pretending to be his wife. Getting in her way at this point wasn't the best thing to help his family. Tourmaline might kill him dead without remorse.

      Quinn said, "I don't know much about dragon marriage rituals. But in ours we usually tell the one we're seeking to admit into our family why we need them. I love that woman sitting over there, more than I thought I ever would, but already in some ways she's a stranger to me. Perhaps you're a piece to connect us. You're strong, and fast, and one hell of a flyer, and I need all the help I can get to keep my family safe."

      Tamara smiled at that and for a moment it almost seemed a little sad. "I've known you a long time, Vess, yet in a way it has been over different lifetimes. Quinn here is a hero, beneath the rough exterior. You've never been happy trapped here, let’s take names and kick ass."

      Vess reached out to stroke Quinn's face, her fingers terminating in talons. "We shall guard each other’s wings, defend our hoards, and fly until night falls."

      The words complete, Vess was already moving to straddle him, talons scraping across his chest as she impaled herself on his shaft.

      Quinn let himself look at her more than he had until now. Most of her flesh was bronze flecked with grey, beaded with tiny bumps except for a line of scales that extended down her entire body from her ears down to her feet. Vess had a small chest with zero in the way of jiggle, all lean muscle and firm lines, and eyes that were perfectly black.

      There was little warmth to her flesh, her skin cool and dry even inside. Quinn was glad he hadn't had the chance to clean up from earlier. Without the mess he and Tamara had made friction might have quickly become a problem.

      Quinn trailed his fingers along Vess's side and muscle undulated beneath his touch in a way it never would have in a human. Strange, but far from unpleasant, and despite how alien their physiologies were to each other the rhythm they soon found was familiar indeed.

      He was in for a surprise when they finally found their release. Quinn's was normal, a gasp as his body trembled, but Vess almost melted on top of him. Whatever structure her body had holding it together simply collapsing and she almost became a blanket, melting and molding herself against him.

      "Is she ...?" Quinn asked, still gasping for air.

      "You didn't make me melt. I think I'm jealous," Tamara said, getting to her feet and nudging the blob with her foot. "Move it, lazybones. I'm the next few in the queue and then we're getting back to the ship. I've got a plan to get us off this rock."
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      An exhausting few hours later Quinn finally nodded off once again. He still hadn't decided if this was Tamara or Tourmaline, but she was just as demanding as Tamara. While that had never really applied to sex, at the moment she was absolutely insatiable.

      When Quinn awoke it was to the sounds of activity. Tamara and Vess were both dressed, Tamara in a flight suit, and Vess in form-fitting armor of bronze plates. Tamara was filling several packs, smaller armored cases stacked in piles on the floor.

      "You've been busy," Quinn said.

      "I had a lot of work to do. The archive was originally made to be portable, but that was ... a long time ago. A lot of patches since then," Tamara said.

      "Is that what all this is?" Quinn asked, as he got dressed and to his feet. Vess was carefully securing blue crystals in a padded case.

      "Not just. I invested a lot of resources in this lair and may not be back. There is some hardware the ship could use and Vess has crystallized mana," Tamara said.

      "I've never heard of crystallized mana."

      "You wouldn't have. Its manufacture was discovered after the Division. The energy yield is far higher than an equivalent amount of liquefied mana."

      "Why do you have it?"

      Vess said, "It is here for me. My shape-shifting and fire-breathing doesn't come easily and our magical ecosystem is ... broken."

      "Which we're going to fix, by the way. We can make your people whole," Tamara said, looking over to Vess.

      Vess looked like she'd just been slugged in the stomach. "You've already tried. You failed."

      "I never had access to an order mage like we've got now. I'm no mage and I make you no promises, but I think she can do it. Girl is something else," Tamara said.

      "Is this enough mana for Jinx to fix the ship?" Quinn asked.

      "Fix the ship and do some traveling," Tamara said and paused. "My memories are spotty, Quinn. The recent incarnations ... they didn't fit very well, their backups are a mess. But I think we're in serious fucking trouble. We need to see some things with our own eyes."

      "Isn't like you to want to play the hero."

      "You can't hide from the storm. It is coming and it will be terrible. We need to find out just how terrible," Tamara said.

      Quinn aided in the packing and he and Tamara both shouldered a pack, securing several more to Vess as she transformed. Then they were making their way through the lake, flying on the dragon's back.

      Tamara guided the dragon towards the Centauri Bliss. A lot had been done to camouflage the ship since their last visit. It now looked as if a rock slide had occurred recently. Vess landed and Kara came out to greet them.

      "Oh, I really hope I get to fight that thing," Kara said.

      Vess gave Kara a long look. In her dragon form it would have intimidated most, but Kara seemed unfazed.

      "Not a good idea," Tamara said.

      "You're looking less pulpy and broken. Thought you were probably a corpse," Kara said.

      "How did they take all of you anyways?" Quinn asked.

      "They're slavers. I'm a serious badass, but you hit me with a dozen stunners I'm going down," Kara said in disgust.

      Vess rippled, transforming back into her humanoid form. This time, armor came with her. Quinn wondered if it was something external or she had just molded her form to show them.

      "Neat. Can you make spikes? You are way more interesting if you can make spikes," Kara said.

      "Get everyone together in the dining room. I need to talk to them," Tamara said, heading towards the ramp. She didn't quite make it. Just before her foot set foot on it she rolled to the side as a concussion mine detonated.

      "She's friendly—probably," Quinn shouted.

      "Stay out of this, stud. We're not going to kill either of them," Kara said, as she lunged at Vess, throwing a punch that sent the dragon-woman staggering with a vicious crack to the jaw.

      Tamara stumbled backwards, an invisible opponent clearly striking her several blows. A twist of her body and she delivered a powerful elbow blow. By chance or design it hit something critical in Mara's stealthsuit and she shimmered into view.

      "Can I burn her?" Vess asked.

      "They're friendlies. Stupid friendlies," Tamara said with a grunt as she threw Mara over her shoulder. Mara landed in a crouch and lashed out with her leg, Tamara leaping over the sweep.

      "You didn't used to have those moves. Katakoran style?" Mara asked.

      "Good eye, and a Umabai defense. Try this," Tamara said, as her motions took on a fluid rolling style that made her almost seem to be dancing with Mara as she circled her and lashed out with several punches.

      "The flowing-fist technique," Mara said, her own movements assuming a similar style.

      "I'm not fancy. This is the punch you in your stupid dragon-face technique," Kara said as she charged Vess and slugged her once more. Vess roared in response, muscles rippling and growing as she grabbed Kara and threw her against the side of the ship with enough force to dent the metal.

      "You think brute force will work against me. I'll show you strength," Vess said, panting heavily.

      "Stop this," Quinn said with a look around.

      "Lover, like always I know a lot of things you don't know. Trust me, I'm doing the right thing," Mara said.

      "And trust me. You know I don't mean any harm, Quinn," Tamara said.

      Mara had never trusted Tamara, and knowing she'd visited the archive that distrust had obviously gone to an all-new level. Quinn had his doubts about this new Tamara, but he didn't think violence was the best way to settle this.

      Mara took a series of blows that would have sent most to the ground, but she stood her place.

      Tamara chuckled. "You can take a punch, I'll give you that." A step forward and she wobbled. "Oh, fuck this. You damned cheater." Tamara fell unconscious for no reason that Quinn could see.

      There was a whine from the nearby jungle. Stunners. Dela and Taki each held a stun rifle. They must have liberated a few from the slavers. Vess was taking shot after shot in the back. Muscles rippled, a transformation half-forming before it faded, and she fell to the ground unconscious.

      "I disappear for half a day and everybody forgets that I'm the captain of this ship," Quinn said.

      "You've spent time in a facility entirely devoted to overwriting the human mind," Mara said, matter-of-fact, before offering him a wry smile. "Besides, you're not operating with all the facts."

      Quinn took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I understand the reasoning, but I still don't like it. If you had facts I needed, you should have said something."

      "You were in her bed, and the dragon’s. I can smell it, boosted senses. You wouldn't have done that unless you believed she were Tamara and that means she was lying to you," Mara said.

      "Lots of odd behavior. I figured they were a fusion, just like Tamara believed would happen. You saying that isn't so?"

      "Parts of her mind are being actively suppressed by her implants. I suspect that is part of the reason for her implants. You didn't spend the night with Tamara, not even a little bit. This is Tourmaline all the way," Mara said, kneeling down to press two fingers to Tamara's throat.

      Quinn had considered that possibility, of course he had. But he hadn't thought it the likely one.

      "She knows me, this ship, everything," Quinn said.

      "If you want all the answers about how she operates, I don't have them, yet. I've been around Tamara for awhile and working on hacking her most of that time. I had some routines ready to go, but had to distract Tourmaline so she wouldn't abort them."

      "Can you keep it up? Get us Tamara back?" Quinn asked.

      "No, I don't think so, not permently. I may be able to do something temporary. Would you like to talk to her?" Mara asked.

      "And what do we do with the dragon? I can't think she's going to stay down for long," Kara said.

      "She didn't escape from the cage the slavers had her in. I'm guessing either stunners knock out her shape-shifting for a time, or she can only change forms so often," Quinn said.

      Vess could have killed him, multiple times over. Tourmaline could have done the same. Not murdering you wasn't the best foundation for a working relationship, but it showed something.

      "Find her somewhere comfortable to rest. I hope this is all something of a misunderstanding. I'd like to talk to Tamara," Quinn said.

      Mara got a distant look to her eyes and beside her Tamara groaned, looking about blearily.
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      "I don't seem to be dead and my insides are back where they should be," Tamara said as she sat up. "I can't believe I passed out. My implants dampened the pain, but the physical shock must have been too much."

      "That the last thing you remember? Being tortured?" Quinn asked.

      Tamara furrowed her brow. "I've got flashes from after, but even with my perfect recall, a blurred memory is all I have. It's been at most a day though, what happened?"

      "I got to punch a dragon. I'm pretty amazing," Kara said.

      "We rescued you, but you were critically wounded. With assistance I got you to the archive which healed you," Quinn said.

      Tamara frowned and got a distant look in her eyes. "I don't ... if I merged with the archive I should have Tourmaline's memories. I don't."

      Mara shook her head. "It’s your new implants from the archive. They're specifically designed to help provide an off switch to your personality and to prevent your access of new memories."

      Tamara considered this for a moment and then started to laugh, the sound almost breathless, manic.

      "If she's broken, can we replace her, sir?" Taki asked.

      Tamara said, "It's just too perfect. No wonder the new hosts were trying to kill us old ones, they've effectively been holding Tourmaline prisoner. One of us merging with the archive was the only way for her personality to come to the fore again."

      "You really don't remember anything? She has all your memories," Quinn said.

      "Nothing. I've been thoroughly outplayed by my ancestor. My implants, can you do anything?" Tamara asked Mara.

      "Perhaps, with time. I've hacked the surface layer of the digital component, but there is a whole underlying biological matrix that is far more complex," Mara said.

      "How long do I have?"

      "Until she reasserts control? An hour. I should be able to manage similar intrusions like this going forward if needed, but it is something she can counter."

      "And as she has full access to your memories she'll remember every word we discuss," Quinn said.

      Tamara let out a low breath. "Don't make it sound as if she is my enemy. Our enemy. While I am far less than pleased with how she handled this, I understand her motivation. She wants to live. I also spent enough time preparing myself for the eventuality of what I'd become if I had her in me, that I have some idea of what she must be going through to have me in her."

      "Empathy is really strange on you. I'd think you Tourmaline now except I know my hack is holding," Mara said.

      "Did she try to hurt you? Any of you?" Tamara asked.

      "Told me she loved me and screwed the hell out of me," Quinn said.

      Tamara winced. "My emotions, her emotions. My drives, her drives. They have to be all jumbled up."

      "She says she has a plan to fix the ship, take out the slavers. Things we have to see deeper in this side of space."

      Tamara rubbed at her eyes. "Probably all true. Mara, I think you may know more about my ancestors than I do. I know her as a terrifying legal mind and schemer."

      "The most recent known incarnation was, but Tourmaline has a lot more history than that. Once she was a brilliant engineer and scientist, far later a renowned adventurer. A survivor through and through, but also a loose cannon," Mara said.

      "You don't go through shifts like that if you're just one person. The me in her already has to be strong and the implants are there to keep it from becoming overwhelming. That said, I refuse to simply vanish into the night," Tamara said.

      "You may not have a choice."

      "If Tourmaline was as brilliant as you say I'm sure she built in the option. I assume she wants to be a part of our family?"

      "Seems to think she already is one. Wants a place for Vess too, the ... dragon. I uhh ... slept with her as well, and I’m fair sure I married her," Quinn said.

      Tamara blinked at that. "Right. For me, no doubt. So here’s what I want. I remain the head of the family, Tourmaline isn't. I allow both. She has knowledge we all need and I doubt she'll share it yet, but I get a seat at the table. I want four hours a day and not sleep time, and she has to start unlocking some of her memories for me. Maybe we'll integrate, maybe we'll just be two different women sharing memories and this body."

      "I'll tell her," Quinn said.

      "You don't have to tell her. She'll remember. Let her out of her cage," Tamara said.

      Mara dipped her head.

      The change in Tamara's posture was subtle, but immediate now that Quinn knew what to look for. Careful refined precision being substituted for languid grace.

      "Bitch. I knew you were good, but I didn't know you were that good," Tourmaline said with a grin at Mara, rising to her feet and rolling her shoulders. "Vess okay?"

      "We just hit her with stunner rounds. A lot of stunner rounds," Dela said.

      "Grey case in my pack has mana crystals. Might want to slip her one and stand way the hell back. Stunners really take it out of her. As for my rogue half, I know what she wants, but I'm going to argue against it. I am her now, in every way that matters," Tourmaline said.

      "How did you come up with the implants anyways? Your first few incarnations must not have had them," Mara said.

      Tourmaline chuckled. "Funny story that, seriously. I built the whole operation to act just like Tamara thought it did. My memories living on, but whole new bodies, whole new adventures. Worked for a long time until one of them decided she wanted to live forever."

      "She designed the implants and instead of a copy of herself, she got you," Mara said.

      "Freed of the restraints of biology I was the oldest, most experienced, and strongest persona of the bunch, because I'd been riding passenger on all of them. Over a thousand years dead and gone at that point, and suddenly I was reborn."

      "And you kept it that way," Quinn said.

      "When the creator of the implants figured out what she'd done, she tried to kill me. I won. Decided to carry on carrying on. I am Tamara and everything that made her that person is inside me, and recent and strong. You don't need two of me tearing this body apart," Tourmaline said.

      "And if I insist?" Quinn asked.

      Tourmaline stared at the ground for a moment. "Tamara isn't wrong. I didn't design the original implants, but I built the current ones. There are ways. I swear to you it is a mistake. The best thing you can do for her, for me, is to let us be. You insist though ... I'll make it happen. But only on the condition that me and Vess are also considered part of this family, just like we agreed."

      Tamara had agreed to that, but Quinn wasn't sure how much he could trust that judgment—or if he should at all—and his own thoughts were in a muddle when it came to them.

      "Dela, I'm making this your call. You're the second for the family and the first is obviously compromised in all kinds of ways," Quinn said.

      "Seems to me you already offered your opinion on the matter, Captain. You went and married them both," Dela said.

      "I did," Quinn admitted. That the situation had been so complicated didn't erase what he'd done.

      "None of us expected to find ourselves a part of the Centauri. Seems to me circumstance and need pushed us all together and we're scrambling to make it work. They pull their weight, I've no problems with it. I approve," Dela said.

      Tourmaline gave Dela a wide grin. "Oh, lazybones over there might be a slacker, but she's good in a fight."

      "Meh," Kara said.

      "You'd have had a far harder time if she were topped up on mana," Tourmaline said. "So, we'll all friends and lovers. Get Vess her crystal, and there are a lot more in there for Jinx."

      "Get my ship flying again and we'll go retrieve our shuttles," Quinn said.

      "Vess can fly a pilot and Jinx to the first one," Tourmaline said.

      "Sounds like you had thoughts for plans beyond that?" Quinn asked.

      "This planet is broken, has been a long time. Mage tried to draw power from it and tainted the well, so to speak. I want Jinx to have a go at fixing it," Tourmaline said.

      "Which mage?" Mara asked.

      "Vella. She was brilliant, a shame. It broke her mind and broke this planet. If we can repair the damage I think we can get Vess's people to help us against the slavers," Tourmaline said.

      "If our ship is repaired we could just go," Dela said.

      "No. If the slaves survived the crash, we'll help them. They're only on this world because of us," Quinn said.
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      Crystallized mana was everything that Tourmaline said it was. Much like liquefied mana, Jinx could absorb it at a touch and three-quarters of a container proved to be enough to set her hands blazing with blue flame, something that hadn't happened since she'd killed Ilinar.

      Even the most damaged components of the ships quickly warped and reformed themselves at her touch. What should have been shoddy repairs taking weeks were instead done in a matter of hours.

      Retrieving the shuttles was a few hours more. Instead of looking exhausted by all the effort Jinx seemed exhilarated, hyper. Tourmaline offered to let her rest for the night, but she was eager to continue and soon Quinn was transporting Kara, Tourmaline, Mara and Jinx in the Tango to the northern pole of the planet.

      The jungle was already looking different than it had on most of the planet. The colors were different, reds and blues mingling with the greens, and massive twisting vines curled among the trees.

      "It's looking different down there," Quinn said.

      "Corruption. Keep this heading and we'll come to a large lake. There is a small stone island in the middle of it. We'll set down there," Tourmaline said.

      To call it a lake was stretching usual definitions. The jungle broke and below was a seething mass of bubbling red. It looked more like blood than any sort of water, steam wafting through the air.

      Quinn found the island and set down, the shuttle barely fitting on the narrow jut of land.

      Mara said, "So what are we dealing with here? You still haven't told us your plan. You must consider it dangerous or you'd have invited your dragon along."

      "This is the one place on the planet Vess can't go. Her people are native to this world and were the protectors of this pool. The font of change, those who bathed in the waters were said to emerge forever altered, better than when they went in," Tourmaline explained.

      "Did you ever bathe in it?" Quinn asked.

      "I did. My first lifetime, make of that what you will." Tourmaline shook her head.

      "So I'll be transformed if I set foot into it? And what about the baby?" Jinx asked.

      "It's more complicated than that. Vella was the last mage to use it, except instead of allowing herself to be transformed she tried to draw the magic into herself, and she broke her and the pool in the process."

      "A magical ecosystem that already leaned towards the chaotic. It was too much?" Mara asked.

      "Vess's people lost all control of their abilities and went mad. Vess was spared because she was with me and far from home. Since then we've sustained her on foreign mana. If she draws upon the power of the planet she'll suffer the same fate."

      "What happened to Vella? Will it happen to me? The baby?" Jinx asked.

      "Vella went insane, the power twisting her mind into even more warped forms. You are not Vella. With the death of the Emperor and his family, you are one of the most powerful order mages humanity has," Tourmaline said.

      "What she won't tell you is that there is a real chance of corruption here. This might be enough to turn you towards chaos. If it isn't, if you are stronger, you will fix this world’s problem and in the process be transformed," Mara said.

      "And there are risks besides the pool. You step into the water and the magic will try to defend itself. With people from Vess's race filled with pure chaotic power," Tourmaline said.

      "No wonder you brought me. We get to shoot them?" Kara asked.

      "You do. Jinx can push some of her mana into our ammunition. Normally it wouldn't have much effect, but that will daze them, disrupt them," Tourmaline said, and looked over to Jinx. "Sorry I didn't say all this earlier, but I thought you should see for yourself."

      Jinx offered a smile that seemed almost sad. "It wants me to do it. The magic, just like it wanted me and Ilinar to fight."

      "You don't have to do anything, Jinx. We can find a way to help the slaves without this. I can fly you far away from all of this. I think our family has had quite enough of destiny finding us on this planet already," Quinn said.

      Jinx shook her head. "Running away doesn't mean the storm doesn't find us. It just means we're less prepared when it hits. I need to charge up for this?"

      Tourmaline started to move ammunition cases in front of her. "No, but you should give our guns some kick. Just focus on the bullets. You aren't trying to change what they are, but make them more of what they already are."

      Jinx ran her hand with the glowing rune along the ammo boxes, the rune flaring blue and a shimmer left behind at her touch.

      When she was finished they stepped outside. The air was harsh here, biting. Flecks of red flashed in the corner of Quinn's eye and the steam from the waters left his lungs burning.

      Quinn, Kara, Mara and Tourmaline all readied their weapons and took up places around Jinx.

      "You know what you're doing?" Quinn asked.

      "I need to get in the water," Jinx said, slipping out of her top and tossing it on the shore. "I take my clothes in there I don't think they're coming out."

      "Maybe a good reason not to go in," Quinn said.

      "Probably," Jinx said, her pants joining the top. The red waters cast a ruddy glow on her pale skin, the turbulence increasing as she stepped forward and with a deep breath put one foot into the water.

      The results were immediate, a violent hiss and a billow of steam rising up around Jinx as runes rippled and flashed up her leg, reds and blues reaching as far as her thigh in a brilliant display.

      Something leapt out of the water and aimed at Jinx's head. It looked like nothing so much as a squid with wings, tentacles writhing madly. Blue flared as a bullet caught it midflight, sparks flaring as it fell back into the water. Tourmaline lowered her gun. "There will be more."

      Jinx advanced another step, her other foot now entering the water. The runes this time were as high as her navel, rippling across her flesh in a maddened display. So much steam was billowing it was getting difficult to see her at all, or what was coming to attack her.

      Worms writhed across the island, the body of each lined with spikes, and Kara fired her rifle at them as quickly as she could. A lumbering creature that looked almost human, but three times the size, rose out of the waters and opened a maw filled with dagger-sharp teeth. Quinn and Mara both unloaded into its head, the shots causing the flesh to harden and shatter only for another head to rise moments later.

      Jinx was almost up to her breasts now. Her blonde hair billowing on the water behind her had flares of neon blue and red flashing through it, a palpable aura of power surrounding her body now.

      Lightning struck, a red bolt of energy catching Mara and flinging her backwards before arching from her to Kara. Quinn found himself hit by one as well, a churning in his stomach and a twitching of limbs left in the aftermath. A hand helped him up, Tourmaline's. She was the only one still firing as the lightning seemed to have left her alone.

      Hand shaking, Quinn raised his pistol just in time to shoot at something that had the body of a lion, but was completely covered with eyes—lunging for Tourmaline's back.

      Quinn saw Jinx vanish completely beneath the surface and for a moment it was as if she had ceased to be. After the frenetic activity of seconds before there was sudden stillness. Even the bubbles that filled the lake stilling so the water was completely placid.

      Then the lake caught fire, geysers of blue flame erupting and forming pillars that reached up to scorch the clouds above. Steam filled the air again, but where before it had been caustic it now soothed Quinn's throat.

      Jinx reappeared and stepped out of the water, water sluicing off her as she neared the shore. If she was physically transformed it didn't show at first—Quinn considered himself something of an expert on her body by this point. There was one alteration though, her flesh bore a second rune, an intricate chaotic spiral that stretched along her left thigh up to her hip and glowed the same brilliant blue as the one on her hand.

      Overhead there was a roar, a dragon launching itself from the jungle and taking flight. Within minutes there were dozens soaring and looping overhead.
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      Twelve hours later Quinn was behind the controls of the Centauri Bliss, a flight of dragons close behind him.

      After Jinx had purified the pool, Vess had been able to connect with her people again. They were confused, exuberant, and very grateful to Jinx. It was a flashback to when she had saved the colony of Hope's Reach.

      They'd been more than happy to volunteer their services to the cause of taking down the slavers, and even offering the slaves the right to place a colony upon the world.

      "Not picking it up on sensors," Dela said.

      The Block didn't have automated gunnery controls, and while the main station had been left behind in the jump the secondary controls should have survived. If any of those cannons were still operational they'd be deadly to both the ship and the dragons. The solution, take out the control center and those guns were simply a sinister-looking decoration.

      The plan was straightforward. The Centauri Bliss would hit the control room and then the dragons would assault the secondary camps in the jungle with a few aiding the assault on the ship. They'd drop a team to free the prisoners, if any were left alive, and do what they could to arm them.

      When the fighting was over, what the slaves did with that freedom, what relationship they formed with the dragons, would be theirs to decide.

      "We'll have to eyeball it," Quinn said as he reached up to flick several switches.

      The engines purred. The Centauri Bliss felt different since Jinx had done her repairs. Systems that had been jury-rigged a dozen different times were now operating as designed. The changes were subtle, faster-handling in some spots, but with unexpected delays in others.

      Quinn made a note to have Melody run some performance profiles to compare. It may be that a few of the old workarounds should be put back in place.

      Aboard the Block fires still burned. The air around the hulk was hazy with black smoke which continued to rise. As soon as Quinn got within range three cannons opened up, flashes of light causing him to pull up sharply as the bolts soared beneath the ship.

      "Someone is still on the ball down there," Dela said.

      "Let's see if we can't shut them down," Quinn said, looping the Centauri Bliss around and diving towards the ship at full speed. Mara activated sensor spoofing, a momentary burst of distortion confusing the automated guns and leaving them out of position.

      Quinn soon saw why their sensors hadn't been able to detect the control room. The location was right beside one of the vents billowing smoke, the thick cloud of chemicals and particulates confusing their attempts to get a lock.

      "We've got a narrow target. I don't like this," Dela said.

      It was true. There was armor plating surrounding the control center. Landing a disruptor round directly on the energy conduit should take it out, but missing the target by even a little would waste it on the armor.

      "No time to figure it out. Get your best shot ready," Quinn said.

      Diving through the pillar of smoke their sensors became a wail of static and Quinn had to rely on his gut, waiting for the instinctive twinge to pull up and roll the ship to allow the disruptor cannons their best chance.

      Dela fired, the energy flicker invisible in the smoke. A moment later they broke free, and Quinn had to execute a sharp turn to avoid the incoming cannon fire.

      "Sorry," Dela said.

      "Coming around. We need this one," Quinn said, as he looped the Centauri Bliss back around. A shot caught them a glancing blow, a few alerts flashing, and then they were hurtling back towards the pillar of smoke.

      Dela fired off another pair of shots as Quinn pulled up and they rose into the smoke. When they broke free the guns were silent.

      Quinn hit the comms. "Your people are a go, Vess."

      Figures were coming out of the wreck below, breathing masks covering their faces. They opened fire with small arms on the Centauri Bliss.

      "Gunship incoming," Dela said.

      It was, but not for very long. A dragon swooped down upon the gunship and a prolonged burst of flame sent it spiraling towards the ground.

      Quinn surveyed the Block’s hull. They'd studied the diagrams before this mission, but you didn't know what you were dealing with until you were on the ground. No single console controlled access to the old prison blocks, but there was an administrative hub that connected to everything they needed.

      There, a large crack in the spine of the ship that had parted the armor. It was close at least, hopefully close enough. Quinn brought the Centauri Bliss down as Dela opened the hatch.

      "Assault team is a go," Quinn said.

      Through the cameras Quinn could see Kara go first, heavily equipped with weapons and armor. Twenty seconds after she was down she sent a clear signal and Tourmaline, Taki, and Mara followed her in.

      "Weird to have Tamara going on a combat op," Dela said.

      "I don't know what that lady’s deal is, but she's seen a lot of action in her lifetimes," Quinn said.

      "Can I just say how happy I am that I married you? Dragons, an ancient adventurer occupying the body of our bitchy lawyer, magic pools," Dela said and chuckled. "I know most would find it all crazy, but I'm loving every minute. It's what I always wanted. Well, would be if there were a few more ancient ruins."

      "I'll see what I can do," Quinn said wryly.

      They had nothing to do right now except make conversation and worry. That and monitor the comms in case the ground team needed a pickup.

      Dragons were swarming the Block, slavers firing at them. The standard weapons, either projectile or energy, weren't having much of an effect although the stunners were having more success. Several shots would force a dragon to veer off, losing altitude as its wings moved slower.

      Quinn moved the Centauri Bliss to shield one from fire. The stunners were of no danger to the hull of a ship their size.

      "We're in the hub and starting to open the cellblocks. They've been pumping in tranquilizer gas nonstop. Between the gas and the crash it looks like only half made it. Really wish we could kill these slaver people twice, sir," Taki called.

      "I know you are full of righteous fury, but do not forget why you're down there. Free them, arm them, and extract," Quinn said.

      "We could stay and help more, you know," Dela said.

      "We're already more tangled up with a colony than we've got any right to be. Maybe these folks will make a home here, maybe they'll try to shoot the dragons and the whole thing is going to end in tears. I expect it will work itself out, but after some ugliness," Quinn said.

      "I feel a bit responsible," Dela said.

      "Without what we've done these people would still be sitting in their sales cages or already off to someone who considered them a thing. They might never see their homes again, but at least this way they have a chance. We might be a bit responsible, but we've also done right by them and we've done enough," Quinn said.

      Quinn had learned long ago that everything had consequences. Shoot a man, you might find his family at the next station you put in looking to even the score. Save someone once, and they sometimes expected you to save them from all their troubles thereafter.

      The best that one could aspire for was to try doing the right thing and accept that there were going to be consequences. At least try, and to recognize that line inside yourself that said you'd done as much as you were able.

      "The dragons really are majestic. Think Vess would let me ride her?" Dela asked.

      "Might do. Didn't seem she minded either me or Tourmaline atop her. Can't see where it would hurt to ask," Quinn said.

      The slavers outside the ship were all down, most smoking remains from where they'd been caught by dragon-fire, although a few were busy being eaten. That the dragons considered humans as food might complicate things down the road. Quinn reminded himself again it wasn't his problem.

      "Cell blocks are opened and we've unlocked the armory. There weren't many in here, sir," Taki said.

      "Get back to your entry point for extraction," Quinn said.

      Quinn maneuvered back over the breach in the hull, opening the hatch, and he called back for Jinx to release a ladder.

      Within five minutes the crew was back aboard and he was lifting towards orbit.

      "Everybody. Get yourselves ready for a rune sphere jump. Jinx, when you're ready," Quinn said.

      The universe twisted and knotted itself into new dimensions. In a might-have-been Quinn found himself a farmer, the highlight of his days racing a tractor through the fields. The highlight of his nights coming home to a dark-haired woman with laugh lines and the most beautiful green eyes.

      Reality snapped back around them.
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      Tourmaline provided the destination for their jump. They weren't going directly to the system she thought of interest, but rather an outlying one that didn't have much traffic. Being seen using the runic sphere would have caused questions, and raised alarms, but if they came in along the Runestone network they were just another ship.

      Tourmaline had taken the copilot's seat for this. The pilot's jumpsuit she wore had been Kat's. Quinn had never seen Tamara wear it, which meant she'd probably scrounged it out of storage. Kat had worn something beneath it and hadn't unzipped it down to the navel however. It was weird how Tourmaline enjoyed tormenting him just as much as Tamara, and yet went about it in a completely different fashion.

      "It makes no sense to go without a transponder," Quinn said.

      "Hurry up and stand in line. You're what passes for a rebel in the Imperium and you still get worried about the littlest things," Tourmaline said, as she initiated a jump.

      Reality twisted. Quinn’s life was almost identical except instead of Kat and Ice he wound up falling in with Tourmaline and Vess, doing crime and kicking ass.

      When reality broke back around them the sensors instantly started chiming. There were a lot of ships out there. If there had been any lingering doubts about civilization on this side of the Divide they'd been answered.

      Tourmaline leaned forward, presenting Quinn a distracting eye-full and flashing him the self-satisfied sort of smile that said she knew exactly what she was doing. "The second planet is called Ontella. Get us in orbit and I can guide us from there."

      "This is why you have navigation beacons," Quinn said, setting a course towards the planet. The planet had a reddish hue with no signs of any oceans or cloud cover.

      "With a navigation beacon you only wind up where you're supposed to be. Life is way more fun without them," Tourmaline said with a cocksure grin.

      Most of the ships here were heavily armed. Weapons were always of mixed-value in the Imperium. Unless you were military, too many got you too much attention, and a lot of ships chose to go like the Centauri Bliss and be either unarmed or lightly armed.

      Even the freighters here were equipped with multiple weapon systems. There were also a lot more smaller types of vessels.

      "Why so many shuttles?" Quinn asked.

      "Fuel storage. Mana crystals changed the game. Personal star ships are a lot more common," Tourmaline said.

      The planet grew larger outside the view screen. There were several large cities on the planet’s surface with a lot of ruins between them.

      "Good, still there," Tourmaline said, tapping at one of the cities on the display.

      "Afraid the city moved on you?" Quinn asked.

      "Happens. The clans get wild and it seems like there is a war every other week."

      The city they were approaching was dominated by a massive round, domed structure in the center. An open air market surrounded the dome on all sides with four large boulevards extending outward.

      Landing pads dominated the northern section of the city, but as with everywhere else there were no clear beacons. Scoring an open pad seemed to be a mad scramble among ships vying to it.

      It was madness.

      "You want something close to the boulevard. Why not show me just how good of a pilot you really are?" Tourmaline said.

      "If you wanted me to impress you, you probably should have gotten it out of the way before deciding you were married to me," Quinn said.

      Tourmaline made a face at him. "Tamara loves you, even if she's too tightly-wound to say it, and that means I love you. But just because we're married doesn't mean you don't have to woo me."

      Quinn's head hurt. How, exactly, the most complicated of his wives to figure out had somehow become now twice as complex he still didn't quite grasp.

      "Your head has got to be a weird place," Quinn said.

      "You've no idea," Tourmaline said, and for just a moment all the flirty teasing of her tone was gone. There was sheer frustration.

      "You really do, don't you?" Quinn asked.

      "Love you?" Tourmaline said, and lifted a shoulder into a shrug. "Yeah, you grew on her and I don't really have a choice. Well ... I do have a choice, but that choice is cutting her off and I never want to be some cold, dead, immortal thing."

      "Any rules down there? I ding up another ship, we going to have a problem?"

      "Maybe. Pity them if they pick a fight though."

      Quinn kicked on the engines and headed for the landing pads. He wasn't going for an open slot. A sporty-looking shuttle was taking up most of a large pad, angled in a way as to prevent any other vessels from settling down. Just before reaching the pad Quinn killed momentum with a sustained engine thrust, a buffeting wall of air erupting outward as a result. The smaller ship was tossed to the side, almost tumbling from the pad.

      After a gentle nudge as Quinn brought the ship down, the Centauri Bliss now crowded out most of the pad.

      Tourmaline was on him as soon as the ship touched down, her lips capturing his in a hungered kiss as one of her hands snagged his to guide it to one of her breasts. Quinn's thumb brushed against a hardened nipple.

      From behind them Dela cleared her throat. "I think I must be doing the copilot thing wrong."

      Tourmaline pulled away and gave Dela a grin. "I'll give you lessons. Like everything else in life it's all about taking what you want when you want it—as Quinn just aptly demonstrated."

      "So you prepared to tell us where we are yet? And why?" Quinn asked.

      "The Falk arena. An old friend of mine used to fight here and I'm hoping she's still around. My recent memories are spotty."

      "Being a man didn't agree with you?" Quinn asked.

      "I understand what Vess was trying to do, but shoving an incompatible host into the archive? Worse yet allowing them to write themselves later? I'm a little surprised I'm still here at all," Tourmaline said.

      Quinn took Kara, Tourmaline, and Dela with him. Tourmaline thought that Jinx should remain behind in case there were other mages present on the world, and the sheer quantity of mana in the clustered ships would help to mask her presence. Mara wanted to stay behind and hack the local communications, and Taki could watch the ship.

      The docks had none of the usual order Quinn was used to. Normally the line of hawkers with their wares was just outside the sections of control, but here they were everywhere. Ammunition, booze, mana, foodstuffs. Everything that one might need to resupply their ship being sold by hundreds of vendors.

      The populace was largely human, although after a few minutes walking Quinn had seen at least another dozen species of the humanoid variety. Fashions were eclectic, and almost everyone wore a sword on one hip and a pistol on the other. Several wore red marks on their forehead, glyphs that looked magical.

      Tourmaline stopped at the first weapons vendor they found. A quick back and forth and she traded three small mana crystals for a sword belt and blade for each of them.

      "I like to bring guns to my sword fights," Quinn said, as he secured his about his waist.

      "Your clothes can pass, but not going properly armed is just asking for trouble. You always want a sword in clan space," Tourmaline said.

      "If they're in stabbing range, they're in punching range. Still fun to stab people though," Kara said.

      Tourmaline grinned and tossed her a belt. "And necessary. Bullets aren't reliable, but an enchanted blade is something you can rely on. The enchantment on these is going to be rubbish, but they just have to be enough to keep apprentices from starting anything."

      Properly armed they left the spaceport. The boulevards were tightly packed. Here and there along it massive mechs were posted. They looked well-maintained.

      "Mechs make poor police. They're too imprecise," Quinn said.

      "The arena city technically has a peace. You can keep your arms, but someone breaks the rules you're pretty much expected to solve the problem yourself, if you're around. You don't, the mechs will and then everyone in the area is getting splattered," Tourmaline said.

      "I really like this place," Kara said, sounding a little awed.

      "You're just saying that because you can take mech fire and survive," Quinn said.

      "Best kind of fight is the one where everyone else is dead and I'm not," Kara said brightly.

      Tourmaline gave her a high-five. Great, they got along. Quinn didn't even want to think of the trouble those two could get into together.
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      After half an hour of walking the arena was growing closer. Bookies surrounded it with holoboards filled with current odds.

      "This place could really use some ground transport," Quinn said.

      "It has, underground, but not many mechs down there. If I knew what clans held what sectors, we might try it," Tourmaline said.

      The arena gate was massive, a bright sign above it marked "Full".

      A shimmering barrier covered the gateway, flickering whenever someone left and somebody else quickly pressed against it to enter.

      "This another brute force thing?" Quinn asked.

      "I'm into that," Kara said.

      "No need," Tourmaline said, moving to speak with one of the bookies nearby. A mana crystal changed hands. A group of absurdly well-muscled men surrounded them, moving them towards the gate. From the other side a group just as physically impressive threw several patrons out, and Quinn’s crew were shoved through.

      "Let's go deeper in. Being near the gate is just waiting for that to happen to us. Anyone tries it, you're free to punch them, but no weapons," Tourmaline said.

      Inside the arena was a cacophonous roar. On the sands two mechs circled each other, one firing a machine gun which was simply bouncing off a shimmering blue shield the other projected.

      "Huh," Quinn said. That was new. There were a few ways to protect yourself from bullets, like dense armor and charged hull plating on star ships, but an energy shield was new.

      "Guns, you can't trust them," Tourmaline said.

      "What about energy weapons?" Kara asked.

      "They're cruder over here. Well-regulated energy chambers and chaos magic are a bad mix," Tourmaline said, as she elbowed, kneed, and crashed her way through the densely packed crowd. With Kara's help she threw a seven-foot heavily built man away from a terminal so she could tap at the keys.

      "Anything interesting?" Quinn asked.

      Kara smashed into the terminal, black blood dripping from her nose as she shook her head and with a manic grin charged the figure who was trying to get his place back.

      "Nova isn't listed as a fighter. There is a suite registered in her name though. Not like her to sit back and watch, but it has been a long time," Tourmaline said.

      "You can have it back," Tourmaline called to the massive man, who was busy exchanging punches with Kara.

      Kara rejoined them a moment later, the trickle of blood already halted from her quick healing. "This place is amazing."

      "Ever done any arena fighting? They have a pairs tournament we'd be perfect for," Tourmaline said.

      "Tamara would not appreciate you taking her body into an arena battle," Quinn said.

      "My body," Tourmaline said. "Possession is the law."

      Tamara led them into the back halls of the arena, the crowds vanishing into almost nothing as they climbed several sets of stairs. A doorway was guarded by what looked like nothing so much as a giant praying mantis in a top hat.

      The mantis clicked and popped, and a speaker translated in a clipped accent, "Private suite. Go away."

      "I'm here to see Nova and I know she'll want to see me. We're old friends," Tourmaline said.

      "Nova doesn't have old friends, because she's terrible. Nova doesn't have old enemies either, because she kills them all," said the mantis.

      "Tell her it’s Tourmaline."

      The mantis looked her up and down and clicked in agitation. "Boss says go on through. If I have to clean up your blood stains I'm feeding you to my children."

      "Fair," Kara said, and they passed through.

      The room beyond was opulent with red velvet and gold fixtures. A window gave a sweeping view of the arena floor below, with monitors flanking it showing the battle from every angle. A number of men and women baring everything were reclined on pillows surrounding a chair that almost seemed a throne. The occupant looked human, but wasn't quite right. Her skin was an unnatural, chalky white without any veins visible. Her hair was a flaming red to match Mara's. She was dressed in a skintight black bodysuit, the armor panels in it subtle, but visible to the trained eye.

      "Tendare Tournament. Fourth round," Nova said, running her eyes over them.

      "That bastard Klik. He'd drugged us the night before when he took us out drinking, passed the sensors without the activating agent which he'd tipped his sword with being detected," Tourmaline said.

      Nova grinned and looked her up and down. "Tourmaline. Back to a girl, and this one isn't a fighter." A snap of her fingers and she bellowed, "Out."

      The figures rose off the cushions and quickly made their way out a pair of side doors, leaving them alone in the room.

      "You know why we're here?" Tourmaline asked.

      Nova gave her a flat look. "You're even better at finding a fight than I am, and I know you. That body you’re wearing is your blood and I know there hasn't been one of those around in a long time. You've been past the Divide. Let me guess, you headed out as soon as that Empress arrived here?"

      "What Empress?" Dela asked.

      Nova was looking at her alertly and a lazy grin spread across her lips. "Oh, this just gets better. You don't know? Everybody knows."

      "We've been scrapping together a long time. I need to know what’s happening on this side of the Divide," Tourmaline said.

      "Because you've aligned yourself with the other side? But they don't know about the Empress? Do you know that Ilinar is dead?" Nova asked.

      "That much I knew," Tourmaline said with a glance around. "You really need more seating."

      "My pets are there to look luscious and wanton. I put them in chairs, they just look bored," Nova said.

      "What Empress?" Dela asked again, her voice louder this time.

      "Joline. Not even a member of the royal line, if you can believe it, and yet able to do things only they should be capable of," Nova said, watching them intently.

      Quinn recognized the name, Tamara had told him about her death. A member of the Imperium Navy, one with some distant claim to the throne. Like Jinx, she must have gained her abilities when the Emperor and his line died.

      Not so dead after all, clearly, but apparently captured. And if she was here she must have a runic sphere of her own.

      "That's bad. Do the clans ready for war?" Tourmaline asked.

      "What do you think? An Unshackled murdered, a warship appearing. Of course the clans are preparing for war. I'd been uninterested until now, but you ... oh, if you are going to be on the other side I think I may have to participate," Nova said, leaning forward.

      "I'd rather you have my back, like the old days."

      "I remember the arena. The sand underfoot, the blood on my hands. I thought the killing would never get old, but it did. Then I tried clan wars. I don't care about their politics, but the slaughter was just more, not interesting," Nova said. “In these times you and I are foes, not allies.”

      Tourmaline altered her posture, a subtle shift in stance so she was ready for a fight.

      "I get to punch someone else?" Kara asked.

      "No. If a fight breaks out you get Quinn to safety. You're good, but you're no match for someone like Nova," Tourmaline said.

      "She's right," Nova said conversationally, as she settled back on her throne. "I'd kill you all with negligent ease and then I'd just be bored again. Tourmaline is worthy, but only when prepared. I'll give you three questions and then three months. Then I step into things. Questions now, before you leave the room."

      "What are your weaknesses?" Tourmaline asked.

      "The blade of Koranthus, which made me the woman I am. Possess it, you control my will. Obviously you'll never find it, and if you ask me where it is I'll see it moved before you get there. My heightened senses can be used against me, but I adapt quickly."

      "That was really one of your questions? And she answered it?" Dela asked Tourmaline.

      "She wants to fight me. I didn't expect it, but I'm not surprised by it. I have a way to keep being ancient interesting, she doesn't. Where is Joline being kept here?" Tourmaline asked.

      "Tokari. Kalisa has her and is handling her interrogation. I do hope you plan a rescue. I'd love to watch you in action."

      "There isn't a cutting-edge weapon or defense that doesn't wind up coming through the arena. I'd love to know what has impressed you lately and how it operates," Tourmaline said.

      "I'm sure," Nova said dryly. "That is almost cheating, dear, but I'll allow it in the interest of a good challenge." She tapped at a screen on her throne. "My new and noteworthy file. Now get off my planet. I'll be coming for you, personally."

      Tourmaline didn't speak until they were almost back to the ship, working her lower lip between her teeth in a worried gesture that Tamara didn't share.

      "Your friend isn't a very good one," Dela said.

      "Old and cold. It happens to most ancients, I fight like hell to see it doesn't happen to me. When we get back aboard get everyone together at the dining table. I have a plan to put forward."
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      Two hours later they were gathered around the dinner table. Melody had prepared kebabs made out some sort of lizard meat and spicy vegetables from a completely different world. They went well together.

      "These are good," Taki said.

      "We should buy some Throkka meat while we're here. For armored killing machines they're really tender," Tourmaline said.

      "So we're here to talk business. I know you've things to discuss, Tourmaline, but I want Tamara around as well. Can you say your part and hand over control and memories?" Quinn asked.

      Tourmaline rolled her eyes. "I can already tell you what she'll say, but fine. Let me know when you want me to do the swap."

      "Just to recap what we learned there. It sounds like the clans are on the way, whoever they are, because they know Ilinar is dead and caught Empress Joline poking around their space," Dela said, glancing around. "Oh, and Tourmaline's old best friend is trying to murder her."

      "The clans are the clans, always changing and usually at war. Some are tiny and some are massive. They don't have much respect except for the Unshackled, who are too insane to rule anything effectively," Tourmaline said.

      "Then why respect them?" Quinn asked.

      "Because when they go to war, clans fall. The clans respect strength, that is a lot of the problem. Ilinar's death impressed them and no doubt Empress Joline showing up with technology nobody had ever seen did so even more. Threat, challenge, take it as you will, but they'll answer," Tourmaline said.

      "If they're that disorganized is it even a problem?" Dela asked.

      "Is the Imperium much better at the moment? Everyone is so busy fighting each other right now they're in no shape to fend off an invasion," Taki said.

      "The clans might be disorganized, but don't doubt the threat they'd pose even to an organized Imperium. Many are sworn to an Unshackled and have gained some degree of magic as a result, and they've a technological edge," Tourmaline said.

      "You also have seen first-hand how contagious that magic can be. While the wrathspawn were an extreme example, the Unshackled affect minds, bodies, simply by their presence," Mara said.

      "Unless you have anything else vital to say I'd like Tamara to take over," Quinn said.

      Tourmaline frowned and sighed. "Fine. I'll take over if I need to and will allow her access to the memories she needs. Just ... be careful. She wants to do something reckless. This is me saying that."

      The body language shift was immediate, Tamara drawing into herself and taking on a poised sophistication her other half lacked.

      "Why is she making me out to be the bad guy when she’s the one who gathered the information that we need? She's right though. I want to go after Joline," Tamara said.

      "Isn't like you to have a hero streak," Taki said.

      "I kind of like it," Dela said.

      Jinx was silent, head hung low as she stared at the table.

      "You know I enjoy playing the hero with the right cause and the right odds. Why is this either?" Quinn asked.

      "The Imperium isn't going to rally around Jinx. Not now, she both doesn't want it and more importantly isn't ready. Joline returns from beyond the Divide with knowledge of the coming storm, the Navy will listen," Tamara said.

      "While unexpected, I agree with Tamara and Tourmaline. If the Unshackled are to return to our space we must be certain they meet a united front," Mara said.

      "This is my fault. This is all my fault. If I hadn't killed him none of this would be happening," Jinx said.

      "I'd be dead and I wouldn't be alone," Quinn said.

      "And how many are going to die if a war breaks out?" Jinx asked.

      "Fair sure the fault of a war lies on them that are shooting the guns," Quinn said.

      "Quinn's right. We've all got some things we can feel guilt about, but this shouldn't be one," Tamara said.

      "Kalisa, this person holding Joline. Anyone know anything about her?" Quinn asked.

      "One of the Unshackled. During the war some of the most brilliant and terrifying expressions of magic came from her," Mara said.

      "Tourmaline's memories say she was a schoolteacher. Once," Tamara said.

      "Before she got her power, no doubt. All of the Unshackled are driven to some kind of extreme by their magic, some part of the spirit runs unchecked. For Ilinar it was wrath, for Kalisa it is curiosity," Mara said.

      "Curiosity doesn't sound so bad. I'm pretty curious," Dela said.

      "Science unchecked by any morality. The desire to explore unchecked by any fear. Kalisa was a terrifying foe," Mara said.

      "Is rescuing Joline even a possibility? We're a small ship far from home," Quinn said.

      "With a runic sphere," Jinx said.

      "That didn't help Joline," Taki said.

      Jinx asked, "We steal things all the time. We can steal a person right? Isn't it the same thing?"

      Quinn had to admit, that was a great way to think of it.

      "We're stealing something from the heart of a facility. We can think of it as military and scientific. Work the problem," Quinn said.

      "Deception is out. There will too many security checks and technology we don't understand. Best hope for a facility like that is to go in silent, go loud to get the prize, and then get out before the big guns come out," Taki said.

      Mara said, "Going silent is my specialty, but I've something else to offer. Joline's ship is probably the Starhammer. It was the one ship with a runic orb that should have been in the Navy's possession in her part of space. I'd have almost total command access to its systems." Tamara raised a brow at her. "Whatever I thought you were, I didn't think you Imperium Intelligence."

      "I'm not. I'm just very well prepared."

      "With highly classified information in her immediate memory," Tamara said.

      Mara gave a languid shrug. "This isn't about me. I'm just giving it as an option. If they have it captured I can give us access to the weapon systems, engine control."

      "Would be a great distraction, sir," Taki said.

      "What about their crew? Would we be rescuing them too?" Melody asked.

      There was a silence around the table for a moment.

      "Probably not. They would have taken Joline to Kalisa because she is a mage. They might have taken the ship because of her skills at research. The crew? There is nothing to be gained from them," Mara said.

      "We send the Tango in ahead of us. Get scans of the system and the planets so we can do a proper jump," Dela said.

      "Do we have a way to pinpoint Joline?" Quinn asked.

      "Mana scanner. We don't have one fixed up, but I can give Melody the specifications. An order mage is going to have a different resonance than Kalisa or her apprentices," Mara said.

      "We jump in on top of her. Strike team goes in hot. I'll lead it," Kara said.

      Tamara's posture shifted. "The pretty one is talking again. You'll want to harden your armor, ammunition. Just like we did at the pool. Jinx can put some power in them. The strike team is likely to take some magical fire."

      "Should I come along then?" Jinx asked.

      "Absolutely not," Mara said.

      "Fuck no," Tourmaline said.

      The two shared a look.

      "Kalisa already has her claws into one member of the line, we're not letting her get two. Besides, we need you on the ship and at the sphere. When we depart, it’s going to need to be instant," Mara said.

      "And you don't know what you're doing in magical combat," Tourmaline said.

      "Yet I killed Ilinar. I've got the glowing runes to prove ... something. I know I'm not ready, but you don't have anyone else ready to go into a magical duel," Jinx said.

      Vess harumphed. "My dragonfire will burn a mage as well as anyone else. Us non-humans have plenty of magic."

      "Speak for yourself," Kara said. "The Yek just have spiritwalkers and I'm not one."

      "There is ... something I can do as well. I've been reluctant, but it would let me more fully use Ilinar's blade," Mara said.

      "You're a secret mage along with everything else?" Quinn asked.

      "I'm not, but among order mages power is carried in the blood, and I do have absolute control over my physiology."

      "You can make yourself a mage?" Quinn asked. "That is a thing?"

      "It is not. The effort usually spawns spontaneous new forms of order within our cells. A cancer that quickly devours us from within," Mara said.

      "Why do you think it worth trying now?" Jinx asked.

      "We've never done so under the guidance of an order mage of your power. My hope would be that you assert the right patterns, and that things never grow out of control."

      "Not now. A big job is not a time to lose you. Even if you're not a mage, you are the best hacker, assassin, and spy we have," Jinx said.

      Mara frowned but nodded.

      "It sounds like we have a plan then," Quinn said. "Let's go steal us an Empress."
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      They were in a rush, and at the same time couldn’t act hastily. Back at Hope's Reach the deadline still grew closer, but it didn't do to rush planning for a job. That was how people wound up dead and Quinn had lost enough in his life.

      He'd fallen asleep with Dela, neither a pilot nor copilot being required just yet, and both of them needed lots of rest. Someone was sliding into bed from behind, and even without turning it was easy to tell who. In the dark room Jinx was unmissable, the glowing runes upon her hand and thigh making her a particularly bright night-light.

      "Done practicing with the sphere?" Quinn asked quietly as he turned, Dela burrowing against his side.

      Jinx moved herself atop him to press a kiss to his lips and made a sound of surprise. "Oh, am I interrupting? I thought she was asleep."

      Quinn knew what she meant. It was hard to miss how his arousal was digging into her thigh, pressed right up against that rune. It caused a tingling sensation that, while it wasn't exactly erotic, wasn’t unpleasant.

      "You aren't. It's ... Kara warned me awhile back that the effect she has on her mate would eventually spread through a clan. She wasn't sure if it would work with humans. Guess it does, but just the originals right now. Kara, you, Dela, Tamara, and Taki."

      Jinx giggled, her hand reaching out and fingers curling around his length to begin to slowly stroke. "I shouldn't like that. I know it has to be hard for you, double entendre fully intended, but I really, really do."

      "I like it too," Dela said, stifling a yawn, her hand moving to slide over Quinn's chest. "What about Melody?"

      "Whatever it is, it doesn't seem to apply to robots," Quinn said.

      "Tourmaline?" Jinx asked, her body shifting down his and her head dislodging Dela's hand as she planted a line of kisses down his chest.

      "No, actually," Quinn said.

      "Good. I think she's even more needy than I am," Dela said, sitting up. The blue glow coming from Jinx lit the curves of her chest as she leaned over Quinn. "It's so rare just us straight ones are sharing the bed together. Seems like a shame to waste it."

      Jinx pressed her lips to the tip of Quinn's shaft, the tip of her tongue flicking out to trace a path along the sensitive flesh, and Quinn let out a breathy gasp.

      "Seems only fair if he's getting head he gives some. I'm totally next though," Jinx said, her breath warm against Quinn's length before she moved her lips down to wrap around the head, her fingers moving back to their earlier position to stroke.

      "Good with you?" Dela asked, as her body shifted over him still more, thighs pressed against either side of Quinn's head as her sex loomed over him.

      "I'm fair sure if I ever turn either of you down for sex you'd be wise to shoot me as an impostor," Quinn said, another gasp escaping from him as Jinx's tongue hit a particularly sensitive spot.

      Dela lowered herself atop him, his tongue flickering out to explore the folds of her sex with several quick teasing lashes before burying itself deeper within.

      The world became a blur, the pleasure coming from Jinx's lips and tongue. His own gasps, muted and almost silent from between Dela's thighs, left hers the sole sound of pleasure in the room. A tangled mingling of bodies that in their way had become one.

      Quinn came first, although Dela was only thirty seconds or so behind. Then the two were shifting off him and over, taking places on either side.

      "Ever thought of trying it? With girls, I mean?" Dela asked Jinx, their fingers entwined on Quinn's chest.

      "I wish," Jinx said, as she leaned forward and pressed a kiss against Quinn's throat. "College is the time to experiment and almost everyone did. Always wondered if I was missing out, especially now that I see the fun some of the others have. It just isn't me."

      "You're super-cute and I really want to dress you and everyone else in skimpy outfits. But uh, same," Dela said.

      "I think this whole thing is the hardest on you two. I always feel like I should be apologizing for that," Quinn said.

      "Isn't your fault. If it wasn't for me, the Centauri could add men if it wanted. Just, now if I might one day be Empress. Many wives as I want, but just one husband so that things don't get blurry with kids," Jinx said.

      "That's a weird-ass tradition," Dela said with a snort, her body shifting up as she moved to straddle his hips. "And I'm not suffering. I'm with a guy who is hard every damned moment I'm in the room instead of a crime lord boyfriend hiding in the closet."

      "I didn't make it up. Principle kind of pisses me off, but I'm not really looking for a stable of guys," Jinx said.

      "You haven't thought of it at all? I know with as much as you don't want to be Empress, you must sometimes think of any escape," Quinn said.

      "Pretty sure I could turn down the job without a dozen husbands," Jinx said with a laugh, and then more seriously, "I don't want it, and if there is another way I'm going to find it. But I worry if the possibility isn't there a lot of people might die from the lack. I'm not prepared to let that happen."

      Dela lowered herself atop Quinn, the heat of her sex enveloping him as she slowly began to rock. "As someone who tried to live the wrong life too long, don't let yourself be forced into anything."

      "Everyone's made it more than clear they'd support me, if I wanted to run. Well, not Tamara or Mara, but everyone else. I've got a choice," Jinx said. Despite her words earlier she was in no rush to seek more pleasure herself, seeming content to cuddle for the moment.

      "Tamara would back you, if you made the choice. I talk, talked, to her a lot. Yeah, she has these plans, but your happiness comes first," Dela said as her hips continued to rock, the pace slowly building. This time out she was in no hurry whatsoever, or was Quinn.

      "What about Tourmaline? She tell you any more about that magic of yours?" Quinn asked.

      "More than Mara has. It all comes back to chaos and order, destruction and creation, spiritual and physical, red and blue. These two swirling poles circling each other," Jinx said.

      "Well that is just poetical," Quinn said, and then let out a breathless gasp as Dela shifted the right way.

      "So all our nobles are order mages? I guess they do like bossing people around," Dela said, with her own voice growing a little breathless.

      "It's kind of funny watching you two try to hold a proper conversation while screwing," Jinx said.

      "We aren't doing bad. Just a mite more moany than usual," Quinn said, fingers curling the sheet between them.

      "But yeah. With the Imperial line sort of being the strongest at the pole. The Unshackled are like that for the other side. They're not the only chaos mages, but they're the strongest," Jinx said.

      Dela was unable to answer for several moments, release having come upon her. The only thing she uttered were needy little cries as she ground herself against Quinn and his followed moments later. She wasn't done, barely catching her breath before she resumed an even more languid pace than before.

      A minute to get her bearings and Dela said in a considerably more contented voice, "She know what the marks are?"

      Jinx moved her runed hand to Quinn's chest, the glow lighting up the sweat-soaked figure of Dela. "They sort of display power, and they show wins. Chaos mages usually get them for killing big rivals."

      "I never heard of the Emperor glowing," Quinn said.

      "You never saw him naked either. Every picture I ever saw, he was in trousers and a big heavy coat," Dela said.

      "I thought about that. Maybe wearing more than I do even around the ship. When we're in port I cover up. I like the shorts and tees though. They make me feel like I'm still me," Jinx said.

      "You look badass. You look special. I can understand if we're in enemy territory, but if it were me I'd be flaunting it anywhere halfway friendly," Dela said.

      "Maybe I should. By now I think all of Arkstone has seen that video of me with my hand," Jinx said musingly.

      "And I've seen you totally go native when called for without blushing. Flash a little thigh now that you've got even more to flaunt," Dela said.

      Jinx shifted against Quinn, the light of her runes moving as she straddled his head. "Might at that. But for now, I think I'm running behind in the scorecard."

      The rest of the night was restless but satisfying.
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      Twelve hours later the plan was already running into problems. They'd sent Mara ahead in the Tango to scout the system. This was supposed to be done in a series of jumps, the first only staying on the other side a few seconds to observe the Runestone surroundings. If it was safe, a second more prolonged stay of no more than an hour to get proper sensor readings of the system, then a third to survey the planet itself.

      The first two had gone off without a hitch, but Mara was two hours outside of her reporting window for the third.

      Quinn had called an emergency meeting of anyone with any tactical expertise to discuss what to do about it. That meant he was meeting with Kara, Taki, Tourmaline, and Dela. Printed off charts of the system and what long range scans had revealed of the planet were already spread out over the table.

      "We had a good plan and it's already gone to hell. If they've captured Mara that’s two rescues we need to pull off and they'll be on high alert. I need options," Quinn said.

      "Mara isn't transmitting and her implants should be able to outside of the system. She's being jammed, which is impressive given her hardware," Tourmaline said.

      "We get you in system could you get a location on her?" Quinn asked.

      Tourmaline frowned. "Me, no. Tamara might."

      "Well, this is an all-new side of you aren't just her, only better," Quinn said.

      "I will be, if you just let us properly integrate. For now she's the better hacker and more familiar with Mara's implants."

      "We need to fight at all, sir? I know that was our plan, but like you said. That plan is no more," Taki said.

      "If they'll take out an Imperium vessel to get a hold of a member of the Imperial line, they'll take us," Dela said.

      Tourmaline rapped her knuckles on the table. "The Unshackled are ... unpredictable. They're all honorable in their way and for one of Opalia's kin they might pause to listen."

      Opalia had been the Empress of the First Imperium. Overthrown and her line stripped of power.

      "Ilinar said something much the same. Wanted to spare Jinx because of Opalia. Why?" Quinn asked.

      "Wish I knew," Tourmaline said with a wry smile. "Just because I lived through events doesn't mean I had a clue. Bit like now, I was trying like hell to keep my family alive as the Imperium tore itself apart. Since then though, I've seen it. They respect her, and they don't respect much."

      "Run a social con, sir? Well, not even a con, I guess. Fly in blaring diplomatic protocols and saying that Opalia's heir wants to talk?" Taki asked.

      "The girl up to that?" Tourmaline asked.

      "Jinx can do it. Got something fancy and skimpy for her to wear?" Quinn asked Dela.

      "Oh, I've been waiting for the moment," Dela said.

      "Really, sir?" Taki asked.

      "Marks are a sign of power. It is a good idea. As far as we know Joline won't have any," Tourmaline said.

      "We go in with the runic sphere," Quinn said, studying the map and tapping a section of space. "We have Jinx ready to talk, but we also stand ready to get out. Tamara will be looking for Mara and helping Jinx out with the chatter."

      "We should still be ready for a fight, sir," Taki said.

      "I agree. Taki, Kara. I want you geared up in the Whiskey and ready to launch. The talks fall through we'll do whatever we have to in order to free Mara and bounce," Quinn said.

      "What about Joline?" Dela asked.

      "Not family and a secondary priority. We can get her, we do, but we get our own first," Quinn said.

      Nods around the table, that got no argument.
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      An hour later the Centauri Bliss jumped into the Tokari system. The system was home to over a dozen planets, although only one was habitable. The second was a small, seismically active world largely formed of volcanic islands.

      Nearly every planet had at least one space station though, most small and devoted to research.

      They weren't even attempting to be silent, transponders blasting out First Imperium diplomatic codes pulled from the archives as soon as they arrived. Gunships were advancing on them the instant they appeared, but Quinn had expected that. It would take two minutes for anything to intercept them. It was enough time, Quinn hoped, for the message to get to someone that could stop those gunships in their tracks.

      Nothing.

      "They aren't biting. You got anything, Tamara?" Quinn said into the comms.

      "Not good news, Quinn. She's on the planet itself, one of the islands there."

      One of the stations would have been better.

      "Narrow it down. I want an exact location. We're going to give it a single bounce and add a few minutes to the clock. They still don't mind, we go hard. Jinx, sending you coordinates," Quinn said.

      Just before the incoming gunships reached them reality twisted. A standard drive wouldn't do this, a jump within system, but the runic sphere made it possible. A moment of disorientation and dreams of a war that never was and they'd relocated across the system.

      "Well, if we didn't get their attention before we'd damned well have better done it now," Dela said.

      They had. Gunships closed on them for another twenty seconds and then stopped.

      "Receiving a request for a visual with Opalia's heir," Dela said.

      "Jinx. This might have worked. Putting it through," Quinn said, and tapped a few keys.

      Quinn brought up both feeds on the bridge monitors. They'd be able to watch and hear, but not contribute.

      Dela really had built Jinx an outfit, or perhaps more rightly a costume. It wasn't quite the fanciful depiction of what Ice had shown them. A loincloth had been replaced by shorts in the blues and purples of Opalia's court, a leather belt holding both gun and sword on either hip. Leather boots came up almost to her knees, and a backless top was molded to fit her skin, covering the underside of her chest and her nipples. Intimidating it probably wasn't, but it did show off the runes that marked her hand and thigh.

      It was to Quinn's surprise that the incoming communication was from a woman in a similar state of undress. Her skin was bleached almost white, although beneath it a network of red veins glowing faintly could be seen. Not so much as her runes—Quinn thought he counted six upon her and radiating a malignant red. The woman was wearing a loincloth and top of black leather, a pair of daggers at her waist.

      "Well, well," the woman said in a voice that was almost a purr. "No deception after all, then. You have a bit of her in your eyes, and judging by your marks in your determination. I'm Kalisa, the all-seeing eye and hoarder of secrets."

      "Jinx. Thief of Stars," Jinx said.

      "And slayer of Ilinar I suspect," Kalisa said, her eyes glowing a faint red. "The others will hate you for that. I'd thought the one that showed up in our space must be the tip of the spear plunging for our heart. How delightful to be wrong."

      "Ilinar left me no choice. I hope we can end things more peacefully. You've captured a member of my Centauri. I want her returned, and Joline," Jinx said.

      "Empress Joline, she calls herself. Not a mark on her, a child pretending to greatness," Kalisa said with a snort. "But you do not call her that, although you also don't claim the title for yourself. Do you steal your stars from arrogant children like her, little thief?"

      "A few," Jinx said.

      Kalisa frowned. "The spy was here on a mission of espionage. This I will not simply forgive. My secrets are mine to keep. For some of yours, a trade, perhaps. I wish to see you fight. My lowest apprentice bears a single mark. Defeat him and you may have her."

      Jinx might have killed Ilinar, but he'd been disoriented, weakened.

      "If you get a proxy to fight for you, I do the same," Jinx said.

      Kalisa paused and tilted her head. "If you have a champion to fight for you then it is fair. You've an apprentice you wish to put in the ring?"

      "The very spy you captured. But I need to see her first, provide her arms," Jinx said.

      "Nothing mundane about that one, but magic she is not. Interesting. What secrets does she hold I do not see?" Kalisa asked thoughtfully. "Safe passage for you and your ship to approach my world and leave this system, for so long as your behavior is honorable."

      "On the honor of a thief," Jinx said, and killed the connection.

      The situation was far from ideal, but Quinn had to think this outcome was a better result than trying to shoot their way in.
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      A transponder on the surface led the Centauri Bliss to a docking bay located in a massive ringed structure completely surrounding a volcanic peak. The hangar doors sealed as soon as they were through. Outside the ship there were guards, their eclectic armor and gear making them look more a disorganized mob than a proper defense force.

      Quinn found an argument already underway in the hold when he got there.

      "You can't be relied on. We never know what personality we're going to be dealing with," Taki said.

      "We're both competent, we're both members of this family," Tamara said.

      "I know that, this is no slight on you. But when we don't know who we're dealing with, that means we don't know what to expect and that is no way to go into a fight," Taki said.

      "If all goes well there won't be a fight. We need someone intelligent, articulate, and able to monitor their communications," Tamara said.

      Jinx was looking between the two of them, exasperated.

      "I get where you're coming from, but I see the other side of it. Tamara is great at talking and decent at the fighting, Tourmaline is a great fighter and our expert on the locals. I want her with us," Quinn said.

      "And who else are you thinking of taking?" Kara asked.

      "They already called ahead and want us to limit it to four, including Jinx," Tamara said.

      "Stud, I know you don't want to leave her side, but it shouldn't be you. Aren't any ships that are going to need flying and Taki is a better strategist," Kara said.

      "She is, but she is not the captain of this ship. Me, Tamara, and Kara," Quinn said.

      There were unhappy looks, but nobody challenged the decision.

      A few minutes later they were stepping off the ship. Quinn, Tamara, and Kara moving in a line behind Jinx.

      "No crap. You are marked," said a well-muscled woman standing at the foot of the ramp. "Was going to kill you, if you were lying to us. Come on then and we'll take you to your clanmate."

      "Glad we didn't have to kill you all for trying," Kara said conversationally.

      Yes, this diplomacy was going swimmingly. Despite it, the woman didn't seem to mind, laughing and turning to punch Kara in the shoulder.

      "I'm Una of Clan Scorpion," Una said.

      "Kara," Kara said, before introducing the others. "We never figured out what to call ourselves."

      "That don't do. What about Clan of Thieves after the marked one?" Una said.

      "Fits," Quinn said, watching their surroundings intently as they went.

      This was a strange place. Everybody was armed, even those who were clearly scientists, and most had eyes that glowed a dull red. Moving through the hall, they passed wide open doorways with experiments being run within, seemingly with no regard for what their guests might see.

      "They stripped your clanmate of that spy suit she was wearing. You need armor for her in the fight, we can loan her some," Una said.

      "We may take you up on that," Jinx said.

      They were led to the first truly secure-looking door they'd seen in the place. Inside Mara was hanging from a set of shackles, toes just barely touching the floor. They had taken her suit and not replaced it, her flesh bare and spotted with goose bumps. No surprise, as the room was cold enough for their breath to appear in puffs as they entered. At least it didn't look as if she'd been beaten or cut, her flesh free of marks.

      "Get her down," Jinx said, her voice cold.

      Mara folded her body up at an absurd angle, her foot lashing out repeatedly at the shackles around her wrist until they broke free and allowed her to drop to the floor in a crouch.

      "I knew she could do that," Quinn said.

      "You shouldn't have come for me," Mara said as she stood. "Are we escaping?"

      "She needs her suit back. No we're not, you're about to fight a duel as my champion against Kalisa's weakest apprentice," Jinx said.

      "I see," Mara said, her spine straightening. "My suit no longer has any value. When they tore it off me I set it to destruct. You'll be taking me up on my shipboard offer then?"

      "I'm not happy about it," Quinn said.

      Una said, "I expect you folks don't want me listening in. You want armor or you're ready for the fight, knock on the door. Don't take too long." She moved towards the door.

      "Clothes, something I can fight in. Loose enough to move, but not so loose I'm giving away an advantage," Mara said.

      "Got it. Be back in a few," Una said, and the door closed behind her.

      "This room is freezing. They were trying to weaken you. How much have they succeeded?" Tamara asked.

      "Little," Mara said as she stretched, working her muscles. "Varied temperatures, shortened sleep cycles. With time these things can start to break an unprepared mind. With magic, perhaps, they might even have broken mine. Fortunately they won't have that chance. We can assume we’re under surveillance, by the way."

      "So how do we do this?" Jinx asked.

      "I'm going to flood my system with a mutagen. I do this to a lesser extent for any alteration I make, but this time it will be heavy. I'll want to cut across one of your runes and mingle our blood through it, the one on your thigh would be best," Mara said.

      "Why that one?" Jinx asked.

      "Because it’s tied to the magic of mutation and improvement. That was the purpose of the pool."

      "So with my blood are you going to become ... a clone of me?" Jinx asked.

      Mara shook her head. "Nothing like that. Your blood has magic bound into it and I'm hoping will serve as a template for mine to imitate, assisted by the resonance of the pool. I think it unlikely I'll gain the abilities of the Imperial line, but I may gain the magic of one of the noble families. Or even manifest a completely new gift."

      "And if it doesn't work?" Tamara asked.

      "Out of control mutation leading to death. In the past this has taken weeks to kill those who tried it. With Jinx's power and this resonance I expect it would happen far more quickly," Mara said.

      "And if that happens, Jinx will probably have to fight her own battle," Tamara said.

      "Like hell,” Kara said. “I'm here for a reason. I don't care what magic they bring to the fight. I'm a Yek. They've never seen anything like me."

      "Enough talking. Let's do this. I see you brought the blade. Cut yourself with it and I'll do the same," Mara said.

      Jinx drew the blade, the runes upon it glowing a faint red that flared brilliantly as she dragged it across the rune on her thigh.

      Mara reached out to grasp the blade, squeezing for a moment and pulling her hand away with the palm bloodied. Without hesitation she pressed it against the freshly opened wound in Jinx's flesh.

      Mara screamed—an unexpected sound. Given how much self-control Mara usually showed Quinn had expected this process to be almost silent. Blood trickled in a line along Jinx's thigh as flickers of blue light coursed down Mara's arm.

      They weren't quite runes, nothing as organized as that. Individual blue lines and curves as if runes had been shattered, spreading outward. Mara dropped to her knees, her body starting to convulse although still she held her hand in place, fingers digging so tightly into Jinx's flesh it had to be painful for them both.

      "Do we pull her off?" Kara asked.

      "She comes through it or she doesn't," Tamara said.

      Distortions began to ripple through Mara's flesh. For a moment her hair was blonde, her skin red, black, blue, chalk-white. There were even a few seconds where her hand upon Jinx's thigh became some fiercely taloned claw.

      None of those changes lasted long and slowly beneath Mara's flesh the swirls of blue were starting to come together, runes forming themselves out of the components. When her hand finally pulled away she was trembling violently.

      "You about to become some sort of thing I need to shoot?" Kara asked, her hand hovering near her gun.

      "I'm not," Mara said. Quinn offered her a hand and she accepted it, pulling herself to her feet.

      There was a knock at the door.

      Kara moved to answer it and Una handed over a stack of armored clothing. Rather to Quinn's surprise it seemed like quality stuff, very much on par with what most around the complex were wearing.

      "The arena is waiting. Are you ready?" Una asked.

      "I'm ready," Mara said as she got dressed, belting a scabbard with Ilinar's sword at her waist.
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      A guard waiting outside led Mara off while Una took the rest of them through a series of passages. The arena was far less grandiose than the last one they'd seen, a floor of black sand and seating surrounding it that could accommodate no more than a hundred people.

      Kalisa was already there, lounging within a plush seat. Other similar ones were nearby and she gestured them to sit.

      "Make yourselves comfortable. If you would care for something to eat or drink let Una know," Kalisa said.

      They took their seats, Jinx claiming the one closest to Kalisa. They all declined refreshment except for Kara. With her biology she had no fear of toxins and was always hungry.

      "This place is smaller than I expected," Jinx said.

      "Killing is an interesting field of study, but one I long ago mastered," Kalisa said with a smile. "Although that is soon to change with a way through the Divide."

      "You're very casual about starting a war," Tamara said.

      "We didn't start this war," Kalisa said sharply. "The Imperium tried to exterminate us before they threw us out. They'll no doubt try again."

      "Ilinar gave me no choice," Jinx said.

      From opposite sides of the arena two figures entered. The armored clothing that Una had provided wasn't exactly flattering, dark browns and blacks and clearly worn in places. Still, they'd afford some protection in addition to being good for modesty.

      The man on the other side of arena had gone for armor far bulkier. The heavy suit he wore was much closer to something the infantry would wear on the front lines, his features and form completely obscured. The black armor was marked with red runes, interlocking designs that covered almost the whole of it, and he had a massive great-axe slung over his back.

      "Geylon has a real talent at enchantment. I fear this fight wasn't entirely fair, most cannot even get a blow through," Kalisa said and then pursed her lips. "But that blade you have, power from it and not yours. Wrath radiates from it, Ilinar's then."

      Mara and Geylon began to circle each other, the heavily-armored man drawing his axe and then charging forward with a swing intended to cleave Mara in two.

      Mara rolled out of the way, sword thrusting out towards Geylon's midsection. It didn't penetrate, red sparks flying with a terrible screech.

      "He won't even be able to hit her if he's that slow," Kara said.

      "The armor has enchantments to destroy the toxins his muscles leave behind. Granting him endurance. Your girl has technological alterations to accomplish something similar. I wonder if hers will last as long as his?" Kalisa asked, her red eyes studying the spectacle with interest.

      Mara landed another blow of the sword across Geylon's hip to little more effect.

      "I rather thought that sword would be better at this," Jinx muttered.

      "She doesn't know how to use it, child. A gun is also useless to someone who doesn't understand a trigger," Kalisa said. "You haven't fought in many wars, not to know the most simple of things."

      "Everything this bitch says while making conversation is a test. She's learning from you and she'll use it against you," Tourmaline said, her posture an indolent slouch.

      "But this chit-chat goes both ways and while I am being calculating, it is not towards your disfavor. If I am the only one who takes any value away, it only shows that you are not paying me enough attention," Kalisa said.

      The fight was active and futile. Geylon had yet to even get close to Mara with an axe swing, and she'd now struck his armor in six different places looking for a weak spot and found nothing.

      Quinn wondered if this were true. Was Kalisa actually trying to be helpful? It made little sense to work towards the death of her own apprentice and yet, perhaps there was something there.

      Geylon lifted a hand from his great-axe and from the palm a bolt of red energy blasted forth, aimed not at Mara but at the ground beneath her feet. When it struck a patch of sand ceased to be, forcing a stumble that slowed her reaction. The axe sliced across her arm, cutting through the armor like it wasn't there.

      Mara's expression was cold, calculating. She was the perfect, emotionless killing machine like she always was in a fight.

      Perhaps that was a problem.

      Quinn leaned over to Tourmaline. "Through her implants. Tell her to get angry."

      Tourmaline cocked her head and nodded.

      Kalisa conversationally said, "As with water, with magic it is difficult to swim upstream. When you transformed your champion earlier I was watching, of course. You used a rune of transformation."

      "I didn't think the runes had meaning," Jinx said.

      "They are inherently chaotic and orderly. They have meaning at the time they are used, but that meaning is transitory," Kalisa said, leaning forward. "Your companions picked up on the truth of my words. Even now your champion is pouring adrenaline into her veins, stimulating her neurons. Becoming wrathful."

      It was true. Mara's expression had turned to one of fury, hatred, a flush on her skin as she launched a furious assault. Blow after blow landed upon the heavily-armored man, but unlike before now they did something. The metal was denting, the runes growing distorted.

      "Why would you help us to kill your own apprentice? How does that make any sense at all?" Jinx asked, sounding aghast.

      "Geylon has been a grave disappointment to me," Kalisa said. "With his potential he should have been killing his betters long ago. Earning his marks, finding his way free. Instead he was content to sit back and slay only those weaker than himself. You'll make a far more entertaining apprentice."

      "Lady, we meet a lot of crazy people and you're scoring some new points for bad ideas," Kara said.

      "I like it," Tourmaline said, kicking out her feet as the battle continued. "We both do. You've been complaining you need an instructor. Here you go."

      "But you're planning to invade us. Kill us. How does that even work?" Jinx asked.

      "I'll travel with you. While I do so I'll train you in good faith, fight on your side, although I'll not betray the secrets of myself or the other Unshackled. All I see and learn will, ultimately, be used against you," Kalisa said.

      Geylon lifted his axe to shield himself from another strike of the sword, and the blade cleaved cleanly through the haft.

      "You need to learn to fight, I'll teach you to fight," Kara said.

      "Can you even help Jinx? Your magic is completely different," Quinn said.

      "Magic is magic. In humans it has manifested in some very different ways, but we manipulate the same fundamental force," Kalisa said.

      "Old, cold, dead things," Tourmaline said with a glance towards Kalisa. "You get so desperate for a hit of anything new, something surprising. You'll do anything for a hit of life and excitement. She's telling us the truth."

      Kalisa turned her red gaze on Tourmaline. "I know those words. I didn't recognize you in this form. Hello Tourmaline, I liked you better as a man."

      "Is there anyone you don't know?" Quinn asked Tourmaline.

      "I don't remember meeting her. I'm shaky with my male memories," Tourmaline said.

      "You tried to steal some research. I caught you, tortured you, liked you. We were lovers for a time, then you stole my personal shuttle and left with the research you'd come for in the first place. I liked you," Kalisa said.

      "That does sound like me," Tourmaline said.

      Geylon was trying to run away now, guards pushed him back from the arena exit and he found Mara's blade waiting for him. Jagged rents were appearing in the armor with each new blow and blood was leaking onto the sands. No sense of mercy was staying Mara's hand, she was like a woman possessed.

      "I want Joline freed and her ship turned over to me," Jinx said.

      "The ship I only have fragments of, the destruct was triggered when we tried to storm it. The false Empress I can provide if you accept my offer," Kalisa said.

      Mara plunged Ilinar's blade into Geylon's throat. Geylon was still not visible through the armor, it didn't matter. He was clearly dead after a blow like that. The clansmen and women in the audience cheered, a victor was a victor.

      Jinx looked over at them questioningly, searching perhaps for objections.

      "This is your call. I'll allow her on the ship long as she'll answer to my orders. Just like anyone else," Quinn said.

      "The Unshackled answer to no one’s orders. I will however try to keep your captain appeased as much as possible," Kalisa said.

      "Isn't she a plague?" Kara asked.

      "I am not Ilinar. I am ... contagious ... but I can shield myself for short periods if needed and those loyal to you have nothing to fear from me," Kalisa said.

      "Then we've got a deal," Jinx said.

      They'd come to rescue Mara and Joline, and they had. But at what price? They'd implanted a spy into their midst, for all she may prove to be a useful one.
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      Kalisa wound up having to separate Mara from the sword. Try as they might she'd allow no clansman or even members of her Centauri close, but the Unshackled simply shrugged off the blows as if they had no force at all, grasping the sword and wrenching it out of her hands.

      Mara returned to herself almost at once.

      To say that she was less than pleased at the arrangement they struck was something of an understatement.

      "Coming to rescue me was bad enough. But this? Do you know the damage that woman can do? The Emperor was willing to purge a whole system to kill two of the Unshackled. Harsh as it is, that may have been the right choice," Mara said.

      "It wasn't," Jinx said firmly. "You and everyone else want to keep throwing me into positions of authority like I'm some damned chosen one, so you can live with what I decide. If this goes bad we'll deal with her."

      Una was guiding them towards where Joline was being held. Kalisa was gathering the supplies she'd need before meeting them at the Centauri Bliss. Una laughed and said, "I like your confidence little one. For one of them she is not so bad, you will see."

      "I liked her, but I like lots of people who will shoot me in the back without thinking twice," Tourmaline said.

      "It's amazing you've lived so long," Quinn said.

      "Shoot often and shoot first, loverboy," Tourmaline said.

      "Words to live by," Kara said, and the two fist-bumped.

      The cell that Una eventually led them to was far nicer than the one Mara had been confined in. A comfortable temperature, real furniture. Joline was seated at a table and dressed in black slacks and an officer's shirt. She was a tall, blonde, with angular features and piercing green eyes that gave her a stern appearance.

      "Well," Joline said in the clipped tones of the Core's upper crust. "This is a lot of you this time and even more ludicrously dressed than usual. This is an execution then?"

      "More of a rescue?" Jinx said.

      "A rescue attempt by either a stripper or a cosplayer entirely too desperate for attention. Neither seems likely," Joline said dryly.

      "I like her. Can I break her nose?" Kara asked.

      Quinn raised a hand. "No need for any of that. We are here to take you back to our side of the Divide. I'm Quinn Jade, captain of the Centauri Bliss. Jinx, Thief of Stars, Tourmaline, Kara Yek, Mara."

      "You don't merit a last name or fancy title? Well, we know who is in the bottom of his esteem," Joline said to Mara.

      "If you're looking for me to be a vulnerable link in the chain, you are very much looking in the wrong place," Mara said wryly.

      Joline rose from the table, moving to take a uniform jacket from a hook on a wall and slip it on. "We'll find out if this is deception in due course. Thief of Stars, you are the idiot that breached the Divide then."

      "That was the Unshackled, Ilinar. I'm the one who killed him, afterward, before he could do more harm," Jinx said, her tone having chilled a good bit. It seemed Joline's approach wasn't winning any points with her either.

      Joline looked her up and down, taking in the glowing marks so prominently on display. "The Unshackled have those, but in red. I don't know you, and I know most of those vying for the throne. Who are you?"

      "Opalia's line," Jinx said simply.

      Joline winced. "Most of us were first or second cousins of the line. Titles to inherit, but not the big one, yet still groomed for power."

      "I've no interest in your throne," Jinx said.

      "Good," Joline said, and motioned towards the door. "Lead on. How did you get access to a skimmer drive to get here? I'm certain you have no dreadnought."

      Una led them back through the halls. The clansfolk they passed in the halls would occasionally raise a fist to Mara as she passed. It appeared her victory had not gone unnoticed or unappreciated.

      "We don't, but we found the resting place of Princess Elias," Tamara said in a cultured tone to match Joline’s, after Tourmaline released her.

      Joline slowed then for a moment and quietly said, "A good woman. I knew her in passing, although she was before my time at the academy. We've lost so many."

      It was strange being this close to one of those who called herself an Empress. They'd fled anywhere even close to the Core to put the civil war behind them. Yet, here, far from Imperium space they found one of those causing that war.

      "I didn't know them," Jinx said quietly.

      "No, I know you didn't. You'd expect them to be soft, but they weren't," Joline said.

      "Do you know what happened to them?" Tamara asked.

      "They went missing. Each and every one, although not all at the same time. Several were naval officers with every part of the ship being monitored, and yet the moment there was a problem where they were gone. No bodies, no signs of violence," Joline said.

      "Curious, it sounds magical," Mara said.

      "We thought so. When the Divide was breached everything seemed to fall together. We were being weakened before an invasion. I was determined to find out what had happened, what our enemies were planning."

      "Good job there," Kara said.

      Joline glared at her. "I thought with an Imperial dreadnought there would be nothing to fear. If there were, we'd simply retreat."

      "What happened?" Jinx asked.

      "I didn't count on how much fuel would be burned. We got stranded fighting a running battle with one jump left in the stores."

      "It uses way more than a standard jump and it varies depending on the size of what you're taking with you. It was stupid for the Emperor to put them in dreadnoughts," Jinx said.

      "A dreadnought is a force magnifier, a battle station in and of itself, and the ability to bring one by surprise into a battle changes everything. I admit, however, the fact that they weren't built to withdraw now seems an oversight," Joline said.
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      Hours later and they had everyone settled. All the girls kept a private room still, just as Quinn had his office if he wanted some privacy, even if they often shared the captain's quarters.

      The rooming situation was getting complex. Vess wanted to be nowhere near Kalisa—something about her magic—which meant putting them at different ends of the ship. Tourmaline wanted to be near Vess, while Tamara wanted to be near Jinx. Kalisa also wanted to be near Jinx.

      Quinn decided that none of this was his problem and left Tamara to deal with it. Melody wanted to stay on the ground awhile longer and finish fully converting their engines over so they could utilize both liquid and crystallized mana. Given that the clans had little use for liquefied mana anymore, they couldn't even restock on what was locally available otherwise.

      That meant he found himself in bed. It was a crowded night, Mara, Taki, and Kara all wanting to join him.

      Kara and Mara had already gone at it a few times while Quinn was atop Taki. Kara was always turned on by violence, even second-hand, and watching Mara win a duel had her all excited.

      Still, after some time they switched partners and Quinn found himself with Mara. The axe-cut she'd taken was already mending, faster than usual he thought.

      Quinn carefully traced it with a finger. "Do you mend now?"

      "Not mend. I was right, the powers I got aren't the royal line," Mara said drowsily, as she snuggled into his side.

      "Do you know what you do have? I didn't see a lot of anything," Quinn said.

      Mara laughed and the sound was a little wry. "I don't have a clue. I thought I would. I know every lineage and what they can do. While no mage, I am well-versed in magic and its limits. But it’s like having a new sense. I can sense the flow of magic, but my particular manifestation I haven't figured out yet."

      "When you went all twisty after touching Jinx I wondered if you were some sort of shape-shifter," Quinn said.

      "No, most of the line’s abilities focus on creating or controlling things. Elements, minds, matter. I'm pretty sure mine is not focused around my own body. I'd think I'd know, if it was."

      "Others like you tried it in the past. What did those who survived get?" Quinn asked.

      "Two survived. One got aquakinesis, the ability to create and control water. The other unbreakable bones. The gifts of house Kade and Denton, respectively," Mara said, as she reached out to pull him towards her. "But enough talk about magic. I just want to forget that and make some of our own."

      Quinn was happy to oblige.
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      They were ready to return to their side of the Divide, but Quinn wanted to make sure the engine modifications worked. Joline had proved just how devastating it could be not being able to jump when you needed it.

      A test jump and he was pleased with the results.

      "Those numbers right?" Quinn asked Dela. She was seated beside him in the copilot chair.

      "No having to pump mana. Multiple jumps of crystals can be chambered and on demand instantly. No downtime needed," Dela said.

      "Think we could chain extended jumps?"

      Dela made a face. "Do you like seeing me vomit? I think we could, but I wouldn't enjoy trying."

      Extended jumps weren't about the enjoyment, they were about taking an enemy by surprise and being where they didn't expect you. Arriving deeper in a system past the Runestone, bypassing security. If they could double-chain, they might be able to get a jump on even extreme security without having to rely upon Jinx and the rune sphere.

      Quinn opened a comm-channel. "We're good. Jinx, on my mark get us back to Hope's Reach. For those of you who haven't done this before, have a bucket handy."

      A few seconds later reality was twisting and bending. Often in the might-have-beens he saw himself with a woman. Sometimes a stranger, often one recently met. This time it was Kalisa. The Divide had never gone up, the clans ruled all. A tumultuous few years of passion and then she'd left him to die on a frozen planet far from civilized space.

      Reality broke back around them—and they emerged into a battle.

      The ships seemed organized into three groups.

      One had over three dozen gunships in the system along with one heavy destroyer and two frigates. The colony had the two cruisers, although the last they knew there wasn't a full crew on either. A third group had around four dozen gunships and several freighters.

      Two groups were engaged in combat, the one with the heavy destroyer and the colony defenders.

      "We've got a battle here," Quinn said over the comms. "Mara, Tamara, I need you on comms. Let’s figure out who is who."

      "Think we know who is who. We hit Sinclair and he's hitting us back," Dela said.

      Quinn feared that she was right.

      "Comm coming in," Dela said. "It's Ice."

      Of course it was.

      Quinn opened the channel. "Ice, I see you made it to the party and then decided not to dance. Not like you to be a wallflower."

      "You've got a habit of running out on your obligations and weren't a hair to be seen of you," Ice said.

      "Well, we're here and we're paying. Get in there," Quinn said.

      "I think you know I want more than a paycheck and I don't move a ship until we come to terms," Ice said.

      Why did every woman he knew have to be so stubborn?

      There wasn't time for this.

      "I'll get back to you," Quinn said and killed the line. "I'm going back to talk to the others. Keep us out of range of the fighting."

      By the time Quinn reached the dinner table the others were already gathered.

      "Son of a bitch," Tourmaline said.

      "Ice isn't going to move unless we let her into the family," Quinn said.

      "Don't see where we have a choice," Kara said.

      Tourmaline said, "Hell no. I'll let Tamara out to say it if you need, but they're her words. No problem with new blood, not even a problem with Ice. But you don't bully yourself into our family like this."

      Taki nodded. "Right. Plus we hate her."

      "I like her," Kara said.

      "You like Tourmaline too. You've got terrible taste," Taki said.

      "Enough. If we aren't letting her in, we need another plan, what is it?" Quinn asked.

      "They've outflanked the cruisers and have started to land ground forces. Whatever we do, we need to make it quick," Mara said.

      "Send me. I'll kill them to the last," Kalisa said with perfect seriousness.

      "No," Mara said. "The colonists are protected from you, but if any of Sinclair's people escape the contagion could spread. You're staying aboard this ship where you can do no harm."

      Kalisa gave her a dry look. "I'm the greatest weapon in this system. It is foolishness not to use me. Tell her, apprentice."

      "If Mara says the risks are too high, I'd rather you be our last resort. Can we stop the ground assault?" Jinx asked.

      "I'm a killing machine. Put a sniper rifle in Mara's hands and she is too," Kara said.

      "Me three. I've been in more wars than the rest of you put together," Tourmaline said.

      "Four," Vess said simply.

      "Vess is a motherfucking dragon," Tourmaline said.

      "Really?" Kalisa asked sounding intrigued.

      "I'll get you in range and you'll take the Whiskey. Dela can pilot," Quinn said.

      Four people against a small army of mercenaries. It was insane, but they were the right four people.

      "With Donna and her mechs they'll at least slow them down. Make them regroup, wait for reinforcements," Taki said.

      "Can we boot those ships out of this sector without Ice?" Quinn asked.

      Joline said, "Take me back to the Core. I have a navy more than capable of handling what sensors are picking up out there. I owe you, I'll pay it back and we can go our way."

      "You don't have a runic sphere anymore. With having to stop for refueling you're a week out even if you don't meet some other would-be Emperor on the way," Tourmaline said.

      "Four days for a battlecruiser and a fuel transport," Joline said.

      "Too long," Taki said.

      Quinn tended to agree.

      "We appreciate the offer, but it isn't going to work," Quinn said.

      "I agree you owe us. This won't be it," Jinx said.

      "There are long-abandoned Imperium naval vessels a system over. Could you do anything with them?" Quinn asked.

      "Yes. I know some ancient Imperial codes, obsolete now, but if they're historical ... yes. With my blood I could get them to accept me as captain. They aren't meant to be automated though, I'd still need a crew," Joline said.

      "And we're back to needing Ice," Tourmaline said.

      It seemed that way, and Quinn really wished it weren't so.

      "Let me put her through," Quinn said, opening a comm.

      A moment later Ice said sharply, "I don't like being hung-up on."

      "I don't like you flying across half of known space to kick me in the teeth. We're going to be dropping a team on planet and from there heading to the Runestone. I'd like it if you came aboard and your fleet follows us. We can discuss matters on the way," Quinn said.

      "If you plan to hold me hostage to get my fleet to obey, you should know they don't like me very much," Ice said.

      "Having flown with you in the past I understand the sentiment," Taki said.

      "Taki? You still afraid someone better is coming to steal your man? Guess it's natural when you’re the crappy add-on to a package deal," Ice said.

      "Enough," Quinn said. "You want what you want and we'll talk about it, but you aren't going to win any points by talking down to any member of this Centauri,"

      A long pause at that and a frustrated sigh. Ice said, "Fine. I'll try to play nice."

      That was that. Quinn broke up the meeting and headed back for the cockpit to take over for Dela.

      Sinclair knew exactly who and where they were, and Dela had been keeping one step ahead of interceptors. There was also a blinking incoming comm from the heavy cruiser. Quinn ignored it. Sinclair would no doubt have threats to deliver. There was nothing to be had by listening, they weren't planning to give in to his demands.

      With the engines at full-thrust there wasn't anything the pursuing ships could really do to catch the Centauri Bliss. Quinn took the long way around the battle with the cruisers, hitting the atmosphere far from the colony. It didn't matter, the shuttle could close that distance on its own. When sensors registered that the Whiskey had broken free he was heading back up to orbit on an intercept with Ice's fleet.

      Quinn had to give it to Ice, she was a good pilot. At speed a sleek white shuttle swiveled to dock with their bay as soon as he broke the atmosphere. The gunships were crude, over-armed and under-armored, but it was still reassuring as they fell into place around the Centauri Bliss.

      Sinclair’s gunships broke off. Sinclair wasn't ready for that fight, not while the colony waited. They were free to head towards the Runestone.

      "Take the controls," Quinn said to Taki. "I'm going to go have a long heart-to-heart with our guest."

      "Be careful, sir. I'm serious, she's bad for you and she gets under your skin," Taki said.

      "I know," Quinn said. It wasn't something he could avoid.
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      Quinn sent word ahead for Ice to meet him at his office. By the time he arrived she was already there, sitting behind his desk with her feet propped up. As usual she was in a one-piece and form-fitting white jumpsuit.

      "You're in my seat," Quinn said, looking down at her.

      "Looking at your pictures," Ice said, leaning forward. "Must like her a lot, she's in here twice."

      Quinn moved to have a look. Tourmaline had added herself. It stood in stark contrast to Tamara's and was absolutely obscene.

      "They're different people. It's complicated," Quinn said.

      "Twins aren’t that complicated," Ice said.

      "Not twins. Complicated," Quinn said.

      They stared at each other for a moment.

      "You're looking good. Better than the last time I saw you," Ice said.

      Quinn had been shot then. It was when he first learned about Jinx's powers.

      "Things are going well. Not smooth, never smooth, but well. Why are you trying to screw me over when I've family in the line-of-fire?"

      "Family," Ice said with a quiet sort of solemnity. "We're family too, Quinn, even if you've always been too damned stubborn to admit it. I'm glad you got over Kat's death, it was about damned time, but these folk you're with? They're going to get you killed unless you got someone to watch your back."

      "Don't pretend this is about me. You know I've got Taki."

      "Taki, who is so fucking weak she'd have let you wallow in despair forever. Taki, who so politely calls you sir every time you open your mouth and lets you get away with every damned fool idea that enters your head?" Ice shifted one of her feet to kick Quinn hard. "Don't tell me Taki is watching out for you. Love you, yes, but she'll never tell you no when you most need to hear it."

      It was infuriating, but Quinn had to admit there was some truth to what Ice was saying. Taki as his second in command would always raise her doubts, that was her job. When he made his decision she backed it. When it came to personal matters she did the same—and that wasn't always the best. The family was more than just her though.

      "If you think nobody tells me I'm wrong, you really have no idea what’s going on at family meetings," Quinn said.

      "Yet it wasn't that long ago that family was calling me up, because you'd gone missing on the estate of some noble arse and she thought you were probably dead. Then you're calling me up because you went and kicked some slave lord in the teeth and bit off a bigger fight than you can handle," Ice said, then suddenly slammed her fist down on the desk. "I've saved you once already, Quinn. I lost good people, I lost my home, all to bail you out of the fire. So you do not get to tell me these people watch your back like they should."

      "Those situations went bad," Quinn said.

      "And that is why you have people to watch your back. We're in a dangerous business, Quinn. Stealing from others brings a world of hurt to your door and you need to be ready to answer. I'd have told you to kill this slaver outright. I'd have pushed you on it. How do you think you'd be if you'd have done that?"

      Quinn didn't have to think about that one very long. Someone would have picked up the reins and not spent the time to mourn.

      "The things you're saying make some sense, Ice. I'd be a liar if I called you one. But that doesn't mean it should be you. We're bad for each other, you've got to know that," Quinn said.

      Ice shifted her gaze over the photos on his desk. "There is this thing about you, Quinn. You're a decent man, even when you don't mean to, and you change those around you to be more decent. You're about to punch me for this, but it needs saying. Was that which got Kat killed."

      Quinn went cold. "I'm not going to punch you. I am going to call you a damned liar who doesn't know what she's talking about."

      "How many of these with you are killers? Were bad from the start? I bet they were, you like girls like Kat. You like girls like me. How many are holding that edge they held when you met them?"

      "Why are you pretending to know a thing about my family? You've no idea what we're involved in. What we're doing," Quinn said.

      "I don't, but I asked you a question. Think about it, honestly. Give me an answer and if it doesn't say something I'll go. I'll get you your damned ships and drop this whole subject and be on my way when you're ready to throw me out," Ice said.

      That was an offer Quinn wasn't of a mind to refuse. Taki could be hard and wasn't afraid of killing, but Quinn knew exactly what Ice meant and Taki wasn't it. Melody was a sweetheart, Jinx was learning to be hard, but she wasn't ruthless either. Dela had a bit of wild in her yearning to get out, but again, she wasn't what Ice meant.

      Tamara fit what Ice described, she'd always been telling Quinn how cold and ruthless she was. He'd seen a bit of it, but even more the transformation from that into a protector. Of Jinx, of this family. Mara probably fit Ice's profile, but she too was toning it down. Even Tourmaline, a legendary horrible person, had been tolerable since having Tamara dumped into her head.

      "Three ... and none have that edge now," Quinn said.

      "I am a terrible person, Quinn. I'm maybe the worst person you know. I'm a killer, a liar, and I'm just plain mean and nothing you do is ever going to change me. Didn't when we ran together and it won't now. But I do care for you and I will have your back, so let me do what I'm good at," Ice said, leaning back in the chair and running her fingers through her hair.

      Quinn didn't think she'd had a hope in hell of convincing him when she came aboard. What she said though, it made some sense. He knew his trying to do the right thing caused problems sometimes.

      Quinn hit the comm. "Taki, to my office."

      "Really?" Ice asked.

      Quinn said, "You convinced me, you did. You've come when I needed you, you've had my back and the old days weren't all bad. But Taki won't stand for it and she knows you're in my head. You get her to agree, well ... and it still has to go by one other too, but I'm fair sure she'll agree."

      A minute later the door opened and Taki looked in. "Need me to take out the trash, sir?"

      Quinn pulled her inside and pointed at Ice. "She just tried real hard to make her case to me and she did it. We know Tamara would agree, but this doesn't work unless you two can come to terms."

      "Sir," Taki said, with the warning clear in her tone.

      "Sir, sir, sir, sir sir," Ice said with a groan.

      "Just talk," Quinn said and stepped outside, closing the door behind him.

      Through the door conversation was muffled. He couldn't make out the exchange for all that talking went on awhile.

      He heard the first punch being thrown though. The shake of the wall a moment later as someone was thrown against it.

      No gunshots though, that was a positive. Maybe they were getting along.

      It was over an hour before Taki opened the door again. It was a split lip for her, Ice meanwhile had a nasty-looking bruise forming over one eye.

      "Well?" Quinn asked.

      Taki said, "We don't need a pirate queen on the damned ship and I don't want her around every day. If Jinx agrees, she stays on the colony in charge of their defenses. If not, we find somewhere else to put her where I don't punch her again," Taki said.

      "But I'm family. When you're in port I'm included in and out of the bedroom," Ice said.

      "Like she says, sir," Taki said with a frown. "I worry this is a mistake, but she makes some good points. She's been there to help you even when I couldn't. Just don't let her change you."

      Ice beamed a smile. "Oh, I'm sure I'll have him being much more dangerous in no time. For now though we've got a lot of wanton slaughter ahead. You've got me and my people, you just need to figure out how you want to use us."

      Quinn had already been thinking on that very subject and had some ideas.
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      When Quinn returned to the cockpit he found Kalisa in the pilot's chair.

      "What is it with terrible women with stupid clothes stealing my seats today?" Quinn said.

      Kalisa rose gracefully from the seat and moved over to the copilot chair. "Would you have preferred no one with proper skills be behind the controls? You also do not get to question my fashion choices when you have oggled them anyways. Did you resolve the issue of our support?"

      "She'll help us."

      "You should have let me shatter her mind. It would have been faster. We're ready for jump."

      Quinn quickly checked the instruments. Kalisa might be a crazy, under-dressed, magically-contagious space witch, but she knew how to plot a course.

      Reality twisted in upon itself. Quinn spent a few timeless moments working in a factory on the Rim in a might-have-been before the real world returned.

      They had a problem. They weren't expecting Sinclair to have come here to the abandoned space station and derelict fleet, but he had. There were gunships stationed around the Runestone and as soon as they jumped in they were opening fire. Quinn hit the side-thrusters to dodge, avoiding the flickering distortion new ships arriving as Ice's fleet followed them in a moment later.

      Kalisa's hands were flying over the fire controls even as he dodged. Two disrupter shots went out, both struck gunships disabling their fire.

      Ice and Joline arrived at the cockpit simultaneously, both at a run.

      "What have we got?" Joline asked.

      "What the fuck is happening out there?" Ice asked.

      "Mercenaries. Guess Sinclair had better luck hiring than the colony did," Quinn said.

      If it was just the Centauri Bliss they'd have been in bad shape, but the ambushing vessels hadn't expected a small fleet to come through. They were out-manned and out-gunned, and Ice's people didn't wait for her word to return fire. Less than a minute and they'd already cleared the Runestone.

      "Why are there so many ships here?" Joline asked, leaning in to look at the sensors.

      "They’re all abandoned. The Divide runs right through this system. It was under evacuation when two of the Unshackled were detected. The Emperor purged the whole place to try to stop them," Quinn said.

      "And he called us the problem?" Kalisa said with a twist of her lips.

      "No doubt he had his reasons," Joline said.

      "Multiple transports are docked at the space station. Life signs are present," Kalisa said.

      "What about the ships?" Ice asked.

      Kalisa tapped her keys. "None that I'm detecting."

      The station had been their main goal. It had more than enough firepower to defend a system on its own.

      "Can your people take the station?" Quinn asked Ice.

      "Maybe. If they haven't figured out the defenses yet. Will be slow though, mercenaries will know their trade and will have seen us coming," Ice said.

      "Let me handle it," Kalisa said.

      "People that know a lot more than me have said it's a bad idea to let you off this ship," Quinn said.

      "I can take that stealth shuttle of yours. I had a chance to study it after capturing it, and it is sufficient to approach that station unseen. I disable their transports so they have no exit and kill everyone aboard. No risk of contagion," Kalisa said.

      "There looks to be over fifty people aboard," Ice said.

      "It isn't a problem," Kalisa said levelly.

      "Can I have her?" Ice asked.

      "I'm not for trade," Kalisa said.

      "Do you have a list of the ships out there?" Joline asked.

      "Grab a ship tablet. It's in our database," Quinn said.

      "Well?" Kalisa asked, the question sounding more like a command.

      Ice said, "Battle will be slow. We take one of the big ships instead and let her clear it out, we can win this thing faster, but not if that station is opening fire on us halfway through."

      If they weren't going to trust Kalisa, at least a little, they should never have allowed her on this ship.

      "Do it," Quinn said to Kalisa.

      She gave an almost feral grin as she rose from the copilot’s seat and slipped away.

      "This one," Joline said, handing the tablet over to Quinn. “The Granite.”

      It was one that Kara had scanned but hadn't scavenged the last time they'd been here. It was only half the size of the largest Imperium military ship in the field.

      "Little small isn't it?" Quinn asked.

      "If this pirate wants to keep her own ships flying she can spare ... what? Three hundred men, from looking at them?" Joline asked.

      "Little more than that. We're running crowded," Ice said.

      "Not enough to run one of the big ships, not effectively, and I'd rather have a smaller one that does what is supposed to. That is a Nahira class, it was used to patrol the Rim in the day. Smaller crew, fast, more automated than most. I wouldn't take it against a dreadnought, and solo it would get overwhelmed, but with the rest of the fleet it will do," Joline said.

      "Works for me. We can take a shuttle over and I'll have my people join us," Ice said.

      "My command codes will work once I'm on the bridge, but won't help us to get close. The automated protocols might fire on us," Joline said.

      "Well those are the most useless protocols ever," Ice said. "What use are they, if you can't reclaim a damaged ship?"

      "They were designed to be given so another could take command aboard, if needed. There are codes so that one can reclaim a ship where the entire crew has perished. I don't have them."

      Quinn scanned over the schematics of the ship. "There’s a broad arc just above the forward gunner array they don't reach, if I can get close. If I can get you there, you can take the Foxtrot."

      "No docking or maintenance hatches there. Won't work," Joline said.

      "Just have to get the armor plate off and we can cut our way in. I can do it. Pirate, trust me," Ice said.

      "Rather not," Joline said.

      "Too bad. It is a day for trusting folks we're unsure of. Get yourselves to the shuttle bay, I'll signal you when to launch," Quinn said.

      With no one in the copilot seat, it was strange how alone Quinn now felt as he punched in a course without someone there to check his numbers.

      The fleet of abandoned ships was so dense it was more like flying through an asteroid field. This really had been a mass exodus, stopped partway through by slaughter.

      The ship did open fire as the Centauri Bliss drew near, but Quinn had a lot of practice out-flying automated routines. They depended on the expected and on the slow. Quick taps of the thrusters and a high rate of speed, and he avoided the first fusillade with only a single hit.

      Halfway there. The automation did a lot better the second time around, better than Quinn's experience told him it should have. A trio of shots stripped most of their starboard plating as he swung beneath the gun’s reach.

      Quinn signaled the shuttle and detected the launch. It was in Ice and Joline's hands now.

      Given the hits the ship had already taken Quinn wasn't all that eager to leave. The Granite’s automated fire was surprisingly good. When Quinn thought about that, it made sense. It was the Emperor who had quashed artificial intelligences such as Melody. While those older ships probably didn't have anything quite so advanced, they were probably further ahead than more modern vessels.

      That could be yet another advantage clan forces would have over the Imperium, if a war did break out. It was something more to think about.

      Despite the fact that back at Hope's Reach members of the family were fighting, and possibly dying, there was nowhere to go. There was nowhere else the Centauri Bliss could be useful right now.

      And so, Quinn sat and watched the sensors. Watched as the life signs aboard the station began to disappear. At first the deaths were isolated, one at a time. Then three went within a matter of seconds. By the time only eleven were left, the final ten all died within a minute of each other. A heroic last stand?

      The incoming comm signals came at almost the same time. Station secured, and Ice and Joline had made it to the Granite’s bridge.

      Quinn headed to the station to retrieve Kalisa even as Ice's ships began to send transports.

      The fleet was indicating that it was ready to jump by the time Kalisa was plopping back in the copilot’s seat. She was covered in blood, none of it looked to be hers.

      "That washes off, you know," Quinn said.

      "Perhaps I'm hoping you or one of your wives offers to lick it off. That was fun. Easy, but fun. I thought I was bored of killing, but it's been so long I think I'm right back around to having fun with it."

      "Then let's go to war," Quinn said.

      "Aye, Captain," Kalisa said with a smirk. "Course plotted."
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      By the time they returned the battle had shifted even more in Sinclair’s favor. The two cruisers guarding the colony were both venting gasses and were no longer exchanging weapons fire.

      A cluster of ships was near the Runestone, prepared to ambush vessels that came through. Quinn had done an extended jump past their line and was already tapping keys to send their locations through before the others jumped.

      The Granite appeared first, eating the first round of fire, its energized armor plating sparking from the contacts. A moment later the rest of Ice's fleet jumped in and fell upon the vessels before they could prepare a second round.

      Quinn hit the comm-link for the family frequency, calling ahead to the colony. They should be in range now. "We're back in system. Status?"

      "Been rough going," Dela said. "I had to put down at the colony. They shot the hell out of me. Isn't a one of them that hasn't been shot, even Kara is slowing down. The air defenses are holding for now, but the mercs brought mechs and we're getting pushed hard."

      The destroyer and its escort frigates were in orbit around the planet, the occasional bombardment streaking down into the atmosphere. The gunships originally with their fleet were in the atmosphere, aiding the battle to take down the colony.

      As the Centauri Bliss held back, Ice and her fleet were already advancing, ships spread wide as they closed the planet. They weren't concentrating their fire as much, but no ship would be able to escape orbit without a vessel being able to close on them.

      An incoming comm signal from the destroyer. This time around, Quinn answered.

      Sinclair came into view, scowling at his display. "Captain Jade. I give you credit, you have gone from irritant to something more. There is no place you'll be able to hide from me after this."

      Beside Quinn, Kalisa yawned. "If this is the extent of what you consider competition, my time with you is going to be frightfully dull. If you'd care to send me aboard his ship, I'll torture him to death for you."

      "Beautiful," Sinclair said. "I could use a new enforcer. Bring me the captain and his crew, and I'll let you keep any you want as pets and pay you a damned sight better than he's paying you."

      "If I wanted to enslave them, I'd already have done it," Kalisa said.

      "Perhaps you haven't noticed I came with a fleet? I think you're done making threats," Quinn said.

      "Pirates? When I'm wealthy? Your fleet will soon be my fleet," Sinclair said.

      "And if they don't? How soon do you think your mercenaries are going to stay loyal when they realize instead of a payday they'll be collecting early graves?".

      "I'll bet on my cash," Sinclair said and closed the comm.

      "I fly over, butcher everyone aboard. I'm already dressed for it," Kalisa said.

      "You are a whole new level of creepy," Quinn said.

      It gave him an idea.

      Quinn hit in the frequency for Tamara's comm. "Tourmaline. Can I chat with your other half?"

      "Kind of busy stealing a tank here, sexy stuff," Tourmaline said.

      "I like her," Kalisa said.

      She would.

      "Park it. I need Tamara negotiating with these mercs," Quinn said.

      "Hit their mechs first. If they can take the colony, they'll have hostages to barter their way out of the system even if you hit the fleet," Tourmaline said.

      "On it," Quinn said and killed the comms.

      This wasn't a decision Quinn could be making alone. He called Jinx up to the cockpit.

      Her runes seemed to glow especially brightly as she neared Kalisa, blue and red producing glare on the screens.

      "You called?" Jinx asked.

      "Got some catching up to do. Probably should have called you sooner, but it is what it is. Me and Taki struck a bargain with Ice to be your admiral, keep the colony safe. You got any objection to that?" Quinn asked.

      Jinx frowned for a moment. "Not for now. I get anyone better, I might have other thoughts."

      "Then we need to make a call. Tourmaline thinks if we take out the mechs on the surface she can get the mercenaries to back off. We slip past him though and win the day, seems like Sinclair will go on his way," Quinn said.

      "We take him out, won't those mercenaries surrender?" Jinx asked.

      "Might. But Tourmaline thinks they might continue the battle they're winning. Try to seize the colony and use the hostages to barter their way out of system. You know we have our family in the way."

      "I can make this problem go away," Kalisa said mildly.

      Jinx told her, "Quinn shouldn't have let you out the first time around. You're too dangerous. I need you, and you will teach me, but you are not a crutch we'll lean upon."

      "Shall I give Ice the go-ahead to head for the surface?" Quinn asked.

      Jinx took in a long breath and let it out slowly. "No. Every time we've seen Sinclair he's gotten more dangerous. We break the fleet and we can pick off their forces on the planet as we choose—if they haven't taken the colony yet. Our family will hold. Put me through to Ice."

      "To kill your foe or protect your assets? An interesting choice, my apprentice," Kalisa said.

      Ice called in, "Quite the party you brought us to. Joline wants to flank them and support the colony. I want to kill every one of these bastards in orbit. Whoever’s calling the shots have a preference?"

      "Sinclair has to die. Take those ships, no survivors," Jinx said.

      "You're short of men. Turn these mercenaries and you can use them," Joline said.

      "That man is out for our blood and if we let him go he will be back. The colony is in danger either way. I'll take the risk today. Do it," Jinx said.

      "Yes, ma'am," Ice said, and killed the comm.

      The net around Sinclair's ships tightened.

      With Sinclair having so many gunships on the surface they had the edge in firepower, but even so it wouldn't be an easy fight. Ice was going to lose people.

      Quinn hit the comm for Tamara again.

      "She stole a tank. These mercs are stubborn, but I'm making some leeway," Tamara said.

      "We heard, and Kalisa has the hots for her now. Change of plans, Jinx is ordering the fleet after Sinclair," Quinn said. “You’re on your own for the moment.”

      There was a long moment of silence. "I'll turn things over to Tourmaline then. We'll hold."

      Tourmaline took over and said, "Screw holding. They see things shifting in orbit they'll get desperate. Rush, we'll be waiting. I'll bleed them."

      Quinn watched the blips on the sensors as Ice and Sinclair engaged. The pirate vessels were engaging in a series of hit and run encounters, using the more heavily armored ship as a shield they could swoop behind.

      Quinn knew Ice, she was more of the rush and shoot type. The strategy must be a result of Joline's direction. It was devastatingly effective.

      "Shuttle escaping," Kalisa said.

      Quinn checked the sensors, she was right. It had broken free from the destroyer and was heading for Runestone.

      "I've got it," Quinn said, "Look at the speed on that thing. It must be ninety percent engines."

      "Your technological expertise is disappointing. Will they be able to intercept?" Kalisa asked.

      Ice had some fast ships with her, but the shuttle had planned its launch well when the faster ones were out of position. Quinn didn't think they could get to it in time. It didn't look like the Centauri Bliss could either. Even at full thrust and cutting some of the safeties they'd be short.

      An incoming comm from the shuttle. Quinn already knew what was coming, he hit the comm.

      "Pirates that won't be bought and come out fighting like that. And you left your people on the surface to face their fate alone. You're full of surprises, next time no warnings," Sinclair said.

      "You won't trouble the stolen worlds again," Jinx said.

      "The thief of stars. Next time I see you, I break you," Sinclair said and closed the comm.

      "I really don't like that guy," Quinn said.

      "Send telemetry to my comm. I'm going to the orb, we'll cut him off. Be ready to fire when we come out," Jinx said.

      "Get me in position. I'll make the shot," Kalisa said.

      Jinx didn't hear her, she was already off at a run.

      Quinn plotted the escaping shuttle’s course and linked it to Jinx's comm. Within a minute reality was warping and bubbling around them. Another life, a crashed shuttle, and a life lived amongst the Yek although Kara was nowhere to be seen.

      Reality came crashing back around them.

      Quinn took some satisfaction that Kalisa threw up, heaves wracking her body even as she hit the keys to fire. Even in that state she was dangerous, both shots scored and a shuttle rippled with blue energy before the engines died.
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      With Sinclair having tried to flee, the ships in orbit surrendered and that left Ice free to rain fire down upon the mechs attacking the colony. Those forces’ surrender was slower, but they still capitulated within a matter of hours.

      Jinx would insist it wasn't a throne, but it was hard to tell the difference as she was seated at the head of colony's dining room, the heads of the various mercenary companies and Sinclair lined up before her.

      Quinn and Tamara stood at her sides, with Tamara still wearing several medpatches clinging to her flesh. Tourmaline had thrown herself into the middle of combat and Tamara would have the scars to show for it.

      Donna stood before Jinx, wearing some patches herself for a set of burns on one arm. Most of the Centauri and even Joline were in the audience, all except for Kalisa and Melody who remained aboard the ship.

      Donna said, "We don't have laws for this. We don't have much in the way of laws at all right now. But it’s considered polite, when a mercenary surrenders, you let them go their way. You never know when you might need them yourself."

      "A contract faithfully paid for and executed. We threw down arms. We bear no ill to you or your people," said one of the mercenaries.

      "You took a contract from a slaver to capture and enslave an entire population. When you did, you stopped being mercenaries and became slavers," Jinx said darkly.

      "We were hired to capture the world. Why didn't factor into it."

      Jinx made him wait before announcing, "Your ships and arms are forfeit for your crimes, and you're exiled from this space unless any choose to take our standing offer for mercenaries. Land and citizenship in exchange for service."

      The mercenaries traded looks and one sighed. "Without our mechs we aren't a company anymore. Lots had doubts about this job, seeing what you did back on Arkstone. Guess I should have listened, and my men will be yours soon enough. Guess I will be too."

      "And are you going to hire me as well? You should," Sinclair said smoothly as he stepped forward. "You have personnel problems. I'm your solution. The desperate, the hungry, I know where to find them and how to recruit them."

      Jinx rose from her seat, moving to study him up close. "Tempting isn't it, mercy?" She lifted her hand to display the rune blazing upon it, "Do you have any idea what this is?"

      "I saw that movie, same as everyone else. Saw you kill that man," Sinclair said.

      "Yes, I got it then. A fraction of his power but shifted, altered. Ilinar embodied wrath, fury without restraint. But I'm different, a mage of order, and so I've been trying to figure out what exactly this power is now," Jinx said.

      "The opposite of wrath is forgiveness," Sinclair said.

      "Perhaps, but this isn't the opposite. It is the counterpart," Jinx said, and her fingers splayed as she pressed her hand against Sinclair's chest.

      Blue light flared, the rune glowing with a dazzling intensity for a moment as Sinclair screamed. Blue flames erupted from his mouth, his eyes, consuming the slaver from within. When Jinx pulled her hand away there was nothing left of the man.

      "Justice," Jinx said, staring at her hand for a moment. Only someone as close as Quinn was would see the tremor in it. Realize how hard that had been on her.

      There was a hushed silence from the crowd.

      "Donna, our ground forces need to be improved, and Ice will be building our navy. It is a priority to get the station in the next system working and to watch the Divide. The clans and the Unshackled are coming," Jinx said.

      "And what do you expect us to do against might like that?" Donna asked.

      "I stole these worlds fair and square. They'll know that, feel that. They respect mages. You're the watchers and not the shield, but still, be ready for whatever comes."

      "It sounds like you're not going to be here," Donna said.

      Jinx turned her attention to Joline. "We have someone we need to take home. And perhaps, just perhaps, a crown to steal for her. A divided Imperium is of no use to us."

      The crowd cheered. It was insanity, but the crowd cheered.

      They'd fled the Core to escape the civil war. Now they were returning to end it.

      

      
        
        Coming Soon

        Centauri Valor

        Space is torn by war. As the war for the throne in the Core reaches a fevered pitch and claimants begin to fall, the clans finally make their push through the Divide.
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      So quickly up to book three on a series I knew I loved but wasn’t sure anyone else would. For all of you who have read this far, thank you.

      A lot of changes in this one with multiple new additions to the Centauri. A lot of those didn’t have much chance for bonding this book but that is going to happen a lot more in the next one.

      Heading into the core is going to test this ship and this family. Almost every one of them has been running from something since the series began and the core is home to a lot of it. A lot of old names are going to pop back up and they will find themselves tested by a lot more than just the war for the throne.

      I’m thinking book four should be out in January, unless the holidays are even more a holiday than they first appear. If you’ve been a fan of my Laboratory series I’m hoping to have the final book out in December. I’m going old school with it, a lot more of a true “dungeon” novel than a lot of the later volumes have been, but doing it on a galactic scale.
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