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      Drez and I spent the afternoon watching the mysterious Byzantium starship grow larger in the viewport of the small tug shuttle we’d chartered from the docks. We wore our exosuits, although the cabin was pressurized for Terran normal. I didn’t expect trouble, and it was just the two of us in in that cabin. No worries that some Wally would lose his cool and blow a hole through the hull with a projectile weapon. You were never supposed to take those things along on a mission outside of an atmosphere, but plenty of gat-boys had screwed up by smuggling one along and firing it at the wrong moment. One hole through the surface of a pressurized vessel tended to kill both the attackers and the attacked.

      Drez, I didn’t worry about.

      I’d known the big half-breed for a long time. Like me, he was a trained killer, not a born one. He had the blue skin of his father’s Morbashi blood and the subtle lines of his mother’s humanity. It didn’t matter much in the end if you pissed him off; Drez would put the chill on you just the same.

      “Looks like the ship they wanted us to boost,” Drez said, his blue tint a glow in the lights of the instrument panel. Something about the high silver content in the diet of his father’s people gave them the blue tone, or so I’d heard.

      “It’s nothing like I’ve ever seen before,” I commented to him. “The call sign was accepted by the people on board it, so we can go ahead and dock. Shouldn’t be too hard to take it.”

      “Remember what the boss told us,” Drez added a second later. “We’re to take that ship by any means necessary. And he doesn’t want any alibi ghee’s left around who can identify us. Are we right on that, Fixer?”

      I winced at the use of my nickname. My parents named me Stefan, or so the Janissary Morbashi told me years after he’d bought me for the sultan’s army. My last name, Klaver, was from the Janissary unit that raised me. I’d kept it when I escaped years ago. It was the only thing I kept from that life, other than the scars on my arms and chest. The Elynese Sultanate fell hard after the Irunians kicked their ass in the last war.

      “Don’t you worry about me, Spinesnatcher,” I returned. “I know my job; you do yours. Korth and the family wanted us to do this job because they needed their best.” Drez had a cute moniker of his own, and I wasn’t afraid to use it either.

      We heard metal on metal as the shuttle docked to the Byzantium. I nodded at Drez, and we both walked back to the airlock. In seconds, we had our helmets on and ready. Drez carried his long knife in one hand. I had my short sword in mine. This should be over quick and easy, but you never could tell for sure.

      Boss Kornth was our padroni, or employer, back on Nyx Station. I didn’t know where his people came from, because there was only one boss of the local Cinzar crime family. Korth was a brute that stood five-five in height and sported curved horns on either side of his massive head. I don’t know how his people evolved on their home world, but the rumor involved carnivore mountain sheep.

      Drez shived the first officer with his knife the moment he opened the door. I watched as blood spurted through the hole in the uniform. Drez had ice cubes inside him, that was for sure.

      I took out the second before the man went for the sword slung from his belt. The damn fool thought he could get it out when I was less than a foot from him. I slit his throat, then said a brief prayer I knew for the man’s soul as he fell in a geyser of blood. I learned that prayer from Agha Hashem before I could read or write, and it served me well in battle.

      “Huh?" Drez spoke to me, as he wiped his knife on some fabric dangling from the hull. “What did you say?”

      “What I always say when I kill someone,” I snapped back. “May the Compassionate show you the way home.” I looked down at both men; they were in their 20s and in uniforms without markings. Who the hell were they, and how did they get mixed up in this mess? I shook my head.

      “Oh, that,” my companion responded. “I should’ve learned to recognize it by now. Come on; let’s move. We’ve got a schedule to meet.”

      I’d spoken the words in the same language I’d learned them. It was a language that few people used any more. The Irunian conquest of the Sultanate had been brutal. Not that it mattered to me any longer.

      “Command team is ahead,” Drez announced as we approached the location of the bridge, or master control room. “I don’t expect them to give us any trouble in a fight. Providing they’re on the other side of the door.”

      “They’re beyond that door,” I informed him. “Felt them five minutes ago.” My esper abilities had their limitations, but the gift served me well enough when needed. I’d picked up six more Terrans on the other side, all of whom were worried about issues I couldn’t identify.

      “They know we’re coming?” Drez asked. “At least they won’t be able to see who we are.”

      “They’re concerned about something,” I informed him. “I can’t tell what it is, but I don’t think it has to do with us. I get some weird signals on this ship. You got the pass to get us inside?”

      Drez held it up in his free hand. “Right here,” he confirmed through his helmet’s communicator. We still hadn’t taken our helmets off since entering the Byzantium.

      Blood was all over his suit. Mine too. The command team might not know who we were, but they’d know why we were there the moment they saw us. I expected a good fight from this group and planned to say the prayer for the whole bunch after we killed them.

      Who the hell built this ship? The thought went through my mind as we thudded down the passageway. The bulkheads didn’t resemble anything designed by the 27 known sentient beings in the galaxy. Granted, new intelligent lifeforms were contacted every few years, but whoever built this place used a technology unknown to me. The bulkheads appeared organic, almost as if they were grown from a nutrient vat. No one, I recalled, made starships this way.

      “Creepy place,” Drez announced as we came to the door. “Beats me why the boss wants it. Guess he has his reasons.” Drez inserted the key into a slot on the door in front of us and stepped back. He dropped the blade of his knife down as I moved an inch or two in front of him. I was supposed to oversee this mission, and I didn’t care for the way he was trying to take it over from me.

      We waited for the door to slide open. As far as the command team on the other side knew, all the door would allow inside was a delivery crew with the supplies they’d ordered last week. We’d routed their call signal over to our end of the docks at the Nyx Port Authority when it came through. A few gold pieces made a certain harbormaster look the other way when a different supply shuttle left the enormous trading post that was hollowed from an asteroid. The two men already dead had thought we were another bunch of hedgehoppers.

      I watched as Drez ran his tongue over the sharp teeth he kept filed down. Another thing he’d inherited from his father’s people, who lived off a pure meat diet. Being a metice, or half-breed, made him an omnivore in the manner of his Terran mother. He cranked the blade of his knife to the right, ready to spring into action if someone tried to assault us the moment the door opened.

      I breathed easy and watched the door move out of the way. I knew there was a vestibule on the other side, so we wouldn’t be able to see our targets unless they were ready to charge.

      The hum of the door’s motor stopped, and it revealed a lit passage on the other side that ended a few yards beyond us. On the other side, light streamed in from the master control room. We could hear agitated voices. I couldn’t tell what they were talking about, but it wasn’t us.

      “You ready?” Drez asked me. I could see his face inside the helmet at this range.

      “As always,” I returned. “Let’s do this!”

      We charged down the vestibule and ran into the room beyond it.

      We stopped the moment the both of us were through the doorway.

      The master control room was about 30 feet across and filled with panels mounted into the bulkheads. Some of the panels had chairs in front of them.  Different lights blinked on and off to the rhythm of the ship’s function.

      On the other side of the room stood six Terrans, as I expected, in unmarked uniforms. Just like the two we’d killed the moment we entered the ship.

      The six men stopped whatever it was they were doing and turned in our direction. I could see knife holsters on their belts. I didn’t have to say anything to Drez. We’d run at them from opposite ends of the line and take the marks out one at a time until we met in the middle. Both of us had run this plan plenty of times in the past.

      But before we could move, the six men pulled out their knives and cut each other’s throats.

      It happened so fast that I knew it had to be part of their final plan. One minute, they stood there looking at us; the next, each man took out a knife and cut his companion down. It was neat and precise. If not for the blood all over the deck, I would’ve admired the brilliance of it.

      Drez and I looked at each other, then walked over to the bodies. All were of similar age, although two of the Terrans were different in color. Funny how the people from my homeworld made war on each other over differences in skin color and nose shape in the distant past. It all stopped the moment they migrated to the stars and learned there were beings out there that looked a lot different from the standard Terran type.

      “They’re all your people,” Drez mentioned to me. He walked around and looked at the bodies.

      “And that of yours,” I reminded his half-Terran side.

      “My mother’s people,” he snarled at me. “I never knew or cared to meet any.” He picked up a knife from one corpse and looked at it. Then he removed his helmet to get a closer look at what he held.

      I pulled off my helmet and sat it on the deck. No danger now that the target had eliminated itself.

      “You know me,” I reminded him.

      “Not by choice, Fixer,” he snapped back, the knife in front of his eyes. “Well, shit; this is a vibratronic blade. These things will cut through titanium. No wonder they all went down so quick.”

      “Then why didn’t it cut through the deck?” I asked him. Suddenly, it didn’t seem like such a good idea that we’d removed our helmets.

      “It was set to ’meat,’" Drez answered.

      I heard a gurgling sound and turned in the direction of a man on the far end of the dead line. My esper sense kicked it, which it often did when someone was on the point of death. I leaned over to him and picked up enough to learn he was the captain of this ship. I couldn’t get any more; the man was too close to the other side.

      “You’re an esper!” the man gasped in his last breath.

      Then he was dead. That much I could tell every time with my ability. No need to mind probe him further.

      I stood back up and surveyed the carnage in front of us. I’d seen this and worse plenty of times. But now, I didn’t know what to do.

      “You going to say that prayer again?” Drez quipped from where he stood. “You have a whole lot of bodies to bid farewell this time.”

      “I was taught to say that prayer only to men who died in battle,” I growled at him. “These guys all took a back-gate commute. They’re cowans, which means they have no honor. You don’t show respect to the dishonored.” I glared at him, in hopes Drez would get it.

      “Whatever, Fixer,” he sighed. “Whatever.”

      Drez tossed the knife onto one of the corpses. “Well, this is just a goddamn mess,” he swore. “I’d hoped we could take one alive and get him to fly us back to Nyx Station. The boss could deal with his useless ass afterward; it wouldn’t be our problem at that point. Shit, how are we going to navigate this thing? Look at these panels. Does anything seem familiar to you? I don’t recognize any of this writing; do you?” He stomped around the bridge, trying to figure out if anything here made sense.

      There was no way Korth would send us here to get his prize unless there was a way to take it home.

      “Seems obvious to me,” I replied after a few seconds. “There has to be someone else on this ship that we don’t know about. We search the place over until we find someone who knows how to take us where we want to go.”

      “Are you serious? This place is huge. We might not be able to search it all in one day! How are we going to find someone hiding in this stinking Babylon?”

      “You have a better idea?”

      Drez was quiet. “I knew you’d say that,” he grumbled. “Okay, let’s go see if you can fix this situation, Fixer.”

      We spent the next hour searching the upper level of the Byzantium over until we moved down to the next one.

      “Upper level” is a relative term in a starship where you can adjust the gravity to wherever it’s needed. Most ships that can make the jump between systems are built in a gravity well, then hauled to orbit for final assembly. Since they’re constructed under gravity, the shipbuilders tend to make them as if they were still under it. Which means the lowest deck is the one that was at the bottom, planetside.

      It never mattered much, but this was what the Janissary academy beat into me years ago. When you have a man in a white robe whack you with a stick for not being attentive, it leaves an impression.

      The basic design functions of the ship were like any other. What made it feel different was how those functions were executed: doorways that were much too low for a standard humanoid in some areas, excessively high in others. Some doorways were round, some rectangular. I had the impression the builders of the Byzantium were deliberately trying to fuck with us.

      So far, nothing, just empty rooms and bare shelves. No wonder the dead captain put in an order for supplies. There wasn’t a thing in here to eat, at least not that we’d been able to find.

      “What’s this?” Drez spoke as he looked down at the deck of the passageway. A round hatch was positioned in the middle of it.

      I walked over and looked at the circle in the deck. “Odd place to put a hatch,” I commented. “Maybe a cargo hold of some kind, although the location doesn’t make any sense. See if it opens the same way as the others.”

      Drez sighed and pushed his key into a slot on the side, as it was supposed to work for every lock on this ship. There was a familiar hum, and it opened. But this time, the hatch opened in the fashion of an ocular lens. In the center, the iris grew until the opening had encompassed the entire circle around it.

      “Nuts,” Drez spoke as he looked inside. “Who the hell names a ship Byzantium anyway? Is that a Terry name?” He leaned over and looked deep into the opening. It was suddenly illuminated by a series of recessed lights.

      “What the fucking fuck!” Drez yelled and jumped back. I walked over to see what started him.

      There were children in that hole. Twelve of them.

      They ranged in ages from six to eight. All of them were dirty and smelled bad. They blinked from the lights and huddled to the center of the room below us. I could see a food and water trough in the far side of the room, which wasn’t more than four feet high.

      “Holy Mother Tara save us,” I spoke in Elysian. Drez ignored me; he was used to my swears in a language he didn’t know. Besides, the image of those imprisoned children shook him up as well.

      He walked back to the hole and looked down. “What kind are they?” he asked. “Those kids don’t look Terran. At least, not much.”

      I recognized them the moment the light gave me a better look. One of the things I did learn while I was a Janissary was how to identify the known sentient beings of the galaxy. Almost all were humanoid, such as these children. Evolution favored the familiar carbon-based life form that evolved much the same everywhere. However, the result could vary depending on your point of origin.

      Such as these children.

      “They’re Angelika,” I told Drez.

      “Oh," he responded, a bit relieved. “I was afraid they were some kind of breeding experiment. I know the last time someone tried to make a new thinking species, the entire planet was blown apart. Wouldn’t want to be involved if that was the case.”

      “Almost as bad. You don’t see many Angelika because on most planets, it’s a hanging offense to harm one of them.”

      As Drez began to swear about what the situation meant for us, I thought about what I knew about this astral race of creatures. They resembled the standard humanoid type but were a lot smaller in stature. Most of them were fair in color and had snow-white eyes. When first encountered, they were assumed to be albino. And then, it was discovered they had pigmentation in their skin, but not one that showed much presence in visible light. They were a peaceful people and were never involved in war. They served as negotiators in the many interplanetary conflicts that flared up now and again. To kill one was considered a mortal sin by every major religion in the galaxy.

      In addition, there were a few other interesting facts about them. One, no one had ever seen a male Angelika. Every single one encountered was female. No one knew how they reproduced, and they refused to discuss it. And, two, they possessed wings.

      These were small, feathered wings that extended from their back and could expand to a good 10 feet across on adults. Most of the time, they kept their wings folded and hidden under cloaks. No one knew what the wings were for since they weren’t used for flying. Some theories were bounced around as to how they might be used in low gravity, but the Angelika homeworld possessed standard Terran gravity. Once again, the Angelika didn’t discuss the reason for their wings with anyone.

      I reached down and extended a hand to the nearest child. “Take it,” I told the little girl, who couldn’t be more than six standard years, "I’ll get you out of that stinking hole.”

      She looked up at me and stared. I didn’t speak their language. Did they speak Galactic Standard?

      I was overcome with a sense of relief from her. She trusted me. The sensation overpowered me. All those kids trusted me. Me, the dude who’d skewered a grown man a few minutes ago.

      It only took a few more minutes to get them up on our level. Soon, I had all 12 naked children shivering in the passageway. Who’d done this to them? I was determined to find out and make them pay. I’d done many bad things in my life, but I’d never abused a child of any species.

      Drez, for his part, didn’t help me one bit. He paced back and forth around the iris and went on about what a clusterfuck this was and how pissed the boss would be about what we’d found.

      “Dammit," Drez swore, “I better get a fat bonus out of this. The nerve of that Airedale dropping us into this mess.” Several of the kids backed away from him, as they could sense his anger.

      I could see the early stage of wings on their backs. Apparently, they grew as the Angelika increased in statue.

      “Come along, children,” I told them as Drez shut the hatch in the deck. “There’s a washroom on the other side of this passageway. You can all get cleaned up while I figure out what to do.” We started to move back in the direction Drez and I’d come.

      “You wait a fucking minute!” I heard Drez swear from behind me. “Where the fuck are you headed?”

      “I’m going to get these kids cleaned up,” I said to him as I turned around. “Then I’ll try to find out if there’s anything in this ship for them to eat. Can’t you see? They look half-starved." I wasn’t sure what the healthy version of an Angelika child was, but these kids looked famished.

      “Are you serious?” Drez yelled at me. He was in my face now. “Didn’t you hear the boss’ orders? He didn’t want anyone left who could identify us!”

      Then he made the mistake of grabbing the collar on my exosuit. We had left our helmets back in the master control room with the bodies, as we didn’t need to wear them anymore.

      Drez forgot for the moment that I was 70 pounds heavier, even though he was four inches taller than I was. He was one tough lob, but I was a bigger one. Plus, I’d grown up with bullets whizzing past my head, and I’d learned to trample people who got in my face.

      I shoved Drez in the chest and sent him flying down the passageway. His knife fell to the deck, but he bounced back up and grabbed it.

      “You Terry motherfucker!” he screamed at me. “I’ll kill you for that!” He walked at me slowly with his knife extended. I didn’t care; my short sword was already out and level. The Angelika kids huddled behind me.

      “The only mother I ever fucked," I said as we faced off, "was yours. And she took it up the ass.” I was beyond rage. All I wanted to do was kill this little asshole. If I didn’t, only Mother Tara knew what might happen to those kids.

      “You just signed your own death warrant, Fixer,” he said. “At least now, I have a way to keep the boss happy. He’ll take your blood over mine.” Drez took another step forward.

      “You’re welcome to try, metice," I sneered back at him. The line was about to be crossed.

      Two seconds later, everything changed.

      “Attention unregistered starship,” a voice boomed over a PA system we didn’t know existed. “This is Commander Peshawar of the Imperial Irunian Destroyer Ghostmaker. Prepare to be boarded. Do not attempt to show resistance. If you do, we will be forced to act. Everyone on your ship is ordered to meet us in the master control room unarmed. Show no resistance, or you will be terminated.”

      Drez and I lowered our weapons and looked at each other. The line would not be crossed, after all.

      Drez  spat on the deck.  “Guess we got a bigger problem now.”
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      Drez and I put our weapons away and tried to figure out what to do. No more fighting against each other. Not for now, at least. We had to work together if either of us ever wanted to see Nyx Station again. So far, we were the only adults, of any species, on the ship. If anyone else was hidden away, it did us no good in our present situation. The Irunian Marines would kill us without hesitation. But I was thankful they’d given us a warning this time. They weren’t known for doing that.

      “We’ll take this up later,” Drez said to me. I could feel the terror in the Angelika kids decrease a fraction. They didn’t know what was going on outside the ship.

      I smiled at him. “As always, Spinesnatcher.”

      It wasn’t the first time we’d gone at it full throttle. Nor would it be the last if both of us survived the Irunians. Drez and I were famed for our running duels that took place every few months. He’d say one thing, I another, and we’d go at it with whatever weapon was handy. Most of the other enforcers for Boss Korth knew about this and kept their distance. It always ended the same, with both of us ready for another round, just as Korth sent word about another job to do. We’d glare at each other, wipe the blood away, maybe seal up a wound or two, have a beer, and continue to the task. We’d act as if it was in the past, but sooner or later....

      I looked at the display on the left sleeve of my exosuit and brought up the image from our shuttle. Good thing I’d remembered to patch into it before we boarded the Byzantium. I enlarged an image of something moving into position over the horizon of the starship and focused on it.

      “Oh, shit," was all I could say.

      “What do you see?” Drez asked, his ice-white eyes changing to a shade of red.

      I held up my arm for him to see.

      It wasn’t just one Irunian Destroyer that was in position around the starship. I counted three more in orbit around us. The Ghostmaker was docked to the port alone, but the Irunian Navy had sent enough heat to keep us from running off. Provided we could figure out how to operate this thing, of course.

      “We need to hide,” I informed Drez. “There’s all manner of empty rooms in this place. We’ll take the kids and find some place to chill out until we figure a plan.”

      “Why do we need the kids-?” Drez started to say, but my "Not up for discussion!” look shut his mouth.

      I felt something enter my mind’s frame of reference and closed my eyes for a minute. In most cases, I needed to be in visual range of someone to do a mind probe, when it works at all. However, there are exceptions to every rule.

      I counted 13 presences as they entered the ship. This would be the first assault squad of the Irunian Marines, elite troops ready to do battle with anything that moved. As in most beings, the young and male provided the best recruits. Once again, evolution made the most expendable also the most aggressive.

      I saw them through the vision of their commander as he led his squad forward. Silver hair, eyes to match, and ears that fluted up into a point. They were slender but still deadly. Elven, someone once described them, whatever that meant. Each wore a special exosuit with armor that clanged as they walked. I was convinced the noisy armor was meant to strike fear into their enemies. Once you hear the metal rattle of the Irunian Marines as they board a ship, you never forget it.

      They were headed to the master control room by the shortest route. Somehow, the Irunian Navy knew the layout of this strange starship.

      I opened my eyes and looked at Drez. “Forget about hiding in this ship,” I informed him. “The Irunians know its configuration and will find us quickly. And forget about making for Nyx in that supply shuttle; there’s plenty of destroyers around us to vaporize it the first time we try to leave. No, we’ll have to go meet them in the master control room and hope for the best.” I looked down and signaled to the kids that they were to follow us; most of them seemed to understand.

      Drez swore and shoved his knife in the holster that hung from the exosuit’s belt. I did the same with my short sword.

      “There’s a squad of 12, plus an officer,” I informed him as we made our way back. “The marines carry bucklers and swords for close range fighting. I didn’t see any projectile weapons on them. At least, they’re not stupid enough to bring them onto a starship.”

      “That we know about,” Drez snorted. “I’ll bet gold that the commander has one hidden on him.”

      As we approached the door to the master control room, Drez had another thought.

      “What about those girls?” he brought up with a gesture to the group who followed. Most of the younger ones held hands with the older.

      “They can come in behind us,” I replied. “No reason to hide them.”

      “I thought you were so concerned about those kids,” Drez snorted.

      “I am. But no way in hell will the Irunians hurt them; they’re not that stupid.”

      “Appears to me someone already did. Look at the condition they’re in.”

      “Then thank Mother Tara the ones who did it are laying dead on the deck in that control room.”

      I walked up the vestibule entrance and tossed my short sword inside. I heard the rapid clang of armor as the marine squad snapped into formation. I glared at Drez. He took his knife out and tossed it inside too.

      “There’s two of us," I yelled through the entrance. “A Terran and a Morbashi.” I could feel the tension increase from the other side. They didn’t believe us.

      “Come in here and show yourselves!” I heard a voice cry back. “Keep your hands out so that we know you’re not trying to fuck with us.”

      One wrong move on anyone’s part....

      “We’ve got 12 Angelika children with us,” I called out again.

      The tension dropped down a few meters. I decided to walk inside.

      The marines were in a cup pattern that faced the door. They’d been through this scenario before and expected a horde to storm into the room. With this formation, they could take down anyone foolish enough to stage a surprise attack. I’d used that defensive maneuver myself a few times.

      I held my hands up as the officer walked over to me. He was an older man, with the rank bars on his exosuit armor shoulders. He held a sword to my throat and stared at me. This had to be our Commander Peshawar, the man we’d heard over the PA.

      “Where are the others?” he demanded.

      “Drez," I yelled, “get your ass in here and see that the girls come with you.”

      I stared forward and could hear the sound of Drez’s boots on the deck as he entered the room. Behind him came the patter of tiny feet. The look on the commander’s face told me Drez had actually listened and did what I told him for a change.

      We might make it through this alive, I thought.

      “You don’t look Morbashi,” the commander spoke to Drez. I could see my companion’s eyes change shade; he was pissed.

      “My mother was Terran,” Drez snapped back. “Do you have a problem with that?”

      “Explains your light shade,” the commander sneered. “And why your front teeth don’t show. Never met a Morbashi yet who didn’t polish those fangs so everyone could see them.”

      That did it.

      Drez took a step forward with his fists balled up. He was ready to punch the commander, no matter what happened.

      The moment Drez started to take a run at the commander; four of the marines stepped forward and brought their bucklers up. With their other arms, they raised their swords into a strike position. Drez would be chopped to bloody meat if he took another move forward. He knew it too.

      Drez did a rare, sensible thing and took a step back as he raised his hands.

      The commander looked down at the kids, who’d moved back to the bulkhead when the tension started. Funny how they could sense things like that about to happen.

      “Ah, the Angelika children,” the commander spoke. “This is why we’re here. They’re to come with me so that they can have proper care. I assume these men are responsible for their wretched condition?” He swept his hand at the bodies on the deck.

      “Yes, they are,” I spoke up. “We killed them when the ship was taken. We’re here to rescue those kids, and they tried to prevent us.” There was some truth in what I said.

      “I appreciate your sense of moral duty,” the Irunian commander replied, “but I will have to bring them with us.”

      “Why do you have such an interest in these kids?” I demanded. Although I had a difficult time probing his mind, I knew the commander was hiding something from me.

      “We received a distress call two days ago,” he explained. “We were given the location of a ship in interstellar space that held 12 Angelika children. Of course, we had to investigate the charge, since, according to the Treaty of Ranamator, Angelika are considered neutral parties in all galactic disputes. We’re all morally responsible to see they come to no harm.”

      “I’m sure you sleep very well at night, Commander,” I told him. “Who sent out the distress signal?”

      “That’s classified, Terran,” he snapped back. “As a matter of courtesy, you might tell me how it is that you came to be on this starship. You two are to be commended for the attempted rescue of the children, but how did you know they were here?”

      “Classified too, Commander,” I tossed back at him. Let old Commander Blimp chew on that.

      “This ship...” he started to say, “such a mess. Oh, well, we’ll tow it back to the nearest naval station, and they can deal with it. I’m sure you two will have no trouble returning home in that robust shuttle we spotted docked outside.” The marines behind him chuckled.

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” I responded to the Irunian in front of me. “If you’re up on interstellar law, you’ll know that any rogue ship is the property of whoever finds it first. My friend and I took the starship; therefore, it is ours. By the same treaty, we are the ones responsible for the passengers. Those kids count as hostages and, therefore, are not subject to any rescue operation you tried to mount. As your empire has a treaty with Nyx, they should be transferred to the station with all due haste.” Drez turned his face from the marines and stared at me, unable to process what I had in mind.

      “Which we can do with ease, Mister!” the commander snarled in my direction. “Don’t test my knowledge of naval law! I know those kids are supposed to be taken to the nearest place where they can be reunited with their people! I have every intention of doing that!”

      “So you say, Commander,” I replied, doing my best to stay calm. “But the treaties written are specific in who has what duty. They don’t go anywhere unless I allow it.”

      I watched a cloud materialize over his face. “I think we can take care of this matter in seconds and worry about the legalities later,” he popped. “I’ve got 12 men with sharp blades behind me. What do you have?”

      “Treaties and law, Commander,” I let him know. “Want to provoke an interstellar war, Your Honor, go right ahead. Makes no difference to me. Because we both know word will get out of what you did.”

      We were both at a stalemate, and he knew it. It would be easy for him to kill me and Drez. But what happened would travel, and then what? Wouldn’t look too good the next time he was up for a promotion.

      “However,” I spoke again, “I am willing to make a compromise.” I felt the sensation of curiosity from the Irunian Commander. I had him hooked.

      “I’m willing to let you take these children to safety on your world as an officer in Her Imperial Majesty’s Forces,” I continued, “provided you don’t give my associate and me any trouble when we leave with this ship. By treaty law, the ship is ours and the children our responsibility, but I’m willing to allow you to leave with the kids if you guarantee me no harm will come to them.” I looked at the commander to see if I could sense a response.

      “You disgusting Terry,” he growled at me. “How dare you suggest I want those children for anything nefarious? In olden times, I would have you both skewered for suggesting such a thing. I can’t do it because of the laws, but I...I...”

      Perfect. I’d found the screw to turn on his thumb, and he had responded to it.

      “Escort those children at once to the Ghostmaker!” he yelled at his marines. “Keep your distance; I don’t want this pervert thinking I have anything in mind he might like!”

      The little girls looked up at me. I nodded. They understood and walked out of the master control room with the marine squad behind them. The soft sound of their feet led the way, followed by the stomps of the marine boots in the rear.

      “You," the commander spoke to me, one finger outstretched in my direction. “I’ll see you again. Be happy I’m going to let you live. If it wasn’t for those children...” He gritted his teeth and followed the rest of the group.

      We were silent for a good two minutes after the Irunian marines left. I had no way to monitor their progress through the starship, but I could reach out and sense their frame of mind. With non-Terran beings, that’s not easy. They don’t have the same thought patterns as someone who hailed from Earth does. But I’ve had plenty of contact with the sentient beings of the galaxy, so I know what to watch for in the way they think. I could feel the group as it moved further away. I felt hot, but restrained, rage from the commander. Plenty of disappointment emitted from the marine squad. I guessed they were pissed none of them got the honor of cutting us down. Not psychopaths, those Irunian lads in armor, but they do take a lot of pride in their work.

      Finally, I watched the main Irunian destroyer decouple from the Byzantium and float away under the careful push of its plasma jets. I watched from the plate on the arm of my exosuit. Drez was silent and noted them move away too. We both wanted to be sure those stiff-necked types were gone before we breathed easy.

      After another 15 minutes passed, we watched as the Ghostmaker joined up with the other two destroyers in its formation and moved out of range. We weren’t close to any gravity wells or planets, so the ships could maneuver as they pleased. I turned off the plate as I felt the confused but relieved sensations of the kids fade away. I don’t know what I would’ve done if the Irunians had harmed those children.

      “Wow, Fixer,” Drez spoke at last, "That was the most idiotic thing I’ve ever seen you do. And I’ve seen you pull some crazy shit out of your ass.”

      I turned and looked him in the face. “And did you have any great ideas, Spinesnatcher?” I asked. “Those marines were ready to slice the lot of us up, treaty law or not. All that commander needed to do was claim he’d found us in possession of a ship with some abducted Angelika kids. That’s a double capital offense on most planets, triple in some. No one would’ve said a word. Now, we have the ship, at least. I’m not cool with allowing that asshole commander control of those children, but he’s not going to do a thing to them now. He’ll dangle on air if anything bad ever comes to those kids, and he knows it.”

      “So, how are you going to explain to the boss that the entire Irunian Empire knows someone walked off with this ship?” Drez snapped back. He went over and picked up both of our blades. He handed mine back to me as he sheathed his own. Another sign that we were beyond fighting with each other for the moment.

      I put my short sword in its holster again. “I can’t help what happened in here,” I explained to him. “Korth didn’t say a thing about the crazy design of this ship or there being Angelika kids stashed in some filthy hole. He wanted the ship; he’ll get it when we take it to the docks. Job done as far as I’m concerned.”

      “How do you know the boss didn’t want those kids too?” Drez countered. “He didn’t say anything about them. Doesn’t mean he didn’t know they were on board this crazy place.”

      Now, I was pissed for a change. “Korth may be a lot of things,” I snapped back at Drez, “but he’s not the type who’ll take part in selling children. Not Angelika, especially. And are you serious? He’d have the entire galaxy on his ass. The entire family would be on the run from every military in the known universe. No, he’d never be involved in some splurge like that.”

      “I’m not saying he’s involved in anything. People have all kinds of ways to get motivated. What if he doesn’t know about the kids, but the people who want this ship do? If he’s involved with the capture of this ship for somebody, and they wanted those kids, what happens then? They won’t be too happy when he turns the ship over without the children.”

      “Again, Korth isn’t that dumb. If they’re hiding the real reason they wanted this ship, then how was he to know the truth? It’s on them.”

      “Which won’t make a bit of difference when they find out their treasure ship is filled with nothing.”

      “Look," I said in an effort to end the confrontation, “this is going nowhere. We need to figure out how to operate this thing. I don’t know how much air it has left, but we need to find out or take the shuttle back to Nyx. And showing up without the prize will make Mr. Hornhead mad as fuck.” As would Korth’s nickname were he to hear it.

      I walked away from Drez and went over to look at the consoles around the control room. None of symbols made the least bit of sense. I shook my head as I looked at the various dials and switches in the room.

      There were a series of screens that sat at least two feet from the ground. Others were on the overhead. Who’d designed this place? Screens that sat close to the ground? Others straight above our heads? It wasn’t for one species; the controls were set for all manner of beings. I counted at least 12 different handle shapes. Where the hell did they store the navigation part of this ship?

      I’d hoped I could work my way through the operation system based on what the controls resembled, but that wasn’t possible. There was nothing in common inside this place. I put my head on the bulkhead and swore. Our dead friends on the deck knew how to fly it. Was there something in their effects that could show us how?

      “This shit makes no sense to me,” I heard Drez swear from the other side of the room. “What kind of nonsense is this? It doesn’t look like the controls were built for anyone I ever heard about. How are we going to get this thing back to the docks?’

      “Push it,” I responded, as I stepped over one of the bodies on the deck. Funny how the commander was so quick to dismiss them. He didn’t even try to examine the bodies. Either I’d worked my verbal magic better than ever, or he already knew who they were and didn’t care.

      “What?" Drez called over to me, “Did you just say ’push’?”

      “I did. We still have the shuttle, and this ship is in freefall. All we need to do is get it moving with the shuttle’s engines.”

      “Are you messing with me?” Drez gasped. “This ship is how big, and you expect that little shuttle to do the job?”

      “Both have mass,” I explained. “This starship, a helluva lot more than the shuttle. But think about how tugs work. It doesn’t take much to keep it moving once you give it a shove. The only trick is steering it. We’re not that far from Nyx Station. We could push it into orbit around Nyx in a few weeks if we find the right point to give it a shove.”

      “Oh, wouldn’t the boss like to see that. Holy Deet, he’ll shit his pants if we come pushing this think into the station’s vicinity. What will the Fathers have to say about the two of us with an unregistered ship? Combine that with the story of those kids, and add the dead bodies we’ll have to explain.”

      “We can jettison those.”

      “And the militia will have heard about what happened by then. They’ll want to see the stiffs. What happens when we don’t produce them?”

      The Fathers were the elite trading council who ran Nyx Station. They were descendants of the Terrans who hollowed out the rogue asteroid and built a free state inside it, responsible to no one but a haven for people who wanted to do business away from the prying eyes of politicians and generals. They made the rules and lorded over the people who hauled the loads and staffed the warehouses. Most of the lower classes arrived long after the first families built Nyx Station. They didn’t figure into the machinations of the senate or trade council that ran it. From them, the underworld was recruited. It was rumored that the bosses in the lower levels were paid by the Fathers to keep the rabble under control.

      The militia was what passed for a civil guard around Nyx. The Fathers never wanted to field an army to protect their interests. They preferred to hire mercenaries to do what was needed to be done outside Nyx Station. The militia kept the territory around Nyx Station free of raiders and pirates. Inside the station, order was maintained by the militia civil guards. They had free reign to kick your ass if you stepped out of line or looked at the right upper level woman the wrong way.

      It worked well until the Irunian Empire began to eye Nyx Station as a suitable acquisition. So far, the Fathers had kept them at bay by allowing the Irunians their own part of the lower level and extensive trade concessions. It couldn’t last forever, though, and we all knew it.

      “This wasn’t the first time you let your fucking heart get the best of you,” Drez reminded me later.

      “You talking about that arms dealer?” I snapped at him. “Or did you have something else in mind?”

      “The latter,” he sneered.

      “I told you never to talk about that!” I yelled at him.

      What was I supposed to do? If I hadn’t let the Irunian Marines take those kids away, they’d have carved up Drez and me. Or both of us would’ve ended up tossed in an arena to please a crowd of degenerates. Anyway, the Irunians wouldn’t lay a hand on those kids.

      At least, I didn’t think they would.
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      We found the security key an hour later.

      Drez and I had spent the time in between trying not to talk about anything that would provoke a fight. We needed to work together if either of us planned to see Nyx Station again. Granted, there was still the option of scuttling the mission to take the trip back in the shuttle. But Korth would have both of our asses if we did that. I knew what he did to enforcers who disappointed him. We were "made men,” and you didn’t let your padroni down. I once heard the Samurai warriors in ancient Japan were expected to cut off a finger if they failed their lord. Korth would expect a lot more chopped off if we made him look bad.

      I decided that pushing the ship with the shuttle just wouldn’t work. It was a do-able idea in theory but only if you had a crew of scissorbills trained to do it. The two of us? Not a good idea. Should we get the Byzantium in motion...well, what would happen if it drifted off course? More fuel needed to right it, and we barely had enough in that thing to get us home. Korth only paid for the minimum, the cheap bastard.

      I stood there and tried to think of another plan. Then my gaze drifted over to the bodies of the dead command crew.

      “We never did check them over,” I mentioned to Drez. “The marines weren’t here long enough to go through their pockets either. Let’s see if any of them have something we can use.

      “Found it!” Drez announced two minutes later. He held up a quantum key, no more than two inches across.

      “Found it on a chain in his pocket,” Drez explained as he pointed to one of the uniformed bodies. “He was the captain, wasn’t he?”

      I shook my head. “The one who tried to speak to me before he died was the captain. At least that was the sensation I picked up from him.”

      “Then what the hell was this guy doing with it?”

      “Don’t know. No way to find out now.”

      I’d heard of these things before, but never seen one up close. Drez handed it up to me and I looked at it. It was dodecahedron in shape. In other words, it had 12 identical sides. I couldn’t, for the life of me, figure out why it was that shape. A plain sphere wouldn’t have worked just fine?

      “That’s it?" I said to him.

      “I’ve seen one before,” he informed me. “They all look the same. This one is gold; I hear they come in silver and blue. Don’t know why. Let’s see if it works.”

      I nodded. We were low on options, and I didn’t want to return to Korth empty-handed.

      Drez walked over to one of the panels. He sat the object on top of its corner and stepped back.

      “Now what happens?” I asked.

      “Watch," he replied.

      The object blinked three times.

      Then the entire configuration of the panel display changed. I watched as the indecipherable figures above the display changed into standard Galactic. It all happened in a matter of seconds. Every character in the room became readable. I was stunned. The transformation was so fast, I didn’t see it take place.

      I walked around and looked at every display. There wasn’t a sign of the gibberish that was there a few minutes ago. Every switch had a display that told me what it was supposed to do. Every meter was labeled in a way I could understand it. It was the closest thing I’d ever encountered to pure magic.

      Drez went back over to where he’d placed the key. He dropped it into a pocket on his exosuit.

      “Pretty sweet, huh?” he asked. I had to nod.

      Now, it all made sense. We had a way to operate the starship on our own. It might take us a little while to get the hang of it, but the two of us could manage well enough. This wasn’t the first interstellar vehicle either of us had boosted. Most of them were built with enough AI assistance to make it easy for a trained operator to take it from point A to point B in freefall. Landing it on a planet or engaging in battle was a different matter. No one wanted to give AIs much authority when it came to warfare because a computer that could operate a warship and fire weapons was one that could be used against its builders. So, you still needed a crew for the tough things.

      I thought a bit about Korth Cinzar and the crime family he represented down on Nyx Station. Korth wasn’t from the station originally. He showed up a few years ago and set himself up as someone who could get things done the Fathers didn’t want to know about. Need a high interest loan or want a business rival eliminated? Boss Korth was the person you wanted to see. He bought some small warehouse near the docks and began to sell used furniture as a cover, but everyone knew what else took place inside.

      Officially, prostitution and other vices were regulated by the senate and the trade council. The good families near the top levels didn’t want to deal with the problems that came from having Suzi’s House of Delights next to their gardens or a jook-huffing operation near the art galleries. Their actions tended to drive the prices up and beyond the working stiff’s ability to afford them. They lived down on the lower levels. Enter the syndicates who could find ways to supply the vice at far below the official costs.

      There was plenty of room for trading in stolen goods as well. Every so often, a certain starship would make for Nyx Station with plenty of merchandise of questionable origin. After he’d set up shop, Boss Korth and the family moved more of it than anyone else did. He was resented at first by his rivals, but a few busted heads and money showered on the right people solved problems.

      I’d bounced around a bit after leaving the Janissaries. This was before the Irunians carved up the Sultanate with their allies. There was supposed to be some general amnesty in place for those who fought in the wars, but I never bothered to put in for it. I ended up on Nyx Station and needed a job. And, as I never have any luck, I got one.

      For the next hour, Drez and I spent time looking at the operations manuals for the Byzantium. One thing I didn’t like was the lack of any registration on the ship. This was bad. An unregistered ship was an invitation to an unprovoked attack. The only starships that operated without registration were smugglers and pirates. Any convoy near a vehicle without registration was authorized to open fire. Usually, it was a good practice. The last thing anyone wanted was an unknown ship coming at them without warning and boarding with a group of pirates. I’d been on both ends of those operations for Korth. I’d helped in raids on merchants and ran shotgun on his own vessels hauling contraband to and from Nyx.

      “So, how many guns does this thing carry?” I spoke aloud as we watched a screen form in the air and display the armaments on the Byzantium. “I see four cannons up front, two missile launchers, and a rear EMR pulse. This thing could pass as a warship.” Maybe it was one.

      “Check this out,” Drez spoke as he pointed to an object on the screen. It enlarged as a 3D image materialized in the air in front of us while a robotic voice rattled off ordnance specifics.

      “Holy shit,” Drez flared. “Do you know what this is?”

      “It’s a quantum laser,” I answered. “Damn, someone wants to fry anything they can find. Look at the specs; I wouldn’t want to be the party in its path.” I shook my head and tried to figure out why this thing was built. This had to be the reason Korth wanted us to bring it home.

      Seconds later, Drez almost hit the overhead when a klaxon began to wail through the ship.

      “All hands to their battlestations!” an AI voice began to wail. “Enemy ships are headed in our direction.  Contact in 10 seconds. Nine. . . eight. . . seven. . .”

      At the same moment, the lights of one part of the control system began to change from green to yellow, then red. I was about to say something when a screen materialized in front of us.

      What do you know? Commander Peshawar was back and he’d brought many friends.

      “Enemy requests parley,” the voice of our AI spoke to me. “Shall I open fire, or do you want to communicate?”

      “What? Drez spoke up. “This thing can run the big guns on its own? I didn’t think they could do that without assistance from the crew.”

      “You are the crew," the voice tossed back at him. “I can make recommendations, but you have to authorize me to engage in any hostile operation.”

      “Let’s see what our friend wants to talk about,” I interjected. “I knew that asshole would be back.”

      A small screen appeared next to the big one. Of course, it contained the face of our Irunian commander. I hadn’t expected anyone else.

      “Greetings,” the commander spoke. “In case you wanted to know, the children are out of the combat zone. It occurred to me after I left that I couldn’t possibly allow two lowlifes such as you to walk off with such a fine piece of hardware. I put in a quick inquiry based off the images we took from our exosuits. I must say, it came as no surprise to me that the both of you have many criminal records, both on Nyx and in other jurisdictions. Under the Treaty of Ortandro, I have the right to impound any vessel in the hands of criminal elements. I believe the both of you qualify, so if you be so kind as to allow us to board, we can bring this matter to a quick end.”

      Bring us to a quick end is what he had in mind.

      “There’s only one thing I believe about you, Commander,” I spoke to the haughty face. “I believe you sent those children out of the danger zone. I know they can’t be around, because if they were, you would find yourself naked in an arena facing off against some of the big carnivores as entertainment of the week. So, you’d never be that stupid.”

      “I would like to inform you,” he continued, "that I have plenty of help this time. I don’t know what kind of ordnance is on your ghost ship, but I suspect they are substantial. There are five corvettes moving into position around you right now. You can try to make a run for it, but we have enough firepower to melt you into scrap. I’d have already done so for your insolence, but it seems my superiors value the ship you’re inside for some reason.”

      “Oh, I get it," I called back. “You want me to hand the Byzantium over to you and we’ll be killed later. Sorry, I didn’t learn surrender. Maybe you did at your academy, but it was never an option at mine.” The last was true. No Janissary had ever surrendered in the 2,000 years of the Sultanate. It fell before its last slave soldier did.

      “Still the insolent Terran, I see,” the commander sniped. “I’d hoped you could see the logic in letting us board without problems, but, no, you want to act brave. Fine, we’ll see what brave gets you when I send the rest of my marines in there to haul you back.” The image vanished.

      “What are you going to do now, Fixer?” Drez demanded. “I told you that was a stupid thing to do.”

      I wasn’t surprised they’d turned around and come back for us once the kids were gone. I’d expected it. At least we had the ship operational. Things were bad enough with the Irunians coming back, but they had identified us, and the empire would soon know that we worked for Korth and the family. But we still had the ship.

      “The AI did say it could engage in combat, didn’t it?” I spoke to Drez. I turned around to the screen. “You are authorized to initiate hostile responses, correct?”

      “I am allowed to defend this ship with all weapons available,” it replied. “So long as you grant me the authority. Do you wish me to engage in warfighting if we are attacked?”

      I had a thought. “Do you have a name of some type?” I asked the AI. “I feel a bit uncomfortable talking to a disembodied voice.”

      “You may call me any name you like,” it responded. “Save one. You may not call me Alex. That designation is forbidden.”

      “Why the hell not?” Drez demanded.

      I didn’t want to draw the conversation out. The Ghostmaker was moving into docking range. Soon, we would have a mess to deal with when those marines reentered the ship. I needed to get this thing up and running fast.

      “Alex was the name of the boyfriend of my designer,” it spoke. “The one stipulation on my usage was that no one was ever to be allowed to call me by that name.”

      “Hah!” Drez laughed. “I knew this thing was built on Earth. They might’ve tried to make it look strange, but now, we know the truth.”

      “I am not allowed to tell you any more about the builders of the Byzantium,” it interjected. “Three questions in a row as to the origin of this ship will force me to cease all operations for a period of three hours. Your question about the name counted as the first one.”

      “We don’t care where the ship came from,” I cut in, one eye on the screen that showed the docking port extending from the Ghostmaker. “Can you allow us to guide the weapon systems on this ship?”

      “Of course,” it responded. “Any names you had in mind to call me, save that one?”

      I thought for three seconds and came up with an old one that popped into my brain. “Sothos,” I said. “You are to be called Sothos.”

      There was a pause. “I am Sothos,” the AI responded. “I do need names for you two so that I can differentiate.”

      “I’m Fixer,” I told Sothos. “He’s Spinesnatcher.” Best to go with nicknames in this situation.

      “That is fine, Fixer,” Sothos replied. “Are you ready for me to begin countermeasures? The ships around us haven’t begun hostile activity yet, but it appears one of them is about to begin boarding procedures.”

      “Yes," I let it know. “Give me some options as to what to do with the nearest ship.”

      Instantly, a schematic of a chain cannon appeared over the console. It rotated around to let us see what kind of ammunition it carried and the range it was best used at. I selected some armor-piercing shells and had Sothos load the weapon, which was part of an array fixed to the near side of the ship.

      I looked over at Drez and wondered how our paths had crossed so many years ago.

      I’d been on Nyx Station three days when someone suggested I should go over to the local labor hall and see about work. I was short on cash and knew that there wasn’t much work for a former soldier unless you were willing to take up your former trade. I’d had it with the adrenaline rush that accompanied the charge across the battlefield while bombs rained down from the sky. Now, with the war winding down between the Sultanate and Irunian Empire, I wasn’t so worried about being fingered as a former point man for a squad of butchers. The Sultanate was finished. No one expected it to survive the final battle underway outside Katnzar. There were rumors the empire might offer amnesty to any former soldier in the sultan’s army who surrendered and turned in his weapon.

      I walked down to the labor hall from the rooming house where I’d stayed since arriving at Nyx. The rooming house wasn’t much. It was run as a crash pad for a group of Rum Travelers who operated out of the upper levels. I’m not sure what they did, but it caused the place to swell to capacity with cousins, uncles, and various relatives burdened down with merchandise every other week. I suspected they were fencing stolen goods to the great and the good on the surface and needed a place to hide out whenever the heat was on them.

      The line at the labor hall was long that day. I looked up and saw the light go dim in the cavern over us. The builders of Nyx made sure every level had a simulation of a 24-hour day, which was odd since we were about as far as could be from any sun. Nyx floated free between systems and, given its mass, would continue to do so for the near future.

      “You wasting your time going to that place, Yoldash,” I heard a voice say next to me.

      I spun around to the source, one hand on the pistol inside my jacket. Someone had used the Janissary term for comrade. We only talked that way among each other, which meant there was another former Janissary on the run (unlikely), or someone knew who I was (more likely). If it was the former, they might be ready to kill me.

      I froze as the blue face of Drez faced mine.

      “Looking for a job, soldier boy?” he asked me. “I know someone who could use a man with a military background.”

      “I’m waiting for that authorization,” Sothos asked me. I blinked and returned to the real world.

      “Take out the coupling,” I informed the AI, “then open that comm again. I want a word with our dear commander.”

      I watched from the targeting mode on the chain cannon as it swung in the direction of the coupling that the destroyer had extended toward the dock. It was over in a few seconds as the cannon fired a series of HE shells that reduced the connection to fragments. The docking would have to wait.

      “That was very stupid,” the angry face of the commander snarled at me. “You could have made this simple and lived. Now, we’ll have to take possession of that ship the hard way. This is your final opportunity to surrender and survive.”

      “And this is your only chance to avoid an embarrassing report to your superiors,” I told him. “Get out of the way, or face the consequences.”

      His screen went blank.

      “Sothos," I told the AI, "I want you to take us to Nyx Station with all due haste. You will respond to Drez for targets of opportunity. I give you the authorization.”

      “Just had to let it know you could pull rank. . .” I heard Drez grumble.

      “It needs some guidance,” I said. “Might as well be me who gives it.”

      I could feel the plasma engines of the Byzantium cycle up as the massive starship began to move into position opposite the squadron of Irunian ships. The panels in front of me changed color several times, and several screens materialized around me to show what we were up against. Drez could see them as well.

      “Corvette on the left is moving at us,” I pointed out.

      “I say hit it before it hits us,” Drez called out.

      “Good idea,” I approved. ”Sothos, use one of those Starstreamer missiles on it. Two in the middle should do the job.”

      I watched as the undercarriage of the Byzantium unleashed two deadly packets of metal at the corvette in question. It tried to move out of the path of the missiles, but the propulsion units of the corvette were blown free by two direct hits. Scratch one off the list of what the commander had to play with.

      “Prepare for acceleration,” Sothos spoke. “I suggest both of you use the chairs on the far bulkhead.

      Having been through this before, I knew what was about to take place. So did Drez.

      Seconds later, we were strapped into place. I wished there was enough time to remove those dead bodies, because they were going to get smashed on the bulkhead when those plasma engines fired.

      “Do you wish me to dispose of the dead?” Sothos asked. “Their presence in here will complicate matters.”

      “Yes," I told the AI. “And quick.”

      I’d wanted to keep them around in case it would help with the identification later. Besides, there was always the decent matter of respect for the dead, no matter how they got that way. But right now, we didn’t have any other options.

      “Done," I was told.

      I glanced back to see what happened, but the bodies and blood were gone. I had no idea how the AI removed them, but I didn’t have time to ask.

      “Plasma ignition in five seconds,” Sothos spoke. “Four, three...”

      “That destroyer,” Drez pointed out as he stared at the screen over us, “it’s going to fire!”

      “Which weapon system should I employ?” Sothos asked. “Holding launch until you give me authorization.”

      “Quantum laser,” I called out. “Do it now!”

      I watched as an entire section of the destroyer was sliced off by the precise action of the laser. Whoever built this ship made certain it had plenty of power to back it up. Commander Peshawar had made a bad decision.

      “Destroyer inoperative,” Sothos informed us. “Should I resume plasma engine firing?”

      “Yes!" I cried. “Get our asses out of here and to Nyx Station.”

      “Three, two, one...” I heard the voice of the AI count.

      I was slammed into the back of the chair as a series of restraints worked hard to keep me in place. The ship vibrated from the massive force generated by the engines of the Byzantium. It was a quick acceleration as there was nothing to hold it back. I watched the receding forms of the Irunian ships as our starship raced into the universe.

      Then I blacked out.

      I came to after the Byzantium made the trip through the nearest wormhole back to the station. I suspected the AI could’ve used the plasma engines to take it all the way home without making a jump. But that would’ve involved a long trip, and we needed to get back to Nyx in a hurry.

      “You are safely on course to Nyx Station and will arrive in its territory in four hours,” Sothos informed us as the restraints detached us from the chairs. Both Drez and I managed to stand up and feel the dizziness from the rapid acceleration disappear from our bodies.

      “How long were we out?” I asked Sothos.

      “Twelve hours,” it responded. “I found it advisable to turn on the stasis fields around your forms after we’d reached three standard Terran gravities. I didn’t think your physical forms would survive them.”

      “How many gravities did this ship reach?” Drez asked.

      “Twenty," Sothos responded, "but only for four hours. I slowed it down to 12 for the jump.”

      We looked up at the image of Nyx Station in the screen that floated above the deck. It had to be an enlargement; we couldn’t be that close. We were almost back to our destination.

      “Well, at least we escaped,” Drez brought up. “And still have the ship.”

      I walked around and looked at the instruments on the panels around us. Weird that the AI could handle this starship with so little help from its human handlers. It didn’t make a lot of sense for this ship to even have a massive central control room if it wasn’t needed. Sothos had taken us out of a very bad situation with minimal input from either Drez or me.

      I was tempted to ask it about the presence of the Angelika kids but decided otherwise. The AI oversaw the starship and, thereby, our survival. It wouldn’t talk about its origin. I doubted it would tell us anything about the command crew that committed suicide the moment we encountered them.

      Drez was busy checking over the panels too. There wasn’t much we could do other than hope Korth came through on his end when we reached Nyx space. There was supposed to be a call sign we could furnish the militia with once we came into their range. No way would the Nyx militia allow an unregistered ship to enter its domain. Someone was paid to allow us through and down to the lower level docks, where Korth could take possession of the starship.

      “I hope Boss Korth has enough room on his part of the docks to store this thing,” I spoke as I watched the screen. “He’ll need plenty of room this time. This isn’t like boosting a small shuttle.”

      “We’ve already violated so many of his directives,” Drez spoke, “that he’ll be pissed three ways from last week. At least those damn Irunians don’t know we’re connected to the Cinzar family.”

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” I spoke. “All manner of ways they can find out who we’re with. The empire won’t take it lightly, I can promise you that. We blew through their blockade and made that stiff-necked commander look bad. He’ll have to find us unless he wants a demotion or worse. Yeah, I think we may have fucked with the wrong assholes.”
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      The sentry satellites picked us up the moment we came into their range.

      “Unidentified starship, do not proceed further,” the voice of some border guard spoke over the comm. “Please give us the call sign of the day before you attempt to enter our zone of authority.” It all sounded so mock and authoritarian, but we didn’t want trouble. The ship might be able to rip its way down to the station, but what good would that do anyone?

      “Let’s have it," I spoke to Drez, who was lounging in one of the acceleration chairs. “That code better work, or Korth doesn’t get his big toy.”

      Drez sighed and walked over to the screen. Although I had Sothos scramble our image, the one from the border patrol showed a young humanoid in the uniform of the Nyx Militia. He appeared to be bored. Smugglers and the like must be a routine intrusion in his line of work. No way were the good Fathers of the trade council about to let anyone make profit off Nyx unless they got their cut.

      This time, I held up a piece of paper to the screen and made sure it had contact to the surface. The militiaman on the other end stared at it, then became excited.

      “Just a minute,” he said. “Don’t approach any further, or you will be fired upon.”

      By what? I thought. Some antique missile launcher?

      Seconds later, the face reappeared. “I’ll transmit your directions to the docks on level 12. You are cleared for descent. Be sure you check in with the harbormaster after you’ve arrived. You’ll need to file all the forms and be available for the customs inspection.”

      I thanked him, then made sure that Sothos had all the information it needed. “Take us down to wherever they send us,” I instructed.

      “Following,” Sothos told me. “The navigational satellites are opening a way for us.”

      It didn’t take long. The Byzantium made it to the lower docks in a half hour. Without an atmosphere to navigate across, the trip didn’t take much time. Drez and I watched the descent down to the lower section of the hollowed-out asteroid, past some of the higher sections where you could see actual pleasure gardens through the crystal that separated them from the vacuum of space. The passages to the docks were kept unpressurized until you reached the final level, where a large series of locks were arranged to keep the breathable part of Nyx inside the station. I don’t know how it all works, but it does. Most of my experience is with things that kill people at a distance.

      Once we had the Byzantium into the slot the harbor people gave us, all we needed to do was walk away from it. I told Sothos that we we’d done our job and that he could deal with whoever took possession of the ship. A few minutes later, Drez and I strode away from the parked starship.

      We walked out across the platform to the customs office and warehouses that lined the docks of Nyx. So far, there was no one to greet us.

      “Usually, there’s someone,” I mentioned. We stopped and looked around. Plenty of activity near the shuttles and cargo ships around us, but nothing where we stood. The Byzantium was hard to miss. It was twice the size of any other ship and still had our tug shuttle attached to it. I again thought about how thankful I was that the trip back had been a lot faster than the one to the starship. The shuttle we’d taken had needed a solid week to reach its destination, because it wasn’t capable of making the jump across space.

      “I guess Korth took care of it all,” I spoke to Drez. “I’m going home.” I started to walk away. No need for complicated goodbyes between the two of us. Our relationship was now over unless Korth wanted us for another special job or Drez decided to make another run at me.

      I didn’t think he’d try anything stupid against me now that we were back on the station.

      I was wrong.

      “Tell Miss Precious that I said hello,” Drez called back to me as he walked in the other direction. “And don’t let her wear you out in case the boss wants a word with you later.”

      I stiffened up and almost turned around. He wanted me to do that, of course. A fight at the docks between anyone was grounds for exile from Nyx. He’d have liked to claim an unprovoked attack.

      I didn’t say a word and continued on my way.

      She was already waiting for me at my apartment. Too bad I wasn’t in a better mood. This job had taken me out of the loop for the past two weeks. Preparation was a bear, and the trip was a bore. I was ready for her and needed those soft thighs wrapped around my neck. This is why I held my tongue when Drez made his remark.

      I unlocked the door to my apartment and walked in. I tossed my bag in the closet, same as my jacket. I was tired, but not tired enough to fall asleep. I’d changed from my exosuit to my street clothes at a locker on the docks.

      My neighborhood is not one of the better ones. It was carved out of the void inside the asteroid when the trading council first found it several hundred years ago. The Fathers had located it first and established claim on Nyx long before any of the local jurisdictions began to expand their areas of influence. It was far enough away from any system not to be a threat, yet close enough to the trade lanes to be a stop and refueling point for any variety of commercial vessels.

      I lived in Scrubber’s Row, an expanse of apartments carved into the rock for the original construction workers to live. After the station was built, the workers moved on, and the apartments became a drop zone for anyone who needed a cheap place to live, such as me. The landlord, a senator from the uppers, didn’t bother us much, so long as we paid our rent. The local watch committee kept the riffraff under control, so we didn’t have much trouble from the militia. For a cheap place to live, it was quiet and drama-free most of the time.

      “I missed you,” a voice said from behind me.

      I turned around to see a vision in blue and white. Zilpha stood in the hall that led to the main room of my small apartment. She wore a white dress that highlighted her neon pink hair and azure features. She wasn’t that tall, just a bit over five feet, short in some ways. She wore no shoes, and I was in the process of taking my boots off. Yes, it was a good thing I got back in time.

      I took her hand as we sat down on the couch I’d salvaged out of a repossessed office building a few months ago.

      “How was Drez?” she asked. I could see the concern in her ice-blue eyes.

      “Your brother is fine,” I almost spat when I mentioned his relation to her. “He only tried to kill me two or three times. One of these days, that fucker is going to push me too far. If it wasn’t for you, I might’ve done it already.”

      I’d met Zilpha a few weeks after Drez got me the job with the Cinzar family. I was working the door at Boss Korth’s place that afternoon when a small but solid woman walked up and said she had a message for her brother.

      “Who’s that?” I asked, trying to hide my erection.

      “A guy named Drez,” she snapped. I could tell she was irritated at something.

      “Who shall I say is calling?” I asked with a smirk. I wanted to string this one out as much as possible.

      “You can tell him his sister Zilpha needs to talk to him,” she snapped. “Our mother died, and he has to get home now!”

      I had to be the one to find Drez. At least I got to meet her that day. Funny it never occurred to me she was kin to him. They don’t look that much alike, although both have the same lighter blue tone you see in Mobersian-Terran mixes.

      We started going out after the funeral. I was asked to attend by Drez, as he couldn’t stand his goody-goody sister and wanted someone to console her. We clicked for some reason, although I didn’t have a lot of experience with high-quality women at the time. It’s hard to learn the romantic arts when you constantly train to kill people and most of the women you’re permitted to see have hourly rates. Six months after we’d met, she’d moved in with me, which is what started the problems with Drez.

      “I don’t like it when you’re gone on these jobs,” she told me as one bare foot went across my lap. “You won’t talk about them, and they always involve that brother of mine. As far as I’m concerned, the reason my mother is dead is because he broke her heart.”

      “Look," I told her, while I massaged the tiny foot on my lap. “I have a limited set of skills that the big outfits don’t need. We’ve been over this. The only way I’m going to save up some money and get us to the top level is by working for Korth. Now, if that means having to put up with your jerk sibling, I’ll do it. I don’t like it much either, because he tends to push me too far.” I declined to let her know how far her brother had pushed me this time.

      “You keep talking about moving up,” Zilpha told me, as she placed her head on my shoulder. “But I worry we’ll never get there. Besides, you know the Fathers will never accept you or me. Especially me. I’m a metice. I see the way they look at me every day. No one says a word because they know about us. Plus, they know who my brother works for, and no one wants to get on his bad side.”

      Zilpha worked at a diner down the road that catered to the locals. She didn’t get much flack because everyone around knew about her connections to the family. And me. Once in a great while, some punk would try to make time with her. Then one of the older patrons would have to give him “the talk.” It didn’t happen too often.

      “I think you look just fine,” I told her.

      I grabbed Zilpha by the back of the head and brought her mouth to mine. She tasted of cinnamon and lust. My lust, that is. I’d been without for two weeks. Now was the time to make up for it. As I suspected, she didn’t have anything on under her dress.

      It took less time to get my clothes off too. I wanted to let her do it and enjoy the moment, but Zilpha was in a hurry. I thought she was going to tear my top off with her teeth, so I managed to get it off on my own. By the time I had my pants off, she was already in the shower, waiting for me.

      There’s something about finding a light blue woman who has enormous breasts and short, spiked hair in your shower to give a man the boner of a lifetime. I was so stiff, I thought it would smash through the glass door on my way in.

      Once inside, we managed to use up all the hot water when she jumped on top of me and wrapped her legs around my thighs. I was inside her in seconds. Zilpha’ s small, but she works out a lot in her spare time and knows how to put her legs to use. I came the first time in five strokes.

      “You’re not over that easy,” she told me and hopped off. I was about to ask her what she meant but found out when Zilpha dropped to her knees in the confined space of the shower. She had my tool in her mouth and washed the head down with her tongue to get it back in action.

      The next time, I pushed her up against the shower wall; it took me a while to get there. I was able to make sure she was satisfied by the way she raked those sharp nails against my back. For reasons I still don’t understand, Zilpha makes these high-pitched squeaks when she climaxes. That day, she sounded like a balloon releasing air.

      We ended up in the bedroom with her on top of me. This always works better because of the size difference. I laid there and watched my star sapphire lover move up and down on my shaft for at least an hour. She’d missed it as much as I had. At least, that’s what she told me the third time I squeezed her nipples.

      Now, the funny thing is, her nipples are red. As is the hair on her lower parts. I’ve never understood why this is, and she doesn’t dye it. Seems to be another one of those genetic markers. I recalled this while I was down on her later, returning the shower favor as I applied some oral pressure to her sweet spot (which is in the same location as Terran women). I knew she was maxed out when I heard her yell "Fuuuuuuck!" so loud, it had the neighbor pounding on the wall.

      One more shower and play later, we sat around the table in the kitchen and held hands while we talked about the future. We needed to catch up on what had happened during the previous weeks too.

      “I can see you saved it up for me,” she said and kissed my fingers.

      “I trust you’ve been without?” I asked. She nodded.

      No, we don’t have an "open relationship” or anything like that. However, there are a few people I don’t mind her sleeping with. All of which are women. Zilpha went through a period when she left her mother’s house when she couldn’t decide which way she swam. At least,until she met me. These are all old girlfriends I know and approve of. She’s seen them less and less the longer we’ve been together. I guess she’d started to realize which team she batted for.

      “Met a woman at the diner I might bring over some night,” she teased me. I had the final say on any of those. Anyone who slept over had to spend at least one evening out with the both of us until I decided she was sane enough to share our bed for an evening. Too much crazy in this universe.

      “So, who’s it this time?” I asked.

      “Terran girl who works in one of the offices,” she told me in a sly manner. “She came into the diner three times while I was on duty. Blonde for a change. Little tall for me, but you might like her. I caught her staring at my ass the last time, and she left me her phone number.”

      Zilpha reached down under the table and gave me a squeeze. “I’m sure we could figure out a position if you like her.”

      It was that minute the tabletop turned into a screen and began to flash red.

      “What the hell is that?” Zilpha gasped and released her grip. “Did I do something wrong? You’ve never complained of me doing that before!” She shoved her chair away from the table.

      I looked down at the tabletop and saw an image of Drez and some goons in front of the door to my apartment. Oh, shit. Trouble. And the week before the furnace was supposed to be fixed. The landlord was going to give me a galaxy of pain for this. But not half the pain I would deal to her shithead brother if this is what I thought it was about.

      “Looks like Drez is here,” I announced as I cracked my knuckles. “And he’s brought some friends.”

      Worse, there was another call coming in, and it was Korth. More trouble.

      I counted five of them. These weren’t the usual slugs that you picked up for these kinds of jobs; Drez had some talented Terrans out there. This was serious.

      I recognized one guy with a tattoo on his face as Frank Sims, a nasty bare-knuckle fighter from down at the back alleys behind the warehouses. Frank wasn’t that tall and fooled people with his appearance. He specialized in beating men bloody, the kind who who didn’t think he could last four rounds. These fights were unsanctioned matches where the fate of the loser was left to the crowd. It could be horrible if he lost people money. I’d seen losers tossed over the ropes and beaten to death by men who were furious when all their cash vanished. The only good thing I could say about those fights was the lack of people taking a dive. All the money in the station did you no good if you stood to be lynched.

      The second one I spotted was a lob by the name of Dick Yosemite. Dick was well named as he made his coin by shaking down small convenience shops in parts of town that couldn’t afford standard protection. For a small fee, Dick would keep your storefront free of pickpockets, thieves, and hold-up men. If you didn’t pay, or found someone cheaper, he’d see to it your joint was hit by one disaster after another. You either went with him, or you closed shop.

      Behind him was a young guy I knew to be Deathworm, a little punk from the next district over. “Worm” as we liked to call him. He claimed to have an army 10,000 strong that would come to his aid at a moment’s call. This was an impressive boast, as no one ever saw this force. Personally, I thought he watched too many videos. The only thing he did have, for sure, was a tendency to inflict pain on anyone who got in his way.

      The last one I recognized was Primitive Art Now, or “Prim” as we called him. Prim was supposed to be some rich kid from the upper levels dumped down here when his connected family couldn’t control him any longer. He got his name on the day he showed up. The rumor was that someone asked him why he was there, and he used that phrase. He held up longer than anyone expected but still couldn’t find steady work.

      There was another kid hanging back I couldn’t identify. He appeared to be 18 or so and wore a top with some band logo on it.

      “You need to get out of here,” I told Zilpha. “Things are about to get nasty.” I’d put some clothes on earlier and went to the nearest closet to grab something. Once the closet door was open, I checked to make sure a certain panel still glowed yellow. It did.

      “Engage," I told the panel, and it turned red. I was about to see if one of my new toys could do what it was supposed to.

      The next thing I did was reach under the shelf over the clothes hangers and pull out the Wombat .475 automatic pistol that I kept stored in the hidden compartment. The Wombat had taken me through a lot over the years, and I used it as backup as opposed to any of the new guns on the market. I pulled it out with one hand and found the ammunition box. I’d need both. Some ghee’s keep them loaded, but that never seemed to be a good policy. Too easy for someone to grab the gun and use it on you.

      I proceeded to load the handgun while I closely watched the screen mounted into the middle of the table. Drez and his goons were in the process of a conference of some kind.

      I found Zilpha’s purse and tossed it to her. She hadn’t moved yet. Still in the same white dress with no underwear. I couldn’t risk anything happening to her. She’d been through too much since her mother died, and I wanted to see things turn out right for her.

      I found my boots and strapped them on. Always a good plan when you might have to stomp someone in the head. I looked over at Zilpha again. She had the purse in her hand. I tossed her a pair of sandals. She slipped them on but still didn’t move.

      Her eyes seemed to flash green. If that was the case, she was excited about something. Sometimes, I had trouble remembering what mood matched the shade of her eyes. Drez didn’t have the same color range with his, but he’d picked up the eye color shift gene from his father too.

      “Are you going to kill him?” she asked me. It was an honest question.

      “Depends on why he’s here,” I told her.

      I looked over at the table. Korth was no longer trying to reach me. Guess he’d found out his torpedoes were already in range of the target.

      “Go, Zilpha,” I told her again, this time with force. “I can’t have you involved in this. Take the fire escape.”

      It took her all of five seconds to vanish out the back window. She was tiny, solid, and fast. The last I saw was her purse slinging out the window behind her.

      “Show time,” I spoke aloud and squeezed the Wombat. I had to ensure it would recognize my palm signature.

      “Ammunition chambered and loaded,” the gun confirmed. I’d named it Ralph, after an old friend who died in a tragic way. “Oil schedule is up-to-date, although I could use a routine cleaning next month. Next week, if you employ me against multiple targets today.”

      “The way it’s shaping up,” I told Ralph, “I’ll have to take you apart and clean everything tonight.”

      “Bullets are in good condition. I do not detect any potential hang-fires. The slide has 10 of them ready to be used. I recommend loading up more if you anticipate extended gunplay.”

      “Thanks, Ralph,” I spoke to the pistol. I walked over to the table to get a better look at how things were shaping up outside.

      It appeared there was some difference of opinion over who was to do what. I sat there, gun in hand, and watched Drez attempt to assert his authority over the group, but they weren’t having it. Frank shoved him back at one point, and Drez grabbed Frank’s shoulders. Drez picked Frank up off the ground and dropped him next to Prim. Frank didn’t hit the ground too hard; he managed to regain his footing. Still, you could tell that he was pissed.

      I walked over to the closet and spoke into the open door. “Everything ready?” I asked.

      “All traps and countermeasures are operational,” the closet answered. “I see six sentient beings outside the front door ready to initiate hostile activity. One other sentient being left by the fire escape two minutes ago. I have you and Ralph on my scanner. I can provide a defensive network if you need my help.”

      “That’s liable to be real soon,” I laughed.
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      I stood there waiting for Drez and his goon squad to make the first move. Finally, I heard the buzzer from the front door go off. Well, well, they’d settled on a plan of action. I tried to remember when the last time Drez was over here, as I had all manner of new toys for him to play with. This just might be fun.

      I walked back over to the table and looked at the screen in the middle of it. Drez’s blue face was right in the center. He thought the creeps behind him were hidden from view, but I had a panoramic scan of everything going on in the hallway. Good thing I’d had enough sense to put sound dampeners inside the apartment. Once they were past the door, I could muffle things a bit. Out in the hall, this wasn’t an option. Oh, well, time to act as if I was surprised.

      “Hello, Drez,” I said to the smarmy face in the screen. “To what honor do I owe this call? You know, I was just thinking about you.”

      “I’m sure you were," he snarked back. “Was you bent over a couch?”

      “No, I was washing my tool,” I tossed back at him. “It reminded me of you for some reason. So, what’s up, and why are you at my front door?”

      Drez tried to ignore my questions. “Is my sister inside?” he asked.

      “I sent her down to the store to buy a pint of ice cream. You want to know what we’re going to do with it?”

      “Look, you prick,” he growled, “the boss wants to see you. You better come with me right now if you want to keep your ass out of trouble.”

      “And why should I do that? Something I should know about?”

      “You know what this is over! I don’t have to go into detail! The boss is furious over what happened with that ship!”

      I tried to act amused. “So, is this an informational interview, or am I on trial? Does that make you my defense attorney?”

      I watched as Drez’s eyes went silver again. “Goddamit, you cheese head, you better get your ass out here and come with us or the shit will get deep! I don’t have to remind you what the boss does to assholes that piss him off!”

      “Just a minute,” I told him. “My wash is in the dryer, and I need to get it out.”

      Before Drez could deliver another stream of obscenities, I shut off the audio to the screen and sat back to watch. This might prove instructive.

      “Hey, closet,” I called out to my security system. “I recognize them all but that redhead kid in the background. What you got on him?”

      There was a pause while the AI assessed the security database in the Nyx Militia. You weren’t supposed to be able to do this, but every lock has a key. I’d paid a lot for my current security system. Some people use these hacks to check out their credit rating; I use mine to find out if there are any outstanding warrants on me.

      “I identify him as Marvin Kinslayer,” the closet told me. “He’s wanted for murder one on three systems and several larcenies in five others. The reward for him is steep. You can earn extra lottery points on Devros if you turn him in to one of their diplomatic posts.”

      “Thanks, closet,” I told it, “but I don’t need lottery points now. What I need is information on special weapon skills he might possess. Anything I need to worry about? I know what the other lobs can do; he’s a mystery.”

      Another pause. “Doesn’t have much in the way of empathy,” the closet continued. “None whatsoever, according to a psychiatric report from Lugar. Ideal person for a military assignment, but nothing else.”

      Ideal person to kill me and not have any remorse, I thought.

      This had to be a hit of some kind. Boss Korth had phoned to make sure his death squad was in place, then hung-up the phone. Why else would you bring someone like that redhead into the operation? These were the kind of men you kept in the cooler until needed. The kind of guys who would watch sports all day at the bar and not bother a soul. Until the day a waitress stumbles over a foot and gets her throat slit.

      “Keep a close watch on him, closet,” I instructed the AI. “He may not appear to be dangerous, but what you told me is scary. He could be the one who’s here to clean-up any messes that result from a goon squad botch. Just the sort of man who is here to make sure no one walks out alive if it goes down bad.”

      I returned to the screen and turned the audio feedback on with a flick. “I’m sorry, Junior,” I told Drez, “You’ll have to come back another time. I’ve got cookies baking in the oven, and they might get burnt. Love and kisses.” I leaned over to watch the screen, with Ralph on standby.

      Drez unleashed a stream of expletives I’d never heard. A few sounded familiar from the one time Zilpha had banged her head on the bedroom wall. She never told me what it meant other than it was something she’d picked up from her father before he died. For a missionary, her father had kept his ability to curse with the best of them in his native tongue. I don’t think any of those words translated to “fiddlesticks.”

      This time, Drez was furious. I watched as he walked back from the door and faced my hidden camera. I decided to turn the audio back on.

      “Gimme some room!” he yelled at the other thugs. As expected, he ran at the door.

      Also as expected, Drez bounced off the door and hit the floor.

      “There was an impact on the front door,” the closet informed me. It gave me a specific amount of force directed against it. “Impact was not enough to cause damage to the door, but it might if all those Terrans decide to hit at the same time. Damage would include....”

      “Yes, yes, closet,” I told it. “It will piss off the landlord if he has to send over a maintenance crew and clean up the blood in the hallway. Can’t have that. Oh, look, he’s going to try again.”

      This time, Drez walked further back and turned his body so that the door would take a maximum impact from his slam. It wouldn’t matter, because I’d installed that door on my own. It would take a direct hit from a wildebeest, but the wall out there would be damaged if they escalated things, and I didn’t want trouble from the neighbors.

      Time for my other plan.

      “When he strikes the door, closet,” I informed it, “unlatch the lock. Do this the moment before impact if possible.”

      “To calculate the timing should be easy,” the closet told me. “However, I need to let you know that by doing so, you will allow every one of the assailants out there to have free access to your apartment.”

      “It’s what I’m counting on. When the last one comes inside, lock the door behind him.”

      I stood there and watched Drez make that second run for the door. He hit it two seconds later.

      This time, my esper abilities kicked in, and I sensed his frustration. It also gave me a glimpse into what his mission was all about and why he’d brought along the goons.

      The fuckers wanted my head. Intact with minimal damage.

      There was some memory in my skull that was valuable enough for Korth to extract it. He didn’t want anyone else to know my thoughts, so he’d rented a brain leech to get the information out, special interrogation tools that could pull out useful facts from the most dedicated spy. Those bastards.

      The door unlatched a microsecond before Drez hit it low with his shoulder. His intent was to knock it off the hinges. Instead, the door flew open as he ran into my apartment. His momentum carried him down the hallway, past me, and across the main room floor. I’d stepped out of the way to let him go, and watched Drez continue onward until he slammed into the polycarbonate sliding doors that gave me access to the balcony. On the other side of the clear doors was a metal barricade, which reinforced everything. He managed to hit it with his head.

      Drez fell to the floor, out cold.

      Of course, the other goons ran into the room right behind him, all with their guns out. Since they wanted me dead, it was their best plan of action.

      In most cases, it would’ve worked.

      The closet waited until the last one was inside before the door closed and latched itself. Good for me the lead thug didn’t begin to fire until he was well inside the apartment. This gave the muffler time to silence any loud noises from the apartment.

      I fired three times at the lead thug and took him out in the torso. He went down in a bloody mess, which created interference for the next one, who flipped over him and hit the floor, gun in the air ready to fire. By the time the second one went down; the foam nets deployed and created a package over the remaining ones in the rear.

      Those foam nets, by the way, are not cheap, but I managed to get a good deal on them the previous month. They are useful for taking someone inside your house out of the equation, but you still have to deal with the captives later, since they’re wrapped up and alive.

      So, I was shocked when one of the goons managed to cut his way out of the foam webbing. It was impressive, to tell you the truth.

      Inside Nyx Station, most people used projectile weapons and not edged ones. When the station was first built, the walls were sufficiently hardened with multiple layers of rocks and minerals to make it impervious to anything under a cannon. The exterior was reinforced as well, just in case someone had ideas about blowing their way into the station. There were a few loading areas where any kind of flammable was strictly forbidden, but those tended to be near the surface. Or near the massive fissure that allowed starships and shuttles to reach the docks on the lower levels. It wasn’t unusual to see people with guns holstered in the common areas. For safety, they were banned in most places where children were present, but just about every family had access to a gun. Given the shaky public protection by the militia down in the lowers, it was a good idea.

      I stood there and watched him get back up to standing position. Reason dictated he’d try to beat a fast retreat. I was ready to give it to him. Why not? The joker would run back to Korth and tell the boss how he’d been popcorned by the likes of me.

      Instead, much to my great chagrin, he stood up and struggled to get his heater out from under his jacket. I squinted to get a better look at him. This was Prim, the young, unstable kid. Figure it to be him who carried the toad-sticker. He’d used it to slash through the webbing.

      My finger was on the trigger as he tried to bring his gun up. The foam web bits continued to stick to him. Prim didn’t realize they contained a central nervous system depressant to pacify its contents. I really wasn’t afraid. If he wanted to end it this way, I was ready to oblige.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of white and blue. I held on to my gun as this could only mean one thing.

      Zilpha carried a telescopic naginata, or bladed staff, in her purse. I’d watched her work with it before. She had the deployment of that thing down to a science.

      She flew past me, came in low below his gun, and popped up with it, gently slashing his neck.

      The goon went down in a spray of blood that the cleaners would bill me for later in the week. He dropped his gun, and it hit the floor and spun across the room.

      “Piece of crap,” Ralph, still in my hand, commented. “A Lingo Twelve. They give those things away as boxtop prizes. You still have seven bullets left in the current clip, in case you wanted to know.”

      Zilpha, who was barefoot in the apartment, wiped the blade off on the coat of her victim before she turned to look at me.

      “You let me do that, didn’t you?”

      I nodded. “Saw you move out of the corner of my eye,” I explained. “Knew it couldn’t be anyone else. Realized that the closet had allowed you back into the apartment.”

      “So, why did you let me do it when you had the drop on him?” she asked.

      “Never saw you kill anyone with that thing before,” I told her. “You’re pretty good with it.”

      I heard a moan from the back room and turned, with Ralph aimed at the space where Drez hit the back doors. Zilpha bounced over to me and held her blade up. I didn’t want her in on this fight. No one should be forced to choose between a brother and a lover.

      Drez managed to get himself up off the floor and into a standing position. He rubbed his head a few times and glared at us both. Then, he raised his hands in the air to show they were empty. I kept Ralph aimed at him. I knew Drez too well to expect any cheap surrender.

      “I see you’ve had the place redecorated,” he spoke with a laugh, one finger pointing to the struggling figures in the foam nets.

      “Never hurts to keep your crib up,” I agreed. “I’m hoping to get my deposit back with interest.”

      “The boss ain’t gonna be happy,” Drez spoke to me as he wiped some red blood from his face. Funny how blood was the same color in most sentient beings.

      “I’m sure he’ll be livid,” I agreed. “But this is what old Hornhead gets for trying to take down his best man.”

      “Second best, Fixer,” Drez sneered at me.

      “You keep that thought if you want,” I told him, “but I’m a problem you’ll never be able to fix.”

      “You’re forgetting something,” Drez  snapped, “My sister is here with you. The boss won’t like it that she killed one of his newbies to protect you. He’ll be mad enough you killed one of his older guys, but this will send him over the edge. Say, what are you going to do with the ones still alive?”

      “The foam web comes with a retrieval service,” I explained. “I’ll call the company, and they’ll pick them up. I don’t care much what happens to the creeps, since they just tried to kill me.”

      Zilpha was silent but still held her blade aimed at her brother.

      “The boss let her off the hook once,” Drez continued. “He’s not likely to do it again. You might find a way out of here, but what about her?”

      “I can take care of myself, Brother Dear,” Zilpha replied.

      “So you say,” he responded. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have some business to take care of.” Drez walked past us and the bodies on the floor. The closet opened the front door to let him out, then closed it after he strode past.

      “Bastard,” Zilpha swore as the door shut.

      “Well, isn’t this just fine,” I mused. “Now, I’ll have to call the cleaners and have them pick up the mess. Want to go somewhere and talk for a bit?”

      “Don’t you have to wait around here until that retrieval company arrives?” she asked. Zilpha folded up her naginata. It only took a few seconds to get it back into her purse. She turned and looked at me with those eyes, now silver. I struggled to remember what that color represented. In her brother, it meant anxiety. I think.

      “No, the closet will let them in,” I explained. “Ralph will stay in touch with the closet, who will call if they need anything. I’ll let them file any reports the militia needs to account for what happened.”

      “All right,” she told me and ran a hand through her hair.

      Zilpha stopped and checked her face in the hall mirror before the door opened to let us leave. On my way out, I made sure to kick one of the struggling bundles on the floor. Pricks.

      “You want to try that coffee shop around the corner?” she asked me. “It opened up last month, and I hear it’s pretty decent.” I agreed, having become a regular there myself.

      I flexed a bit and reminded myself it was time to get back to the gym. Taking too much time off from training wasn’t a good idea. I needed to keep my edge if I wanted to survive and live up to my handle.

      A few minutes later, we were at the coffee shop. This was a new venture in a former clothing store in my neighborhood. Most of the locals ended up buying their work clothes from a place further up the levels when that shop closed, so everyone was glad to see something in its place.

      A few of the long-time residents griped about the hoity-toity coffee place moving into the neighborhood, but they soon learned to keep their mouths shut. The local jefe, or ward boss, wanted it there. He needed a place in the morning to hand out his patronage checks and see people. Most of the taverns didn’t open until later in the day. Also, people tended not to get drunk at a coffee shop--no matter how exotic the grinds.

      The owner, Marsh, wasn’t around when we walked in, so I went up to the counter and made an order to one of his kids for Zilpha and myself, then sat down at the nearest table.

      The Blasted Cup coffee house was run by a family of Lumanites from the Spear Cluster. They were humanoid enough to pass for a standard galactic being. They were pale in color and deadly thin. They didn’t talk much but knew how to make one damn fine cup of coffee. I couldn’t figure out how they survived, as every one of them I met was so thin you could see the blood pump.

      As we took our seats, I watched the owner’s daughter play on the floor. Marsh often brought his kids in to help him with the shop. I only saw his wife on a few rare occasions. His daughter, who resembled her father in every way you could imagine, hid when she saw me, then waved. A few minutes later, she was back to some coloring book he kept there for her.

      Marsh waved to me a few minutes later when he returned to the shop.

      “How’s business?” I asked him when he brought the cups over to me.

      “Picking up after a slow week,” he responded as he set our drinks down. “I’ll be open for the next hour, in case you wanted to hang out. How are things down at the dock?”

      “Busy," I told him. “Got back yesterday from a long haul. I’m hoping to be around for another week at the least.” He nodded and turned to greet another customer who walked into the shop.

      I told everyone in the neighborhood I was a freight hauler for a big salvaging company, and they seemed to believe it. It wasn’t too far from the truth, other than that I sometimes had to boost the freight before I brought it back.

      “So, what are you going to do about Korth?” she asked me before her first sip of coffee.

      “The only thing I can do,” I replied. “I’ll exchange whatever information he wants for a guarantee to leave you alone. I can’t have that on my mind. There is something Korth wants from me. Something so bad, he was willing to send the goon squad over to get it.”

      She reached over and touched my hand. “I can handle myself.”

      “I noticed how you took out that punk in the hall. Where did you learn to handle a stick like that? The guy went down before he could even bring up his gun.”

      “I learned from a small school near the pylons. An old Terran guy has an institute where he’s trained people for generations. The transit guards go there to learn how to fight in deep space.”

      Not a bad idea for them to do that. I learned how in the Janissaries. You needed to know how to spar with a blade if you wanted to travel to the danger zones in space. There were a few outfits that issued sonic weapons to their people, but those types of weapons didn’t have the direction of a knife or sword.

      We didn’t say much more and waited for the closet to give me a call. About an hour later, the gun rang, and I picked it up.

      “Is it the closet?” I asked.

      “Yes," Ralph responded. “Closet says the cleaners came and went. Says your place is good as new and that your landlord will never know anything happened inside it.”

      “Oh, he’ll find out. He always does. Any way to raise my rent or find a way to get extra cash out of me. Come on, Zilpha. Let’s go home.”

      I took our cups up to the counter and handed them to Marsh.

      “I’ll be back later,” I told him as I strode out the door with one arm around Zilpha.
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      Our only option was to go directly to the Cinzar family’s operation down by the docks. The furniture store that Korth used as a front for his outfit. I didn’t see any other way to do it.

      We returned to the apartment to find everything cleaned up and a bill neatly placed in the center of my kitchen table. They’d done their work and expected payment in in seven days, with a discount if done within two. I couldn’t blame the company for wanting their money right away. They had every right to get it. Besides, they did great work.

      “You’d hardly know anything happened here,” Zilpha commented as we looked the apartment over.

      “That’s why they make the big money,” I told her. “Go change out of that dress. We need to go to Korth and get this resolved. You should have something a bit more useful on if things go bad.”

      Zilpha knew what I met. In a few minutes, she emerged in a nondescript jacket, rough pants, and boots. She still had her naginata in her purse, but I didn’t think she’d have the chance to use it.

      The headquarters of the Cinzar family was in a building off the main drag near the docks. There were plenty of warehouses and shipping companies located down there. They were in proximity to the landing platforms where the starships touched down after their long trips through the void. It wasn’t unusual to see the entire cavern open and admit another ship every few hours. Then, it would touch down on the platforms. When a ship landed, a ground grew would imminently be dispatched to secure it until the customs people could pay the crew a visit. There was a fee for the goodies they shipped through Nyx Station.

      Moonray’s Furniture and Office Supply was located back behind some of the older buildings that had been carved into the side of the asteroid when the Fathers first arrived on Nyx Station. I don’t know what it looked like before Korth took over, but it wasn’t much to see now. Crumbling steps and concrete sides that were in a constant state of repair. Korth didn’t feel the need to advertise what he did to the militia; they already knew and kept a close eye on his operations. But he knew how far he could approach the line without going over.

      We walked up to the building, slow and easy. I didn’t want any of his watchmen to think we were about to try anything. At the same time, I wanted him to know I was still his best man, the fixer who could solve any problem.

      “Well, well,” the doorman spoke to me as we approached him. “Look what flushed out the drain. Boss-man wants to see you; did you come because you heard?”

      The doorman was a former enforcer of Korth’s who became a bit too slow and fat to do his previous job. He was still loyal, though, and that was one thing Korth did reward. Tall for a Terran, Vlad had lived all his life on Nyx.

      “No," I said. “I came here because I missed your ugly mug. Now, step aside; we have to see Korth.”

      “Wait a minute,” he told me and picked up a phone from the wall. “I have to let him know. Don’t try anything, because there are four sentries with guns on you.”

      I didn’t doubt that. Korth was cautious. He hadn’t clawed his way to the top of the local syndicates by being a patsy.

      Vlad hung the phone up and turned back to me. “Boss says to send you both in to his office,” we were informed. “Says to pat you down to be safe. Sorry, but I have to do that.”

      He found Ralph, which I knew I’d have to give up. “Heard about these things,” commented Vlad. “They really talk to you?”

      “Get your filthy hands off me!” Ralph told him, which garnered a surprise from the doorman. He shook his head and placed Ralph inside a wall safe in the vestibule. Then, Vlad turned to Zilpha.

      “You stop there!” She snapped at Vlad as he began to pat her a little too high. He’d already found her blade in her purse and confiscated it.

      “Heard about what you did with this thing,” he spoke to Zilpha as her blade joined Ralph in the safe.

      Ivan walked over and unlocked the main door, holding it wide for us. “Good luck,” he said.

      I felt a bit naked without Ralph, and I could tell Zilpha didn’t feel much better without her sword. But this was the only way we could get things resolved.

      There was a long hall on the other side of the door. Since this whole operation was a front for what Korth really did on the inside, there was no need for a waiting room or the gum-chewing secretary. Instead, the hall ran down to the other end and terminated at a door. From behind it, we could hear sounds of activity.

      The other door was watched by a Ronsath in a tuxedo, who opened it for us as we went inside. The moment the second door opened, light spilled onto my face.

      We were in the casino part of the operation. In most cases, the muscle, such as me, never came in this way. I didn’t go into the casino unless I had a reason. Today, I had a reason.

      “Boss is waiting for you on the other side of the floor,” the second doorman informed me.

      We walked past a massive room that occupied most of the first level of the old building. It was full of gaming tables, card dealers, and every way to extract money from gamblers. I stopped for a few seconds and watched a representative of every sentient being in the galaxy lose their cash. It was not a sight to provide inspiration. Zilpha and I continued through the curtain that separated the back of the casino from Korth’s “throne room,” where he held court.

      Two more goons smiled and held the curtain open for us as we crossed over. They’d waited for us in hopes of seeing some quick justice. His, not ours.

      In the corner of a furnished room sat Korth. His massive form was stretched out in a stuffed chair. In one hand, he held a lit cigar. He was surrounded by four showgirls from the casino, mostly Terran, but one who was from somewhere else. Seated across from him were a few of his staff: torpedoes, enforcers, and a few guys who managed the crew that brought in the stolen goods he fenced.

      Korth motioned for us to come over. I walked slowly to him, not looking at anyone on my way to this throne. Zilpha knew the drill and stayed close to me.

      Korth took a long drag on his cigar, then puffed into the air. “Well, if it isn’t the Fixer,” he bellowed. “And I see the lovely Zilpha lowered herself to come down here too.”

      “Look, Boss,” I spoke to the horned wonder, “let’s cut to the chase and get this thing over. I know you want some information I have, and I’m willing to give it to you. Sorry about the guys I took out in my apartment, but they had it coming, busting in on me like that. I’m sure we can come to an arrangement over what it is you want. Hell, you got your damn starship. All right, the operation turned out rough, but you got what you sent us to get. All I want in return is for you to let Zilpha leave the station in peace. You have no beef with her.”

      Korth sat there and stared at me. He took another drag off his cigar and handed it to one of the showgirls behind him. One of the women gave me a seductive look, which I found a bit odd considering the situation. She seemed familiar, but I ignored her, as there were other issues to be addressed. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Zilpha stare at her too.

      Korth leaned back and gave me a long, hard look. “Absolutely not,” he spoke as one of the girls massaged his back. “What do you think it will do for my reputation if I make deals with a traitor? I let you off the hook for failing to kill that arms dealer and now, you’ve failed a second time. What is it with you Terrans and your false sense of morality? You are a torpedo for a syndicate. You are supposed to get the job done with no fucking around.”

      This was not going the way I’d planned. I had to think and find a way out of this or both Zilpha and I would pay with our lives. I decided to try something else.

      “How long have I worked for you, Boss?” I asked. “Five years, six? Have I ever given you any trouble before? I’ve run all kinds of jobs. Hell, you were the one who called me the Fixer because I take care of all your troubles. And now, you’re going to end it all because of this?”

      He leaned forward and seemed to listen.

      “Who’s gonna fix these messes for you if you don’t have me around?” I demanded. “Didn’t I haul back those guns from Mencken when no one else could do it? Didn’t I find those guys who tried to run off and start their own syndicate? And you’re willing to let it all go on account of what happened this week? Shit, I didn’t kill all the men you sent after me, but I could’ve.” I didn’t mention that the cleaning company had their own ways of dealing with trapped hot jobs.

      I looked around the room after I’d finished and tried to assess the situation. This wasn’t too easy to do with only my peripheral vision. No reason to alert Korth to what I had in mind by turning my head.

      He had the place covered from what I could tell. There were the four showgirls, who counted as wild cards since I didn’t know what they would do if the shooting began. Probably nothing, as Korth wasn’t the type to hire dancers based on their accuracy with a rifle.

      I counted two men at the curtains and four more on either side of him. Not to mention all the people he had back in the casino watching the floor or the doorman beyond that and the sentries outside. Even if I could get a gun from one of the goons, I’d have a hard time blasting my way to safety with these odds. Funny, it never played out this way in the videos or books. Where was the dashing hero who came in and shot his way to the HQ of the evil genius? Not here today, that was for certain.

      Korth motioned to one of the women next to him, and she brought him a new cigar. First, she took care to slice off the end with a small cigar cutter. Once in his mouth, she held the lighter to the clipped end to get it just right. Then, she returned to her place in line.

      All of them wore the same pink outfit with short skirt and high heels. They might not all be Terran, but the cleavage on the top of what they wore was designed to show off the ample talents of each women. This was Korth’s idea of “class,” something he could use to impress his men or rivals.

      I heard the dealers and roulette wheels in the background. I wondered how much cash that casino generated for him and who was paid off in the upper levels to let him keep it running. The place had to be a money generator for him, and it appeared he had every intent of keeping it that way.

      So, why the big concern over the problems we had with the starship and some information I was supposed to possess? What was I missing? It made no sense.

      Korth looked at me for a long time without saying a word. One of the showgirls behind him, who had distinct feline attributes, handed him a drink. He took a sip, then handed off the cigar to another one of the women. Another walked over and polished his horns. Nice work if you can get it, I surmised.

      The showgirl looked at me again. She was a Felinx and had the subtle cat-like features of her people. I was certain I’d seen that woman somewhere before. There were a number of those beings in the station, as they traveled around a bit and ran small businesses all over the galaxy. I’m told they once had an extensive empire in their part of known space, but it was torn apart by war and strife. She had the high ears and soft fur over her subtle body that the Felinx were known to possess.

      “I’m tired of this,” Korth spoke up. “All this talk, and nothing is resolved. Boys, take care of this ghee and the girl. I don’t want his head damaged; it’s got stuff in it I need.”

      I began to back up. I tried to assess my chances as the goons stood from where they sat and reached into their jackets. I swore internally at giving up my gun without a fight.

      It was that moment I froze, because the identity of the Felinx woman became clear to me.

      Our eyes made the connection again. I waited for her to make the move.

      Two seconds after the nearest thug stood up and reached for his gun, the Felinx woman delivered a direct kick to his nuts. He started to go down, and she was already on top of him. Before any of the others could react, she had his pistol in her hand. It was an Ice Dragon 12, not the cheapest model on the market, but he was in too much pain to resist her theft.

      Before the others could bring their guns to bear on her, the woman had the gun pointed at Boss Korth’s head. The other goons froze when they saw she had the drop on him. While the remaining showgirls ran in terror from the tableaux, the Felinx jumped behind Korth’s chair, one eye scanning the room for any hidden guards.

      “Now, everybody just shut the fuck up,” she demanded. “Or Korth gets another big fat mouth.”

      It was Jenica. She, too, was an esper, like me, but not of the same caliber as me. It was enough that she could plan her move five steps in advance, for which I was grateful. We had a history that went way back, but I hadn’t been around her in a long time. The last time I could remember with her was one night off-world in a Holle hotel. I’d watched Jenica hop naked out of bed and brush the light fuzz on her body. I fought the memory because now was not the time to get a boner. Especially with Zilpha there, who would know it.

      “Up!" Jenica yelled at Korth, who placed his drink down and did what she said. Every goon in the room kept one hand in their jacket.

      “You are one dead bitch,” Korth said as he stood up.

      “We all die, Boss Korth,” she sneered. “But not before you escort us out of the building.” She turned to the nearest goon. “Give Stefan your gun!”

      Reluctantly, the enforcer walked over and pulled his gun out. He was a young pup and smelled of cheap cologne. He glared at me and handed it over.

      “Now move,” she ordered Korth in a low voice. He went ahead and followed her instructions. I could tell Korth was pissed at himself for allowing this to happen, but there was nothing he could do about it.

      We backed out of the room until the doormen were obliged to open the curtains for us. We moved through the curtains to the other side.

      “Just be cool,” Jenica ordered Korth as we made our way through the casino. “You’re leaving with your latest squeeze and some friends. Greet everyone normally, and nothing bad will happen.”

      We strode through the casino as game operators and patrons greeted Korth. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the thugs gather on the other side of the curtain, waiting for the right moment.

      The doorman out front opened the safe and gave Zilpha her blade. Next, he handed Ralph back to me. I pocketed the gun in my shoulder hostler and closed my jacket.

      “Thought you’d never come back,” Ralph grumbled as I put him away.

      I didn’t turn to look back at Korth. We left the building and went down a side alley. I could sense his anger and frustration at what happened. A few minutes later, we emerged onto the main street of the docks, which was thronged with longshoremen and stevedores, the usual traffic headed to and from work. Not a place where Korth would attempt an ambush. That would come later.

      “I suppose a thanks is in order,” I told Jenica as we walked down the crowded street. We looked straight ahead and tried to focus on one thing at a time. By now, Korth would have his people trying to find me.

      “What the hell were you doing in there?” Jenica spoke. “If I wasn’t already working on a job, both of you would be dead.” She didn’t seem out of order in her pink cocktail dress, even in this working-class area. Plenty of people worked in the various gambling dens and other entertainment avenues down here.

      “Job?" I spoke to her. “What kind of job had you as a party girl to a mob boss?” Zilpha was about to say something, so I needed to cut into the conversation.

      “One that just ended,” Jenica spoke. “Now that they’ve made me, I have to end it and hope I can still get some money out of the client. Great, and me with rent to pay this month.”

      “I have to get out of here,” she told us a few seconds later. “And you need to find a place to lay low for a while. Korth will hunt you down like a rat in a tunnel if you don’t cool somewhere until this blows over. See you later.”

      She slid across several lines of pedestrians and into an alley. We turned to watch her leave, but Jenica was already gone.

      I watched Zilpha mouth the word “Bye!” before she turned to me.

      “So, you want to tell me about her?” she asked as we continued to walk.

      “An old girlfriend,” I replied. “I had no idea she was in that place, but good thing she was when we needed her. Hell, I didn’t even recognize Jenica until the moment she kicked that slob in the nuts. Don’t know why she was there. Jenica is an esper too, but not the same kind as me. She can make people… see things at… at times. Which is why I didn’t recognise her at first. Must have pulled the wool over everyone in Korth’s throne room.”

      “Why was she there?”

      “Works as an independent operative, so I’m guessing she was working a case.”

      We continued to walk while I tried to figure out what to do next.

      “She’s cute,” Zilpha mentioned. “Why haven’t you told me about her before?”

      “I haven’t seen her in years,” I replied. “We used to hang out when I first came to Nyx. Then, I didn’t see her anymore, and someone told me she’d moved off-world."

      Then, it hit me. The one place we would be safe on this level.

      “I know where we need to go,” I told Zilpha, "and it’s only six blocks away. We need to hurry, before Korth figures out I’ll go there and plants his thugs at the entrances.”

      “Where’s that?” Zilpha asked as she moved close to me and took my hand.

      “The Irunian Legation. It’s close, and we can get there in under 15 minutes after the next turn.”
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      After the Irunian Empire began to sniff around Nyx Station, the Fathers became concerned they were trying to annex their sweet little trading spot. A few Irunian military officials brought up the possibility of providing “protection” for Nyx if the various wars ever spilled over into our part of the galaxy. The Fathers realized what this meant and scrambled to find some way to keep Her Majesty’s government happy. The solution they found was to allow the Irunian delegation its own zone on Nyx. They could run it any way they wanted. The Nyx militia would provide support outside the legation, as the area was called, but not enter it. The Irunians would have a nice piece of property located near the docks with no reason to expand any further. They could even sublease sections of it to other planetary governments. Most of the lower level population favored the idea as it gave them better access to jobs and trade.

      Not everyone liked the idea. Plenty of the old trading families didn’t like handing a chunk of Nyx over to a foreign power. They warned it could serve as a pretext for an invasion if the legation was ever under attack. There were plenty of instances of that happening on Old Earth. But in the end, the pro-Irunian faction in the senate won out, and the section was leased out to the empire.

      I noticed people I recognized as we walked. Korth would have the area under surveillance soon if he didn’t already. We needed to get inside in a hurry. Once inside the legation, Korth would have a hard time reaching us. The Irunian military ran it and put up with no crap from outside squabbles.

      “Just act normal,” I told Zilpha as we entered the line going into the legation. “I have two passes they will recognize. They’re an old pair but should still work to get us inside. By the way, I’m Mr. Jones, and you’re my wife, if anyone asks.”

      I watched some pushcart vendors sell trinkets as we moved along in the line. Most of the people waiting were clerks and maintenance types who did the grunt work the Irunians didn’t want to do. They had the same bored look on their faces you see on working people across the galaxy, no matter what the planet.

      I handed the guard my passes as I approached him, and he looked them over. He was a lower rank enlisted man from what I could tell. He did this job all day long. The guard glanced at the fake passes with a dull expression and fed them into a machine that read both. My heart raced, but I detected no hostile thoughts from the people around us, and the light on the machine turned green. He mumbled something about rights and regulations as we walked through the gate.

      The change in our surroundings was immediate. Gone was the haphazard construction that characterized the docks. It was replaced by the formal structure of the Irunian Empire, which, dominated by the military, valued function over everything else. I saw a lot of right angles and olive-green paint. People walked in single file and stayed out of the vehicle lanes.

      “You had me scared,” Zilpha said after we were through. “Thought there might be some trouble with those passes, but, hell, they didn’t even pat us down.”

      I started to talk about my luck and how we still had our weapons, but something caught my eye. I stopped to investigate the window of a duty-free shop.

      I froze. In the corner, with all the other “Enemies of the Irunian People” wanted posters, was my face.

      Korth wasn’t the only one taking the piss from the adventure on the Byzantium. The Irunians had identified me, just as I feared they might do. And the reward wasn’t small.

      I swore and turned to Zilpha. “I think that brother of yours ratted me out,” I said.

      I brought her over to the window to see the poster in the far corner. Although the street we were on wasn’t busy, I needed to keep my face turned away from the window in case someone noted that mine matched the poster

      “We need to get off this street, now,” Zilpha said. “Do you know of a place we can go? Because this is just great. We have Korth’s thugs outside, and the Irunian military to worry about on the inside.”

      I looked down the street and realized where we were. I couldn’t ask Ralph for information as that would risk someone seeing my gun. The military police would shoot me on sight if they saw Ralph.

      Then, it hit me. There was someone I could turn to, and he wasn’t far from this location. He should be close to the main entrance, as his business dealt in items that came in and out of the front gate. I just had to get us over to his place.

      I looked back and saw three Irunian military police at the gate. They didn’t wear the full battle armor of the marines but the black uniforms of the local guards. Right then, they didn’t appear to be doing anything. I didn’t pick up any warnings from them, either, but reading the sensations of Irunians was always a judgement call. For some reason, all Irunians have silver-white hair, which makes them hard to tell apart unless you’re around them long enough.

      Then, one of the MP’s turned and looked at me. It wasn’t a look of recognition, but I wasn’t in any position to take a chance. I grabbed Zilpha by the shoulder and we began to stroll down the street. Just a couple of locals on their way. At least, that was what I wanted him to think.

      “I know a guy,” I informed Zilpha. “Pops Sherbourne. He owes me a favor, and we’ll go see him. Pops has a shop a few blocks from here.”

      “How do you know him?” Zilpha asked, her hand around my waist.

      “He’s a gun runner,” I explained. “He can get you any piece you need without a serial number on it, for the right price. No questions asked. That arms dealer Korth mentioned before Jenica saved us? That’s him. Korth accused him of stiffing a payment once and wanted me to take him out. I told Korth it was a misunderstanding and that he should wait. Pops came through with the money a week later, but Korth never forgot that I’d refused an order.”

      Pops and I went way back before he got in trouble with Cinzar family. I used to buy ammunition from Pops on any number of Janissary worlds when I was part of the sultan’s army. Many times, I’d be deployed somewhere you couldn’t get the right kind of ammo or had to buy it from a local in a hurry. In some cases, none of the locals would sell you ammo, especially if they’d been annexed by the Sultanate during the expansion. It happened all the time.

      Pops ran a whole chain of army and navy stores through this arm of the galaxy. He made certain to have what you needed, when you needed it. If you landed in the middle of a swamp, Pops’ store was always near enough with decent waterproof boots to keep your feet dry. So, over the years, I built up a certain respect for the man and his operations.

      When the Sultanate collapsed in the last war, Pops found himself out of a job. All his supply stores were impounded by the Irunian Empire. Pops made a bad mistake and bet on the wrong combatant. He’d built up a good relationship with the Sultanate in general and the Janissaries in particular. Now, all his stores were closed, and the contents hauled off to the storehouses of Her Imperial Majesty’s forces.

      Worse, Pops was Irunian himself.

      I ran into Pops the first week I was on Nyx Station out by the docks. I’d yet to encounter Drez.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked him. Pops was working in a booth out near the Stevedore’s union hall. He looked different from the snappy businessman I once knew.

      “I’d ask you the same,” he responded, “but we both know that answer. Not much left for the losers in this galaxy.”

      I stayed in touch with him and tossed some business his way when I got in good with Korth. Eventually, he found a way to get in tight with the Irunian military, who leased him a spot in their quarter.

      The entrance to Pops’ store wasn’t large. He only had a few windows. Those were small and covered by thick polycarbonate. Even the front door was solid. I had to touch a buzzer for admittance. He let us in right away when he saw it was me.

      “I wondered how long it would take you to come here,” Pops spoke as we entered his shop. As I’d first seen him on Nyx, Pops was behind the counter.

      The shop carried an assortment of guns behind glass and polycarbonate displays. Each had their caliber, style, and price displayed. Underneath each one was further details on the gun’s condition and the owner before Pops bought it.

      These were the legal guns, the ones he was permitted to sell inside the Irunian Legation. In the back was a larger room where the other guns, the ones that were of questionable legal origin, were kept. The ones he sold on a cash basis and provided the bulk of his transactions, all unlisted. How he’d kept this up inside the legation was something I knew little about and cared to know even less.

      Pops sported a mane of thin hair and wore thick glasses.  He was positioned next to an old-fashioned cash register. For some reason, he refused to use anything else. Pops claimed he hated the newer registers, but I suspected they made it easier for his cash flow to be traced.

      “I see you’ve brought a friend,” Pops said as we walked up to him. He leaned a bit on the counter. All these years of hustling took a toll on his physical form. I introduced him and Zilpha to each other.

      “So, how is it that you know about the problems I had with Korth?” I asked him. “We left his place not a half hour ago.”

      “I know a lot, Junior,” he laughed. “I have to in this business. One of my runners came in here right after it happened and let me know. Which is why I wasn’t surprised to see you show up. Got some more news for you too,” he said in a low voice, although we were the only ones in in his store. “A whole new wing of the Irunian fleet pulled into orbit last night. The Indigo Swarm. You might keep them in mind if you have any plans to hatch. I know I do.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up, Pops” I told him. “Might be all manner of things happening out there. Could be beneficial for the both of us, depending on how it breaks.”

      The door opened, and two Irunian officers stepped into the shop. I didn’t do anything seeing that Pops allowed them inside, and I trusted him. Zilpha moved a bit closer to me and unsnapped her purse. We pretended to look at some of the merchandise in another case. The officers ignored us.

      Five minutes later, Pops finished his business with them, and they were gone. He returned to us. “I’ve a small break room in the back,” he informed me. “Why don’t you two chill in there for a while? I’ll have clients coming in all day, and someone will eventually notice the both of you. In the meantime, I’ll see if there’s any place you can stay until this mess blows over.”

      I nodded and walked in the direction he’d pointed. Pops was by himself today, which had me concerned. Usually, he had several runners in the shop with him. Maybe he’d sent them out on assignment?

      He opened an electronic door from his spot, and we walked into the back of the shop. It was full of crates and boxes with all manner of numbers on them. It was cold back there, probably from Pop’s attempt to save on utilities. I looked around in the dim light and saw a small place off to one side with a table and chairs. This had to be the breakroom.

      We sat down at the only table in the room and looked it over. Breakrooms are much the same everywhere. White walls, a few vending machines, a sink, and trash on the floor. This one had a trashcan, but it was overflowing. I sighed and looked at the clock on the wall.

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” Zilpha spoke up.

      Uh, oh, I thought. This was a conversation that never ended well.

      “That woman that saved our bacon back there,” she said. “I know her. Did you say she was an old girlfriend?”

      “Yes," I confirmed. “But you don’t have to worry. It’s been years since we shared a bed.”

      “I guess we have her in common,” Zilpha spoke to me. “I was seeing Jenica myself last week.”

      I was shocked.

      “I thought you just met her?” I exclaimed. “Neither of you two showed the least bit of recognition. What the hell? When did this happen?”

      “Neither of us was in a place we could talk about it,” Zilpha pointed out. “If I recall correctly, Boss Korth and his thugs were about to kill the both of us when she got that gun away from his goon.” She let it sink in for a bit.

      “Okay," I continued. “When did this happen? Look, I know you had some girlfriends in the past, and I’m all right with it, because you don’t see them much anymore. I’d hoped you could do me the decency of letting me know when these things happen.”

      Zilpha leaned back on the cheap, cracked chair where she sat. “Jenica came to the diner right after you left for that last job two weeks ago,” she explained. “She introduced herself and told me she used to know you. Something about a job she thought you might be interested in. Well, hell, she’s impressive. First, I was jealous, and then, Jenica made eye contact several times while I was busy. She made me feel hot inside. Shit, I had no idea when you were getting back, and all of my old girlfriends have moved on to other places.” Zilpha dropped one hand down and stroked my thigh. Dammit, she had to know what this story was doing to me.

      “So, anyway,” Zilpha continued, “I invited Jenica over to your place for dinner because you were gone, and I wanted a chance to spend some time with her.”

      I wasn’t surprised; Jenica had that effect on people. I felt a stirring in my pants.

      “So, what happened?” I asked her. “You made her supper, and she had you for desert?”

      “No," Zilpha corrected me “We never even made it to the table. I let her in, locked the door behind us, and we were all over each other. She came up behind me when I turned the other way and started to bite my neck with those sharp teeth of hers. Next thing I knew, she had one hand down my pants and was driving me home. I ended up on the floor on top and managed to get her pants off while she was under me. She rolled over, and I got her back on top, but this time, I had my hand between her legs. Damn, we both soaked that floor. I came about 12 times before we got up. Shit, that fur on her body is soft. I get hot thinking about it. Her tongue is sharp, and barbed too. Damn did she put it to use that night. We ended up ordering out that evening... Did you want to hear more?”

      Fuck, yes, but I had a job to do. These revelations could wait for later.

      A speaker in the wall squawked. It was Pops; something was up. So much for the realization of my hot fantasies.

      “Hey, Fixer,” he spoke over the poor speaker. “Can you come to the front? I need to tell you something.”

      We got up and embraced. “I’m glad you told me,” I said. “At least, there’s all manner of unpleasantness we’ve avoided. We’ll deal with it later.” She kissed me, and we continued back to the front of the store.

      Pops was in the process of hanging up his phone when we arrived. He picked the phone set off his counter and set it down under the cash register.

      “When you going to get a new phone, Pops?” I asked him. “That one is a fossil.”

      “When it breaks and I have to,” Pops replied. “Right now, the old one works fine, and I see no reason to replace it.”

      “So, what is it that you needed to see me about?” I asked him. Zilpha stood a few paces behind me. She didn’t want to cut into the conversation, but knew she was still part of it.

      “I just got off the phone with some people I know,” he told me. “I won’t go into who they are or how I know them. Let’s say they’re some ghees I’ve always done right by. They’re sources I can trust.”

      “Anyway," he continued, “my friends tell me that your buddy Korth is already pushing some money around to find out where you two are. He wants to find you, but he’ll take her if that’s all he can get. My guess is that you’re the one he wants, but he knows Zilpha is a way to get to you. This is a lot of cash, which means Korth is serious. Doesn’t really surprise me after what you told me.”

      I swore and turned away from Pops for a few seconds. This was just fine. No matter where we went on Nyx, and probably off the station as well, Korth would locate us. I knew I had to do something and turned back to Pops.

      “I don’t understand what his problem is,” I told the older Irunian. “Korth still has the ship Zilpha’s brother and I brought in the other day. You’d think he’d be happy with it and leave me alone.”

      “He doesn’t have possession of it,” Pops informed me.

      “What do you mean?” I demanded. “I dropped it off the other day at the landing field. It’s huge, twice the size as a standard starship, so don’t tell me he can’t find it.”

      “Oh, he can find it," Pops replied. “He knows exactly where it is. The problem is that so does the militia. And guess what? They’ve taken control of it.”

      I was stunned. Everything we used to sneak it in past the border guards worked. All the challenges were met. Hell, Korth gave us everything we needed to get it inside the station. What the hell had gone wrong?

      “This is just great,” I said. “Korth will hunt us down no matter where we go if he blames me for the militia taking over that ship. This will be personal as far as he’s concerned.”

      “I’ll make some calls,” he told me. “See what I can do. Korth doesn’t own the station, although he’d like to think he does. There are people who owe me favors. Why don’t you two go back to the breakroom? I’ll call you in once I know something.”

      “I never should’ve agreed to take that job,” I told Zilpha as we sat on the chairs around the breakroom table. Each of us had a can of cola in one hand. “I should’ve let your brother run that operation himself. But I needed the money. And, after all, would those kids be alive if I wasn’t there?”

      “Provided they still are,” Zilpha said. “We don’t know what happened to those Angelika kids.”

      “I have to believe they’re still in good hands,” I responded. “Can’t believe that Irunian officer, Commander Peshawar, would ever let a thing happen to them, since I was there to see them handed over.”

      “You forget that it was only you and Drez who saw them. If something happens to you, only my brother would be left as a witness, and he’s not the most reliable one.”

      “Point."

      A few minutes later, the speaker barked again. “Have some things for you,” Pops called to us. “You can come up right now; no one’s in the front of the store.”

      We hurried back to the front, where Pops had several devices on the counter. None of them looked impressive, but Pops had access to all manner of weapons the general public didn’t know about.

      “You need to keep this on you at all times,” he told me as he handed me a small cigarette lighter. I looked at it in confusion, as I don’t smoke.

      “What is this?” I asked him.

      “It’s a Relcon 6000 Biocloak,” he explained. “Looks just like any cheap lighter, as was the intention. It can hide your bio-signs from all but the best military trackers. Korth won’t be able to get a fix on you, even if he has a complete set of DNA scans. I don’t worry about the military coming after you just yet, so this will buy you some time.”

      I looked it over, yet failed to find any switches or lights. It appeared to be another cheap lighter.

      “How do you activate it?” I asked him.

      “You don’t,” Pops spoke. “It activated the moment I handed it to you. I’ll need it back when this blows over because I’m the only one who can reset it."

      He handed me another weapon. This one resembled a piece of rectangular metal attached to a handle. “What’s this?” I asked him. “A handgun? Never saw one like it.”

      “And you won’t," he replied. “It’s a replica of a gun used hundreds of years ago on Old Earth.”

      “Why would I want to haul around an antique like that?” I asked him.

      Pops coughed and spit into a handkerchief under the counter. His heart was bad and would catch up with him one of these days.

      “It’s completely autonomous,” he explained. “It resembles an old gun but makes its own ammunition, so you never need to reload it. If the thing wasn’t so expensive, I’d worry it would put me out of business. Hey, you still got that talking gun and the one you took off the goon at Korth’s place?”

      “I’ve got both,” I replied to him.

      “What does he want with me?” Ralph called from my pocket.

      “Yeah," I agreed. “Good question.”

      “Korth can put a tracer out on both of those weapons,” Pops explained. “I’m sure he’s got something in the gun you took from his HQ monitoring your movements right now. The only reason his boys haven’t tried to take this place is because it’s under the watch of the Irunian military, and they’ll take him down if he tries anything funny. As for Ralph, someone can track him from whatever signal his insides emit.”

      “Hey!" Ralph spoke again.

      “I’m just being honest,” Pops explained. “You’ve got the biocloaker and the new pistol; you won’t need anything else. The pistol is masked because it’s a prototype.”

      “Guess you’re right,” I agreed and gave over both of my guns to him.

      “Make sure you clean and oil him weekly,” I spoke to Pops as I handed over Ralph.

      “Daily!" the gun squawked. I had to laugh.

      Pops placed both weapons under the counter. The next second, his phone rang. He lifted the set and placed it on the counter. Pops picked up the black receiver and leaned back as the cord dangled to the main body of his old phone. Someone told me it was made from an ancient synthetic material known as Bakelite.

      Pop spoke for a few minutes. I couldn’t hear what he had to say since his back was turned. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he’d installed sound dampeners in certain areas of that shop to keep people from listening in on his conversations.

      The talk wasn’t long. Pops placed the receiver back on top of the phone and slid the set under the cash register.

      “You need to go in the breakroom,” he informed me. “I have some special customers who will be walking in here in a few minutes. It wouldn’t be a good idea if they saw the both of you here.”

      “Why?" Zilpha had to ask.

      “Should be obvious,” he responded. “A lot of people would like the bounty Korth put on your heads. It’s not small by a long shot.”

      “Oh."

      We headed to the breakroom again.

      “Who do you think they are?” Zilpha asked me as we returned to the table. “He seemed to have been in a hurry to get us back here.”

      “Could be anyone,” I responded. “Pops deals with some pretty shady creatures. Remember those military types in here? I’d bet their trip to his shop doesn’t exist on record.”

      “Why would they come here? Can’t they get whatever they need from their own supply chain?”

      “Not always. He sells more than guns and ammo. Maybe they needed something the empire would like to pretend doesn’t exist. An assassination device, maybe. Or an unlisted beam weapon for a dirty job. All kinds of reasons they would come here and not want to talk about it.”

      Zilpha was quiet for a bit. Finally, she spoke up.

      “Sorry I didn’t say anything about Jenica earlier, but you were gone two weeks,” she said.

      I wasn’t angry with her, just disappointed. As I’d told Zilpha before, she had a right to her own life. We weren’t even engaged. I still didn’t know if our relationship would continue much longer, even after what happened today. Hard to believe she was the prim and proper girl that her brother once described to me.

      Years ago, Zilpha’s mother had kept her under close watch and refused to let her out for any length of time. She was all there was to remind her mother of her husband. Drez was a problem for her mother early on, but she intended on keeping Zilpha around. This made it a huge issue when Zilpha decided to leave on her own.

      “How long do you think he’s going to be out there with them?” she asked.

      “I have no way to know,” I returned. “I’ve never had the pleasure of spending much time around this place, so I’m not sure how Pops runs the store. Speaking of pleasure, did Jenica make those purring sounds when you were down on her?”

      “Yes," she confirmed. “I prefer it smooth down there, but it was kinda hot with her, because she’s got that pelt all over her body. Guess it’s like that where she comes from.”

      I decided to let the matter of our mutual interest drop and stood up. “You stay put,” I told her. “I’m going to have a look around this warehouse to see if there are any quick exits. Pop would never sell me out, but if he’s overpowered out there, we may have to get out of here quick.”

      I walked out of the breakroom and tried not to think about Zilpha and Jenica. It was an image I didn’t need at the moment. What if she decided our little cat woman filled her prescription and that they were determined to leave together? I’d seen this happen to people I knew on the station more than once. It seems all hot to have two women at home until the day comes when you show up after work to find the place cleaned out and with a “You never understood us!” note taped to the refrigerator door.

      I recalled one of the lobs I worked with on a few jobs for Korth. He had three women at his place waiting for him each day. He had them all employed at various illicit establishments near the docks and pocketed their money himself. As all were Terran, they fetched a high price on the saloon circuit and massage parlors. He also bragged all were trained to keep each other pleasured while he was gone. so he never had to worry about them. Why they didn’t bop him over the head and clean out the bank account one day was something I never understood.

      I circled around the back room and looked at the crates and boxes stacked up on the shelves. It reminded me of any other warehouse I’d seen, other than the manifests on the shipping clerk’s station. It was stacked up with a pile of forms that listed the merchandise by number and not description. I investigated some of those crates and saw the rifle barrels. Pops didn’t want to advertise what he did here.

      I couldn’t find any back doors other than a large metal sliding door over the loading dock. It was locked. and I didn’t know how to open it. Not a big revelation that Pops would keep everything secure when there was so much firepower in this warehouse. I wondered if any of the other establishments around here knew what it was that Pops traded.

      There were a few locked side doors that I ignored. From the locations and appearance, I guessed them to be machine shops. Pops had to modify his supply from time to time, and he wouldn’t want to send them out to have the work done. I noticed oil on the floor.

      Since there was nothing that counted as an emergency exit, I headed back to the breakroom.

      Zilpha was still there with her cola. “Find anything?” she asked me as I sat back down.

      “Nope," I told her. “A lot of grease and oil on parts of the floor, but I think those doors lead to shops. No back doors if we need to get the hell out of here, other than the steel gate over the loading dock, and it’s locked down tight. I hope Pops finishes his business because I don’t like the feeling of being trapped back here.”

      “I don’t either.” Zilpha tossed her cola can into the trash. She hit it from across the room, and the can stayed in place, which shocked me, given the level of trash piled up in that thing.

      I stood up again and patted her shoulder. “Stay here for a bit longer,” I instructed her. “Maybe I can hear what’s going on in the front of the store. It would be good to know if he does have some trouble.”
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      I walked over to the entrance to the store and listened. It wasn’t easy to hear anything because the door was closed. It made sense to have a door that near the back room when you were a gun dealer. I remembered that Pops buzzed us through to the back warehouse when he told us to go sit in the breakroom, but all we had to do to leave it was push on the door. Now, it was shut tight, and I couldn’t hear a thing through it.

      The door did, however, have a small window to keep people in the back from being struck by the automatic door when it opened.

      I tried to look through the door to see who Pops was with, but couldn’t get a good enough view. There was another person walking around in my field of vision, but he appeared to be Irunian. He walked back out of my range, then left through the front door. It hit me that this was one of Pop’s runners he used to convey messages and merchandise around town. Whomever Pops was talking to now with wasn’t in my visual range. There had to be a reason that the window didn’t show the cash register, which is where Pops stood most of the time. I hadn’t spotted one security camera in the place, but Pops would be a fool not to have them. There were no screens in the back anyway, so it was no use going to the breakroom to see who it was at that counter.

      I closed my eyes and tried to see what I could pick up. Although it was best to have a visual on anyone I probed, it wasn’t necessary. I tried my best, but nothing came up. I felt Pops right away, but I’d been around him long enough to recognize his mental signature.

      The others I couldn’t read. I could tell there was a group of them, but their collective signs were too strange for my limited abilities. They blended together too easily, which was a major problem I had with non-Terrans. At least, I knew they didn’t originate on Old Earth.

      I was ready to walk back to the breakroom and sit back down when I spotted one of them through the door window.

      He’d broken off from the main group and went over to one of the display cases to have a better look. Something caught his attention, and he turned, butt he didn’t look at the door window. Even as short as he was, he could’ve spotted me if he had looked in my direction.

      I took a step back when I realized who Pops was dealing with.

      Rum Travelers.

      Most of the sentient species in the galaxy could trace their origin to a planet. Not the Rum. They traveled about the known worlds conducting trade wherever they could swing a deal. One of the first outsider people the Terrans encountered on leaving Old Earth, they quickly introduced them to the other beings. For a small fee, of course.

      This proved to be mutually beneficial for everyone involved as the Travelers acquired new clients and the Terrans new friends in the great universe. The Terrans also ended up in the middle of several interstellar wars, but that’s another story.

      The Travelers called themselves “Rum,” but it was years before anyone on Old Earth learned this name. In the meantime, the Terrans began to call them "Travelers” because they moved around the galaxy in search of new markets and opportunities.

      Physically, the Travelers resembled the mythical gnomes of Old Earth’s ancient past. They were short, no more than five feet in height, with four feet being their average size. They were stocky, which allowed them to make repairs on the most difficult machines and sell you a maintenance contract. They kept to themselves and were not prone to violence unless, gods forbid, someone tried to break into one of their compounds.

      They were also famous for moving merchandise around that other people wouldn’t. Once the big combines moved in on their source of income, the Travelers began to deal in cheaper versions of existing guns and interplanetary ships. They stayed out of the interstellar craft industry, as it was too costly for them to get a foothold.

      And so, it appeared that Pops was doing some trade with the Travelers. Not surprising, since they had many mutual interests, from what I could tell. Both dealt in guns of questionable origin. I was certain he wanted them not to see us, though, as they would sell Korth our location.

      Now that I knew what was out there, it became easier to home in on their mental signs. I stepped back out of the view of the window and concentrated. I was unable to get actual words and thoughts, but with enough focus, I could pick up what they wanted.

      Or I almost did until Zilpha bumped into me.

      “I thought I told you to stay back in that breakroom,” I told her.

      “Sorry," she explained, “I wasn’t going to sit pretty and wait to find out if your friend was ready to sell us out to Korth.”

      “Pops would never do a thing like that....”

      “So you say. Look, he’s your friend, and you trust him; I understand. But you need to remember that over the last few years, I’ve learned to trust no one. Especially that lousy brother of mine.”

      “Then, be quiet,” I told her. “I need to concentrate so that I can pick up what they’re doing out there. Pops has a bunch of Travelers in there, and I want to find out why.” I turned back to the door.

      “Travelers?” she asked. "I’ve only seen one or two of them.” Zilpha went over to the window to have a look.

      I pulled her back by the shoulder. “Careful. Not yet. Not until I find out why they’re here.”

      I moved away from the window in case any more had walked over to this side of the shop. Now, I couldn’t see any of them. The one Traveler had moved back to his comrades, near the cash register.

      Then, I spotted something. It was possible to get a better look by using the reflection off the back of a case. It wasn’t perfect, but I could still see how many there were and what they were doing.

      I counted six Travelers. All were gathered around Pops, talking loudly, which I couldn’t hear through the sound blanket created by the wall and door. I could tell the conversation was heated, though, as both Pops and the Travelers waved their arms in the air, arguing over something I couldn’t understand. One of them had a piece of paper out and showed it to Pops.  This had to be the clan leader. I could tell by the way the others showed deference to him.

      I put one finger to my lips when I turned around to face Zilpha. She nodded and touched the purse she’d brought along. She had to be ready.

      I closed my eyes. Now that I had both their sign and visual image, it would be much easier to receive whatever sensations they sent out.

      From what I could tell, they weren’t interested in any of the merchandise that Pops had to sell them. They’d done a lot of business with him in the past, but today; they had something else in mind.

      Pops was angry. The Travelers called him earlier and let him know, through various code words in case someone tapped the phone, that they were interested in buying some older guns he couldn’t move. They’d called him 10 minutes ago and set up the appointment. He’d only agreed on such short notice because of what they wanted. Now that he found out what they were really after, he was pissed.

      It appeared the Travelers were trying to find the location of someone that a major gangster down around the docks was paying serious money to locate. In other words, they were looking for me.

      I wasn’t shocked. The amount of money Korth was offering for my ass was substantial. If the Travelers were trying to score big by finding me, others would follow. Now, with the Byzantium impounded, Korth was in a tight spot and couldn’t afford to appear weak. If he did, there were plenty of sub-bosses and rivals who would take advantage of his situation. It was the law of the jungle down on those docks, and everyone knew it.

      I reached down and felt for my gun. All I knew was that it had better work, if I’d exchanged Ralph for it. The biocloaker would keep me hidden, but anyone could make a visual match to my face.

      Zilpha had to know.

      I turned back to her. “Those little bastards are trying to find me,” I told her. “And that bounty will bring out more of these creeps. Time to party,” I said as I pulled out the gun Pops had given me minutes earlier.

      I looked it over again. According to Pops, it didn’t need ammunition, as the gun made its own. It sounded too good. Every thriller writer or video producer dreamed of such a thing. I held the gun up and tried to figure out what the model was supposed to replicate. It had a chamber for the ammunition, which was loaded. I couldn’t tell the type of gun it was, something about “Dirty” and “Harry.” Weird name for a prototype weapon, but those gunsmiths are a strange lot. Still, it felt solid in my hand.

      “Try to stay put this time,” I told Zilpha. “Only one of us needs to go out there, and that should be me, seeing as to how I’m the one they want.” I saw Zilpha frown, but I ignored her expression.

      I hesitated for a minute. This bunch of Rum Travelers looked familiar for some reason. I thought for a few seconds and placed the gun under my waistband. Then, I remembered where I’d spotted them before.

      Last year, a group of Rum Travelers sold Korth some bad ammo. He was told they had four crates of ammunition for a Bushsmersh 9000. If you know anything about that weapon, you’ll know it’s hard to find bullets that fit the chamber. Korth jumped at the chance, only to find out they’d switched the crates. When he opened them, Korth discovered the Travelers sold him rusted ammo for a Bushsmersh 7000, a completely different animal. When Korth realized he’d been tricked, I was sent over to the docks. My job was to intercept the Travelers and get his money back. I managed to complete the assignment, but, I left some Travelers bleeding and flattened in the process. They’d gotten in my way.

      This was the same group.

      I guess the money Korth was offering trumped any personal animosity they might have with him. Still, they wouldn’t forget my smiling mug. They would remember the day I came over to collect on the bill.

      The hell with it.

      I buttoned up my jacket to hide the gun and pushed open the door to the shop. One second later, I strolled into the room.

      “I understand you lads want to see me,” I announced as I closed the door behind me. I prayed Zilpha would do what I told her and stay on the other side.

      The Travelers froze. And then, they began to turn in my direction. Pops glared at me. I could read him and felt frustration from the older Irunian. He thought I should’ve stayed in the back room until this all managed to blow over, but, no, here I was, and he’d told them he had no clue where I could be found.

      “Thought you said he wasn’t around here?” the clan leader of the Travelers reminded Pops. “Something about you hadn’t seen him in a while?”

      “And he hasn’t,” I lied. “First time he’s laid eyes on me in a long time. I came in the back way and heard you talking about me.”

      The clan leader, who I knew as Macchio, turned his attention away from Pops to me.

      “I hear that you have something Korth wants,” he said. “Something that he’ll pay a lot of money for. Why don’t you come with us quietly? We could cut you in on the reward.” He smiled and snaked one hand down to a weapon stashed inside his jacket.

      “That joker looks familiar, Uncle,” one of the younger Travelers spoke up. “Wasn’t he the ghee that Korth sent over about those ammo cases?”

      “I remember him,’ Macchio remembered. “Fucker knocked one of you over the head and forced me to open the safe. All because Korth had given us the wrong serial number on those guns.

      Oh, that would figure. Korth screws up, and I get to carry out his dirty work to clean up the mess.

      “And we’re told you brought something back everyone wants,” Macchio added. “Problem is, no one seems to know what it is.” His hand was still moving toward his weapon.

      “It was a starship,” I announced. “If you were so interested, why didn’t you ask around some more?”

      The Travelers stopped and turned to each other. I couldn’t read their thoughts with much clarity, but they weren’t happy. It wasn’t what they wanted at all.

      “So, what makes this starship so special?” Macchio asked as the wrinkles around his face crinkled.

      “How should I know?” I replied. “It’s not my job to find out. My interest in it was over when I brought it back. You’ll need to ask Boss Korth if you want to find out.”

      “Whatever,” one of the other Travelers spoke up. “He’s here. We’ve got him. Take smartass to Korth and get paid. I don’t see any downside to dumping him off at Korth’s place.”

      We were at a standoff. The Travelers wanted me for the bounty that Korth might give them, and I wanted to find out why I was so important to Korth. The bounty was larger than any he’d ever put out before, including for the three Malathusian women who tried to explode a bomb in his casino. There was more involved than Korth losing face in front of his goons, substantial as that might be to his operation. No, this was about something else.

      I cracked my knuckles and thought about how this could go down. Pops had any number of counter-measures in this place, and they could prevent a single weapon from being fired. He’d never once been robbed. Impressive enough, even if he was inside the legation. Most hold-up men knew better than to try any funny stuff on the inside.

      Every so often, someone would get the bright idea that they could scale the wall around the Irunian legation and sneak into it. You knew when this happened because the Irunians would leave the remains on display in a hanging cage outside for a week. I don’t know what they used to guard the walls, but it didn’t leave much of an intruder.

      The Irunians had a bum reputation for how they treated their enemies. I won’t get into it, but I’ve heard you never want to be on their bad side. The Irunian society is heavily militarized. Every one of them is expected to put their time into active duty when they turn 18. Hitches can be 10 years, so most of them don’t start to settle down well into their 30s. Active duty Irunian military aren’t allowed to have kids or marry until they cashier out of the services, so parents tend to be bit older than what you’ll find on Old Earth. It’s not a way of life most people could endure, but there are the rare Terrans, such as myself, who never knew anything else. I came of age learning how to tear down an impact gun.

      The Sultanate didn’t run into the Irunian Empire until its final years, by which time it was more concerned about the threat from everyone else ganging up on it. All I remember about the Irunians was a packed troop formation moving over a hill in our direction. It was my only engagement against them. And then, we were shipped off to deal with some crazy rebellion on a colony planet nobody remembered.

      “So, what is it going to be, gentlemen?” I asked them, my gun still snuggled in my waistline. “We going to do this thing, or you going to stare?” They all spoke Galactic Standard and knew what I meant.

      “Ixlid is pissed,” one of the Travelers spoke up.

      “Yeah, that fuggin goblin,” another one of them mentioned, not in Galactic. He was ready to spit on the floor.

      The Traveler didn’t say “goblin,” but the term he used created the image that appeared in his mind. He’d spoken in the Traveler dialect, a mixture of the languages gathered from their sojourns across the galaxy. A side effect of my esper ability lets me see what’s inside the head of a ghee, even if I can’t understand his language.

      Ixlid was someone I did not want to tangle with if I could avoid it. He was an illicit arms dealer who was famous for supplying weapons to each side in any given conflict.

      There wasn’t a lot known about him. He showed up right before I came to Nyx Station and set up an import-export company. It was the above ground part of his operations. No one knew where he came from and, like Korth, he was the only representative of his kind. We never saw another one. He had plenty of money and didn’t hesitate to spend it if it meant getting a good contract with some local syndicate.

      I’d met him only once, when Korth hired me as backup for a negotiation. He was less than six feet tall, green in tone, and possessed a narrow face that with two eyes constantly scanning the room for anything that might be out of place. I watched him rearrange his office over the course of a three-hour negotiation. He would sit on one side with his people, all Terrans, and then, pop up without warning to move a lamp across the room or adjust the tone of light from the ceiling. It took three hours to finish a contract that shouldn’t have needed more than a half hour to complete.

      I will say the look on Korth’s face during that negotiation was priceless. He left that meeting with steam coming out of his horns.

      “Yeah," Macchio agreed. He turned to look at me “They aren’t making that shit up, Terry. Ixlid has an interest in this too, and we all know he won’t let the Irunian MPs stand in his way.” They gave me what passed for a grin.

      Terry. It was one of the worst remarks you could say against someone from Old Earth. The slur was first used by slavers from Denlb, who raided the outer colonies when various governments were trying to establish footholds on other planets. The slavers would land under the cover of night, grab the healthiest of the colonists, and depart before anyone knew what happened. They tried not to kill anyone who resisted, as it meant more stock the next time.

      After a while, the colonists on those worlds learned to fortify their settlements against the raiders. It worked for the most part, at least until the Sultanate expanded into the former free cities that dotted the worlds.

      The absolute worst members of those settlements were those who helped the slavers. Sometimes, they even kidnapped their own people and held them for the money. These became known as the “Terrys” from some obnoxious cartoon character. Which is why it was still the worst thing you could call someone from Old Earth. It was equivalent to calling someone a traitor and psycho killer at the same time. I’ve seen massive fights in barrooms break out over people using that term.

      So, I let his comment stew inside me. Want to call me that word, Macchio? Fine; do that and see where it gets you.

      I remembered the first time I’d heard it. I was all of eight and in a new barrack with the other Janissary cadets. I heard some locals on the planet we occupied call me that and thought it was supposed to be funny. I went back to the barracks and yelled it out, expecting laughter from the other kids and the older guides. It was almost mess hall time, and there were a lot of them sitting around.

      I remember what happened afterward. That was the day one of the senior bashir’s caught my cohort out back kicking someone on the ground. It was also the last time anyone ever cornered me.

      I heard the glass break a second later.

      I’m still not sure if it was all timed, but it’s still the only explanation I can come up with. You want to believe things happen as a coincidence, that there’s some mysterious force in the universe that guides everything you do. Simply find the secret sauce that holds it all together. Then, you figure out there’s no secret sauce, just a universe of ghee’s with the right connections or who arrived at the right place at the right time. But then, something like this happens that suddenly makes you go back and wonder if there really is an invisible source that guides it all.

      I had that feeling when the glass in Pop’s little outside window blew apart. Before any of us could react, I watched as a silver hand reached in and unlatched the door from the other side.

      I had the gun leveled at the door. Right behind me, Zilpha flew through the entrance from the back warehouse with her naginata ready to slash any hostiles apart.

      The Travelers already had their guns out. The second the glass broke, they all brought out high caliber Karba 27s. I heard about those guns years ago, but this was the first time I’d ever seen one of them up close. They were super-machine pistols outfitted with ammunition drums. Although not much on accuracy, the guns were brutal when used in a near-range fight. Up close, any one of those things could clear out a room. Whoever tossed that door open had no idea what kind of death squad was on this side.

      Already close to the ground, the Travelers dropped to one knee and trained their guns on the door.

      “None of you fuckers fire!” I heard the clan leader yell to his men. “Not until I give the order. We don’t know what’s on the other side!”

      We found out five seconds later when one silver exosuit after another filed into the room, guns of their own held high. It only took them a good 30 seconds to enter the shop.

      We faced off against 10 silver exosuits. I couldn’t see the face of whatever was inside them.
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      As we stood there, I watched the tension simmer. All of us were ready to use the mean of violence we had in our hands. But I didn’t like to rely on a gun. I wanted to drop this fancy shooter, grab a blunt object, and rearrange the heads of whoever had walked into the shop. And then, I would go to work on the Travelers. Call me a Terry, that fat bastard? I’d show him what a real Terran could do.

      When the last silver-suited figure entered the room, the final two separated and let someone come in behind them. I watched as a huffy figure in a double-breasted brown suite walked into the shop.

      He had a shaved head. And Ixlid was faster than he looked. One time I’d watched him grab a medicine ball from the air and toss it back to someone. Wherever the creep came from, they made them strong.

      He stopped and looked us over. While everyone faced off, the arms merchant walked over to the counter in front of Pops, pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket, and polished a small section of the glass.

      “Missed a spot,” he explained when the handkerchief was back in his pocket.

      Then, I noticed something odd about those exosuits. First, the helmets were tightened on each one. This didn’t make sense, as you didn’t need to use them inside an atmosphere. The second thing I noted was the movements of the people who wore them. They weren’t normal motions at all.

      I leaned over at the nearest suit and took a better look. The helmet wasn’t detachable. It was part of the overall exosuit. I saw the gleam of metal and realized there were no people inside the exosuits.

      The silver warriors who’d entered ahead of Ixlid were mechanicals. He’d come here with a squad of robots.

      Somehow, this didn’t surprise me. They didn’t appear to be of one of the higher-end models. Ixlid had apparently paid someone to modify a standard production run of mechanicals and turn them into an armed squad.

      This was supposed to be against the Julian Conventions. Using mechanicals for war was outlawed. As with AIs, there was always the fear they could turn on their creators. Every AI had a kill switch built into it that could be activated if it refused to obey its masters. Likewise for mechanicals. Most of them were run by remote AIs, but a lot of them had their own basic operating systems.

      I looked closer and saw the blank expression of the mannequin head inside the helmet. Ixlid wanted us to think these were real humans, just in case the question was ever raised.

      “So, what brings you and your friends here to my establishment, Ixlid?” Pops broke the silence. “You didn’t have to break the window to get inside. I’d have let you in.” He stood there next to the cash register with both hands on the glass counter.

      “Decided to do a bit of shopping today,” he responded, a big shark grin on his face. “Thought my boys should come along, maybe see some of the sights in this part of the station. You like them?”

      “I won’t ask how you got them past the MPs,” Pops mentioned. “I’m sure you paid someone handsomely. Can’t say I’d want to be in your shoes if anyone found out what you had built.”

      “Not designed for war,” Ixlid responded, “if that’s what you meant. I got a great deal on some discontinued models meant for culinary work and decided to see if they could be used as security guards. You like them? I could give you a good price on the entire set.”

      “Don’t hang noodles on my ears,” Pops snapped back at him. “I’d have 12 systems on my ass if I tried to sell these things on the open market. It’s the same stunt that got Sleinc vaporized. The Combine sent two armies into that place in case anyone tried to get away.”

      “Nerveless, “Ixlid continued. “The real reason I’m here is because I understand our mutual friend over there-” he pointed in my direction- “recently returned from deep space with quite a prize. Too bad that his padroni can’t use it the way he wanted to. Now, you must wonder why that might be, especially if Korth’s paid so much money to get it back intact. What might the connection be between Fixer and that ship?”

      “I don’t know what the big deal is here,” I said. “I have nothing to do with that thing. Look, Zilpha’s brother and I were paid to bring it back. We did our job, and people found out. Happens all the time. Now, I understand the militia is all over it. Not really my problem any longer.”

      Even the Travelers seemed perplexed by what I said.

      “Perhaps," the arms dealer mentioned. “But there is a lot of money involved here. I’m more interested in that starship. Once the militia is done, the Fathers will put it up on auction. By then, anything of value will be stripped from the hull. Especially if they can’t get it to work. And I hear from some well-placed sources that the thing won’t even power up. Now, why is that?”

      “I really don’t like your line of questioning,” I snapped at Ixlid. Nor did I care for the pocket-handkerchief that didn’t match his suit. Ditto for the badly tied bowtie. Always thought those things looked comical.

      Then, it hit me. Everyone thought I had the key to operate the starship! Damn, they thought I had the quantum key that Zilpha’s brother Drez used to get it back here. Of course, that’s why it wouldn’t respond. The AI wouldn’t acknowledge anyone who didn’t have the key.

      But I didn’t have the damn thing on me.

      There was more dead air as everyone continued to face off. I still couldn’t believe Ixlid had marched those things down here without attracting the MPs’ attention. He could’ve bribed a few of the MPs, but the more people he paid, the more who might talk. When the Irunians found out what was running amok in their part of the station, they wouldn’t care if the silver-suited mechanicals were test models for security or not. All they would hear was that someone had killer robots loose in the legation. They’d roll in with every kind of heat imaginable and rip those silver suits to pieces. If they captured Ixlid alive, he’d be sent to an interrogation squad, who’d take their time until all the useful information was extracted. And then, they’d do it again just to compare notes with each other.

      “Did you blow your roof?” I asked both the Travelers and Ixlid. “Do you think I’d come down here to see Pops if I had the key to operate that thing? Hell, I’d be on my way to the outer rim by now. No way would I stick around here and put up with this.”

      “Maybe," the Traveler clan leader spoke. “And maybe you’d sell it to the highest bidder. That ship is a lot more valuable than what your padroni will pay for you. We could make you show how to operate it. Or you could hand that key over, and we’ll all be happy.”

      “Why would I be happy?” Ixlid inquired.

      “We would cut you in on the deal,” he explained. “You’ll still get a lot more money out of it than Korth will give you.”

      There was a sudden crash, and we all turned in the direction of Pops. While we’d been in parley, he’d managed to bring something up on the counter.

      It was a Sungy 7800. The first time I’d ever seen one. From the other side of the counter, I could tell he had a weapon few people knew about.

      A few years ago, the Irunian military played with a sonic destructor that was supposed to fry the insides of every enemy combatant on the field. It wasn’t even limited by most barriers. They’d built it in such a way that the weapon could rattle steel plate and concrete blocks into component atoms. Useful on planets with an atmosphere, it was powerful enough to take out entire divisions with one pulse. They never put it into production, though, because the weapon tended to kill the operator along with the target. A few were made for testing, but they were never mass produced.

      And Pops had managed to get his hands on one of those few test models. I could see the lights of it twinkle off the surface of the counter. The weapon was powered up and ready to fire. One pull of that trigger would sizzle everything in front of it.

      “I want you all to go!” he yelled. "Especially those clockwork dummies. I don’t want anyone to think I sell such pieces of shit.”

      What surprised me was how fast he’d hauled it up on the counter. The weapon had to weigh a good hundred pounds, and Pops wasn’t some young sprig. It appeared there was a lot I didn’t know about Pops.

      The Travelers glanced at the weapon and began to back up in the direction of the silver warriors. It didn’t matter how much firepower they carried. All Pops needed to do was tug, and everyone on the other side would fry. None of them wanted to become a steak on a summer party grill. I could see by the look on Pop’s grizzled face that he was ready to do it too.

      “You want to think really long and hard about what you might do in the next few minutes,” he spoke again.

      I heard a snap behind me and knew what it had to be. Zilpha had her naginata ready. She could bring that thing into action in short time. If nothing else, her actions back in the apartment reinforced how deadly she was with it. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Zilpha move slightly to on my left and angle herself facing the combined group of Travelers and mechanicals.

      This had the potential to turn into a bloodbath, and everyone knew it. Pops had that weapon of his out and ready with one finger on the trigger. If he turned it on, the entire front of the store would become the inside of an oven. No one wanted that to happen, least of all Pops. If the gun wasn’t calibrated, and blew out the front, the entire building would come down on us in a rain of stone and cement. No one would survive.

      “I think Pops and his hand trumps anything you might have,” I warned the other groups. “You’ve pissed him off. If I was any of you, I’d get out of here. One wrong move, and we’ll all be red sauce.”

      “You wouldn’t dare use that thing,” Ixlid smirked at Pops. “At this range, you’ll be dead too.” He folded his arms over his suit and smiled.

      “Why don’t you try me?” Pops returned. “What have I got to lose, Greenface? I’m an old man. The empire doesn’t have much use for has-beens like me. They’d rather we all die so that they can use the resources on the next batch of suicide commandos. What do I care? No dependents, nothing to worry about. I can do one right thing and rid the universe of the scum I see in front of me. How many people have you ripped off or overcharged? How many soldiers out there died because you sold them crap guns? How many houses fell because the builders used your shitty bricks? Come on, assholes; make an old man happy.”

      They stood there trying to come up with a plan. No one spoke to each other. They didn’t have to. Each group planned out the next move by way of looks and glances. I could see them in a quandary. They wanted to get me, but that weapon had enough power to take them out with a trigger pull.

      Pops didn’t move either. He stood behind the gun and matched their glares with his.

      Then the silver mechanicals swarmed over Pops as one unit. I don’t know how they knew what to do, but somehow, Ixlid managed to send them a plan. At the same time, two mechanicals leaped in our direction. I later surmised that their idea was to distract Pops and his gun so that they could snatch me away. It almost worked.

      I heard a snap and a sizzle as two of the silver suits dropped to the floor in a cloud of smoke. Pops seemed to know how to operate the weapon for close-range work and fired it at the two nearest ones. There was no flash from the weapon or loud retort. The only way I knew he’d used it was the mechanicals who froze, smoked, and fell to the floor. One of them started to burn. The weapon’s ultrasonic blast destroyed the internal operating system of it.

      I had my gun out and was ready to see how it worked. The first bullet went through the helmet of the mechanical near me and sent shards of electronics across the room. I’d wondered about the kinds of bullets the gun used. This prototype had loaded itself with hollow points. I made this observation because nothing came out of the back of the helmet. I’d expected the bullet to go through and crack the polycarbonate across from me, but nothing emerged from the other side of the mechanical’s head. It flew back and hit the floor after being shot.

      Zilpha managed to take care of the second one. I swung my pistol in its direction, but she was already in range. Zilpha chopped downward and imbedded her blade in the shoulder of the attacker mechanical. Before it could move to defend itself, she powered the blade down and cut. I saw sparks fly in the air from what she did. The fourth mechanical went down in the same direction as the first three.

      Now, there were two out-of-commission mechanicals on the floor to accompany the two fried by Pops and his weapon. The one Zilpha struck moved around for a bit and shut down. Its operating system had decided it wasn’t worthwhile to forge onward.

      The Travelers began to move out the store first. One of the juniors went to the door and pushed it open. He held it open as the others backed out behind him. The clan leader was the last to go. None of them said a word but kept their eyes on the gun Pops had on the counter. Soon, they were outside. Through the window, I watched them back down the street until they were all out of view.

      Some of the locals began to assemble outside. They weren’t used to any violent activity around here. This wasn’t a settlement world administered by the empire. Someone would call the MPs.

      Pops swung the barrels of the weapon at Ixlid and his remaining mechanicals. “You got anything else to say, Fatty?” he asked him. “Because I’d like to see how this thing works on your hide. I’m sure it would be instructional.”

      The mechanicals moved protectively in front of Ixlid as he too backed out of the store. He was a bit faster this time. Ixlid didn’t say a world about the mechanicals on the floor. The damaged goods probably offended his sense of decor.

      “This ain’t over yet,” Ixlid growled at Pops. “Korth will know what shit you just pulled here. You think he’ll still do business with you after what happened? The empire won’t be able to protect your operation anymore.”

      “You let me worry about that,” Pops snapped back. “I’m good with the way things have played out. At least, I don’t have to worry about your pathetic ass.”

      Ixlid vanished out the door with the mechanicals. Soon, they too were gone from view.

      Pops waited a bit, then turned off the gun. I heard it power down as he watched the door in case anyone else had similar ideas. Pops set the gun down on the floor with a huff and shoved it in the corner where he’d kept it. A few boxes covered it from view.

      “Thanks, Pops,” I told him.

      “Don’t mention it," he stood up and replied. “I’ve itched to try that thing out for months. Guess it does work just like the manual said it would. Must say I was surprised about those,” he commented as he pointed to the mechanicals on the floor. “Thought for sure I’d have to turn up the setting.”

      “Excuse me,” a voice said from the door. “Was there a problem in here?”

      I looked up to see two Irunian MPs standing at the front door. They’d somehow walked in after Pops put away the gun.

      “Nah," Pops told them. “Someone tried to sell me some crap mechanicals. and they didn’t work.” He waved his hand at the floor.

      Zilpha had already folded up her naginata and put it pack in her purse. Likewise, my designer gun was holstered out of view.

      “Somebody called in a complaint,” the MP explained. “We have to look into these things.”

      Pops leaned over the counter and looked at the insignia on the MPs uniform.

      “Both of you guys in Zeta Company?” he asked.

      The effect was instant. Both MPs stopped and looked at him with wide-eyed expressions. “How did you know about the Zetas?” the younger of the two asked him.

      “I was in Slappy Ferndeck’s group,” Pops told them. “That was years before you were ever born.”

      They were speechless. “You went through the Battle of Neekof?” the older of the two spoke.

      “All the way,” Pops replied.

      “Only four made it back,” the younger spoke too.

      “And I’m one of them,” Pops let him know. “Which is why I cashed out later. You tell Slappy that Bergedorf said hello if you see him.”

      “Will do," the younger one spoke again. “Sir.”

      They both turned and left. I bet neither one filed a report.

      “What was that all about?” I asked Pops after they left.

      “Nothing special,” he sighed. “Some of these damn kids forget how the empire got so big. Come on; help me get these pieces of junk to the back room.”

      We helped Pops move the mechanicals out of the way and into the back warehouse. They didn’t leave much of a smell, even after the one had burned for a few minutes. Pops thought it was due to their crappy construction.

      Then, he gave us the directions to a local hotel where we could stay until things blew over.

      “It’s not in the best part of the legation,” he told us. “But I’m sure you won’t mind.”

      At the door, Pops handed me a case he’d brought along.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Some cash, clothes, and a few more toys,” he replied. “Don’t use all of them up at once. And keep it in mind the next time we have to do some business.”

      Zilpha gave him a hug. I shook his hand, and we both left the shop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      We were out of the shop, but the danger was far from over. The streets of the Irunian legation might be clean and full of order, but there were plenty of people out there who wanted to find me. I was certain one of the MPs looked at me funny before Pops asked him about his unit. Had they taken any pictures, someone might’ve made the connection between me and the wanted posters on the duty-free shop.

      We continued to head toward the address Pops gave us back at the store. It was quite a walk, but we didn’t have any other way to get there. The surface tubes and transports ran in other directions. Plus, I wasn’t in a big hurry to place myself in a car where a camera might spot me. It was bad enough on the street. I knew cameras lined the building exteriors. But so long as I kept my head down and away from them, I should be all right. And that cloaker helped.

      “What was that Pops talked about with those MPs?” Zilpha asked. “It had the right effect. Got them away from the disaster right after it happened.”

      I thought a minute before it came to me. One of the lesser battles of the Taelor Peninsular War in the Hammer Cluster. Two hundred Irunian commandos at a surrounded garrison for 60 standard days against the local rebels until the empire sent in a relief force. The MP was right. Only four men came out alive from that one. Pops would be the right age. I’d learned about it years later.

      “Pops was one of four men to survive a battle that killed almost 200,” I explained to her. “The survivors are considered immortal by the Irunian rank and file. I’m surprised they didn’t ask for his blessing.”

      “He ever mention it to you before?” Zilpha asked me.

      “No; you don’t talk about something like that.”

      We found the hotel a few minutes later. “Great Southern” was proclaimed over the top of it, but the place lost its glory years ago. I looked around and realized we were in a downscale neighborhood.

      Most of the legation was military and had to pass military specifications. It reminded me of base housing from my years in the Janissaries. The difference here was that the Irunian military could marry after they put in a certain amount of time, so it wasn’t unusual to see officers with their families stroll down the street in non-combat zones.

      Janissary housing, on the other hand, was barracks for the lower ranks with larger rooms reserved for officers. Each housing area had a small division devoted to the pleasure women who made their coin taking care of the fighting man’s personal needs. The Janissary corps realized years into its creation that it made sense for them to hire women for the troops. Better that than deal with the after-effects of horny young men turned loose on a civilian population.

      The hotel clerk, an older Terran with a nametag, had us sign the guest book and looked us over. His tag read “Hewey," and he had the appearance of someone who’d spent his life taking orders from people who assumed he was their servant. I knew we’d passed his test when Hewey saw the case Pops gave us. He lightened up right away. We were people who had money to spend.

      “How long you plan to stay?” he asked me.

      “At least a week,” I told him. “How much?”

      He quoted a price and recited the house rules from memory. I could tell the recitation was automatic. He’d done it for so many years, it flowed out of him.

      I handed Hewey some bills, and he handed me the key. “And keep it quiet,” he added. “This may not look like a five-star place, but we do our best to keep it up. You need anything, call down here at the front desk. If I’m not here, the owner will be around. You can’t miss him. Tall, dark blue Morbashi man.” He looked askew at Zilpha. “A bit like you, in fact.”

      “Metice,” she told him. “My mother’s Terran; Dad was from that world.”

      I found the room and let us in a few minutes later. I was glad to see it was on the first floor. Not that I mind walking up stairs or using the elevator, but the first floor is best for getting out in a hurry. In our situation, it was a possibility that we’d need to do just that.

      Zilpha tossed her jacket onto a chair. The moment I locked the door behind us, she proceeded to strip her clothes off. I stood there and tried to remember all the ways out of the legation and wondered whether Korth be able to cover them all with his people. Zilpha dropped her thong as she lay down on the bed. She pulled one leg up between her thighs.

      “Hey, Fixer,” she cooed to me. “After all we’ve been through today, I could use something fixed.”

      “So could I,” I replied to her. “As a matter of fact, I’ve got the tool you need. But you’ll have to wait a bit. I need to do a perimeter check and make sure Boss Korth doesn’t have any of his goons or bounty hunters outside. Then, I can come back and take care of you.”

      Zilpha pouted a bit, then jumped off the bed. She tossed her arms around my neck and gave me a big kiss. I loved the way she smelled, and I felt her hot breath. After the mess today, I was ready for those sweet, blue thighs. She pulled away and her eyes went violet.

      I understood what that color signified.

      She released me and marched into the small shower that was set into one side. The hotel room consisted of a large bed, drawer, and table. There was a phone by one side of the bed.

      A few minutes later, I heard the water running as I exited the room. I locked the door behind me.

      The hotel room opened into a hallway that terminated on one end to an exit. It surprised me that the managers allowed you to go in and out without passing by the front desk. I thought about it, and it hit me this might be an added attraction to the place. I could see it as a popular location for off-duty military personnel who wanted to sneak someone in and out undetected.

      Once outside the hotel, I looked around at the street. I was in a back alley that wrapped around the whole building. I took a brief walk around it. From what I could tell, there were two more exits to and from the hotel, one on each side. Also, plenty of places to linger back at the main street in case you wanted to be sure no one spotted you or your “friend” walking inside. The management knew their clientele very well.

      I returned to the hotel and explored the first floor, but made sure the desk clerk didn’t notice my activity. I found a small restaurant on the first floor that emptied into a bar. Now, there was a place I needed to go after the crap I’d been through today.

      But the bar was deserted. It was well stocked, but no one appeared to be on duty. Perhaps the bartender was gone taking a smoke break, but I hadn’t spotted anyone when outside the hotel. I’d have noticed someone in bar attire. I hadn’t seen anyone lurking out there at all, and it was still early in the evening.

      “Well, hello handsome,” a voice called to me from the other end of the bar. I turned to look at its source. Guess the bar wasn’t empty after all.

      In the far, dark end of the bar, sat a tall woman with a definite green tint to her complexion. She wasn’t Terran, that was for sure, not even a mix. I was certain I knew something about her planet of origin, but I couldn’t remember anything at the moment. She had a mixed drink in front of her and sat alone. There was no one else in the bar other than us, which I confirmed this time by a quick scan of the room.

      She was hard to see in the low light of the bar. No matter; we were the only two patrons in the place. The green tint and height had me confused for a bit, but I’d seen beings of her stature before. I tried hard to remember where her type came from and then, I remembered.

      I walked over and sat down next to her. “Mariposa?” I asked. “That’s your home planet, correct?” I raked my mind to come up with something else I could use to extend the conversation.

      “Right you are, Sweetheart,” she told me. “And I’m stuck in this place for the next six standard months.” She took out a cigarette, placed it in her mouth, and shuffled around in her purse for a lighter.

      I had a lit match at the end of her cigarette in seconds. She looked at me with those high cheekbones and narrow gold eyes that made me glad my waist was hidden from view. At this rate, it would lift the bar off the floor.

      “Dentata,” she introduced herself between puffs on the cigarette. She extended one manicured hand, and I took it.

      Dentata wore a sheer top that let me see the black bra underneath, with a matching leather mini skirt. Polished black pumps would elevate her six-foot stature another six inches the moment she stood up. I looked down and tried not to be excited by the fishnet stockings she wore. By the look on her face, I hadn’t managed to conceal my interest.

      “Stefan,” I told her. “But my friends call me Fixer.”

      “So, why do they call you Fixer, Stefan?” she asked me. “There has to be a story behind that name.” Her voice was sultry and had the sound of bourbon poured over ice.

      “I take care of people’s problems, “I explained. “If someone needs something fixed, I can make it happen.” I waited to see what she thought of my line.

      “Then, maybe you can fix something for me, Fixer,” Dentata said in a low tone. “I’m stuck here for another six months. I took a job with the trade delegation, and the goddamn Irunians dumped us in this hotel. I’ve haven’t had any love in months, not since I dumped my boyfriend and girlfriend. That was back when I was posted on Artisan. What are you doing tonight?”

      Something else ran through my mind about the women from that planet. Again, I tried not to show my excitement. I wasn’t afraid of a simple bar rise; right now, I was worried my boner would knock it through the ceiling. Sweet Mother Tara, this was just what I needed right now after the shit today. What we both needed, as Zilpha liked women of any humanoid species.

      I didn’t have time to get in touch with Zilpha, which forced me to make a quick judgement call. I’d done a few three-ways with Zilpha and her former girlfriends in the past, but those took weeks to plan out. Heavens forbid someone be left out of the equation when you’re trying to connect the circuit.

      Zilpha was coming out of the shower with a towel wrapped around her when I unlocked the hotel room door and stuck my head inside. I’d spent the previous five minutes letting Dentata know about our situation overall and how the evening could work out to benefit everyone. I only needed to give Zilpha some advance warning.

      “We have company for the evening,” I told her. “I met someone in the bar you’ll like. She’s eager to meet you too.”

      Zilpha looked at me with low eyes and continued to dry her hair with another towel. “We’ve got a lot to deal with right now,” she quipped. “You think this is a good idea? I thought we had a rule about bringing anyone into the bed. Two dates to makes sure they’re down with sharing me. And with Korth and his thugs looking for you....” She tossed one towel in the shower and cocked her light blue face at me. Her eyes were turning red, which was another shade I did recognize.

      I held the door open a little further and allowed Dentata to enter the room with me. When she was inside, I shut the door behind us and latched it. By now, Zilpha was quiet. She’d frozen the second the green Amazon was inside the room. In fact, Zilpha almost climaxed the first time she saw Dentata.

      “You can thank me later,” I told Zilpha as I slid next to her. I could see Zilpha’s eyes go wide and her breathing increase. Those eyes were now a pleasant shade of purple.

      “Oh, I like your skin,” Dentata told Zilpha. She walked over to Zilpha and looked down at her. “Stefan told me about you.”

      Zilpha looked up at Dentata. “Did he tell you good things?” she asked, one hand reaching out to touch Dentata’s thigh. The Mariposian towered over Zilpha.

      “No" Dentata replied as she stroked Zilpha’s hair. “You’re a lot sexier than he described.”

      Dentata gently grasped the end of the towel around Zilpha and peeled it off her. She touched her neck with a finger and traced the line of Zilpha’s jaw.

      Zilpha looked up in absolute ecstasy at the Amazon. It was hard not to get excited around Dentata. Even the brief walk back to the hotel room caused several collisions between guests out in the hallway. It was easy to see why she had that effect on people.

      This was a lot different from the previous times I’d agreed to have one of Zilpha’s girlfriends over. It never progressed to this point unless the three of us sat down at a table and had a long talk. It wasn’t about whether I was sexually attracted to any of her women lovers. I had no issue with that angle. I simply needed to make sure everyone would be level-headed once we were all naked in bed. Especially Zilpha. The first time we had a woman over for the evening, Zilpha kept score of how many more orgasms I’d given her friend as opposed to her. I didn’t need that kind of grief.

      Dentata had long hair and let it fall over Zilpha. She leaned over, grabbed Zilpha by the chin, and held her face. Dentata leaned down and wrapped her mouth around that of the shorter women. Zilpha didn’t put up the least bit of resistance.

      Dentata opened her mouth a bit and ran her tongue over Zilpha’s lips. She closed her mouth over the mouth of the women below her. I watched as Zilpha reached up and placed both of her hands behind Dentata’s neck.

      I’d called it right that time.

      “I’m told you’re Zilpha,” Dentata spoke to her as she broke off the kiss. “You can call me Dentata right now and in the morning.” Her hands left Zilpha’s face and enclosed the smaller woman’s pert breasts. I watched as Dentata pinched Zilpha’s nipples, and they went hard. Zilpha bit one lip and whimpered.

      “I haven’t had any in months,” Dentata told her. “I’m stuck over with a bunch of useless types who don’t appreciate me. Stefan tells me you had many girlfriends. So did I, and boyfriends too. You want to be my girlfriend tonight?”

      Zilpha almost tore the miniskirt off Dentata as she struggled to get her over to the bed. I came up behind the tall woman, reached around her, and unbuttoned the sheer top; watching as it fell to the floor. While Zilpha worked at getting the miniskirt zipper down with trembling hands, I unhooked Dentata’s bra. It fell behind her and I tossed it on the table. The tall woman’s breasts were enormous.

      As I took off my clothes, I was given a vision of excited women. My little blue Zilpha got down on her knees and unlaced the pumps that Dentata wore. She took each one off slowly and kissed Dentata’s ankles when finished. I watched Dentata moan and lean back on the bed. The Amazon had as much fun as us, more perhaps.

      I stepped out of my shorts just as Zilpha kissed her way up the inside of Dentata’s thighs. Zilpha turned around and gave me a look of pure joy as she placed both hands on the sides of Dentata’s lace panties and began to slide them off.

      Unfortunately for Zilpha, she turned around and looked down after she slid them away. It wasn’t a matter of excitement; I could see it in the way the scars Zilpha had on parts of her body flushed with excitement. She kissed Dentata’s ankles and let the green woman kick them off.

      At which point she looked up and saw what I’d noticed the moment those silk panties slid down.

      Dentata’s womanhood was covered by a thick black strip of course hair. What it hid wasn’t obvious. Dentata pulled Zilpha up on the bed. She slid one hand between Zilpha’s legs as I walked over to one side of the bed.

      “I see you’re ready,” Dentata whispered as she began to work that hand. Zilpha’s eyes rolled to the back of her head and, in return, she dropped her hand between Dentata’s legs.

      It was a good thing I entered Zilpha from behind after I crawled into bed with them. The instant Zilpha’s hand slid between Dentata’s legs and drove home; I pushed one of Zilpha’s legs up and slid my hard tool in right below Dentata’s busy fingers. I then heard Zilpha gasp twice. The first time as I pushed all the way in, and the second time as Zilpha’s left hand brushed across the sharp teeth, covered by thick hair, of Dentata’s pussy.

      I clamped one hand over Zilpha’s mouth to keep her from screaming out in surprise. I kept it there, as I knew she’d climax fast this time. It only took three thrusts, and she was ready to pass out. I don’t think she understood why her hand was held in place. Dentata rammed her tongue down Zilpha’s mouth the moment she convulsed that third time. By then, I’d removed my hand to let her breathe.

      I shoved my hand between Dentata’s legs too, as I bit Zilpha’s ear. Both women squirted over the bed, which required a trip to the laundry closet later that evening. I didn’t think much about that at the time as I pulled out. Using her free hand, Dentata grabbed my tool and made me unload a fresh stream of DNA across both women.

      Afterwards, Dentata released Zilpha’s hand from between her thighs. All three of us relaxed for a bit on the bed. Dentata managed to find a cigarette from her purse and lit it on her own.

      Finally, as she snuggled up to Dentata, Zilpha asked the question she’d wanted to since the teeth clamped down in her hand. “Where those real? I felt something sharp down there.” She stroked Dentata’s mane with one hand. I waited from behind her to hear how the response would go.

      “Yes, it’s natural,” Dentata told her as she brought Zilpha’s hand up to her lips and kissed it. “We evolved that a long time ago. No one knows why. It doesn’t occur in any other mammal on our planet. The thought is that it evolved as rape prevention. High testosterone rate in our males. I hear that on Old Earth, a pussy with teeth was a common nightmare for men.”

      We talked a bit about the situation we were in, as I didn’t want her caught up in anything on our account. Dentata didn’t seem to think it would cause her any personal trouble, since she and the trade delegation had diplomatic immunity. I was concerned about Zilpha and didn’t want her to end up like her brother. I explained this as both women squeezed me between the legs.

      “You’ve helped me plenty of times,” Zilpha told me as she stroked me. “We can see this thing through together.”

      “It’s your brother I need to resolve,” I told her. “I owe that bastard plenty after today. Ouch.”

      The ouch turned into sparkles as Dentata pushed Zilpha’s head down to my cock and began to massage my balls with her own tongue. In minutes, I saw the setting sun of one massive orgasm while they both worked on me.

      Later, we cuddled and had a chance to have more fun.

      I watched Zilpha sit in Dentata’s lap and play with her breasts as the taller woman placed her hands on the back of Zilpha’s neck. Dentata touch her scalp as she kissed Zilpha’s face. My erection fought to come back, as I had more to do that night.

      Earlier in the evening, I learned it was possible to have sex with a Mariposian woman from behind. However, the first two times she rode me, explaining that it was safer. I didn’t argue. As exciting as it was to feel those sharp teeth rake my shaft while Dentata thrusted up and down, I knew they could do a lot of damage if I pissed her off. But the lower mouth was under her complete control, thank the gods. Dentata assured me of that before she lowered herself on me. Hot as it was, I reminded myself there was a steel trap around my Johnson that she could snap shut if not pleased. Dentata was and didn’t. Which is why I felt assured when she lay over the bed and I slid into her from a standing position. Zilpha played with her tits and let me know when Dentata was ready to climax.

      Dentata told me later that the lower mouth involuntarily locked open when she orgasmed. Another good thing to know, as I wouldn’t have been inside her if I thought those jaws would clamp when she climaxed.

      Dentata placed the cigarette she’d been smoking in Zilpha’s mouth and let her have a puff. Zilpha leaned over and blew the smoke back into mouth of the green woman. Then, she turned it into a long kiss. Finally, Zilpha slid off her and lay next to me.

      “Things will never go back to normal,” Zilpha told me as she rolled over onto my chest. “Even if you kill my brother, Korth knows about you. He knows you’re not loyal to him or the Cinzar family.”

      “I’m loyal to whoever pays me,” I told Zilpha. I reached over and rubbed her back.

      “You and I know that’s not true,” she replied. “You didn’t complete the job.”

      “They expected me to kill kids,” I jabbed at her. “For fuck’s sake, Zilpha. I’m not a child killer. Korth didn’t want that ship returned with anyone on it. If the Irunians hadn’t appeared, I’d have had to kill those Angelika children.”

      Dentata took a drag on her cigarette and blew it in the air. With her other hand, she reached over and squeezed Zilpha’s butt.

      “Then, you’re not loyal to Korth or the Cinzar family,” Zilpha concluded, one hand around my balls. Zilpha moaned as Dentata quit playing with her butt and slipped the hand between her legs.

      “I suppose you’re right,” I told Zilpha. “Oh, shit, you’ll get me hard again.”

      “That’s the idea,” Zilpha said, her arm moving in a steady rhythm. “Then, what’s our next step?”

      “I’ll find your brother,” I told her. “Have a little conversation. Then, he’ll talk to Korth and get this shit resolved. Oh, oh, oh.”

      “And if he doesn’t?” Zilpha asked as Dentata’s hand came over her shoulder and clasped around one breast. Zilpha leaned back as Dentata’s tongue licked her ear.

      “I’ll break his skull,’ I gasped.

      At that moment, Dentata crawled over the both of us. We were busy for another hour before exhaustion knocked the three of us out for the night.
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      We slept in until about eight the next morning. At least, the three of us started early, or we’d have been in bed until the afternoon. We played a bit in the shower, but it was too small for the three of us, so I had to let the women finish by themselves. It wasn’t the worst way to start my morning.

      All of us had something to do that day. Dentata had to report back to the trade delegation. Zilpha and I had plans to make.

      “I want to see you two again,” Dentata told us as she embraced us. She handed me a business card with a number on it.

      “Call me soon,” she made me promise. “I haven’t had such a good evening in a long time.” I took the card and let her say goodbye to Zilpha while I went outside and checked on the situation in the hall.

      No one was in the hallway, thank Tara. I half expected an army of Korth’s goons out there with lead pipes. After Ixlid showed up at Pop’s with his clockwork commandos, I was ready for anything. I walked the length of the hall both ways to make sure it was safe, then returned to the room.

      I hadn’t locked the door behind me, and the women knew I wouldn’t be gone long. Therefore, I couldn’t understand why Dentata had Zilpha pushed up the wall with one hand down her pants. Zilpha, in heaven, nodded to me as I walked back into the room and locked it.

      After a few minutes, Zilpha climaxed several times. When she quit shivering, Dentata released her and stood back. She walked over to me and planted a wet kiss on my lips.

      “You got time, Stud?” she asked me.

      I shook my head. “I’d love to spend the rest of the day with you both in that bed, but we have all manner of crap to resolve.”

      Dentata stroked my face. “I always make time for my special friends,” she said as she strode over to the door and blew us both a kiss as she left.

      In the case were extra clothes given to us by Pops, among other things. There was a suit for me and a short dress for Zilpha, with a pair of heels to match. We left the hotel room with the case and resembled a fancy couple out for the day at one of the station’s entertainment districts. I made sure that the bio-cloaker was still on me. Korth, and whoever else wanted to find me, would need to use visual recognition to hunt us down.

      Before I’d left, I tossed the key back into the room and set the lock. As Zilpha watched, I made certain the door was secure behind us.

      “Why did you do that?” Zilpha asked as we walked away. “Now, we’ll need to get the front desk to let us back into the room.” I heard her heels click on the hard ground once we left the hotel.

      “We’re not going back,” I told her.

      “Why not? You paid for a week.”

      “Whoever wants me will find that room and lay a trap. It’ll buy us some time when they waste their people looking for us to return. In a week, the room will be opened, and we’ll be long gone. By the way, I told the front desk no room service this week; we’d take care of it ourselves.” She nodded and understood.

      We walked for another block until I spoke again.

      “What did you think of Dentata?” I asked her.

      I had Zilpha’s hand in mine and felt a little shiver. The big Amazon left a swoon on her. I wasn’t shocked; Dentata made me weak-kneed when I thought about her too.

      “I’m trying not to think of her,” Zilpha replied with a gasp. “Because if I do, it’ll make me wet and then, I’ll need to find a way to clean up.” She shivered again.

      “I think she was a plant,” I told Zilpha. “Someone knew we were there and sent her over to keep an eye on us.”

      I felt Zilpha release my hand. “What do you mean by that?” she demanded.

      “Think about it,” I explained to her. “I walk into an empty bar and there just happens to be a hot woman. A woman who has all the qualities both of us find sexy. Well, if I’ve learned nothing else, it’s that hot, wet women don’t normally try to jump on you the moment you meet them. At least, not outside a swingers’ club, anyway. So, I figured her for a plant.”

      “Then, why did you bring her back to our room?”

      “Because I wanted to see if she’d slip up and let us know who sent her. She didn’t, but we had some fun anyway.”

      Zilpha took my hand and continued to walk with me. “She was cute,” Zilpha sighed. “Damn, and I would’ve liked to have seen her again.”

      “Don’t worry; maybe she was the real deal. If that’s the case, I’m sure there’s some way we’ll get to play with her in the future.”

      Leaving the Irunian legation wasn’t as hard as I feared it would be. Korth’s thugs were positioned at the exit we took. I thought for a minute they might spot us, but the hat Zilpha placed on her head fooled them. Plus, I had her stop at a small washroom before we left and change the hue of her skin with a makeup kit. It wasn’t possible to make her appear to be full Terran in good light and up close, but enough body spray could do the job at a distance. We strolled past the one goon I spotted. The fancy clothes we wore fooled him too, as he wanted to find two people in downscale clothes who matched our description. It’s very easy to change your outer appearance to fool the uninitiated.

      I reached out to the thug as we walked past him and probed his mind. Good, he had an image in his head that looked nothing like us. We walked past him undetected. I didn’t even turn to see if he followed us visually. However, I did watch his reflection in a window. The goon never once turned in our direction.

      We arrived at Drez’s apartment a good hour later. It was located away from the docks on the same level as the one Zilpha shared with me. His was a bit trashier and located in an old house that had been broken up into separate apartments years ago.

      We waited around for an hour or so and watched the place. Good for us there was a cheap restaurant from which we had a vantage point. Every so often, I saw the same ghee come out of the place, walk over to a public pay phone, make a call for a few minutes, then return to the house. Every time he did it, the ghee, who wore a jacket that was new several generations ago, would glance around in several directions as he made his way back. Whatever he was up to, it couldn’t have been legit.

      We’d been inside for two hours when Drez walked into his apartment and found us staring at him from his couch.

      “I’ve already deactivated all your alarms,” I told him as he shut the door. I waited until the latch clicked before I turned on the lights with the remote he’d left on his coffee table.

      “What are you two doing here?” Drez demanded. “Korth is ready to toss you to the dogs, so I’d get moving quickly. Shit, I thought you were off-world by now.”

      “What gave you that idea?” Zilpha asked him. “Is that the latest hot wire? That we’re on the run to Meade or someplace where it’ll be too far for Korth to find us?”

      “Everyone figures you’re too smart to stick around here,” Drez smirked. “And it’s not just Korth trying to find you either. A lot of people want both your asses on a platter.” I watched him inch toward the wall as he sneered at us.

      “You can go ahead and touch the corner of the switch plate, Drez,” I told him. “That was the first one I found. Located the other silent alarms over an hour after we arrived. You might have more, but I don’t think so.”

      I hadn’t the time to check everything, because we had no clue when he’d be arriving. I was afraid to ask any of the neighbors about him, as you couldn’t trust the people who lived in that dump.

      “You think you’re so smart,” Drez snapped at me. “How do you know I didn’t come here with a bunch of my own crew? They could be waiting for me outside right now.”

      “I don’t buy that one bit,” I tossed back. “You’re not the type to run with a group. You’re like me, Drez. You like to work alone. No, don’t move your hand to the waistline. I can see that gun showing behind your belt. I don’t have mine out, but I bet I can get to it faster than you.” There was also my esper ability, which allowed me to anticipate his next move. It wasn’t perfect, but it gave me an edge he didn’t possess.

      “So, why did you come here?” he asked. I watched him relax a bit. Perhaps this might go down well, after all.

      “I’m thinking you might help,” I mentioned to him. “Why don’t you come over to the chair next to us and sit down? After all, this is your place, isn’t it?”

      He grumbled and walked over to the table. After he’d glanced over the rest of the room to ensure there was nothing out of place, he sat down next to us. I already had a cup of coffee ready for him, which Drez didn’t touch. He leaned back and looked at me.

      “Why the hell would I want to help you?” he asked me. “Hell, I might get into the shit with Korth just for having you here.” He looked at the floor and avoided my eyes.

      “Why don’t you use your head for a change,” I snapped at him. “Think about it, Genius. If Korth can’t find us, you’ll do. He’ll assume you had some connection on account of your sister. It might not happen right away, but soon, he’ll look at you and decide there had to be a link because of the blood ties. So, go ahead and hope this won’t pull you into it, because we both know it will sooner or later.”

      “What do you want me to do about it?” he grumbled. Drez picked up the coffee cup, but didn’t do anything with it, other than set it back down.

      “You can come over to Korth’s casino with your sister and me and get this mess resolved,” I responded. “We talk sense to him, and he lets us all go.”

      “That didn’t work out so well the last time,” he tossed back. “It’s why Korth’s upped the bounty. He wants your ass in the worst way possible.”

      “Then, help me get out of this,” I responded. “That way, you don’t have to get caught up in it later. Come on, between the three of us, we should be able to plan something.”

      I think I might’ve been able to pull it off. I came very close to him seeing my way, but then, something happened.

      There was a knock on the door.

      “I wasn’t expecting anyone,” Drez claimed, but neither Zilpha nor I believed him.

      The outside door was at the end of a long hallway. The only way to keep an eye on him was to be right behind Drez when he went up to the door. I didn’t have much of an option and stood up.

      “All right, Drez,” I began,. “you go to that door and keep your hands in view. I’ve got a piece on me in case you have any ideas. Say, don’t you have a security camera?”

      “I did," he confirmed. "But it’s busted. What, you didn’t see the blinking screen in the back of the kitchen?”

      Truth, I had never got that far when I went through the apartment. I found all the obvious alarms and gun conceal spots, but lacked the time to even go through his bedroom. Right now, he’d figured out I’d missed some things. But there wasn’t much of a way he could take advantage of it.

      “Just walk slowly,” I ordered as we went down the hallway. I’d spotted Zilpha opening her purse before we stood up. She’d have that naginata ready if needed. She also kicked her heels off in advance.

      Drez walked up to the door and unlatched it. I found it funny that he lacked even a peephole through the door, but this place wasn’t built with security in mind.

      “Just a minute," Drez called out to the other side. “I’ve got some company.”

      He swung the door wide.  And then, it hit me that the word “company” allowed the goons on the other side to know I was in the apartment.

      More two-bit thugs were out there. They tried to run in the moment Drez opened the door, but I opened fire and took the first one out when he entered the hall. He went down in a rain of blood, and his gun fell with him.

      By now, Zilpha was behind me with her naginata ready. Somehow, Drez rolled around thug number two as she stabbed upward and struck the goon in the neck. He went down too, which left us with one more.

      I fired three more shots at him. He and Drez managed to avoid them by diving to the hallway floor. I swung the gun down at Drez, who lay there in fear.

      “No!" Zilpha yelled and pulled my arm down while he and the remaining thug jumped up and fled. It was too late. They’d be out on the street by now, and someone would be on the phone to the militia.

      We stepped back over the bodies on the way into the apartment. I’d found the hidden key toward the front entrance and had it with me. It surprised me that Drez kept a physical key since he was heavy into electronic trip alarms. I wondered if he’d be back or if he’d gone straight to Korth’s place and let him know what happened. It wouldn’t make him look good, that was for sure, but Drez wasn’t the sharpest tool in the box.

      A thought hit me as we stood there. “He knew we would come here,” I concluded. “Those goons were supposed to knock on the door after we’d been here a while and he had a chance to come in and size the situation up. This whole thing was planned out. Did you say anything to Dentata about Drez last night?”

      “No," Zilpha replied, as she folded up her blade. “Other than what we talked about in bed. You didn’t tell her that we’d head this way after leaving. I thought you gave her the impression we were going back to the hotel today.”

      I shoved the gun in my shoulder holster. It had performed as advertised by Pops. Not once had I needed to reload it. Even the metal felt cool after it was fired several times. It wasn’t super loud, but the gun did make a retort when fired. No smoke for some reason. I needed to find out where it came from; Pops hadn’t told me anything about that part.

      “I didn’t say anything to her,” I let Zilpha know. “Not a damn word. I was busy doing other things with the both of you. Too busy to interview her. And she didn’t slip anything.”

      I looked down at the goons who were dumb enough to be the first into a room in a firefight. Idiots. They’d paid for their stupidity. Maybe this was evolution at work, but it never struck me that the overall intelligence of the beings around me went up in my lifetime. Or many more. Hundreds of years ago, our ancestors went to the stars for this? Did people get dumb when they left their planetary system? At least, I remembered to say the quick prayer for the fallen.

      “It’s still a possibility,” I mentioned as I sat back down on the couch. “I could see Drez and her pulling a set-up. Still think it was just too convenient finding her in that bar.”

      Zilpha sat across from me, opened the purse she’d left on the floor, and dropped her folded-up pig-sticker into it. She snapped the purse shut and slipped her heels back on. She wanted to be ready in case we needed to flee.

      It always impressed me how feminine Zilpha could be every day. Even after a long shift on her feet at the diner, she would return home looking like a million credits. I’ve never seen a woman of any planetary origin who could pull that off. It caused plenty of men to put their defense down. Even at a grocery store, I’d seen men follow her form down the aisles. More than once, I’d watched an angry wife pull her husband out of a store after he’d taken too much interest in Zilpha.

      People were surprised I gave her so much trust. But it was my policy that Zilpha could leave any time she wanted. I made enough to take care of all the expenses, and I wanted her to put her hard-earned money away so that she could get off this bottom-feeder world. Nyx Station was no place for someone with talent and ambition. I wanted Zilpha go somewhere else. Some place where people would appreciate her.

      She reminded me of one of those ancient gods in a painting from Old Earth. Minus the silks, pearls, and bangles, Zilpha bore a striking resemblance to the old gods who created the cosmos. At least, that was what we had been taught in religious class every day.

      We hadn’t received much in the way of extensive education in the Janissaries. Our officers told us that we were an elite unit created and authorized by the gods to cleanse the universe of all those who stood in the way of the Divine Light of The Sultan. We were told His Majesty descended from the primal men who were created to serve the gods at the beginning of time. Most of us simply parroted what they wanted us to say at the end of religious instruction. After that, it was the occasional temple visit and a pinch of incense burned to the protector saint of our unit. You might invent new prayers to help if pinned down under enemy fire, but most of us merely repeated the ones we were taught. The one I’d used for the dead was an old one that our instructors had taught us at the beginning.

      “So, what do we do next?” Zilpha asked me. She placed one stockinged leg on the couch and leaned back. Right now, there was all manner of things I wanted to do to and with her, but we had no way of knowing whether Zilpha’s brother was headed back to this apartment. Plus, there was the matter of the dead bodies in the hallway. Somehow, I didn’t think Drez was the type to use a removal service for anyone who broke into his place. Mine came with the security system I’d installed. His apartment manager was going to give him hell.

      Zilpha looked down at the couch. “One of these ate Haley’s nose ring,” she commented in a casual manner.

      “Could you please repeat and explain what you just said?” I asked her.

      “I mean that this kind of couch ate Haley’s nose ring,” she said. “You remember Haley. We had her over for a few nights. Terran girl who made those barking sounds when she-”

      “I remember her. So, how does a couch eat a nose ring?”

      “We came in one night, back when I dated her, to my place all hot and ready to go at it. Couldn’t make it to the bedroom. I ended up striping her down and did her over the couch. We were both so tired that we fell asleep on it. Next morning, she couldn’t find her nose ring, so I figured the couch ate it.”

      I shook my head. Zilpha went through men and women every week after she left home, or so Drez once told me. She calmed down a lot since moving in with me. Sometimes, I was astonished at the things she’d casually mention.

      One time, she’d brought home a bottle and told me it contained blood for someone. I was shocked, as she didn’t have an unprovoked violent bone in her body. It turned out that the blood was fake blood and that a former boyfriend needed it for an insurance scam he ran. I made sure she delivered the bottle and then, made her promise me she’d never have a thing to do with that bum again. The militia would toss her in a maximum-level prison for taking part in a fraud.

      I was about to get up from the couch and see if there was anything in Drez’s fridge we could eat for lunch when I heard a sound in the back. I looked at Zilpha and had my pistol out in seconds. For her part, Zilpha once again kicked off her heels and had the blade out of her purse, unfolded and ready for action. And in the same amount of time.

      We both turned to the source of the sound.

      I was still for a few minutes and waited for the noise to come again. What we heard had to have intelligent origin. This was not one of the many rats that came to the station with the first Fathers. Those were a problem, but what we heard wasn’t a scattering or chewing sound. It was big and made a definite thump.

      Then, the sound repeated two more times. Now, I knew where it originated.

      The sound had to come from one of the closets in the back room. Drez had a kitchen back there, but behind it was a storage area that terminated on a closed window. I meant to explore the kitchen for traps and hidden weapons before he’d appeared, but I quit when I decided I’d found enough in the front areas to take care of anything coming through the door.

      I nodded to Zilpha, and we both walked to the back room. I went first, with her to my right and back a bit. If anything came roaring out of that room, she could move out of the way and go to work with the blade. In a closed area, she was formidable, no matter what other weapon her opponent might have.

      We made our way back there and stopped at the closet where the sound emerged. The thump happened two more times and, pistol out and leveled, I crept up to the door. Zilpha moved off to the right side of it. The hinges were opposite her. When the door opened, it was my idea to have her where the blade would be most effective.

      I reached down with my free hand and turned the knob. It wasn’t latched, and it rotated without trouble. I heard the lock assembly slide back and tugged on the knob. The door swayed open, and  Zilpha, with her naginata, aimed down for a quick strike.
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      The door slid open to reveal a figure tied up and bound. It was on the floor. The bumping sound came from the bound legs, which were still pushing against the space where the door was before I opened it.

      Both Zilpha and I relaxed. At least, we knew what caused the noise.

      I walked to the light switch in the closet and turned it on. The faint light from a low-power source showed the captive in better form.

      From where I could see, our captive was very much a woman. She was bound with her hands behind her and legs out front. A gag kept her from saying anything. She was also stark naked for some reason.

      Then, I looked again. She was light, with white hair and the trace of small wings on her back.

      Our captive was Angelika, the same as the kids I’d turned over to the Irunians from the captured Byzantium.

      I pulled out a utility knife I’d taken from one of Drez’s hiding places and used it to cut the gag off her mouth.

      “Don’t worry,” I told the gasping woman. “You’re safe with us.” Well, she was safe for the time being.

      Next, I cut the binding off the rest of her body. Drez, or someone, had used cheap polymer ties to bind her, and I sliced through them with no effort.

      By now, Zilpha was next to us with a cup of water that she’d brought from the kitchen. I helped the captive up and walked her out into the back room. Zilpha gave her the cup, and our captive drank it in huge gulps. I had no idea how long she’d been in that closet, but she was thirsty enough to drink fast. Why hadn’t she made a sound when we were first there?

      “You help her into the bathroom,” I told Zilpha. “I’ll go into your brother’s room and see if he has anything we can put on her.”

      While Zilpha took her away, I made a line for the bedroom and tore through the clothes Drez had on hangers. He was much too big for our Angelika, who was slight and no more than five feet in height. I tossed useless clothes on the floor until I found something that would fit anyone: a bathrobe.

      Zilpha had her by the shoulders when I came around the corner and held out the bathrobe. “This works,” I announced. “Couldn’t find anything else, but it will do for now.”

      Zilpha, her blade folded and tucked under one arm, draped the robe over the Angelika woman. She tied the fabric around her slender waist and adjusted it. I could tell Zilpha didn’t mind touching her. Our captive had a shimmering aspect to her skin that made me realize why so many people thought Angelikans were holy. Satisfied the robe was in place, Zilpha sat her down on the couch and went to refill the cup.

      “Are you all right?” I asked the woman after I’d sat down on the other side of the couch. I assumed she spoke Galactic.

      “I’m fine now that you rescued me,” her tiny voice came. It was a soft sound that reminded me of the laughter of young children. At which point, it hit me that I’d never heard an adult Angelika speak in person. The kids I’d discovered on the Byzantium were the first I’d ever encountered.

      “I’m Rashina,” the Angelika woman told me as Zilpha came back with the refilled cup. Zilpha handed it to her and sat down next to the woman.

      “I’m Zilpha,” she said. “This is Stefan next to you. How long were you in that closet?” It was a good question. I wanted to know as well.

      “I don’t know,” Rashina gasped. I made a mental note to check her vitals later. I assumed they weren’t that different from mine, and there were ways to check up on that without alerting the wrong people.

      “He brought me here last night,” Rashina continued. “A man who looked a lot like you. He locked me in the closet. This morning, he tied me up and locked me back there again.”

      “Why didn’t you make a sound when we were first here?” I demanded. “You were gagged, but you waited until just now to make a noise. Why?”

      “I didn’t know who you were,” she replied. “I heard the noise when those men tried to break in and stayed quiet.” She nodded toward the bodies in the hallway. I really needed to get that mess cleaned up.

      I esper probed her the moment we found her but drew a complete blank. The structure of Rashina’s mind was so different from anything I’d ever encountered before that I couldn’t get a read at all. Even the Angelika kids radiated basic emotions. This woman? Not a thing.

      “Did the man who brought you here,” Zilpha said very slowly, “do anything to you?” I could see her hand tighten up on the arm of the couch. She knew her brother Drez better than anyone else.

      “No," Rashina answered. “I think he was waiting for tonight for some reason. He bought me from a place down by the docks. No one wanted to use me, and the owner of the place wanted to get rid of me.”

      What the hell? How did an Angelika end up at a whorehouse? It sure sounded like one from her description. Granted, there’s a fetish for everything, but no one with an ounce of morality would do a thing to her. I didn’t even want to know how she ended up there. No, I wasn’t surprised the owner of the place wanted to be rid of Rashina when he came to his senses.

      She looked at the floor. “My own people want me dead,” Rashina spoke with the sound of tears flowing down a window.

      “Why would someone want you dead?” I demanded, one eye still on the front door.

      “There is a starship down by the docks,” she began to explain. “I was on it when it landed here. I don’t think the people who brought it in knew I was hidden inside; it is a very big ship. I left it after the ship landed and that was when some men grabbed me. I have privileged information about that starship, and I thought they were connected to my people.”

      Now, I was stunned. She’d come in on the Byzantium? Damn, I was certain there were more of those Angelikans on that starship, but we didn’t have time to check it over before the incident with the Irunians.

      She’d tried to make her way to the rest of the station and someone, thinking she had value to a bordello, seized her. Of course, Drez, hard up after a mission that went bad, got a deal on Rashina. He got her out of the whorehouse and brought Rashina back here. It would be just like that pervert Drez to want to fuck something holy. I made a mental note to make him pay the next time we met.

      “What kind of technology is so important they’d kill you for it?” Zilpha demanded. “I thought your people were supposed to be negotiators.”

      “It’s passed down through my family,” Rashina explained. “I know how to activate it. None of my people wants that information to fall into the hands of anyone else. Especially the Irunian Empire.”

      She leaned back and continued to broadcast the most innocent and yet subtle beauty imaginable from that couch. I felt it. I couldn’t read her mind or pick up any sensations, but I knew she was broadcasting something that made us feel different around her. I’d heard of this too, which is one reason no sentient beings messed with the Angelika. Not even the Snerglanians of the Outer Rim would dare to bring harm to these people. I wondered how anyone could’ve put hands on her.

      “So, what is this technology?” I asked her. “You still haven’t told us.”

      “I don’t know,” she spoke.             

      “Let me get this straight,” I asked her. “You have knowledge of some ancient technology from that ship and don’t know what it is?”

      “I know that it’s there,” she told me. “I know it’s powerful and that everyone wants it. I know how to activate it. But I don’t know what it does.”

      The situation couldn’t get more insane. We’d discovered a bound Angelika woman in Dez’s apartment who was certain everyone wanted to kill her and claimed to have secret knowledge that all manner of people wanted to possess. She didn’t know what it was or what it did but was certain the technology was on the starship Byzantium. The very same ship Drez and I boosted for Boss Korth and flew to this station. Had she vanished while we stared at her, I don’t think I’d have been more surprised.

      “And you’re sure the man who brought you here didn’t do anything to you?” Zilpha asked her again. “What about the place where he bought you? Did they do anything to you?”

      “I don’t recall him doing anything,” Rashina told us. “There’s a lot of empty space in my thoughts. I don’t know why I boarded that ship or who placed me in the compartment where I hid before it landed. There’s a lot I can’t remember.” She seemed confused.

      Rashina looked at the floor. “There was supposed to be something about the place where I was going that would help me. Someone to meet. Maybe I’ll remember it later. I know I have a family, but I can’t remember what they look like. Isn’t that strange?”

      I shot Zilpha a look. We both knew there could be all manner of reasons that Rashina couldn’t remember anything. Drugs, trauma... there were plenty of things that could cause memory loss. None of which Drez would be above employing if Rashina had something he wanted.

      “I want to die!” she snapped. “Just go toss myself off something tall. I found out that the Irunians know I’m here. There’s some High Commander Vopalis who wants to find me. If I kill myself, no one will ever get ahold of what’s in the ship!” She doubled up her fists.

      “You don’t want to think like that,” Zilpha told her as she handed Rashina another cup of water. “That’s the wrong way to think. You kill yourself, and no one knows what you possess. There may be plenty of people out there who could use that information to make the galaxy a better place.”

      Rashina began to cry, and I worried that we might not be able to do much with an Angelikan in her state. We already had plenty of ghees looking for us. Now, we had a woman with memory problems, also wanted by a lot of powerful people. This was not a good place to be.

      Zilpha took her hand as the tears flowed. Rashina cried to herself for a good five minutes, with us wondering what to do next. Finally, the crying did her some good, and she went to sleep. I looked at Zilpha and gave her a “Well, now what?” look.

      “I’ll see if I can find her something to keep warm,” Zilpha said and stood up. She padded off to her brother’s bedroom, heels in hand. In a few minutes, she returned, a cover in the other hand. Zilpha sat her shoes down near Rashina’s sleeping form and covered the Angelikan woman with a blanket she’d found in Drez’s bedroom. She put one hand on Rashina’s forehead.

      “Cool," Zilpha announced. “I don’t know what their normal body temperature is like, but it can’t be much different than yours or mine.” Rashina continued to sleep peacefully.

      “This sure is a fine mess,” I mentioned to Zilpha. “Now, we have to figure out what to do with her. Damn, this changes everything. But no problem; I’ll figure out something. I always do. That’s why they call me Fixer, after all.”

      I thought about our situation for a few minutes and remembered that the apartment where were now wasn’t the most secure of places. “Why don’t you go to the back window in the kitchen and see if you notice anything on the streets below?” I asked Zilpha. “We’re on the third floor in this dump. I’d like to know if the bad guys are sneaking up on us.”

      Zilpha nodded, rubbed her head, and walked to the back room. I noticed she’d taken her stockings off at some point. The sight of those bare, blue legs walking away forced me to put something under control.

      Rashina was another problem. She was naked under that robe. Normally, this wouldn’t be a bad thing. There were a lot of worse ways to spend the day than with two beautiful women, both of whom I’d seen nude. However, we might have to flee at any moment. I needed to figure out what to put on her so that she wouldn’t attract attention.

      “I count four of Korth’s people out there,” Zilpha grumbled as she padded back to the room. My blue companion sat down on the couch and put her heels back on.

      “Wonderful,” I told her. “The damn Cinzar family knows we’re here, and we have a naked woman who’s in no condition to help herself. Do you think you can fit her into your clothes? The ones we put in the case? At least, we’ll be able to walk out of here with Rashina presentable. No way in hell can we leave here with her in this state.

      Zilpha lifted the blanket and looked under it. Rashina still had the bathrobe on, but Zilpha could get a good idea of her frame underneath. “Yeah,” she repeated. “I think we can fit her in my clothes. They may be a bit tight on her in the butt, but most of them will fit. Damn, and I wanted to get out of these heels. Only one pair of extra shoes in that case, so our Angelikan gets the flats.”

      “If the goons are out there,” I told Zilpha,” we’d better wake Rashina up right now and let her know she needs to get changed.”

      Zilpha stroked Rashina’s face until the Angelikan’s eyes opened. Rashina hadn’t slept long enough to be in any kind of deep sleep and remembered where she was. She looked up at us with a sense of appeal and radiated a call for help.

      “We have to go soon,” Zilpha told her. “There’s some bad people outside, and we need to get you out of here. Come into my brother’s room, and I’ll put some clothes on you.”

      “Is that necessary?” Rashina asked us. “Do you always wear clothes in public on this place?”

      We looked at her in confusion.

      “We don’t wear anything to cover our bodies on my homeworld,” she told us. “It’s considered bad social form to conceal yourself. I was surprised so many people were covered when I left the ship after I arrived here.”

      “Did you have any clothes on when you arrived?” Zilpha asked her.

      “No,” Rashina responded. “Was I supposed to?”

      “Oh," I concluded. “That must be why someone nabbed you right away and tried to sell you to a bordello.”

      She was confused. “What is that?”

      “Never mind,” I told her. “Nyx is mostly Terran. You’ll learn all you need to about us in the future.”

      Zilpha walked Rashina back to the bedroom with the case in one hand. “I’m glad you’re helping me,” Rashina told her. “I don’t know why you are, but I’m grateful.”

      So, you may be able to save our collective asses, I thought. If we could find her a way off this place to a world where she’d be safe, so much the better.

      I waited on the couch and wondered what kind of society was so confident that its members could walk around naked. It defied the imagination. I’d heard there used to be hunter-gatherer societies on Old Earth where people wore very little; some had no clothing culture. Even bronze-age pictures showed tribal groups that wore very little. I supposed it was a climate thing, as these groups lived in places where it was warm or hot. I was certain a quick bit of research would show some place where clothing was optional. Seemed to me that health reasons would interfere at some point. No reason to sit down on a log covered in the gods only knew what kind of bacteria.

      A few minutes later, Zilpha returned with Rashina. I had to admit that she’d done a lot with our little captive. Rashina’s eyes were dried, and she wore Zilpha’s outfit. Better yet, it fit, even under the small wings that Rashina possessed. Zilpha had found a jacket that belonged to her brother and draped it around Rashina.

      “What do you think?” Zilpha asked me, as she fussed over Rashina’s hair and clothing. I could tell she’d enjoyed fixing her up.

      “I think she looks nice,” I mentioned. “How did you get the silver effect off her skin? She looks a bit like, well, you know...?“ I fought for the words.

      “Me?" Zilpha found them. “I put some of my tone on her. It made her complexion a bit bluer. Not so much as mine, but no one would take her for Morbashi anyway. She’ll pass for a mix, like me. I think she looks pretty hot.”

      Rashina turned to look at Zilpha, a bit unsure what she meant.

      Easy, girl,” I told her. “We have a lot to take care of before that can enter our minds. Say, why is the horizontal bop more on your mind than mine? I thought men were the half that had one thing and one thing only in both heads.”

      “Do you have a problem with that?” Zilpha spoke. “Because you sure didn’t last night.”

      “Sweet Mother Tara,” I sighed. “Is this going to turn into one of those whines about how many more times I made our green woman scream than you?”

      “No," she tossed back. “Because I made her climax more than you did. Don’t you remember--oh. that’s right, you fell asleep when I found out how she likes me to....”

      “That’s all right; we have other problems at hand. We need to get out of here quick, before those goons come calling. Have your pig-sticker ready, because you may have to use it.” I assumed Rashina didn’t have any weapons training.

      Rashina turned and kissed Zilpha on the cheek, which surprised me. Then, she went over to me and planted a wet one on my mouth. I felt sparks again; she was sending out an erotic charge that no one could qualify.

      “I don’t know how to thank you both,” she told us in a voice that reminded me of glass bells. “You are the first people who’ve been nice to me since I arrived.”

      Who the hell stuck you in that ship naked and didn’t let you know how ghees would view that on Nyx Station? I wondered.

      As I sat there and admired both women who faced me, my mind began to shift.

      Dammit, I thought, I don’t need this right now.

      Most of the time, I could control the esper ability I possessed. I’d learned how in the Janissaries. The bahsirs used me as part of the signal corps to scout out any transmissions from enemy troops on the other side of the lines. I didn’t have the ability to compile the wave thought patterns and put them into a whole, but I could find out stray ideas that drifted in from the front lines. Where there were a lot of men dreaming about rotating back home, that meant that no big offensive was planned. Or it could mean the enemy wanted to confuse our espers with bogus transmissions. All I could do was relay what I picked up and send it to the officers. There were deep intelligence teams that use the kind of espers you seldom see to sort it all out. These were the men and women who had trouble walking down the street on their own because their minds were wide open to every thought around them.

      However, there were times I couldn’t stop the thoughts from worming their way into my skull. Such as today. Usually, this only happened with someone I’d had a relationship with or a connection of some type. If Zilpha was spending time with one of her girlfriends, it wasn’t unusual for me to wake up in the middle of the night in a wet dream or an erection. Which wasn’t always a problem as she’d come in the next morning and take care of me. I’ve been on top of Zilpha when I’ve had her tell me, “Oh, fuck, you have no idea what she made me do.”

      To which my reply would be, “Yes, I do, and I know what you did in the alley afterward with another girl who made eyes at you.”

      It was a talent, but it could interfere with my life at times.

      Such as now.

      I saw our hot green Amazon on the phone in her hotel room. He was in a silk robe talking to someone about the fun she had the night before with us. “And then, after I got my hand in deep, she came all over the bed,” Dentata told the person on the other side of the line. A few seconds later, “This was really hot because I made him pop all over the wall. By the way, it’s not the color you described, and it dries fast.”

      I couldn’t tell who she was talking to because my range didn’t extend that far. As I’d thought, someone sent that woman there as a set-up. Dammit. And I was about to put that idea off as a paranoid fantasy. Or was it?

      “So, you can send the money to the usual account,” she continued to speak. “Let me know if you want me to stalk out those two again. I had a lot of fun with that job, even if you didn’t catch them.”

      Shit, she was a plant. My fist tensed up. If I ever met up with her again....

      “Stef, you alright?” I heard a voice say to me. I blinked and looked at the two women. They stared at me in confusion.

      “Fine," I told Zilpha. “Had one of my ’visions.’ You know what I mean, the ones I see after you’ve been out with your girlfriends.”

      “I thought you got a different reaction,” Zilpha spoke, as she looked down at my crotch. “I don’t see the steel rod I’d expect.”

      “Different one,” I told her. “That damn green woman was a plant, after all. Just as I thought."

      “Oh, I see,” Zilpha replied, a bit disappointed. “She was fun. Would’ve liked to played with her some more."

      “Trust me, she feels the same way. Even if she sold us out.”

      I could see the puzzlement on Rashina’s face. “Don’t worry about it,” I explained to her. “We met someone last night who… pretended to be our friend. I thought she might be an undercover type, and it turned out I was right. With any luck, I’ll never see her again. We need to go.”

      I finished putting what I needed in the case. Zilpha didn’t have anything else to change into, and I wasn’t about to put yesterday’s clothes back on. With any luck, the goons would look for someone else, and we could get out of here. I didn’t think we’d be that lucky, though, since they knew what we wore, assuming Drez had reached Korth by now. So, I’d have to find the rear entrance to get us out safely.

      There was still the matter of what we’d do on the outside. I considered heading back to the Byzantium but decided it wasn’t a good idea. By now, the starship would have militia all over it, plus a whole team from the Fathers’ engineering staff. They’d probe that ship to death until they figured out why it wouldn’t activate. If they couldn’t get it to power up, the Byzantium would be sold for scrap metal. Korth would never try to reclaim it, not with the registration problem. If they figured out he was complacent in boosting it back to the station, the militia would raid the Cinzar family compound immediately.

      “Stay close to us,” I told Rashina. “Don’t walk more than three paces away. I have a plan to get us away from the goons out there. Oh, and watch your step over those bodies in the hall. It won’t look good if you leave the apartment with blood on your shoes.”

      Of course, the plan was still in the early stages in my mind. But Rashina didn’t need to know that.
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      We made our way into the hall and out onto the street.

      As Zilpha had said, Korth’s goons were watching the building, but they didn’t do anything. There was too much foot traffic outside, with people coming home from work at the docks and local factories. I watched as a couple of thugs joined the crowd and tried to follow us, but I slipped the women and myself away from the tails. I kept to the side streets and a few passages I bet they didn’t know about, and it worked. When we emerged back on the main street, I didn’t see anyone following us.

      “I think they’re gone,” I told Zilpha. “I don’t see a single one of them behind or in front of us.”

      “They may be gone,” she replied, “but we both know they’re out there someplace. Trying to pick up our trail.”

      About five minutes later, a thought hit me, and I turned to Rashina. She’d stayed close to Zilpha and held her hand. I don’t know what people thought of them, but with the added blue tint to Rashina’s skin color, perhaps the populace assumed they were sisters. Both were close enough in stature to pass as such. I made sure Zilpha wore her big hat out on this street to conceal her from any spotters on the roofs, and we didn’t run into any more trouble from the goons.

      “When did these memory blackouts begin?” I asked Rashina.

      “I can’t remember,” she replied in a low voice. “I think right about the time he brought me to the apartment. He had me sit on a chair and touched something to my head. I don’t remember what it was because he came up from behind me.”

      I knew what he’d done. I was furious.

      So was Zilpha. Although dressed to resemble some rich woman from the uppers, Zilpha’s anger showed through her makeup. I watched her eyes turn orange, then red.

      “Brain leech," she growled. “That goddamn brother of mine used a brain leech on her.”

      I could feel the anger from Zilpha from where I stood.We reached the next intersection, and I pulled the women to the right. We were on a small street that ran between two buildings. The buildings were old and had no windows or doors facing the street. It was more of an alley than anything else was.

      

      I could see Rashina was confused, so I did my best to describe a brain leech to her.

      “It’s a device that removes specific memories from your brain,” I told her. “The Pact of Avana banned them, and it’s considered a war crime to use them on live subjects. Her brother, the man who locked you in that closet, used one. They cause memory loss as a side effect. The long-term use of one can kill people because it destroys the organic structure of the brain. If it ever came out that Drez used one of those....” I let the consequences stew inside me.

      “I don’t care what happens to him now,” Zilpha spoke up. “He’s no longer any blood I’ll recognize. I’m only glad our parents didn’t have to live to see this from their only son. And to think, I kept you from putting a bullet in his disgusting ass.” She stood to one side and fell silent.

      “We have to go see Korth,” I said after letting her stew a few minutes. “I don’t want to go there; he’ll be in no mood to see any of us. But when he hears this, it’ll change everything. Using one of those on a live being could bring down all manner of heat on Nyx Station. If the Fathers don’t keep it concealed and find Drez, someone else will. Someone with multiple armies at their command. It’s all the excuse the Irunians would need to annex the station. Crimes against sentient life. Every government in the galaxy takes that pact seriously. Mother Tara, they’ll crack this rock open if they find out what he did.”

      “Yeah,” Zilpha agreed, “Korth may be a shitass, but he won’t want his entire operation here blown apart by a solar bomb. There are systems that’ll do it if they even suspect someone used one as an interrogation tool.”

      A brain leech was often used to find memories in corpses, but the subject was already dead. What information they could extract was unstable and not admissible in court. Plus, the moment the brain started to break down, so did the memory storage cells.

      “You have a lot of nerve showing your asses around here again!” the doorman yelled at me as I approached the front of Korth’s official building. “You are lucky Mr. Korth found out about you coming here and made plans.”

      “Do does that mean we get to see Hornhead?” I asked the doorman, just to see his face turn several different shades.

      I’d gambled and won again, but there was no way to know how long my fortune would hold up. In the brief time we were away, Korth had raised the bounty on Zilpha and me twice. At some point, he retracted his offer. This was the only reason I figured we could get this close to his operations without being torn to pieces by gunfire. There was a reason he wanted us back here intact, and it didn’t have to do with the knowledge he felt I possessed.

      “You can see Mr. Korth right away,” the doorman told me, as he picked up the phone by the entrance. All I heard him say into the receiver was, “They’re here.” Then, he hung it up and waited.

      Five seconds later, the door to the building blew open, and Korth stormed out. Several of his torpedoes walked out with him, but they stood to one side and held back as he marched down the ramp to the street toward us.

      Korth glared. I returned the glare. He didn’t seem to notice the two women with me.

      I felt a hard strike across the face but didn’t move. Korth had slapped me. I stood there and smiled at him, the fresh blood tasting salty in my mouth.

      “I could have you and those bitches killed right here, and no one would say a word!” he roared at me. “Now, what brings you back? Make it quick. I have things to do and people to take care of. Start talking before I remember what happened the last time you were here.”

      “Brain leech,” I said. His slap would leave a bruise, but I didn’t care.

      “What of it?” he snapped back. “Use them all the time to find out what a dead man knew. Sometimes, we get more than the picture of a gun barrel up close.” He was ready to kill.

      “But on live people?” I asked him.

      “No one does that," he snapped at me. “They string you up for that shit. Hell, I’d string someone up for doing that. Don’t even try to spring that on me because we know no one would ever do it around here. So, what’s the real reason you came?"

      Clearly, Korth was afraid of the live subject brain leech accusation. I couldn’t blame him because who wouldn’t be afraid of being accused of doing that? But why was he so quick to dismiss the possibility of someone else using one? Was Korth afraid of something? I decided to probe a bit further and find out.

      “I’ve got a woman with me that says otherwise,” I told him. I pointed out Rashina to him. With the jacket over her back and the skin tone change, it was impossible to tell that she was Angelika.

      “This woman says she was kidnapped by Drez and that he used a brain leech on her,” I explained, “She has all the signs of it. Loss of memory, loss of identity... hell, she can’t even remember why she came to the station.”

      “So, how does that connect me to a brain leech?” Korth growled. “That shithead Drez could’ve done it on his own. Hell, he’s her brother,” Korth said as he pointed to Zilpha.

      “Drez works for you,” I explained. “Our friend came in on the Byzantium, a ship you had Drez and me boost. A ship everyone wants for some reason. Now, what do you think will happen if it ever came out that you ordered someone to use a brain leech on a live person to find out some information about it?”

      “You got no way to connect me with that ship,” Korth snapped back. “Nothing you can nail down. It’s all a lot of bugshit. Go up to the first level and see if anyone believes a word of it.” He turned and started walking back toward the building.

      “I wouldn’t walk so fast,” I called back to him. “It’s really going to boil when the word gets around that you had Drez used it on an Angelika.”

      Korth froze. He looked like a statue for a second. Then, he slowly turned around.

      “What the fuck are you talking about now?” he snarled. I had his attention.

      Calmly, I turned to Rashina. “Why don’t you take off your top and show the nice man, Honey?” I requested.

      Unable to understand why we covered ourselves on Nyx Station, Rashina handed her jacket to Zilpha. Next, she unbuttoned her top and removed it, also handing it to Zilpha. This got the attention of both Korth and the torpedoes. Not to mention whatever camera operators and sentries there were on top of the building.

      Then, she turned around.

      The torpedoes who stayed on the landing watched Rashina disrobe her top as well, but they didn’t seem to find anything odd about it until she rotated. One look at those wings let them know she was for real. I saw several of their eyes pop out in disbelief. I couldn’t tell from where I stood, but I guessed the entire line had spontaneous erections. Most people found the Angelikans beautiful and sensuous, even if it was considered a vile sin by every other religion in the galaxy to have sex with one.

      That did it.

      “Get that motherfucking Drez out here!” Korth roared to the doorman. The doorman went up to the phone and made one call, hanging up the moment he finished.

      Rashina, whose large breasts swayed in the breeze, put her blouse and jacket back on while we waited. I doubted if anyone there ever seen a topless Angelika before.

      The door flew open a few minutes later, and Drez appeared. With him were two more enforcers, who carried Drez down the ramp and dropped him on the ground next to Korth. They walked back up and joined the rest of the honor guard.

      Drez stood, brushed the dirt off his clothes, and tried to look calm. It didn’t work.

      “Do you recognize that bitch over there?” Korth yelled at him, one finger pointing in the direction of Rashina. She’d managed to wipe most of the blue tint from her face, which made her Angelika origins prominent.

      “I dunno,” Drez spoke. “She looks familiar. Am I supposed to know who she is?” That didn’t work either.

      Korth took one step toward the younger man and hit him hard across the face with the back of his hand. “What the fuck is wrong with you!” he screamed. “You use a brain leech I gave you on a live woman? And an Angelika at that? What? You want to turn the entire station into a cloud of ash? I gave you that thing to use on this motherfucker’s corpse!” He pointed at me. “You know better than to use one on a ghee while he’s breathing!" At least, I’d confirmed myself as the target, even if I’d gone to this length to do it.

      “I didn’t say I did,” Drez tried to protest. Blood streamed from his mouth.

      Korth howled something in a language I didn’t understand and hit him again. This time, Drez hit the ground. He rolled over and looked up.

      “You little piece of shit!” Korth screamed at him. “I’m going to deliver you and that goddamned machine to the militia. Maybe, just maybe, we can all survive this if they have you!” He took two steps toward Drez.

      Drez now realized his options were gone. He jumped up from the ground and ran down the alley, dodging Korth’s solid form by a nimble step. Drez continued to run as he turned a corner.

      “Get him!" Korth roared.         

      I took off after Drez.

      But Korth blocked my way. He was a massive figure, so I halted, as it seemed he wanted to say something. He’d already confessed to putting a hit out on me, so I had no reason to trust him.

      Korth glared at me for a few seconds and then put up his hand when his torpedoes flew down the ramp in pursuit of Zilpha’s brother. They stopped too.

      He reached in his jacket and withdrew a long knife. The blade was a good six inches in length, which let me know what is was to be used for.

      “You’re going to need this,” he told me. “I have all but my most trusted men turn in their guns in before they enter the building. I never felt right around that scumbag. So, all he has on him is a shiv. I know you’ve got a gun, but a shiv is back-up. Besides, you won’t shoot him in cold blood; I know you too well.”

      I took the knife from Korth and slid it into my jacket. I might’ve had on eveningwear, but Pops made sure it had pockets.

      “Thanks,” I told him. “I’ll take care of this.”

      “If you do,” he responded, “I owe you.”

      “You will,” I spoke again and took off after Drez in a full sprint. I glanced behind to see if any of the others were coming along. They weren’t. Korth blocked their way. This was something he wanted me to handle on my own.

      I managed to find Drez in the dead-end of an alley fifteen minutes later. He’d turned and ran into it, unaware that the alley was blocked by a 12-foot fence. Although I was sure Drez could scale it, the fence would slow him down long enough for me to catch up to him.

      I came up behind him quietly. Drez had stopped the moment he saw the fence. As I approached him, I could see Drez trying to figure out how to climb over it, not an unreasonable act, since there was a strand of barbed wire across the top.

      He realized I was there the moment he put his hand on the chain-link fence that blocked the alley. Drez gave it a tug and I heard it rattle. I coughed at the same time, and he knew I was there.

      “You’ll need to climb higher than that fence if you expect to get out of here,” I said. I was only 10 feet behind him.

      He whipped around and had his knife out. “I figured it would be you that found me,” he snapped.

      “I won’t be the only one looking for you if you run” I replied. “You used that brain leech on someone who was still alive. They’ll hunt you down like a mad dog, Drez. You won’t have Korth or the rest of the Cinzar family after you; you’ll have the whole galaxy on your ass.” I reached in my jacket and withdrew the knife Korth gave me.

      “Think you’re bad enough to take me down, Terry?” he sneered. “We can finish this right now! Think you’ve got one up on me because you fucked my sister?”

      “Why don’t you come back with me and give me the information you hacked out of the Angelika girl’s head to give to Korth?” I asked him. “You know Korth won’t rest until you’re dead. If you give him what you took, maybe he’ll find a way you can get off-world.” It was worth an attempt.

      “Go fuck yourself!” Drez yelled back at me, “Besides, I sold it all to the Irunians. Nothing to give back!”

      He began to circle me as he jabbed his knife in my direction. I knew he meant to kill me on the spot. This time, it wasn’t our usual boasting; he was serious. Fine, if he wanted to end it, I would be glad to help him.

      He came at me with his knife, a large six-inch dagger, aimed at my throat. He swiped in the air to feel out my defense. I didn’t fall for the move and slid out of the way. He came at me a second time and cut across my center, but I’d already swerved out of his cutting range.

      The most important thing about a knife fight, I remembered from an old drill instructor, is that someone will die. The key is to see that it’s not you.

      The next time Drez attacked, I was ready for him.

      He came at me with another overhand strike, and I intercepted it with my knife. Instead of cutting into him, I locked my wrist around his and bound him tight. With my other hand, I locked his head in place.

      This gave me enough time to slide the knife across his throat, opening both of his jugular veins. Blood spilled across the ground, and I let him fall down.

      He hit the ground on his stomach and managed to roll over. His knife landed to one side of him. I picked it up. He managed to move for a bit before he looked up at me.

      I pocketed both knives and watched Drez as he quit struggling. By now, most of his blood was pumped out over the alley. When he didn’t move any longer, I found his wallet and tossed the citizen ID card next to him. At least, Zilpha could claim the body later if she wanted to do so.

      Once again, I said the brief prayer for the fallen. Then, I turned on my heels and walked slowly back to the Cinzar compound. This wasn’t the first time I’d killed a man; when I was in the Janissaries, it happened all the time. Sometimes daily. I’d been in plenty of firefights where we decimated the outpost of an enemy position and left nothing but burnt skulls. How was what happened today any different?

      Drez wasn’t an innocent by any means. I knew he’d killed his share of people too, but he didn’t have any personal codes about who or what he would kill. At least, I’d learned something from the Janissaries. There was no honor in killing innocents, no matter how it helped the war campaign.

      Today was different because Drez was someone I’d worked with for years. We’d had our fights, and it had come close to the knife on the Byzantium when I found those Angelika kids, but this time, it was real. I was surprised at how fast the encounter went. We knew each other’s moves well enough from practicing with wooden staves that I’d thought it would last longer.

      I turned the corner and found Zilpha and Rashina staring at me. They’d managed to get loose from Korth and his goons. Zilpha knew me well enough to track my movements. I could see she was a bit winded from pulling Rashina along by the hand. Finally, she spoke to me.

      “Is he dead?” Zilpha asked.

      “Yes," I told her. I’d wiped the blood off both knives, and I didn’t need to show her the tools; it was enough that she knew he was gone. I handed her Drez’s wallet, and she placed it in her purse.

      “How will they know to identify him?” she asked.

      “I left his ID card on him.”

      Zilpha looked at the ground for a few seconds.

      “We need to get out of here,” Zilpha finally said. “Korth and his boys were in a meeting after you ran off. I was able to slip away with Rashina while they talked.” I had no issue believing her.

      “Where do we go now?” Rashina asked me as the three of us began to walk down the street.

      “I have a plan,” I lied to her.

      Right then, I didn’t have the slightest idea what to do. Soon, Korth would find out that Drez was gone. He’d feel relieved, as that meant no tie between him and the use of the brain leech on a living subject. But then, it would hit him that he didn’t know what Drez found out from using it. He’d eventually make the connection between the Byzantium, its hidden technology, the information from Rashina’s head, and me. I would be the man he’d want to find, and everything would start all over again.

      Right now, Zilpha wasn’t of much use. I could tell the death of Drez had done something to her. Despite his reputation and the way he’d treated her, Drez was her only family. Now, she was alone in the world. But I was with her. I’d stick with her for as long as she wanted me to be there.

      So, it would be up to me, as usual, to come up with a plan. Given enough time, I knew that I would do just that. After all, was I not the man who could fix any problem?

      “Do we need to find a place to hide for the time being?” Zilpha asked me.

      “I’ll come up with something,” I responded. “I’ve all manner of people I can turn to if I need to come up with a place for us to crash.”

      “I know a place,” Rashina spoke up.

      “I thought this was the first time you’ve been to Nyx Station,” I said. How could she possibly know of a place to hide on this hollowed-out rock?

      “I was supposed to contact someone after I arrived,” she told me. “I remember an address of a place to wait for him until he made contact. That’s all I know. The address.”

      The brain leech hadn’t left much current information, but we might as well take advantage of the memories she still had.

      “Okay," I agreed, “give me the address. If it’s not too far, we’ll go there.”

      It was less than three blocks away.
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      The safehouse was in a residential part of the station.

      Most of the neighborhoods outside of the docks appeared to be run-down. It wasn’t until you worked your way two levels up that the environment improved. There were some places that were still in good shape down here, though. Small pockets of hard-working beings who did their best to keep up the grounds and make the needed repairs. Sometimes, they sat back in alcoves carved out of the original asteroid; sometimes, they were designated locations that families moved into generations ago and refused to relocate to the higher levels.

      We walked into the small crevice of Terrantown an hour after I’d left the scene of Drez’s killing. So far, Zilpha hadn’t said much. I could see that her brother’s death was still weighing on her mind. I didn’t want to bring it up, and I was certain she didn’t want to be reminded of it. I knew that at one time, the two of them were close.

      “It’s right down here,” I told Rashina as we made our way toward the address she’d given me. The residential section gave way to a small industrial court, which didn’t surprise me. This would be a good area if you were bringing people in and out during the day. Someone would notice the activity if it took place in a neighborhood where working people lived.

      The address was a section that had four units in it. Since this was an industrial area, none of them had a storefront or any kind of picture window at the entrance. It wasn’t even easy to tell the name of the company that occupied each slice. The light from the cavern roof was turned down to simulate nighttime on Old Earth.

      “This is the place,” I informed Rashina. “Do you know the name of which company the safehouse is? They all have the same address.” A flashlight would’ve been nice in that situation, but I had to make do with the ambient light.

      Rashina walked down the line and looked at each card that listed the name of the company inside. Each had a security lock on the front door. We stood in a small parking area, but there were no vehicles around.

      I’d glanced at the names when we arrived. There was a transport repair shop, a metal fabricator, a locksmith, and a glue company. I betted on the locksmith.

      I bet wrong: “Here it is,” Rashina announced. She pointed at the glue company.

      “So, how do we get in there?” I asked her. “Is there a way to deactivate the alarm, or do I have to bust the window?”

      Rashina walked up to the security lock and punched out a few numbers. There was a click, and the red light on the lock turned green. She swung the door open and stepped inside. Zilpha and I followed quickly.

      The light came on the moment we were inside. Rashina held the door and shut it behind us the moment we were all past. I heard the click of an automatic lock.

      The front office wasn’t much more than a few desks, file cabinets, and sample cases. I could see a larger desk in a joined room and several other doors that led to other offices. Anyone who stopped by would assume the name of the company fit what went on inside it.

      Rashina went over to the back door, which would, in most cases, lead to a storage section. It too had a security lock on it. She punched out a code, and it unlocked.

      Need to get those codes, I thought to myself.

      This time, the door opened to what I expected. There was one hallway that terminated at a steel door to the outside. On either side of the hallway were smaller rooms. Some had large beds, some bunks, and a few with tables. One room was a kitchen area with a refrigerator that I later found to be well-stocked. This was what you wanted in a safehouse.

      We fanned out and looked at the back area. Nothing that could tie the people who set it up to the outside. No inflammatory political books, no magazines about guns... nothing you would expect dangerous radicals to own. Everything in there was a popular publication or a latest bestselling book.

      “Somebody’s been here recently,” Zilpha called out from another room.

      We went to her and found the room to contain several bunk beds. One of the beds was unmade. The last person who’d slept in it had left in a hurry.

      “Do you have any idea who runs this place?” I asked Rashina. “Any logbooks or people who show up to work on the weekdays?”

      She shook her head. “All I knew was this was the place I was to report to,” she explained.

      “Do you remember who it was that sent you here?” I asked her as we looked the room over. There were no windows that faced the outside. It wasn’t that they were bricked over; the unit was a middle section of the small building in this part of the industrial court.

      “I don’t know,” she answered as her eyes slowly looked the room over. It was hard to tell how long the last person had been here, but they had left recently.

      “I don’t remember much about what happened from the time I boarded the ship to when I arrived,” Rashina explained. “I don’t remember much about my past at all. There’re some things I do know, like the location of the safehouse and the numbers that unlocked it, but not much more. I can’t explain it better.” Rashina seemed to be in a daze.

      “The brain leech,” Zilpha concluded. “It took a lot out. Figures my brother would’ve used it on her. He didn’t have much regard for anyone other than himself.”

      “Not much we can do about discovering what he took,” I responded. “We need to lay low for a while until I can figure out how to get us off-world.”

      “You think we can do that?” Zilpha asked. “They’ll be watching every port. It won’t be like walking out of the Irunian legation. They have to check our ID cards multiple time before we can leave. Ditto for any place we want to visit. Most decent places don’t care for fugitives showing up unannounced.”

      “They have to know who we are,” I pointed out. “There’s always ways to fix that. I know people who do it all the time. I just locate them and get the help I need. It won’t be cheap, but I’ve got some cash hidden away.”

      “You better have a lot of cash,” Zilpha observed. “The militia will tie you into Drez’s death and then, you’ll be on the run from them too.”

      “I’ll worry about that later,” I said by way of a dismissal.

      I decided that some decent food was in order. I’d already checked out the refrigerator in the kitchen area. It was stocked with enough food to keep us fed for another week. The trashcan was empty, but I had no idea if it was cleaned daily. None of the waste cans in the outer office had trash in them, so it was safe to assume that no one came here often, unless the trash out there was also disposed every day.

      I sat the two women down at a table and went to the refrigerator to pull out some ready-mix food. I don’t like to cook, but sometimes, you need to do things yourself. I didn’t know what kind of condition the women were in now. Zilpha was in a bit of shock at her brother’s death. As for Rashina, I didn’t know a whole lot about where she came from. Plus, she was not someone I’d want doing complicated tasks right away. If Drez had used a brain leech on her, there was all manner of side effects we needed to keep in mind.

      To tell you the truth, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure, he’d used one on her. She seemed to remember the important things. I don’t know how the information of where she was to go and how to unlock the door was implanted in her mind, but it seemed odd that she had those memoring but couldn’t remember anything else of value. For all I knew, she could be a plant too, just like Dentata.

      “You’re hurting over Drez,” I said to Zilpha as I sat the food down in front of everyone. “I can tell.” And there was the fact that I’d been the instrument of his death. This wouldn’t go over well at all.

      “I’m glad it’s over,” Zilpha told us, as she looked up from her food. “I knew it would happen someday, so I can’t say I was surprised. At least, my parents never lived to see him end up the way he did.”

      “Maybe when this is all over, you can arrange a memorial," I ventured.

      “No!" she shouted with a slam to the table with her fist. “He’s dead. I’m glad he is! He was the death of my mother. She worried and blamed herself for the way he turned out. The bastard killed her, as far as I’m concerned.” She looked at the table and glared. I could tell she was in a bad place, and it wasn’t a good idea to try pulling her out yet.

      “I know you’ve lost someone close,” Rashina said to Zilpha as she placed her hand on Zilpha’s shoulder.

      The effect this had on Zilpha was immediate. I saw Zilpha raise her head and open her eyes wide. I could see her skin flush red. Her eyes changed color several times as I sat there and stared. It was a reaction unlike I’d ever seen. I’d known the Angelikans could send out signals that allowed them to empathize with people, but this was an effect I’d never witnessed before.

      Rashina kept her hand in place and closed her eyes. I watched as she jerked a few times and opened her mouth a bit. There was something going on inside her that I couldn’t understand, but she’d found a way to connect with Zilpha. Once more, I understood why these people were considered holy by every major religion in the galaxy. Why had Drez bought her from the whorehouse? Did he recognize something in her? I’d thought he did it for the information in her mind, but how did he know what she held in there if Korth hadn’t told him to do it? Drez was gone, and there was no way we would ever find out.

      Unless Korth obtained the dead body and used a brain leech on what was left. I didn’t think Korth would do that, because it would tie him too closely to Zilpha’s brother. The last thing he wanted was to find himself the target of a war crimes investigation, which is how the use of a brain leech on a live subject would be interpreted.

      Rashina removed her hand and put it down to one side. Zilpha stayed in her moment for a few minutes, blinked her eyes, then turned to look at the Angelika woman next to her. I watched her eyes turn purple once again. This had to be one of the fastest cases of love at first sight I’d ever encountered.

      “I wasn’t sure you would look good in my clothes,” Zilpha said to her, “but I think you look very nice in them.” Zilpha reached her hand out and stroked the fabric on the jacket Rashina wore. I noted she was careful enough not to contact the other woman’s bare skin.

      She looked across the table at me. “Stefan, “she said with throaty breaths. “Do you think it’s safe for me to go outside for a few minutes? I need to smoke and don’t want to mess up the air inside this place.”

      “Sure," I replied to her. “You can go out the same way we came in. Have Rashina give you the numbers for the pass codes. I could use them myself, just in case any of us get separated.”

      Rashina spoke the code numbers several times until both of us had them committed to memory.

      “Do those ever change?” I asked her. “I’m guessing they’re good for today, but I don’t know about tomorrow.”

      “I don’t know,” Rashina responded. “It’s all I could remember. The location and the lock codes.”

      Zilpha turned back to me and smiled. “I’d feel safer if you would come out there with me,” she said. “Rashina should be fine in here by herself.” She turned back to Rashina. “We won’t be gone long.”

      Rashina nodded her head and went back to her food.

      I had some idea what went through Zilpha’s mind the moment Rashina touched her. We’d been together long enough that I could probe Zilpha without much resistance. She didn’t like it and would politely ask me to stay out of her fucking mind whenever I did try, unless there was a specific reason she wanted me to be probed. Tonight, she went wide open when Rashina touched her. I saw every passionate moment in Zilpha’s life, including the ones she hadn’t mentioned. I made a note to ask her about one of them later, one that involved her and five Terran men (she was in the middle of that dogpile).

      I didn’t know you smoked," I said the moment we stepped out of the front door. The night warmed up a bit, which meant the air compressors were working hard.

      “I don’t," she told me as she leaned on the front door of the business next to the safehouse. “At least, not cigarettes. You know what I mean. Holy shit, that Angelika almost made me go change my underwear.”

      She moved away from the wall and placed one arm around my waist. “Stefan, I know I caused you no end of trouble on account of my brother,” she said, “but I do appreciate you.” She leaned on my arm.

      “I know you were close with him at one time,” I said. “I didn’t want it to end the way it did, but he left me with no choice." I could tell that the loss was still hard on her.

      “Better it be you than one of Korth’s goons,” she told me. “I’d warned him most of his life that he’d end up that way. He wouldn’t listen and now, it’s too late.”

      She was silent for a seconds before she changed the subject. “Rashina.". “What do you think about her?” she asked as she looked up into my eyes.

      In the distance, I could hear the rotors of VTOL as it brought a supply of something to one of the starships on the dock. There were other sounds in the night, but very few from the residents of this place. Most of the people who lived here went to bed early.

      “It’s hard to know much of anything about her,” I answered. “I can’t penetrate her mind. I get a complete blank on her. Happens with some people, but I think a lot was damaged in her deep memory. Most of the time, memories are holographic and reconstruct themselves. Not with her. I don’t know what your brother did or took, but she’s almost wiped clean on the inside.”

      Zilpha took a few steps from me and looked into the distance. Now, her eyes were deep purple.

      “I want her," she said. “You might think it’s silly, but we connected hard when she touched me. That girl made things light up inside me that few women ever have.”

      “A bit different from me?” I asked her. I had to go there. I did.

      “It’s a lot different with women than men,” she tried to explain. “And not in the plumbing. It’s one of the reasons I can’t give up those old girlfriends of mine, as big of pains in the ass as they might be. That Angelika girl made we want to settle down and have babies.”

      “Be sure to send me a wedding announcement.”

      “Hah, you’re funny. It’s not like I’m in a situation where that can happen. Besides, dammit, I still want you. Am I making sense?”

      “You make as much sense as any other woman I’ve ever been with.”

      “That wasn’t nice,” Zilpha pouted.

      “What do you expect me to say?” I tossed back at her. “Do you want my blessing so you can go back in there and show her page 56 of the Art of Oral Love? She’s not right in the head. Can’t you tell that? I can’t agree to you pulling Rashina into your sleeping bag when she may have damages that can’t be repaired."

      “Is there any way you can fix her head?” Zilpha asked me.

      I thought for a minute. I wasn’t certified to do deep mental probing, which was required if I was going to repair the kind of damage Drez had done to her. Still, if there were some basic memories of her past life inside her Angelika head, all I needed to do was find where they were located, and her mind would take care of itself.

      “I can try," I told her. “Can’t promise that what we’ll find out will be the same innocent little animal you’ve fallen in love with. You do know that she put a fix on you when you made contact with her?”

      A touch like that could turn a person into a love addict. I’d witnessed the effects of that before, and they never ended prettily. I didn’t think Rashina did it on purpose, but it didn’t matter. Right now, Zilpha wanted to be under the sheets with Rashina and nibble on her ear. I blinked. Well, she did want me there too, but that position just wasn’t practical… Change that. It would be practical for the two women if I was on my back and they....

      Dammit, I thought, that glamour she put on Zilpha is leaking into me. I need to get it under control.

      “Let’s go back in there and see what I can do,” I offered.

      We went back into the safehouse and sure both doors were locked behind us. I could hear Zilpha’s rapid breathing and knew she was excited. I picked up a bit of it and looked down. Damn, that one was a boner for the record books. I hadn’t been this ready since I was in the barracks on aa battle day.

      We found her in one of the solitary bedrooms.

      Rashina had turned down the light to a soft glow and toned it to a seductive shade of red. We walked into the room and found her in the largest bed in the room, which, with irony, was round. There was a net around it, which let me know what this room was reserved for in the past. Also, there were an assortment of toys and personal lubricants laid out on the counter of the nightstand next to the bed.

      Rashina was stretched out on the bed, looking up at us. Her icy skin glistened with a thin layer of moisture. She looked up with her big eyes and parted her lips.

      “I’m ready,” she spoke to us. “Don’t make me wait much longer, or I’m going to explode” She moved one hand between her legs and moaned.

      Zilpha pulled the netting away from one side of the bed and lay down next to her. I parted the other side but stayed upright as I sat down.

      “It seems Rashina hasn’t forgotten everything,” I said. I reached out one hand and took Zilpha’s in mine.

      The moment Zilpha took Rashina’s free hand, she closed her eyes. I could feel the erotic energy flow through her body, through our joined hands, and into me. There was one more thing I needed to do.

      I reached out and laid one hand on Rashina’s back.

      I almost passed out.           

      I don’t think I’d ever experienced a whole-body orgasm until that moment. It’s a bit hard to describe, but suffice it to say, my mind was sent into another dimension and took my balls along with it. I was reduced to a series of lightning bolts sent across the sky of some distant planet where the needles of power seared into my skull.

      I managed to look at the other two women. They were in the process of jerking in an arrhythmic pulse as we all stimulated each other’s pleasure points.

      In my essence, I saw the heart of the universe and what made it powerful. It was nothing I’d never suspected, but, at the same time, it was not easy to describe. I kept enough distance on my own reality that I could understand how this experience could fry someone’s brain, not to mention cause their tool to explode.

      When I returned to consciousness, I found myself naked in the bed with both women curled up to either side of me. I was in the center of the bed but sitting in an upright position. Rashina was behind me with her arms entwined around my waist. Zilpha was naked and lying across my lap. She had one arm curled around me, with her hand on Rashina. All of us were soaked in sweat, although the room felt cool.

      I looked over and saw the bed covers, along with sheets, scattered across the floor. Our clothes were scattered long the wall, having been kicked there at some point.

      Both women made sounds of fulfilment as they breathed slowly.

      “I think we all need a shower,” I told them. “Did anyone locate one?”

      “I found one after you two went outside,” Rashina asid as she scampered out of bed. Before she did, Rashina touched one finger to Zilpha’s open mouth.

      I watched Rashina’s nude form walk out of the room and into the corridor that ran between the other rooms. Soon came the sound of water running.

      “Do you have any memory of what happened between the times we touched each other and when we all woke up?” Zilpha asked.

      “Nope," I replied as I played with Zilpha’s smooth scalp. “I don’t know even know how we got our clothes off. We’re going to have to change the bedsheets; they’re soaked.”

      “So am I,” Zilpha murmured. “The way I feel, I must’ve squirted two or three times. I think it’s a record for me."

      “I saw something about Dentata,” I told Zilpha as I soaped up her back in the shower. Rashina was behind me working away. Eventually, she would start to wash me too.

      “What did you see?” Zilpha asked as she leaned back to me. She held onto my arms and brought them around to her breasts. “I’m guessing this was one of your impromptu visions related to that mind probe thing you do. Oh, you are excited, aren’t you?"

      “She was talking about me to someone on the phone again,” I described as I played with her nipples. “You know what I’ve got in mind?"

      “Damn it, I said that woman was a plant just as you thought,” she whispered into my ear. “I know what you’ve got in mind; it’s the same thing you always want when we’re in the shower. Guess we didn’t drain you dry.”

      “What I don’t know,” I continued, as Rashina’s hand slid down my backside, “is who she worked for. Could be a lot of people, but I wish I’d been able to find out. Tell you what, you can be the center of attention this time. You like that idea?”

      “It lends a lot to your idea that someone sent her into the hotel to meet you,” Zilpha commented. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I need to shave myself down there. I like to keep it smooth. Rashina can do it for me. You want to watch. I know you’ve watched me shave a woman down there before. Want to see how it’s done on me?"

      I leaned back to Rashina. “Do you mind doing her?” I asked.

      Rashina stood up and brought her hands over mine. “Not all,” she replied. “I like doing her. We don’t get very hirsute, but I know how to shave women who do. I’ve done it plenty of times before. There’s a kit in the cabinet that’s never been used. Let me do her, and we can play later. I know you’ll like that.” She reached down and grabbed my stiff member. “I see you’re already coming around to the idea.”

      At that moment, I was so goddamn hard I could’ve done one on top of the other. But I knew they wanted some time alone together, so I forced myself to head over to the other shower and, after drying myself off, returned to the bedroom. I watched them make love for a few minutes under the spray of the hot water.

      I was able to get clean sheets on the bed by the time they returned.
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      We spent the next hour exploring every corner of that bed. Which was very difficult with a circular bed. Finally, I let them know there was more to be done that day, and I still needed to figure out a plan to get us all to safety. After I let the girls cuddle for a while, we went back to the shower again.

      One thing I was troubled by was our lack of fresh clothes. I had no desire to wear that suit again. Rashina and Zilpha didn’t want to wear used clothes either.

      “I know what to do,” Rashina spoke, a towel wrapped around her naked form on the bed, “There’s a whole closet full of apparel for men and women in the next room.” She hopped off the bed and padded into the next room as we followed her.

      “Here it is,” Rashina announced as she opened the door to a walk-in closet and turned on a light. “This one fits most women. Just about every humanoid can wear what’s inside.” She stepped out of the way to let us have a look.

      It was filled with racks and cabinets. On the racks were all manners of dresses, blouses, slacks, and in all sizes. Zilpha slid inside and had a look at the cabinets. “Wow!” she exclaimed. “Check out these shoes!” She shifted around and discovered all manner of undergarments. Another cabinet held jewelry.

      “This is the men’s section,” Rashina showed me as she opened another closet door.

      I peered inside and saw an equally impressive amount of clothing for men. Someone made sure this safehouse was stocked at all time. This was no priest hole in the back of a warehouse.

      “Remembering some more things?” I asked Rashina.

      “Here and there,” she replied. “There’s still some things I don’t remember, but they’re coming back. I think that our connection helped a lot. That’s how we make love, in case you didn’t know.” She turned to me and ran one finger down my face, which caused an electrical spark to my cock.

      “Watch that,” I told her, “you’re getting me turned on again. I take it you don’t do men very often?" I had to know.

      “No," she confirmed. “We only connect like the three of us did last night to people in our immediate circle. Most of us can’t have children, so those who can get the honor of breeding. The rest spend time with their circle.”

      I wanted to ask more about the circle thing but decided not to push further. Besides, I needed to get changed.

      We spent a few more hours together in the kitchen on a couch that faced a blank wall.

      I needed to come up with something, but, right now, I was happy to spend time with the two women. We still had the soft afterglow that comes with a round of hot sex, even though what we’d already taken intimacy to the ultimate level. The three of us were on a couch. Rashina leaned back on me as I massaged her shoulders. Not an easy thing to do when you have to work your way around a set of wings. She had her top off so that I could do the job better. On the other end of the couch, Zilpha worked on Rashina’s foot. She had it in her lap. Zilpha was falling hard for the Angelika woman, and I wasn’t sure how this would all play out in the end.

      “This is so nice,” Rashina spoke as I looked down and noted her jeans were unsnapped. I slid my hand down them and found her smooth wetness. Maybe we had a bit more time today...

      And that was when the wall began to blink.

      “The hell is that?” Zilpha asked and placed Rashina’s foot down.

      “You’ll see,” Rashina answered as she gently took my hand out of her pants. She laid it to one side and snapped the front of her jeans up. Next, she sat up from the couch, went to the nearest table, tossed her sheer top back on, and touched one corner of the table.

      The entire wall next to us turned into a screen. This explained why it was blank.

      “Security alarm,” Rashina explained as she laced up her top, much to our disappointment. Once more, reality had intervened in our fantasy love-fest.

      The screen showed a squad of Irunian Marines at the exterior of the office. Guess the safehouse wasn’t as secure as we’d assumed. They all had on battle armor and the helms to match. The visor of the commander’s helm was up. The 10 marines behind him all carried impact guns. They were armored up too but had their visors in the down position. I could see the gleam of the metal in the light of the cavern outside, now turned up to midday brilliance.

      I noticed the commander’s long and short sword attached to the white belt that went around his armor. Two swords meant someone of importance, usually from a distinguished family line. His face caught my attention right away.

      The man, who had the same pointed ears and silver hair of all Irunians, couldn’t be more than 30 years old. Why the hell did the Irunian military let someone that young command a squad of battle-hardened marines?

      Then, I noticed the shoulder boards welded into his armor. The insignia on it denoted his rank.

      The youngster out there was a full general! Not a field marshal but with a high rank just the same.

      “This is Commander-General Ryo Vopalis," he announced to no one in particular. “You have 30 seconds to let us in, or we blast our way inside.”

      At that moment, I had a plan. This had to be about the Byzantium. If I revealed the location and set him up with Korth to get it out of here, there might be a way to end this standoff with no bloodshed. It wasn’t a sure thing, but I couldn’t come up with anything better. There was also another matter I needed to address.

      “How did you know that wall was a screen?” I asked Rashina. “I thought most of your memory was still gone.”

      “Bits come back when I need them,” she explained.

      Oh, how convenient, I thought, butI  needed to deal with the situation at hand.

      By now, Zilpha was off the couch and standing next to us. She put one arm around Rashina protectively. Whatever vibe Rashina sent out had an immediate effect on her. I felt the heart tug toward the Angelika woman too, but, at least, I understood why. Zilpha, on the other hand, was ready to move her into my place.

      “Can you operate that door?” I asked Rashina while I watched the Irunian commander-general fold his arms. Our time was running out.

      “Yes," Rashina answered. I could tell she was a little confused about my train of thought. “There’s also an emergency exit that takes us down to the lower sewer system, and if we run fast, we....”

      “Forget that," I told her. “Those jackbooters will have us torched if they think we’re trying to escape.”

      “Then, what do you want me to do?”

      “Unlock the front door,” I told her. “But wait until I’m out in that front office. You and Zilpha stay here and watch what happens from the cameras. If it appears I can’t talk them out of whatever they want to do, then hit that subterranean escape hatch. But give me a chance to talk some sense into our good Commander-General.”

      Zilpha placed one hand on my shoulder. “You sure that’s such a good idea?” she questioned. “That Irunian has enough firepower out there to burn you alive 10 times over. I’d go with Rashina’s plan. It gives us all a chance to get out of here alive.”

      “No," I responded. “This gives you a chance to escape. Matter of fact, why don’t both of you try to leave? If this all pans out, I’ll find a way to contact you later. He may be after Rashina. By now, everyone probably knows she has some secret technology they all want. No need for her to get her head cleaned out when they get it.”

      “They won’t dare,” Rashina spoke. “Too many war conventions against that sort of thing.” She was remembering a lot now, or so it seemed.

      “If they want it, they’ll find a way to justify the act,” I let her know. “Drez did a lot of damage that was fixable because he didn’t have access to one of the better machines. I’m guessing the commander and friends have the latest model on the market. When they’re done with you, there won’t be anything left to salvage. I know they’ll eliminate you when they finish. I wouldn’t put it past them.”

      This got their attention. I could that see my last few words were making them stop and think. Prior to that, the women had wanted to flee and take me with them. At least, they’d listened to reason.

      “Fine," Zilpha responded. “You go out there and talk to them. We’ll stay here and wait to see what happens.”

      I’d reached a stalemate, but, at least, there was the possibility the women would get out alive. Now, I had to go out there and delay the Irunians. Maybe even talk them out of what they had in mind, although that possibility faded quickly.

      Vopalis held up a watch to the camera. The time was up.

      “Can you get me on audio out there?” I asked Rashina.

      She walked back to the table again and touched another corner. Then, she looked back at me and nodded.

      “You just wait a minute, Commander-General!” I yelled at the image. “This is a private establishment, and you are not in imperial territory.”

      The face smiled. “Commander will do,” he said. “I don’t like repetitions, sounds silly.” He turned back to the marines. “Okay, boys, blow her open.”

      “Hold your fire!” I yelled. “I’m unlocking the door right now!” The marines, all of whom had their impact guns aimed at the office front, waited for Vopalis to drop his hand.

      “At ease,” he told them and turned around to me. “ I don’t like to be kept waiting. Any more delays, and I’ll let my boys have fun.”

      I dashed through the secure door to the office area. Obviously, no one was coming in today. I had to convince him that I was the office manager or supervisor. Then, I could get him to see reason.

      The second the door locked behind me as Rashina unlocked the main entrance door. I hurried over to it and stood directly in front. With my arms crossed, I hoped he’d think again about using the building for target practice.

      The door flew open the moment I heard it unlock. In marched High Commander Vopalis and his squad. As I was expecting, the first four marines came in and held me at bay until their officer marched in behind them. I stood there with four guns aimed at me until Vopalis was in the building.

      “Close the door,” he ordered the six marines who followed. There was a click as the lock was turned in the door. They didn’t know that Rashina still controlled the lock. I prayed those women would get the fuck out of the safehouse before Vopalis figured out the entire operation was a front. If he didn’t know already.

      “There are a lot of people who want to find you, Mr. Klaver,” he told me, the grin still on his boyish face.

      “So I’m told,” I replied. “You never did explain how it is that you can operate on Nyx Station. This isn’t some small town on one of the empress’ planets where you can burn the grain stores until you get the information you want.”

      “That is no concern of yours,” he told me.

      “So, then, what brings you here?” I asked him with the greatest politeness. As if it would do me any good.

      “Originally,” he began, “I wanted to find an Angelika woman who’s been see on your scenic streets. There is the matter of a mission objective she knows about. However, I understand she may not be very useful. Along the way, I found out some better intelligence from a Morbashi-Terran metice. He told me many useful things. The most useful piece of information being that you have the real device everyone is trying to find. The switch that turns on a certain derelict ship that was brought to Nyx Station in the past few days.”

      I kept one eye on the marines. I could see their faces inside the helms. I didn’t have to know what was behind those blank metal faces. They were watching me, waiting for Vopalis to give the order to open fire. At this range, I’d be dead in seconds. One sign from him, and every gun would fire, tearing my body apart and allowing them to see the safehouse hidden behind the wall. Rashina and Zilpha might be able to get out, but I doubted it. I had to buy them as much time as I could.

      “I knew the Morbashi metice” I told him. “I killed him yesterday.”

      Vopalis blinked. He hadn’t expected to hear this. Then, he regained his composure. Here was the product of a long line of men who expected to be followed when they gave the order.

      “That is such a pity,” he murmured to me. “The fool did provide a lot of useful information. I suppose it would be a good idea to know why you killed him.”

      “He tried to kill me,” I explained. “He pulled a knife on me, but I was faster with mine.”

      “All so pointless,” the commander spoke. “I hate to see such waste. Now, please come along with us; you have an important person to see down at the legation. Don’t think about calling for help. There’s a truck outside I was forced to rent to bring us all here. We’ll use the same one to take you back."

      “And then, you’ll never get the key to activate that starship,” I told him. Now was the time for my big gamble.

      My intuition, augmented by my esper abilities, told me that he wanted the glory of bringing the Byzantium home alone. Vopalis was not someone who liked to share the glory of a job well done. I was willing to bet he had an entire room in his palace devoted to the many trophies he’d accumulated.

      “If you have that information,” the commander told me, “then why shouldn’t I make you give it to me right now? I’m not talking about torture. One word, and my men will leave your worthless husk full of holes.”

      The commander had a way with words, the prick. But so did I.

      “Then neither you nor anyone else will have the key,” I countered. “You’ll never have possession of the Byzantium, because the Fathers will have it cut up for scrap if they can’t turn it on."

      “And you’ll be dead."

      “Any you’ll have to leave Nyx Station with nothing to show for your efforts. Such a shame. The crowning achievement of a fabulous career, all wasted because you couldn’t do one simple job. Furthermore, I don’t have it."

      “I’m wasting my time with you!” he roared. Vopalis turned back to the marines in his rear. “Kill him and make sure the silencers are set; I don’t need any problems from the other building tenants.”

      “I know how you can get it!” I shouted. This was the apex of what I’d done my entire life.

      “Oh?" he spoke again, his hand stayed on more time. “Talk, my little Terran. I’m not a patient man, as you can tell."

      “Korth knows about it,” I explained. “He can help you get it.”

      “Then, why do I need to have you involved?” he asked. “If Korth Cinzar has that key, we’ll just buy it from him.”

      “Didn’t say he has the key," I explained. "But he does know where it can be found. I can broker the deal for a small fee. He’ll never trust you enough to do business.”

      “He doesn’t trust you much either. I understand you made him look bad in front of his men.’

      “That is in the past. We’ve kissed and made-up. Let me get in touch with him, and we’ll set up a meeting. You can meet him here and bring your execution squad along if it makes you happy. I’ve got a big conference room you can use too.”

      Vopalis stood there and appeared to think for a minute. This was a very dangerous game I played, one that might go bad at any minute. But I didn’t have many options. If he called Korth to find out about the key, it would all be over.

      “Al. right," Vopalis agreed. “I’ll give you 24 hours standard to set this meeting up. I’ll be back to this same spot at that time, and you better be here with Korth and his crew. Don’t even think about making a run, because I know all the ways off this disgusting piece of slag. And don’t try to hide because I have plenty of silver to hand out. I know it will go far in this scenic paradise.”

      I didn’t say a word, merely nodded in understanding.

      The commander backed out, his eyes still on me as the two marines in the rear opened the door for him. The others filed out behind and, the door closed.

      I didn’t move until I heard Rashina lock the door. Then, I began to send out a mind probe.

      It didn’t take long to locate High Commander Vopalis. He was in the truck with his men that he’d rented for to this location. I hadn’t thought to ask him how he knew where to find me, but, right then, that wasn’t the thing I needed to know.

      The truck pulled away from the small strip of businesses where the safe house was located. I knew it was in motion because Vopalis was in the driver’s cab with his second. I saw it all clear through the eyes of Vopalis because he had his helm off. The driver looked over at his commanding officer and waited for instructions.

      “Damn," Vopalis swore, “this is going to take longer than I’d hoped. At least, I have a way to get that ship off this piece of dung without making a big mess.”

      “I’d have waxed him, sir,” the second spoke as he turned on the engine. “He’s a disgusting Terry. I never did trust those people. They’ve ruined every planet that let them settle.”

      “No, I still need him. The empire needs that ship for some reason. It seems to fit into the overall battle plan. We get the Byzantium back to the nearest naval station and let the engineers go through it until they’ve found what everyone wants, whatever that is. I need to get back to assessing this rock for its forward base opportunities. We’re going to need it very soon. Once the Maharajah of Merkata knows we have ambitions on his territory, he’ll want to fortify this sector against us. Can’t let him do that. Can’t let him have an opening to slow us down.”

      “It’ll be the best use for this asteroid,” the second pointed out. “Good reason to get this rabble out of here and put them to good use. This place sickens me every time I step outside.”

      What the hell? I thought. The maharajah was a local despot everyone had to endure. He had the lock on a large molybdenum deposit on one of the prime moons of his planet. His population didn’t think much of him, but no one ever fielded a revolutionary movement to oust His Serene Majesty. Outside his fortified palace, he didn’t have much in the way of control and left everyone alone. They might grumble about his inept ways, but let some outside power make a move, and the populace would rally around him.

      I probed deeper below the conscious level. What I found from the second was the usual disgust at everyone who wasn’t like him. It was what I sensed from the commander that made my internal organs freeze.

      They wanted to use Nyx Station as a concealed bomb against the maharajah. It was part of their overall strategy to lure his small space force out to the vicinity of the Nyx asteroid. Then, they would detonate a stellar bomb stored inside the asteroid. The explosion would destroy every ship in thes maharajah’s fleet, and he’d be finished, allowing the Irunian Empire to annex his system. There were plans beyond that, but they didn’t interest me.

      Those bastards intended to destroy Nyx Station.

      I’d suspected some such plan was in the works for a long time. The Irunians had too much interest in a lone asteroid trading port to make anyone feel good about it. It was a subject you’d hear mentioned in taverns and on the street corners. Everyone had a theory as to what the the Irunian Empire’s real interest in Nyx Station was. More than a few ideas suggested it was to destroy Nyx. Looks like they were right on what the Irunians wanted, although no one guessed the reason for it. It didn’t matter; in the end, the station would be vaporized and its population with it. Those that were on the station, that is. I’m sure pay-offs would be made at the top level to get the richest families out before it all took place. Funny how they always escaped these things.

      It left me with one thing to do. I had to get the Byzantium off Nyx Station. Everyone wanted that starship, although it wasn’t clear to me how it tied into the Irunian plan to turn Nyx into a hidden bomb. There was something in it that they needed for their overall goals. If I took the Byzantium away from their bloody hands, the Irunian Empire would need to delay their plans to rig Nyx with nuclear charges. They’d be forced to come up with plans to get the starship back instead. And maybe I could find out what technology Rashina was supposed to unlock that made the Byzantium so desirable to everyone.

      My mind returned to the here-and-now. I blinked as contact with Vopalis was lost. Now, I needed to get back on the other side of the wall behind me and talk to the women.

      I punched the security code to the door and went through. Once on the other side, I headed straight for the kitchen where I knew the women would be waiting for me.

      Both held hands with each other, which wasn’t a bad thing, but it could complicate matters. I felt a little bit of the heart tingle from Zilpha toward Rashina. Right now, Zilpha wanted to be in a bubble path with the Angelika woman. Funny how stress and danger bring out our inner desires.

      “Why did you stand there and do nothing after they left?” Zilpha asked me.

      “What’s this meeting you promised the commander supposed to bring about?” Rashina demanded.

      I sat them down at the table and held hands with each, which started another electric current through us. This time, I was able to suppress it, but it did have the benefit of putting them in a better mood to hear what I had to say. When I finished telling them about what I’d picked up through the mind probe, they looked at each other for a few seconds. Strange as it may sound, it was at that moment I realized both of those women were my lovers.

      “This is not a good idea," Rashina said. “I still have a lot to recover, but that commander is a bad person to mess with. You need to take what you know to the people who run this station, not us.”

      “They’ll never believe me,” I countered. “I’m a cheap enforcer for a gangster, so why should they?”

      “How are we going to get in there and activate that starship?” Zilpha asked. “You’ll need to get someone who can get past the security. There’s only one person I know.”

      “And you know her best,” I told Zilpha. “Jenica. She does want to see you again, and I know the feeling is mutual.”

      “She’s not the kind to do favors,” Zilpha pointed out. “She’ll demand a lot from me." She looked at Rashina, then me. “But I think I could sweeten the deal if it included you and her.”

      As bad as our current situation might be, that got a smile out of everyone.   
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      We found Jenica in a bookstore far from the docks.

      It wasn’t the normal place you’d find the little Felinx. Most of the time, she worked undercover. Usually in a capacity that was sure to toss her target off the trail of what she was after. My initial conversation after I met Jenica involved the time she’d cursed out a truck driver while she, in a latex bodysuit, drove a fast car down the street. In the back seat, she had a bound man from the upper levels.

      “Why did you curse out the truck driver?” I asked her.

      “I didn’t like the way he talked to me through the open window,” she sneered. “A woman’s got enough trouble earning a decent living in this town; don’t need no flak from an asshole in the cab of a 10-wheeler.”

      “And the guy tied up in the back? A case you were working on?”

      “No, that was my date for the evening. We were late to the party.”

      The bookstore consisted of 36 rooms of overstock books from various publishers throughout the galaxy. It was a great way to kill a few hours if you liked to read. I never understood the logic in having the books stacked so closely together. At least not until I tried to read an entire chapter one day and was forced to move out of the way of the other patrons. Six times. Obviously, putting so many books close together was not an encouragement to treat the store as a library.

      We saw her the minute I walked into the store. I’d told the other two to wait outside. When I went in, I spotted Jenica under the counter of “Lofts of Books,” the name of the store. Jenica didn’t notice me and left the counter with a stack of Mayer Timson novels headed for one of the back rooms. I followed her, but she didn’t hear my steps on the floor. I figured this was the last place she expected to see me.

      “Any good?” I asked, as Jenica shoved the last one on the shelf. Her back was still to me.

      “Haven’t ready any of his,” she replied, facing the shelf. “I’m told the wolf girl books are good, but I like more bedroom action in what I read.” At which point she turned around and saw me.

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “Are you trying to blow my cover? How did you know I was here?” I could tell she was angry.

      She also wore a tight business dress and jacket. This put her furry cleavage on display. Although I’m sure they weren’t useful, Jenica sported a pair of large, horn-rim glasses on her face. All she needed was a stiff cane to complete the “Mistress Library” look.

      “I asked around,” I replied. “Not that hard to find you, if I ask the right people. Then, I probed for you when I found the right area. I guess this isn’t a real job?”

      She gave me the look of twin daggers. “Good,” I replied. “I was afraid you’d hung up your spurs."

      “That day will never come,” she snapped back. “I’m working for the owner of the place. Someone keeps stealing books, and she thinks it’s an inside job.”

      “Is it?"

      “Yes. I found the culprit yesterday. He confessed to me last night. I’m turning the little prick in when the owner shows up.”

      “I’ll bet you had to use your commando training to get it out of him,” I kidded her.

      “Nope," she countered. “He even showed me how he did it. All it took was a wooden paddle and a pair of leather boots.”

      “Can you take a break?” I asked her. “There are two people outside who want to talk to you.”

      Jenica ran one hand across the fur on her face. I wanted to feel that soft fur against me, but there was a problem I needed to solve first.

      “What’s this all about?” she asked. “It better not be another Terran couple looking for a third. The last one you tried to hook me up with ended up getting divorced because the husband took to me better than his wife.”

      “No, this one concerns some business, not lifestyles.”

      “Al. right, then. I’ll listen."

      She followed me outside after telling another clerk she’s be on break for a few minutes. There weren’t many customers in the place, so it wasn’t a problem that day. I noticed she pocketed the glasses the moment we stepped outside.

      The courtyard in front of the bookstore was filled with small statues made by Nyxian artists. Zilpha was off to one side looking at one. I walked Jenica over to Rashina and introduced her.

      Once again, I could see the effect Rashina had on other people, especially women who liked women. Jenica froze and tried to fix her hair.

      By now, Zilpha noticed I was there with Jenica. As the Felinx woman stood smitten with Rashina, Zilpha came over and slid one arm protectively around the Angelika. It was a subtle hint, and Jenica didn’t get the message.

      “Fixer tell you what we need?” Zilpha asked Jenica. “My, don’t you look so proper today."

      Zilpha sized up Jenica as a potential rival. Both women stared at the other.

      I was about to intervene when Rashina broadcasted her sense of love and understanding, topped with a subtle flavor of erotica. Both women caught their breath and looked down. It even influenced me.

      “Stefan says you can get us into the place where the starship is held,” Rashina mentioned. “I just know you’ll be glad to help us." She extended her hand and squeezed that of Jenica. I watched as the ecstasy pulse traveled back and forth between the women. It traveled back from Jenica to Rashina and grounded on Zilpha. I was afraid to complete the circuit and explode all four of us.

      “I, uh, well, I,” Jenica gushed, her pelt bristling, a response I knew about. “I’m about finished with this job. All I need to do is file a report with the owner and take the ball gag out of my locker.”

      “I thought you solved this case with a paddle?” I asked her. Right now, Jenica would’ve told me anything I wanted to know for an hour of Rashina’s time.

      “That too,” she answered. “Broke the paddle over his ass and had to throw it away. I made him bring me the ball gag this morning to work. Was planning on putting a collar on him and dragging his butt into the owner’s office to confess. The owner might keep him around. She’s all intrigued by what I did. So, maybe they’ll both get something out of this."

      I managed to pull Jenica back from Rashina a few inches. I needed to talk to her in a better frame of mind.

      “Do you know anything about a green Amazon who works down in the Irunian legation?” I asked her. “Zilpha and I had a tumble with her the other night, and we think she might’ve been a plant.” I briefly described Dentata, what happened, and the vision of her on the phone.

      “Oh, her,” Jenica said as she remembered Dentata. She played with a pendant around her neck and tried not to look askew at Rashina. “I’ve seen her around a bit. Thought she might work on the side as an escort, but I never spent any time around her. Always seemed to have plenty of cash, according to the people I know who went out with her. I have no idea who she’s working for now.”

      Jenica leaned close to me. “Hey, Fixer,” she whispered into my ear, the glamor of Rashina abating somewhat. “I liked meeting your friend and will consider your job, but I need to finish what I started today. There’s a young man in there with a sore ass. He’s ripped off the lady who owns that place too many times.”

      “You can’t just go inside and tell her what you found out?” Zilpha asked, as she rubbed Rashina’s back. She was in range and heard it all. “We’d all like you to help us. How difficult can it be to wrap this thing up?”

      “I need to make sure I get paid,” Jenica replied, a little irritated that she was overheard. “I want to make sure I give my clients something extra, so they’ll refer me to other people. Yeah, I could wrap this up and leave, but I detected needs in both the owner and that asshole. They could be resolved if I bring him in there on a leash. Holy Bast, that kid’s in love with her. Ripping his boss off was a way to get attention. Furthermore, she’s had the hots for him since he started working there, but she won’t admit it. By the way, I can’t have you three around here blowing my cover. So, stay out here.”

      “Why won’t she admit it?” I asked Jenica. Now, she had me intrigued by this story.

      “Because the boss-lady is from the upper levels,” Jenica explained. “The kid’s just 18 and 15 years younger than her. She’s afraid how it will make her look."

      Jenica stopped her speech and looked at the two women across from her. She looked over at me and touched my hand. I could feel the hormones in the air. Some from Rashina, the rest from us.

      “You did this intentionally,” Jenica said to me. “Didn’t you?" I smiled, and her ears lowered, another sign I remembered.

      “Maybe," I answered with a smile.

      Jenica thought for a minute. She looked over at the entrance as a tall Terran woman who exuded authority walked into the bookstore. This had to be the owner.

      “Oh, hell!” Jenica exclaimed. “Give me a half-hour. Guess it’s going to be everyone’s lucky day.”

      I stood there with Zilpha and Rashina, wondering how long this would take. It could go down many ways. I hadn’t seen the young man she mentioned but felt for both of them. It was a tough world we lived in. Any way they could find a little happiness, so much the better. I hoped both of them were ready for all it entailed, if Jenica’s plan came to fruition. The age difference alone could be a big issue, at least for Terans. And waiting on her like a servant every day would get very boring very quickly.

      “So, what did you think of her?” I asked Rashina. I didn’t have to ask Zilpha about her as the two already had a history.

      “She’s smart,” Rashina spoke. “A good protector. I wouldn’t mind having that woman in my circle at all. She would bring a lot into it. However, I felt a bit of jealousy from her when Zilpha showed affection toward me. How do you handle these issues on Nyx?"

      “Depends on the beings involved,” I answered.

      Not being a social counselor myself, it never made a lot of sense to me. I was accustomed to solving problems with a gun or knife in hand. In the Janissaries, we didn’t have those issues. Your big concern was survival and whether the bashirs would send you into another hot zone that month.

      Not 15 minutes later, the door to the bookstore flew open, and the same regal woman emerged. This time she had a young man, who fit Jenica’s description, behind her. I noted that he’d opened the door for her. The young man followed behind her no more than two feet. She never once looked at him, but there was a big smile on her face. I watched them walk off and vanish around the building.

      A few minutes later, the door opened again. This time, Jenica walked out with her glasses off and a bag slung from one shoulder. She didn’t have the fierce sales clerk appearance about her and seemed calm.

      “Mission accomplished?” I asked Jenica as she walked up to us. She had a smile on her face too.

      “Took me all of five minutes,” she explained. “I told the owner he would confess to her right away, and we made some plans. I went back out, found that kid, and took him into a closet. He was confused, but I didn’t get any resistance at all. Then, I collared him and told him to not say a word. She paged us both into the waiting room outside her office. I marched him into her office with his leash on and had him get down on his knees and confess what he did to her.”

      “Bet she was impressed,” I commented.

      “Oh, like you have no idea. I gave the leash to the owner and told her he was her to do as she saw fit. She had me stay there as a witness while he signed a contract that gave her his undying loyalty, with all kind of stipulations spelled out. She had him lay across the desk, and I showed her how to use a paddle, a new one I bought today. She paid me, and I wished them both a good future. They’re on their way to a tattoo place.”

      Jenica sighed and looked up at the ceiling of the asteroid cavern. “Sometimes, I do like my job,” she mused to no one in particular.

      I glanced across the courtyard and looked at the park across from the bookstore. It was undergoing renovations. There were all manner of construction workers there busy with something. I could hear them chatting to each other.

      Two seconds later, a truck pulled up, and a group of Nyx sanitation workers spilled out of the back. This surprised me as the grounds appeared clean. Perhaps it was to prepare the park for something. I almost ignored the group and was ready to continue our job description to Jenica.

      But something seemed a bit odd about that truck. It was familiar to me. I stared at it for a few seconds before it struck me. I’d seen the inside of that truck before. I’d watched it drive away when High Commander Vopalis and his second had their conversation about the fate of Nyx Station. I looked again at the sanitation workers. The uniforms were what you’d see all over the station, but the workers didn’t seem right.

      Oh, shit, I thought as they stared back at me, that’s the Irunian Marines who were with Vopalis at the safehouse.

      “We have to get the hell out of here,” I told Jenica. "Do you have a vehicle of any kind? We took the tube over here.” The others noticed my warning and turned to look at the Irunians disguised as sanitation workers.

      “I’ve got a hovercraft out back,” Jenica told us. "It can get us to wherever you need to go. Doesn’t fly or anything like that, though, sowe’ll be stuck on the roads."

      “It seems they want you too,” I told Jenica. “Take us to that hovercraft and quick!”

      We walked fast but not too fas, as the Irunians made their way over to us. There were plenty of people milling around the bookstore, so they couldn’t rush us at once. A group of Irunian nationals in disguise would cause all manner of embarrassment for the empire, so they needed to be careful. I had no desire to tangle with that bunch right now. If they were marine first wave, we wouldn't stand a chance against them. Even with Jenica and Zilpha backing me up, they had us on aggression and skill.

      “You want me to get the pig-sticker out?” Zilpha asked as she marched with the rest of us.

      “Not unless they make a run for us,” I told her with a glance back. “Too many bad things could go wrong. Wait for now.”

      “Here’s my heap,” Jenica told us as we rounded the building into the parking lot.

      She had a Tixe 5400, an older model of commuter hovercraft. It had enough room for all of us, although that might push things a bit. It sat on the ground, its deflated skirt around it. I admired the bright yellow color, but this would make us easier to track. The craft recognized Jenica right away and both wing doors flew open the moment we approached it.

      “You girls in the back,” Jenica called out as she hurried into the driver’s seat. “Fixer, you up in front passenger seat. Got a gun on you?”

      “Yep," I confirmed as I sat down in the chair. “It’s a prototype. Makes its own ammunition.” I strapped myself into the safety harness."

      “You ready back there?” she called out to Rashina and Zilpha. “It’s going to be a rough ride." She turned to me. “Where we headed?”

      “Cinzar part of the docks," I told her as I clicked the safety off the pistol. “Not a choice I like, but I need to pitch a deal to Boss Korth.”

      “Whatever," Jenica called back. “Window goes down when you hit that lever to your right. Canopy is flint polycarbonate, so it should take a mean hit. Time to fly.”

      By now, the Irunians were moving around the hovercraft, a bit unsure what to do. Vopalis wasn’t there, and I could tell they didn’t like working undercover. The lights on Jenica’s dashboard were lit, and she had both control sticks in hand.

      I felt a shudder, and the rotors of the hovercraft began to spin. A few seconds later, the skirt inflated, and the vehicle rose a foot off the ground. This was as high as it would go, but it gave Jenica enough room to do what she needed.

      I was thrown to the back of my seat as Jenica tilted the rotors and sent the hovercraft forward. I watched the Irunians scatter as she sent it through the middle of their formation. By now, I had the pistol out and ready, although I didn’t think they’d be so stupid to open fire in those sanitation worker uniforms. I was right. As we pulled away and into the main street, I watched two of the Irunians grab a third’s hand when he tried to bring out a gun.

      This was one of the nicer areas in the lowers, but there was little vehicular traffic, wheeled or otherwise, anywhere around. I grabbed the armrest as Jenica sent us spinning down the main road, trucks and taxi’s swerving out of the way when they saw us coming in their direction.

      “You drive this thing pretty well,” I told her. “Use it a lot? It must cost you plenty in maintenance.” I looked out the window and watched people point to us as we sped down the street.”

      “Worth every bit,” she replied. “Got my ass out of more jams than you can imagine. Plenty of ghees have tried to come after me.”

      I turned and looked in the rear. The truck with the Irunian Marines was in pursuit. That didn’t surprise me. They’d come too close to let us get away. So much for tomorrow's meet-up with Korth and Vopalis. The good commander must’ve decided we had no intention of keeping our part. Or there’d been a change of plans. It had to be serious enough for a squad of his marines to risk an interplanetary outrage if they were caught in battle mode outside the legation.

      I heard a ping and realized the marines were shooting at us. Yep, this was a big deal. I wanted to open the window and return fire, but I couldn’t get an angle on them. Best to pray Jenica could make the docks. If she had to land, well, then, things would be different.

      “Damn!" she shouted, "These jackbooters want to play rough. Hang on; they have to make ground contact; I don’t.”

      I watched Jenica slam down her levers, and the hovercraft increased its speed. She left the truck behind as we dodged between trucks and other ground traffic. She even left a few other hovercrafts in the lurch as she spun dust through the air.

      “There’s the gate!" I yelled as Jenica set the hovercraft to its maximum speed. I watched the ground shoot past us.

      Up ahead was the Cinzar family section of the docks. This was separate from where Boss Korth ran his casino and the other illicit operations. His dock area was supposed to be a legitimate operation, the above ground part being his import-export business. At least, that is what he wanted everyone to think. The warehouses up ahead contained stolen goods from half the systems in the known galaxy. Korth had ways of shipping them around. Plenty of art objects that went to collectors who didn’t ask questions found their way through his warehouses. He had several large buildings and loading docks to handle his merchandise.

      The good thing was that he’d erected a large containment wall around his complex on the docks. Korth didn’t want any of his freight handlers getting ideas of their own and boosting merchandise already stolen from someone else. How could he complain to the militia about goods that were obtained by less-than-honest means? The wall ran all the way around his part of the docks and opened at the part that faced the landing area for the starships. Even the back areas could be sealed off when his operation was closed.

      Right ahead of us was the entrance to the street side of the complex. The main gates to it were closed after business hours, but  now, they were wide open to receive trucks and other large vehicles. The gates were built from plates of hardened steel, about four inches thick and 15 feet in height. On either side was a watchtower. These were for the traffic controllers inside the Cinzar company grounds. I watched as a truck ahead of us rolled into the warehouse grounds. The moment the truck went past the gates, they began to close. Those gates didn’t move quickly, but it wouldn’t matter if we couldn’t reach them in time.

      I glanced behind. The truck used by the Irunian Marines gained on us with each moment. By now, most of the street traffic cleared out of the road. Word had gone out about a hovercraft running from a truck, and no one wanted to get in the way.

      There was another ping, but it went wide on the canopy. I looked back, and one of the marines had us in his gun sites. He carried a Vexnor 678 sniper rifle, which worried me. It was almost impossible to hit a moving object at this distance with a handgun. I doubted the prototype I carried could do it. I looked at the pistol and thought about trying for one, good shot. And then, I looked forward again. We were less than 30 seconds from the gate, and it was closing faster. Whoever was in charge didn’t want to become entangled in our problems.

      “Can you give it more juice?” I yelled at Jenica. “That gate won’t be open much longer!”

      “I’m in three red zones!” she screamed over the sound of the rotors. “These things overheat and....”

      She never finished because I heard two of the rotors cut off. The engines had shut down to prevent further damage. If we came to a stop, none of us would survive. It wouldn’t matter, though, as those marines were so mad, they’d risk discovery by shooting the hovercraft to pieces.

      Unless we hit the gates and blew apart. The gap was about to become too small to get the hovercraft through.

      We were only five seconds away. Four, three, two....

      “Oh, shit!” Jenica yelled and slammed one stick back. The steel gates were right in front of us.

      One side of the hovercraft spun up in the air, which tossed me into the door. I felt my face slam against the window. As I fought for balance, I saw the edge of the steel gate shoot past me. Any closer, and the manufacturing stamp of that gate would’ve been on my ear.

      Then, I felt my side of the hovercraft slam into the ground. I bounced off the ceiling but didn’t pass out. The harness did its trick. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Jenica fight to get the destabilized hovercraft under control. She spun it around the yard of the Cinzar complex, narrowly missing three fuel tanks that were mounted into the ground. The hovercraft scalped the wall in front of the main warehouse, shot up in the air, hit the ground again, and skidded to a stop.

      I was out of the harness the minute we came to rest. I turned to see Jenica shaken but not hurt.          

      Then, I checked the women in the back of the hovercraft. Both were in decent shape, although I saw some blood flowing from Zilpha’s head. We’d all taken a massive pounding when the hovercraft hit the ground, and we needed to get both her and Rashina out.

      I reached in and unsnapped Zilpha’s harness just as Jenica did the same to Rashina. While the smell of spent coolant filled the air, we lifted them out onto the ground. Both began to stir the moment they were out of the craft.

      “Holy Logan,” Zilpha said as she stood up, “For a minute, I didn’t think we were going to make it.” She wiped the blood off her head with one sleeve.

      “Is this thing powered by electricity?” Rashina asked as she brought herself to a standing position. Most vehicles on Nyx Station were, but there were enough that ran on liquid fuel to make everyone nervous.

      “Battery-powered,” Jenica confirmed. “We better get away from it; I don’t know what’s leaking out of it." We all staggered away from the wrecked hovercraft.

      Most of it was beyond repair. The right edge of the hovercraft had dipped down when Jenica decided to make a run for the closing doors. She’d decreased the horizontal profile enough to get it across as the doors closed behind her. But even though most of the engines cut out moments before she made her decision, the hovercraft moved fast enough to bang itself all over the yard of the Cinzar compound. The entire canopy was cracked, and one side was mangled. I hoped her insurance would cover this.

      In the distance, I could hear the wail of sirens. The militia was on their way. I smelled burnt metal and turned to look in the direction of the steel doors. On the other side, a cloud of smoke rose up toward the ceiling of the cavern, and I knew the air scrubbers would get a workout tonight.

      “Those marines didn’t make it,” A voice said behind me. I turned to see the broad form of Boss Korth and five of his enforcers. Arranged behind his crew were at least three more members of the local syndicate families.

      We’d driven into a meeting of La Cosa Nostra.
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      “You have put us in some deep shit!” Korth roared at me as he pointed in my direction with one clawed finger. “My associates and I were on the verge of reaching a decision about that ship I paid you and your late colleague to bring back. Now, you bring the heat on us by outrunning some Irunian freaks.”

      “They were after us!” Jenica spoke up. She still had her proper dress on from the bookstore job, and Korth hadn’t recognized her until she drew his attention.

      “Wait one minute,” Korth spoke again as he looked at Jenica from where he stood. The smoke in the distance had risen as a cloud and drifted upward to cover the entire complex.

      “You’d have thought those shitheads would’ve stopped in time,” I heard one of the other syndicate dons say to the one beside him.

      “You, I know,” Korth said to Jenica, “You’re that bitch who shoved a gun in my face and hauled Fixer out of my casino.”

      “Easy, Boss,” I cautioned Korth as I managed to move my body between the two. “Jenica was trying to save my life. I did take care of Drez for you, didn’t I?" Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Zilpha drop her head and look at the ground.

      “That you did,” he said slowly, “but now, I have a whole new problem. The goddamn militia will be here in minutes, and I have a smashed truck full of burnt Irunians, according to my people at the watchtowers. Therefore, that means the damn empire will be breathing down my neck for who-knows-how-long. And we still don’t know how to make the damn starship work, which, I would like to remind you, is under the control of the stinkin’ Fathers and their engineers!”

      “You don’t want to let the Irunians get their hands on that ship,” I told Korth. “You don’t want to do business with them at all.”

      “And why is that?” he roared again. “The silver devils pay their bills on time and don’t cause me any trouble. At least, not until now. Maybe I can pawn that damn Byzantium ship off on them at a discount, and they can figure out how to make it work. Once we get it out of the Fathers’ hands, of course.”

      I wanted to tell him what I knew about the Irunians and their ultimate plan for Nyx, but he’d never believe me. Plus, I had no proof. Most of this crew thought my esper abilities were creepy, if not a fraud. Then, a thought hit me.

      “Discount?” I asked him. “You had someone else in mind as a buyer for that starship?”

      “I did, and they may no longer be interested because no one can make it work. I don’t know what happened to that quantum key your former buddy Drez had on him or where he got it. He was part of the deal and now, he’s no longer around to seal it. But that’s not your concern.”

      He turned to the enforcers who surrounded him. “Lock this bunch up in one of the store rooms until I can figure out what to do with them.”

      “You owe me!” I yelled at him.

      “You were paid when I didn’t kill you all for plopping in here and bringing the heat down on me!” He turned to go away.

      “Wait, Boss!” I yelled. “I got a plan!”

      He stopped and looked back at me.          

      Korth moved toward me. “So, now, you’ve had a change of heart?” he asked. His men stopped and looked to him for guidance.

      “You can’t just walk away and see this place reduced to cosmic dust,” I told him. “If I have to work for you to keep it from happening, that’s what I’ll do.” I prayed to Mother Tara that he’d take my bait. If nothing else, Korth was full of pride. He’d gloat over a former employee who went rogue and came back to the fold. He might even let me live.

      The sound of approaching sirens grew louder. I could hear emergency workers as they tried to clean up the mess created by the Irunian Marines’ burnt truck. Someone would be knocking on those steel doors soon, wanting to know who was responsible for what happened. By now, the militia would know that a hovercraft made it inside. They’d demand an accounting. Korth and the Cinzar family might be powerful, but they’d still have to answer to the Fathers’ militia.

      “You talking about some kind of disaster that involves the Irunians?” Korth asked me. “Can you elaborate a bit?” Maybe he suspected something.

      I was about to answer when the first shell breeched the wall and landed in the yard. I watched it tear across the lit cavern sky and impact on the outer edge of the loading platforms. It was far enough away to cause little damage right away, but the explosion took out a crane the Cinzar family used to pick containers from starships. The ground shook as the shockwave sent the crane crashing to the ground. Good thing it wasn’t full of fragmentation grenades, or all of us would’ve died that instant.

      “What the hell?” Korth yelled as our hearing returned to normal. He turned to face the steel doors in time to see them shake as another explosion erupted, this time on the outside.

      Before he could say another word, a yard worker waving his arms ran up to Korth and his enforcers. The other syndicate representatives stood and looked in horror at the doors, which now feaured a slight forward bend from the explosion.

      “Boss! Boss!” the man screamed. “We’re under attack! We need to get every man up on those ramparts! The towers opened fire, but they won’t hold the bastards for long!”

      “Attacked?” Korth shouted. “By who? The Fathers wouldn’t dare use the militia against anyone down here! Not with artillery, for Dion’s sake!” I could see he was outraged and confused at the same time.

      I turned and looked at the starships lined up at the loading platforms. One of them was the Byzantium. Why? How? Why did the Fathers allow it to be brought over here if they were still trying to figure out what to do with it? Of course, this was the best place to keep it if the militia needed to intervene. Then why, were they blasting away at the gates of the Cinzar family compound?

      “It’s not the militia, Boss!” the man screamed. “It’s the Irunians! They rolled in right after the militia showed up to clean up the mess!” He was obviously terrified.

      “How dare those bastards!” Korth roared. He turned to his men. “All of you’s! Every one! Get up on that rampart and keep those silver freaks from getting in here!”

      His enforcers ran to the nearest stairwell that led up to the top. I could hear gunfire outside the gates. Whoever was out there was doing their best to keep the fight from reaching the inside of the compound.

      By now, Korth had his own gun out. It was a 28mm AutoTag, with an additional loader for extra ammunition. It even had the night scope on the top. The gun appeared to be brand new, and I wondered if he’d ever used it before. Those things were supposed to be for military use only, but as an arms dealer, Korth had all kinds of connections to get one for him.

      I needed to get the women and myself into that starship. It was close and maybe I could figure out how to power the Byzantium up when we reached it. In the distance, I saw a small militia security staff standing outside the entrance to the ship. Their officer was on a field telephone talking fast to someone. By now, the entire station would know the Irunians broke the covenant that allowed them to operate here. Whatever was inside that ship must be important enough for them to risk all-out war with the Nyx Station Militia.

      Right now, they were holding back. The Irunians didn’t want to damage the Byzantium; it was too close to the yard. A projectile could go wide and damage or destroy the starship. They wanted to take it intact and quick. After the starship was under Irunian control, they could take possession of Nyx at their leisure.

      Someone had identified the sanitation workers in that truck as Irunian. Hell, even Korth heard about the mad race through the station as the hovercraft outran those marines. If he knew they were Irunians in that truck, so did everyone else who mattered. The Irunian military had realized that they could no longer hide behind the facade of the legation and had decided to act.

      I was about to tell the women to get out of the way of any flying shrapnel, but they’d already figured that one out. All three of them were huddled behind a barge tractor on the grounds. They looked to me for guidance. I needed to decide fast.

      Two seconds later, the decision was made for me.

      Another shock wave radiated from the massive gates as a shell hit it just to the right of it.. I watched one of Korth’s men fall to his death from a position he’d held on the ramparts. One minute, he’d been up there firing away with a sniper rifle, the next, he was a mound of mangled flesh at the bottom of the gate.

      At which point the right gate sagged a bit. The direct hit by the shell had damaged whatever support was built into the frame. I heard the terrible sound of metal falling apart as it began to lean back. It stopped, but the gate was now open enough to allow passage into the yard.

      A man came running through it in the uniform of the Nyx Militia. He stopped. Then, he turned around, raised a rocket-propelled grenade launcher he carried with him, and fired in the direction he’d come. I heard a boom on the other side as the projectile contacted a target. The sound of gunfire stopped, then picked back up.

      The man began to walk back to the outside. The militaman stopped when he was caught by the combined fire of several guns on the other side. I watched him jerk back and forth many times until he was reduced to the form of a bloody puppet. He fell on the ground and didn’t move.

      I hit the ground as four Iranian regulars poured in through the gap created by the fallen gate. They all held assault rifles and fired into the courtyard. I had my designer pistol out but didn’t want to draw any attention to myself. I still didn’t know what the effective range of the prototype firearm was.

      I heard gunshots and watched as two of the Irunians went down. Tracer bullets created a line of death to them from inside the compound. I turned to see Boss Korth with his fancy gun out, firing controlled bursts at the troopers who’d entered through the gap. The survivors moved back to the cover of the gate. More would be behind them on the next wave.

      “Can I get some fucking help here?” Korth yelled to the other syndicate reps, who were too stunned by the sudden gunfire to do anything.

      His voice had a magical effect. It caused the other syndicate types to run to his side, guns out. In seconds, he was joined by a horde gat-men in double-breasted suits gat-men. Korth barked out orders and told each group what position to hold.

      Something rolled through the opening. I knew what it had to be and huddled tight to the ground.

      There was a flash-bang as the pineapple went off. One of the syndicate men screamed and grabbed his leg, a victim of a shrapnel fragment. He was the only one hit, and the rest knew to back away. The next grenade would roll in further.

      I jumped off the ground and headed toward the women. I kept one eye on the action that took place behind me. Right now, Korth and the other mobsters were too busy keeping the Irunians at bay to pay any attention to me. The entire compound was a mass of alarms, sirens, men shouting commands, and smoke. I reached the tractor they stood behind the moment another grenade went off. I didn’t bother to see what kind of damage it caused, since the gunfire from our side was still in progress.

      Zilpha had her naginata out and ready. Jenica held some low-caliber pistol, and I didn’t bother to ask her what it did or where it came from; right now, survival was the one thing in front of my mind. Rashina, as I expected, hid between the other two women. She had no comprehension of what was taking place.

      “We have to get out of here,” I told them. “We need to make a run through the dock out there to the Byzantium. If I can get us inside the starship, we won’t have to worry about protection. The Irunians want that ship and won’t do a thing to damage it.”

      “So you say!” Zilpha snapped back. “But from what I can see, the militia is still in control of it.” She pointed in the distance at the militia detachment that surrounded the starship. Although the officer in charge of it was still on the phone, I could tell the other militiamen were terrified. They didn't have that much in the way to defend it. None of them possessed anything more than carbines. If the Irunians attacked in force, they wouldn’t last 10 seconds.

      “They don’t expect a full assault on the ship,” I explained. “Those kids guarding it are green. I can talk my way past them and get inside. The rest of you will have to back me up.”

      I saw them stare at me and hesitate, but I didn’t have time to argue. A shell could fall near us at any second and turn us all to red mist. We had to get across that landing field to the Byzantium.

      “Are you with me?” I asked them in my solid and determined tone of voice. “You know I’ll never let you down!”

      I could see the change in their faces. They were scared, but they knew “The Fixer” was with them. Even Rashina looked a bit calmer. Good. Time to go.

      Problem was, these weren’t battle-hardened Janissaries that were ready to march into the face of the seven hells for the glory of the sultan. These were three scared women, only one of which had any kind of military training, and I wasn’t sure about her. If they were all at Jenica’s level, it would be different, but I had to play this one by experience. Which meant one thing.

      “We’ll join hands,” I told them. “I’ll be in the front. Jenica, I want you behind me. Relay anything you see to the others and send any command I make down the line. Stay with me, and we’ll come out of this alive.”

      It worked. In seconds, the women were in a line as we snaked our way through the ships parked on the landing field. I made sure that every time we travelled from one obstruction to the next, there was a clear barricade. I needed them between the Byzantium and the firefight at the Cinzar compound.

      I stopped once to have a look at the battle going on behind us. From what I could tell, the mobsters managed to hold back the attack on the compound long enough to frustrate the original plans of the Irunian military. The stupid thing was the Irunians might’ve put their hands on that ship had Vopalis gone with my original offer to set up a meeting between him and Korth. For some reason, he’d gone with another plan. There would be the devil to pay for all of this later, but I wasn’t concerned about it.

      From what I could tell, the Irunians were in control of the inner yard of the Cinzar loading area. Korth and the others had abandoned their positions when it became obvious the Irunians were packing major heat. There had to be 50 Irunian regulars milling around that yard. Soon, they’d turn their attention on the ultimate prize: The Byzantium.

      I manage to approach the militia officer by making an old peace sign I knew. The sight of three women who followed me helped too, despite Zilpha’s pig-sticker. He lowered his carbine as we approached.

      “You need to get the hell out of here!” he called to us. “The fucking Irunians are headed to this ship. They want it.”

      “Which is why I’m here,” I told him. “Best place to take cover until this all blows over. The Irunians won’t destroy it because they want the ship.”

      “Then, do what you want,” he told me. “Command says to abandon this position and try to make for the nearest post on the dock. I don’t know what’s so important about it, but the Irunians are in control of this part of the field and won’t negotiate with anyone. You can go inside it if you want, but I don’t think they’ll be happy to see you there once they arrive.”

      I noticed that the militiamen with him were all packed up and ready to move on. They wanted to get the hell out of there, and the sooner, the better. I saw one young man finger his carbine in a way that told me he didn’t have much experience with it. I didn’t envy this officer’s job if they were caught out in the open.

      “Is the ramp open?” I asked him. There was one that ran up to the side of the Byzantium. I could tell that it had been used recently by all the tools scattered around the lower platform. The engineers had fled when the fighting broke out at the Cinzar compound. Can’t say I blamed them.

      “It’s unlocked,” he informed. “I was supposed to lock it up, but, hell, the silver freaks will be through that lock in seconds when they get here. Go ahead and find a place to hide in there if you’re that determined.”

      He turned to his men. “All right lads, let’s hit the pavement; we’re going home for the day. Let the professionals have fun.” I could see the look of relief on the faces of his men as they moved off.

      I turned and looked up the ramp. At least, it was enclosed, and the Irunian regulars weren’t shooting at us. In the distance, I could hear sporadic gunfire. It was a mop-up operation over at Korth’s place. We had to move quickly.

      “Ladies," I announced., “we need to get inside this ship, now. According to the officer who took off with those kids, the door to the inside of it is unlocked.  Now, let’s get up there before we have to deal with more bullets in our faces!”

      I went in the rear, constantly checking my six as we all scampered up the enclosed staircase. I wanted to make sure we were up there and safe before the Irunian troops decided to capture the starship.

      In a matter of seconds, I was behind Rashina as she followed the other two women up the enclosed ramp and into the Byzantium. As the militiaman had told us, the door was unlocked. I made sure the other three women were inside before I entered. I then turned around and locked the door behind me.

      “Where to now?” Zilpha asked, her naginata held tight in one hand. For some reason, I found her sexy with that blade.

      “Just follow me,” I told them and headed back in the direction of the bridge. Although the Byzantium wasn’t powered up, it still had its emergency lights on, so we could see well enough. I listened for the steps of the women behind me to make sure we were all headed in the same direction.

      Soon, we were at the control room I’d entered with Drez. This was the same place where the crew had committed suicide rather than surrender to us, something I still didn’t understand. The engineers had cleaned up most of their work, and I didn’t see any wires or connectors dangling out of any of the panels on the walls.

      “So, this is the place,” Jenica committed. “How do you plan on getting it into orbit, provided the port authority even opens up the passage to the surface? Doesn’t it take a crew to fly one of these things?”

      “Relax," I told her. “Drez and I got this thing back in one piece. It’s easy enough to get it into orbit if you know how.”

      “And how is that?” Rashina asked.

      “I did it with the help of the AI that controls the operations of the ship,” I explained.

      “Not much chance of using it now,” Zilpha pointed out. “Seeing as how nothing works in this part of the ship.”

      She had me there. If the navigation and other systems wouldn’t power up, there was no way to use them. I pondered what to do.

      Two seconds later, the panels in the control room began to flash. Ten seconds after that, they all began to stabilize with indicator lights and portable screens projecting into space.

      “What happened?” Jenica asked, as confused as everyone else.

      The answer came a moment later.

      “Hello, Stefan,” the voice of Sothos the AI greeted me. “I’ve been waiting for you to come back. There was a group of people who tried to tear things up on the inside, but I managed to stop them. Did you wish to begin pre-launch procedures?”

      “Yes!" I shouted into the air. “I thought you had to have that quantum key to function?”

      “I did," it said, “until you came back. My operating instructions were to disregard all commands until you returned. Oh, may I call you by your birth name? I did learn it recently.”

      “Yes," I answered. And then, I had another thought. “You were built to only respond to me?”

      “No," Sothos corrected. “I was instructed to obey anyone with the key and whoever accompanied them. Is your friend coming along too?”

      “No,” I replied, “he’s no longer with us.”

      “I am sorry to hear that, Stefan,” the AI told me.

      “Can you open a line up to the traffic control?” I asked it. "We need to get out in a hurry.”

      “Yes, I can,” Sothos replied. “I would advise a quick exit; there is a large number of armed beings headed this way.”

      Sweet Mother Tara, save us, I thought. They’ll blow this ship apart rather than let it get away.

      “Get them on the line now!” I yelled at the AI. I turned to the women, “Strap yourselves  into the acceleration chairs! We’re leaving now!”

      As the women hurried to secure themselves, I waited for the call from traffic control. What I got was a young woman in a militia uniform. Her face filled a screen on a panel near me.

      “What the hell is going on down there?” she yelled. “We have reports of Irunian forces in the docks fighting with our people. Can you confirm?”

      “I can confirm there will be one blown-apart ship if you don’t open up the transit and let us get the hell out of here!” I shouted back to her image. “The Irunians want this ship, and they don’t care much who has to die for them to get it.”

      She hesitated for a minute before she made a judgement call. “I know you, Fixer. Last year, that bar. Hell, you took care of me, so it’s time for me to take care of you. The passage will be open.”

      I felt a shift in weight as the Byzantium began to move up to through the passage of the port to the surface. The AI didn’t let me see what kind of hell was in place on the ground, but I knew the militia would send the Irunians a counter-force the likes they never considered. The gravitational control of the starship took over as I strapped myself into the chair next to the women.

      “Where would you like me to go, Stefan?” Sothos asked me. “You might like to know there are five corvette class Irunian naval ships headed in our direction near the orbit of Nyx.”

      “Can you get us to a jump point quickly?” I asked the AI as my eyes tried to make sense of the data flying across the panels in front of me. “They’ll fry us the moment they come in range.”

      “Jump point not needed,” the AI replied. “Tell me where you want to go.”

      No jump point needed? Could this be the reason everyone wanted this ship? Could it go from point A to point B anywhere in the known galaxy without a portal?

      “Somewhere safe, where we don’t have to worry about attack ships!” I yelled.

      “As you wish, Stefan,” it spoke again. “I will search for a place, but I will first need to get us out of the range of this fleet. Can your people help with gun emplacements?”

      “I can do it!” Jenica yelled to me.

      “It’s all yours!” I called out.

      “Prepare for immediate acceleration,” the AI warned us.

      We were all slammed to back of our chairs as the plasma drives fired.
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      We came out of temporal freeze a few hours later. The AI managed to keep the four of us frozen in time long enough for the Byzantium to out-run most of the Irunian corvettes.

      I brought myself up to speed on our situation as I staggered up from the chair and looked at the nearest screen. From what I could tell, we had an entire task force on our tail. The Irunian military wasn’t about to let the Byzantium slip out of its hand again.

      “Jenica!" I yelled back to the women behind me. “We are about to have some hot play out there. I hope you can make good on your claim about the gun emplacements.”

      She stood up and looked at an operational screen that materialized in front of her. “This system is a bit… different,” she admitted. “Not at all like what I trained on, but I should be able to keep them at bay. For a while.” I could see the concern in the fine fur on her catlike features.

      I found out later that Korth had held out as long as possible defending his compound. He and his boys managed to take out the first wave of Irunian regulars from their position on top of the ramparts. Then, the Irunian military brought a wall mortar in by way of a milk truck after the emergency crew finished with the cleanup from the marine truck’s collision with the wall.

      The Irunian military had monitored the marines ever since they attempted to take us outside of the bookstore. They assumed it would be an easy snatch-and-grab, as we didn’t have any reserves of our own waiting the background. The Irunians thought we were part of some deep cover operation designed to lure their activities out into the open. When it became obvious we were on our own, they panicked and told the marines to give pursuit in the truck. It was an older model. The brakes failed on the truck right when the steel doors closed behind the damaged hovercraft. The old truck managed to hit the gate at its full speed.

      This prompted an all-out crisis inside the legation that the military didn’t even attempt to hide. Some higher-up decided ignore the locals and act as if the empire already had control over the asteroid. By the time the Nyx militia figured it out, the Irunians were in command of the lower docks.

      Korth and his people fought like hellhounds for another three hours against the Irunians. What I’d spotted as I made my way to the Byzantium was not a mop-up but a thrust by the second wave of regulars to find out what kind of weaponry Korth had stashed inside the warehouse yard. The doors were jammed open from where the mortar shell hit, but only one soldier could enter at a time. What I didn’t see was what happened when the Irunians left the yard and began to make their way toward the landing field.

      Korth, and the others with him, opened with a fusillade from the inside the compound and massacred the Irunian troops who were caught out in the open. Before they managed to regroup, the Irunians lost over half of the force that went through the opening. No more troops tried to take the compound that way, since they could only enter one at a time. All that the mobsters had to do was concentrate their fire on whoever came through that space. It wasn’t until several hours later, when the mortar shells began to fall inside the yard, that Korth and company decided to abandon their position.

      By that time, The Fathers of Nyx Station were in turmoil up on the surface. They had no idea what was going on inside the Irunian legation. No one had kept count on how many troops were stationed inside the legation given over to the Irunian Empire. While the Nyx Senate met in an emergency session, an entire battle raged in the lower levels.

      The Irunians usually weren’t too concerned with the locals; they simply insisted that they stay the fuck out of the way of Her Imperial Majesty’s army. And most of the people who earned their living on the station were content to go back home and let it blow over. There’d been plenty of trouble down there before with labor unrest and strikes.

      But this time, it turned into the Nyx inhabitants versus the invaders. Irunian troop transporters roared out of the legation and made their way toward the docks. The first 10 our so went out without issue, but things changed quickly afterward. Barricades went up in the streets, and the Irunians were slowed by piles of junk and trash. The action wasn’t enough to stop most of the transporters, but it did slow them down. The entire operation was supposed to capture the Byzantium in 15 minutes. Instead, the Irunians were forced to watch the starship leave the asteroid while they were in the middle of a street battle.

      At one point, an officer with the Nyx Militia walked up to an Irunian officer and demanded he surrender his weapons on the grounds that his troops were there “in violation of standard treaties and agreements.” The Irunian officer informed his Nyx equivalent that an entire swarm of the Imperial Irunian Navy was in position around Nyx and would rip it apart if one more Irunian national met his or her death. That’s when te fighting stopped.

      None of this helped our situation on the Byzantium. I still knew very little about the origin of this ship and was forced to follow the AI’s lead on how to operate it. In most cases, you would have a full staff and crew behind the operation of the ship, but, right now, there were only the four of us. And two of us had never been on the starship before. Not that I could count on Rashina either;  she was still suffering from the effects of the brain leech.

      “I think I got it figured out,” Jenica called out to me from in front of one the screens. “This part controls the targeting system. This handles the avionics. And this takes care of the ammunition feed. There’re two more sections that deal with lasers and another one for the particle beam. I’m not sure about the counter-measures; I think they might be run by a different section of the frame.”

      I turned to Zilpha. “Any insight on your end?” I asked her.

      “Not really my area of expertise," she said, "but some of this does make sense if you understand basic astrology. I’m seeing a lot of different ways to navigate the starship to where we want it to go.”

      “Are you trying to tell me it navigates like some kind of horoscope? By predicting the future?” I asked, as I walked over to have a closer look.

      “Not exactly,” she said, one blue finger aimed at a cluster of stars on the screen. “See this? It’s the crab nebula from a different view, probably the original zodiac from Old Earth. Someone designed this thing with Terra in mind.”

      I looked at what she pointed at on the screen but soon gave up. There was a lot more to this ship than I’d ever thought. Originally, I didn’t care. Boost it, get paid, and go on to another job. Now, I was in a pickle and had to find some way to get out.

      I walked over to Rashina, who was starting at a screen that had appeared before her minutes ago. “Anything you can tell me?” I questioned. “I don’t expect you to remember much about your voyage in this thing.”

      “A bit," she told me. "This is the propulsion system. It uses a basic cesium tank unit to generate plasma from the thermonuclear bottle gap, but nothing like you’d find in a commercial starship or even standard military ones. I’m still trying to sort out the jump configuration.”

      “I didn’t realize you knew so much about starship engines,” I told her.

      “Neither did I until a few minutes ago,” Rashina responded.

      “There is a message coming in from the lead corvette,” Sothos broadcast to us from within the bridge. “Would you like to receive it? I can put him in on the 3D visual so that you and your companions can converse with them.”

      I looked up from the latest panel and turned to nowhere in particular. If the Irunians wanted something from us, they had no need to “converse” with us. I wasn’t close enough to a jump point to make our way out of the current location. But maybe this conversation would buy us some time for the ship to exit the system on its own.

      “Bring him up,” I instructed it. “Let’s see if there is some way we can delay his ships from reaching us.

      There was a pop, and the head of an Irunian officer materialized in the room. The women stopped what they were doing to watch. These kinds of transmissions were rare and only took place between planets where there was more power to be had from solar energy than what you could get planetside.

      It was the same damn officer who’d given Drez and me so much trouble before. “Hello, Commander Peshawar.”

      “Good day, Mr. Fixer,” he said. “You don’t mind if I call you that, do you? I understand it’s a title people bestowed on you.” I saw him grin a bit.

      “No, I don’t," I snapped back. I didn’t want the women to see me angry, but I had a difficult time controlling myself with Peshawar’s face in front of me.

      “I had a feeling we’d meet again,” he gloated. “You really are out of options, my good man. We have your ship surrounded on all points. I’m sure my government will find a way to compensate you if you agree to turn this starship over. Nice move back on Nyx, by the way. You left our people down there furious.”

      “No deal, Commander Peshawar,” I told him. “I’ll give you 30 seconds to pull back before I have to assume you’re making hostile threats. This part of interplanetary space is supposed to be neutral territory according to the Treaty of Westies. This conversation is over.” The face faded away.

      “What do we have?” I asked Sothos. “What’s the best point to get out of their cordon?”

      The AI displayed some points and figures. It gave the probability of breakthrough for each and how much time it would take us to get out.

      When I heard one I liked, I turned to the women. “Think you can follow those instructions?” They nodded.

      “Engage!” I ordered the AI.

      “Make sure you have something secure to hold onto,” Sothos instructed. “I can’t control the forces inside the ship very well.”

      I hit the floor with the others as the Byzantium went on the offensive and blew through the formation of the Irunian swarm. I don’t think they expected much from the starship. Interstellar ships of this size aren’t supposed to be able to maneuver with such grace, and the Byzantium tore through the swarm faster than they could regroup.

      We blasted the nearest corvette when the Byzantium made its initial run. By then, I was strapped in with the others. Sothos was able to get the internal gravity under control just long enough for us to get back into our acceleration chairs.

      I felt the rumble from the plasma engines as it pushed us at critical distance from the corvette when the Irunian vessel tried to engage. From her chair, Jenica managed to guide three Komet missiles right to its center, which cracked the corvette wide open while we hurled past. The particle beam it attempted to train on us never fired. I watched the corvette break apart in one of the rear screens as we continued out of the swarm’s reach. Now, the Byzantium was out of range.

      My only regret was that prick of a commander was in another ship when we blew up the corvette. I wasn’t privy to the communications between his units, but I’m certain he was furious to see us slip out of his grasp at the last minute.

      Sothos kept our acceleration up until we were well outside of firing range of the rest of the assault group. I watched them vanish on the rear screens, but Peshawar and I both knew the relative position of each other’s ships. All he needed to do was play catch-up when he could assemble his ships. Sothos would eventually have to shut our engines down to keep them from overheating.

      But when the AI eased off the thrust, we were far enough away not to worry about the fleet reaching us for another two hours. Thankfully, Peshawar’s attack group would need plenty of time to regroup and come up with another plan to catch and capture the Byzantium.

      I stood up and looked at the nearest screen. It had a small visual display of the Irunian task force and the distance it was from us. I felt relieved but knew they’d come for us sooner rather than later.

      “Is that over?” Zilpha asked me as she wobbled over to the panel. “Please tell me we got away.”

      “We got away,” I informed her, “but this is far from over.”

      “They’ll risk that many ships to catch this one?” Jenica asked me as she took careful steps.

      “Whatever it is about this ship,” I answered, “It’s important enough for the Irunian Empire to risk war over it. When the rest of the systems find out what happened back down on the station, they’ll start arming for battle. This shit could get very serious very quickly.”

      “We were in the process of talking about a clear path to someplace outside of the empire’s control,” I reminded Sothos. “Do you have any decent information on where we’re headed?”

      “The information is not confirmed,” it told me.

      “Why is that?” I demanded. “How is it that you know where to take us, yet you lack any good intelligence about it?"

      It’s hard to appear in control when you’re arguing with an AI. Since they don’t have physical forms, you can’t face them as you would a tangible being and make demands. The best you can do is look stern and stare up at the ceiling. I noticed the women looking in different directions as I talked to it. Hard to give up the idea that the thing you’re addressing is in one specific location.

      “The areas were scouted by an exploration probe from the Denleb Federation,” Sothos explained. “They were unable to send a follow-up probe to confirm the information it sent back. The probe itself ceased to function after the initial transmission. Therefore, we have no way to know what exactly is on the other side of the nebula that divides it from the rest of known space. However, the data sent back showed an inhabitable planet.”

      “And this is the place where you recommend we go?” I asked. Best to get a confirmation.

      “It’s the only place you should go,” The AI responded. “I can’t find a suitable destination anywhere else in my memory. Every other location is already known to the sentient races. I recommend that you take this location because it’s the only one safe enough in your current situation.”

      “And what makes it unique?” I demanded.

      “As I said, it’s known, but no one has reached it yet,” The AI responded. “At least, no one who’s left a record.”

      “And why not some other place that no one else has visited?” Zilpha asked it. “There must be an infinite number of places that we could reach by passing through a jump point.”

      Sothos paused, as if it didn’t know how to answer that question. “There are,” it finally agreed. “But where to go if you do that? Once you end up in a distant spot in space, you must find your way to some place that is inhabited. Do you want to take a chance of reaching one of those on your own? I have 567 locations that are probable for life support, but none have been explored. If we try one of them, and it’s not suitable for carbon-based life, then what? You will eventually run out of points to reach. The plasma engines won’t take you far in normal space.”

      “Which means a jump back to where we started,” Jenica concluded.

      “Well," the AI said with a pause, “not in your case.”

      “What do you mean?" I asked it. “Of course, we have to make a jump back to the origin point. There is no other way to cross the void.” Maybe it did have a way to send us across the galaxy on our own.

      “In your case, there is,” Sothos explained. “Have you not figured it out? This is the whole reason the Irunian Empire wants the Byzantium. It’s the technology they have tried to acquire for such a long time. With it, you can go to any point in the universe from where you are now. There are no limitations.”

      “Is this true?” I asked Rashina. "This is what your people wanted to keep them from discovering? This is the Angelika technology you couldn’t remember?”

      She walked over to one of the panels. “It’s true,” Rashina confessed to us, “There’s not a lot coming back to me, but I remember some of it. I can barely recall where the activation system is on this ship.” She walked over to another panel and looked at it.

      “So, I was the key that you needed to turn on the systems,” I spoke to Sothos. “And Rashina was the holder of the portal technology.”

      Portal technology without a jump point was the goal for generations. For centuries, engineers and scientists from all over the galaxy had tried to find a way to allow a starship to cross the vast reaches of space without using a singularity jump point. There were only so many jump points in the galaxy, and they worked as stations that the vast ships of interstellar commerce used to travel from one spot to the next. They were the first thing seized by the aggressor when war broke out, and the first thing guarded by the defender. By current treaties, all were supposed to be open to travel, even if the local governments made certain to garrison them, just in case. There were no restrictions on how many ships could port through at a time, as the jump points didn’t work by the standard laws of physics.

      “The hyper-drive,” Zilpha concluded. “This is the first starship to come equipped with its own hyper-drive. Why isn’t it listed anywhere on the controls?” She began to look the panels over in earnest.

      “Because it needs the one person who’s been trained all her life to operate it,” I announced. “The hyper-drive is beyond any kind of technology we know. It doesn’t work with standard controls. There is only one person who can operate it, and she does it from her mind. Fuck, no wonder everyone wants this ship.”

      “And I’m the only one who can do it,” Rashina spoke. “The Byzantium won’t make the passage unless I guide it through the void. This isn’t like those jump points. I have to remain aware while the Byzantium travels to its destination.” She walked over to the nearest wall, placed her hand on it, and closed her eyes.

      “I have some more unfortunate news,” Sothos spoke. “The Irunian task force will be here in the next five minutes.”

      “Fuck!” I exclaimed. “Already? Those bastards are sharp.”

      “It appears their commander had a contingency plan if we broke through the formation,” Sothos informed me. “He’s acted on it, and they are nearly here. We’ll be in targeting range in two minutes at current projected rates. Oops, make that one minute; they’ve dispatched four Invader missiles with nuclear warheads.”

      “I thought they wanted to take the Byzantium intact!” Zilpha snapped.

      “Guess they’re going to plan B,” Jenica replied. “They’ll destroy the ship to keep anyone else from having it."

      “Rashina," I said, “can you get us to safety? I don’t think we’ll be able to survive another encounter. We don’t have much time.”

      Rashina, her eyes still closed, smiled. “Oh, here it is,” she sighed. “So obvious. Why didn’t I see it before? Yes, I can do this. The coordinates check out too. Strap yourselves back in; we are about to leave. Need to do that before the bad bombs get here.”

      “Aren’t you going to strap in too?” I asked her as I tightened myself in. The other two women were already secure.

      “I don’t have to,” she explained. “I get to fly the ship. Are you ready, Sothos?”

      “Affirmative,” it spoke. “Missiles are closing in fast. Oh, dear, they just detonated the warheads. We’re not in an atmosphere, so the radius of the blast zone will be small. Hmmm, seems like the warheads are designated to create an intense burst of gamma rays that will disable my circuitry. Must be their plan: kill everything on the inside and capture the ship intact.”

      I watched the sides of the starship glow as they became transparent. Rashina held her head back and dropped her clothing. She stood naked on the bridge, her wings spread wide. I’d assumed those wings weren’t functional, but, in her case, they appeared to have to do with the hyper-drive. Through the transparent walls of the starship, I saw the glitter of the gamma radiation as it flowed in our direction. The missiles were built with shape charges that would concentrate the radiation on us. No reason to send it back toward the Irunian task group.

      “Do you see this?” I asked Zilpha, who was strapped in next to me. “Do you see the ship turning clear too?”

      “Yes, I do,” she responded in wonder. “What about you Jenica?”

      “It’s beautiful,” the Felinx answered. “I’ve never seen anything like this. Are we going to die?”

      “Not if I can prevent it,” Rashina vowed, her hands spread out. “Let’s get this thing to where we want to go.”

      The entire ship became one crystal object with the stars visible through the walls. I saw the electronic components and the inner parts of the Byzantium. The glitter of the gamma radiation spread in our direction.

      But there was something else. Someone else, actually.

      Next to Rashina stood a man in an ancient sailor’s uniform. I’d seen pictures of old sailors in books but never in real life. He wore blue and had a cap on his head. He was pale, almost as pale as an Irunian, but his skin glowed. In front of him was a large wheel. Next to the wheel was a handle mounted to a large dial.

      “You’re Sothos,” I concluded.

      “Like this version?” it asked me. “I plan on keeping it for the voyage.” Sothos turned to Rashina. “Permission to take her out, Captain?”

      “Full speed ahead!” Rashina ordered and pointed one slender finger away from us.

      “Aye, aye, Skipper,” Sothos confirmed. “Full speed ahead!”

      The sailor pulled the handle down, and we began our voyage across the galaxy.
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      Nyx Station adapted quick to the usurpation of power by the Irunian Empire.

      The Irunians didn’t want their presence to become too noticed by the population. The day after the Byzantium escaped from the task force, a small delegation met with the central council of the Fathers and made it quite clear what was to be expected in the future. The senate could meet whenever it wanted, but all actions would be overseen by the new military viceroy assigned to Nyx. They didn’t want to make a big deal out of their occupation, as that would set off alarms in all the other system governments in the sector. Better to be effective and let the locals continue as before but with oversight. Besides, it wouldn’t matter much when they used Nyx for what they had in mind...

      The only thing anyone noticed right away was the legation. Down went the Nyx side of the security around it, to be replaced by official Irunian guards. There was still a line outside it every morning for people who wanted to go in to work or make deliveries, but there were no vendors selling wares from card tables along the pathway. The Irunians wanted them gone immediately. Too many possibilities for criminal elements to spy on their goings-on inside.

      Likewise, Irunian ships were no longer challenged when they entered Nyx territory. They had first pick of any landing field placements, and no customs officials from Nyx would visit them anymore.

      The empire demoted several naval officers once we left their grasp and assigned them to lesser postings. An entire team of military experts was dispatched from their homeworld to search the last location of the Byzantium. Every Irunian on the task force was interviewed to find out what had happened. There were countless classified reports issued over the disappearance of the starship. Officially, we were listed as KIA, although not one piece of metal was identified from the Byzantium.

      Another team was dispatched to find out what had happened, but little was said about them. This new team had a special place in the empress’ heart. It was a group she trusted and her officers feared.

      The general staff was furious the starship escaped. It proved to them that a technology existed that would enable them to travel across the galaxy without having to use jump points. If only they could possess it.

      But there was nothing they could do other than issue a reward for any information about the four of us, despite our official “deaths.”

      Seven days after we left the vicinity of Nyx Station, there was an important meeting held at the legation. Representatives from the Fathers were summoned, plus the syndicates not involved in the shoot-out at the Cinzar compound, as well as some of the businesses near the docks. The Cinzar family import-export company was now in the hands of the Irunian military, as was the casino and every other business Boss Korth ran out of that building. The conference was sponsored by the Irunian military, but everyone knew someone else was behind it. At the time, no one native to Nyx wanted to openly speculate who that might be. New money was flushed into the docks, and they wanted informers who would relay certain kinds of information to the Irunian occupational government.

      The meeting took place in the tallest building in the former legation, now a government sector. It was on the top floor that day. In the conference room set aside for it, a door opened to admit the military officers from the Irunian Empire. They were followed by some members of the Nyx Militia, who knew their place in the New Order. They sat down at the far end of the table. The next group who filed in were the representatives from the Fathers, followed by business leaders, and a few delegates from the trade unions.

      They all managed to seat themselves with little issue. Other than the Irunian military officials in the back, everyone seemed uncomfortable. All were summoned to the meeting on short notice, and it was made clear by the wording on the letters, hand delivered by Irunian couriers, that no absences would be tolerated. This was not something anyone was used to, but it was made clear that they would learn to adjust. Or they would if they wanted to continue to thrive as a colony of the Irunian Empire.

      Everyone was on time, and many were early that day. Coffee and doughnuts were served and none of the meeting attendees had any reason to go hungry or thirsty.

      Five minutes after the meeting was supposed to begin, the door to the conference room opened again.

      Two guards entered from the Irunian Shore Patrol walked in and checked to make sure there were no recording devices and that the window shades were drawn. Satisfied, they left the room and went back outside.

      The other attendees looked at each other in confusion, sighed, and waited for the guest of honor. Formalities had to be obeyed.

      The next time the doors opened, a green Amazon entered the room by herself. This was the woman I’d known as Dentata.

      She wore a gown that highlighted her tall, slim figure. The Amazon entered the room and sat down at an empty seat toward the front of the table. The letters mentioned that the head of the table and six seats on either side were to be left open. The invitation also suggested where each invitee should sit. The people at the table understood the suggestion to be a command and had seated themselves accordingly.

      Behind Dentata, a line of green Amazons entered the room, each as elegantly dressed as she was, and each tall and noble in their bearing. The floor was carpeted, or their heels would have clacked like a train crossing an intersection as they entered the room. Each found a chair near the head of the table and seated themselves. None of the Amazons had any paperwork or folders with them. Once seated, they looked to the door, which was closed the moment they entered the room.

      The door opened one more time, and a green Amazon who was taller and older than the others entered the room. The seated Amazons stood up when she entered, and the rest of the conference attendees took the hint and did likewise.

      The Amazon Grand Dame seated herself at the head of the table and motioned for everyone else to sit. There was the soft sound of many chairs shoved under the table.

      She didn’t say anything for a while. The head Amazon held a file folder with her and shuffled through some papers. When she found what she wanted, she handed several sheets to the women on each side of her.

      Witnesses to the event would later compare it to some court held on a distant world with a monarchy. They were all in the court of the emerald queen. No one really knew what to do or say, but none of the attendees wanted to risk an error and say something wrong. The smell of tension was in the air.

      She continued to shuffle through the paperwork and kept the attendees waiting. A few of the people earned a look of anger from her when they coughed. This was not going to be a discussion of any type. This would be a list of commands.

      Finally, the Amazon matriarch began the meeting by slamming her massive fist down on the table. Cups of coffee and water spilled, which prompted many hands with napkins to clean them up.

      She stood up halfway with her hands on the desk and glared at the audience. “Who is responsible for this fuck-up?" she roared. Her voice was deep and resonated through the room.

      Everyone shuddered. They all knew who she was, although no one would admit it.

      “You let that goddamn starship Byzantium get away!” she continued to yell, her eyes flashing green. One manicured finger pointed in the direction of the Irunian military delegation.

      “One fugitive and his fucking girlfriends walked off with that ship, and you did nothing to stop them!” she yelled again. “I should have the lot of you executed for dereliction of duty! You’ve grown weak from beating up farmers over tax revenue! Maybe it’s time I have the local staff sent to a planet where the people don’t care much for Irunian authority. How would you all like that? I’m told the Slocum world is very nice this year. There were only six dozen troopers killed in a grenade attack last week. I’m sure you’ll find it a great vacation spot!”

      “But, General,” one of the Irunian officers attempted, “the task force had it cordoned off when the starship made an unexpected run! We were told not to damage the ship.”

      “Your boys caught up with it later!” she screamed. "In record time. And it still escaped!”

      “They found a way to activate the hyper-drive!” another officer protested.

      “Which you were supposed to prevent from happening! That Angelika girl took up with that clod Stefan and his women? How could you have been so stupid?”

      “No one even knew who she was,” a voice spoke from the militia side of the table. “Had your finest told us why she was wanted, this situation would never have come about.”

      “Not your concern!” the Amazon snapped at him as she sat back down.

      “I wanted you all here so that I could see the assholes who made this mess,” she thundered. “The goddamn empress was on the phone with me last night. I had to assure her everything was proceeding according to plan. I had to lie to the empress! I don’t like it when I’m forced to tell falsehoods. I don’t like it when the brawn and the brains can’t pull off a simple operation. I should have the lot of you court martialed!”

      She sat there and fumed at them. Finally, one of the senior officers from the Irunian military raised his hand again.

      “What?" the green Amazon snapped at him.

      “General, I would like to point out that we don’t know how the Byzantium vanished,” he mentioned. “We assume it used the hyper-drive that was supposedly built into its system. But, as it’s been pointed out already, the Angelika woman was only known to have access to advanced technology. We don’t know if she brought it with her into that starship.”

      “Would you get to the point?” the green woman demanded. “I have to make a phone call this afternoon to the empress. She’s going to demand more answers, and I don’t want to feed her more lies. That’s the fastest way to get sent a revolver with one bullet.”

      A shudder went through the room. It was common for a military official who messed up a mission to take his or her own life later. In fact, the empress wasn’t above sending a disgraced officer a gentle reminder, by way of a loaded gun, to do everyone a favor.

      “What I want to say,” he continued, “is that the ship could’ve been destroyed by the missiles. They were close enough in range, although the blast generated was supposed to create gamma rays. If close enough, the Byzantium might’ve been vaporized. Space is big, and it’s not easy to find evidence of what happened after a multi-nuclear explosion. Or perhaps there was a wormhole out there we didn’t know about. Either possibility could be presented to Her Imperial Majesty.” He folded his hands on the table.

      The Amazon stared at him for a full 30 seconds. “Out of here!” she screamed in his direction. “All of you with the military! I want you out of my sight! I’ll decide what to do with you later!”

      The entire rear section of the table got up and filed out of the conference room as quietly as they could. The green Amazon sat with her arms crossed in front of her and fumed until they were all gone. It wasn’t until the last one left, and closed the door behind him, that she seemed to relax.

      Suddenly, a thought seemed to come to her. “Where the hell is that fucking Boss Korth?” she demanded as she looked at the trades section of the conference table. “Why isn’t his horned head in this room?”

      “Uh, General, ma’am," one of the syndicate men spoke, “I meant to tell you about that....”

      “Yes?” the Amazon general snapped again. By now, her staff was calm and sat stiff-necked at their places. It was obvious that today wasn’t unusual for them.

      “Did you have something to say?” she demanded.

      “About Korth,” the syndicate leader spoke, his words pronounced with great care. “He disappeared after the firefight with your boys down by the docks. We haven’t seen him, his goons, or any of the men with him since that whole thing erupted the other day. Honestly, we’ve tried to find him, but he’s keeping himself scarce.” The water cup he held shook visibly.

      “So, what you’re telling me,” the Amazon spoke slow and with great care, “is that the one connection we have down on the docks to the man who took off with that starship is gone? You mean none of you can find the only member of his race on this miserable hunk of rock?”

      “General?” a voice called out from the opposite side of the table. It was a captain of the Nyx Militia. He’d been around a long time.

      “Yes?" she turned her attention to him. “What excuse do you have? Aren’t you the ones who are supposed to keep order down in these disgusting levels?”

      “We’ve searched the remains of the battle and couldn’t find a thing,” he answered. “Or we tried to, before your troops appeared. I’ve got my people out on the street asking around, but this asteroid has a million places he could hide if he wants to keep out of sight. We’ve even posted reward notices for any information, but, so far, nothing’s come up. But with the money your people are pushing around and our contacts, we’ll have him soon enough. You need to give us time.”

      “Time?" she asked. “You want more time when that ship is so crucial to the empire? Don’t you realize I was pulled away from a hot zone on Steelhause just to deal with this mess? The longer I’m here with my staff, the more of Her Majesty’s men will die on that miserable planet. A planet, I would like to remind you, that is far more important to her than this chunk of iron ore.”

      “We’re working on it," the militia officer reiterated.

      “Useless," she said to the table. "All of you are a waste of time. Now, get the hell out of my sight! All of you!"

      At the exact same time, another meeting took place not far away on the same lower level. It was not known to most of the inhabitants of Nyx Station. The location was known only to a select group of Nyx movers and shakers, those who made the lower levels function. It was a place that many of the locals heard about, a place that was supposed to be the stuff of legends. It was the Cave of Justice, where affairs were handled that the local mobsters, business leaders, and guilds didn’t want to reach the upper levels. It was a place where agreements were sealed in blood and sentences were passed on interlopers. And, right then, it was the scene of a rare conference.

      Only three times in recent memory had a meeting of this caliber taken place. There was the incident of Signus, when a doomsday cult tried to establish itself near the docks. There were the territorial judgements, when the expansion of the docks created interest conflicts between the guilds and the syndicates. And finally, there was the time a decision was made to eliminate an investigator from the surface who was a bit too close to discovering how the power was really distributed on the lower levels.

      The conference table was a large slab of stone, ground out during the first phase of the station’s construction. Korth sat there with the mobsters who’d been present during the conflict at his import-export business. Near them were representatives from the guilds and unions, business leaders, and even militia members. Except for the complete absence of the Irunian military, it mirrored the meeting taking place in the former legation. Except for Korth and the mobsters with him att the time of the shoot-out, none of the other representatives were official members of the lower level elite. They had, however, been given the authority to make decisions for those they represented.

      “I guess we’re all here,” Korth finally said after the last delegate shuffled into the meeting. Each being was allowed one assistant only, and each had a guard posted at the entrance. Not once in the history of the station had gunfire erupted from inside the cavern. Nor had anyone dared to attack a meeting held there once it was in progress.

      Korth turned and looked at the sole Irunian at the table. “You, I don’t know,” he said to the man.

      “Garth Trankar," he replied. “I’m filling in for my uncle because the military police picked him up last night.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Korth replied. “He’s a good ghee, would hate to hear anything bad had happened to him. Keep us posted, and I’ll see if any of my boys know anyone who can help.”

      “Thanks," the man said, “but I don’t look for him to come home soon.”

      “Which is why we had to call this meeting,” Korth pointed out. “Things are out of control, and we have to figure out what to do about it. Sergeant, why don’t you bring us up to date?”

      A woman in her forties, who wore a militia uniform, began to speak from memory. It was considered bad form to bring any writing utensils into the cavern and recording devices were strictly forbidden.

      “As of today,” she began, “the station is until the control of the Irunian Empire. There’s an entire swarm in orbit around the station that’s monitoring traffic in and out of it. We have no say in who they stop or refuse to grant landing permission. The senate is in recess and will stay that way for the foreseeable future. There’s Irunian military at every major point on the station. They’re trying to keep it quiet so as not to piss off the other systems, but it won’t last. My guess is that they plan to formally annex the station in less than a year.”

      “And all of this was brought about by them losing the Byzantium,” a guild member brought up.

      “Part of it,” Korth corrected. “I think they had this in the works for a long time.” He looked at a senator’s aide from the upper levels and stared. “This is why I never could understand why you allowed them to build that legation in the first place.”

      “We wouldn’t be in this shit if you hadn’t paid your goons to snatch that ship and bring it back,” the aide countered. That point was on many of people’s minds.

      “Let’s not start arguing,” another member of the council spoke up. She was a dockworker tied in with a labor union. “It does none of us any good to start pointing fingers.”

      The tension in the air decreased a bit, and Korth turned his attention to the crowd at the table.

      “You’re right,” he sighed. “This doesn’t accomplish a thing. Anyone have some information on the big green women?” He turned to look at people gathered around him.

      “I know where they come from,” a doctor spoke up at one end of the table. “Mariposa. I have no idea why they’re here. Anyone?”

      “Part of the Imperial Military Staff,” the militia sergeant spoke. “The tall woman we’ve seen. I mean the one who’s taller and bigger than the others. She oversees this whole occupation, believe it or not. She arrived yesterday. We think she’s got something to do with the disappearance of the Byzantium. She’s an expert in counter-insurgency, so that means the empire wants to keep us around for a while. My guess is that she’ll be here until they find out what happened to the starship or a revolution kicks off. I don’t see why else they would send her.”

      “This broad got a name?” Korth asked.

      The sergeant glared back at him.

      “Sorry," he apologized. “That big green bitch have a name?’

      “Melanie Bergmuliton Astropdofus,” a voice answered. It was a sanitation worker with one of the many government agencies. This time, a real one and in his 40s, not like the undercover Irunians who had chased me and the girls to Korth’s compound. This guy wasn’t the type of person you’d expect working for a resistance movement. That made him the perfect person to send to this meeting.

      “She and those other green women took over the top of the trade delegation office the moment they arrived,” he continued. “I was told they pushed out the office workers who were up there. Seems one of them was already here, disguised as secretary or something. Sounds like they had this in the planning stages for a long time.”

      There was a bit of silence as everyone tried to figure out what to do next. In the background, the steady thump of a compressor could be heard. The air in the cavern was cold and moist.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me,” Korth spoke again. “They’ve thought about this for a long time. The ship was the justification, but they’ve wanted Nyx for a while. I don’t know about the rest of youse, but I don’t plan on letting them have this place.”

      “Not a lot we can do about stopping them,” one of the other mob bosses complained. “They’ve got an entire fleet over us. What do we have?” He looked down at the table.

      “We got Nyx,” Korth pointed out. “They’re only here so long as we allow them to be here. I say we let them play their games for a while before we act. Besides, I know a few things about them that we can use. Those green women aren’t so tough. Not as tough as they’d like to think.”

      “Care to share your information with the rest of us?” the doctor asked again.

      “I will when I have all I need,’ Korth affirmed. “It’s good information, and I don’t want it to escape until I’m ready. Next, how do we prepare if they plan on staying here for more than a few months? I’m bringing this up because that seems like their plan.”

      “We’ve got some guns that will work inside the station,” another boss volunteered. “We had several loads of Mussher 550s ready to ship over to Aruga, but that deal isn’t going to go through since the empire announced it will check all outbound shipments. We got them stashed pretty good, but they might come in handy if the jackbooters decide they want to stay here too long.”

      “Won’t do us a lot of good if they control the orbital space,” Korth pointed out. "We can take all levels, and they can still rip open the whole station with a few solar bombs. Anyone been in contact with the other systems?”

      “I have," a lone voice called out.

      This time, it was Pops. No one noticed him as he shuffled into the meeting. As Pops was the major gunrunner on the station, he had to be there for the meeting. And Pops had contacts all over the known galaxy.

      “We can forget about any help from that tinhorn despot, the Maharajah,” he said. “He knows about the empire taking over the station, and it scared the shit out of him. He’s already building up his own palace guard in case they decide that his territory will look good on their map. Won’t do him a bit of good, though. He’ll never be able to hire enough mercenaries to keep them away. Hell, his hired help will run for it the first time the empire makes planetfall. Can’t say I’ll blame them when it happens.”

      “So, what do you think we should do, Pops?” Korth asked. “You’re one of the few people around here who knows much about the empire.”

      “I say you find out where that starship went,” he responded. “It’s the only thing they fear at the moment.”
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      I was back on campaign with the sultan’s army.

      This time, we were supposed to take a hill that was defended by a local garrison. The defenders were a bunch of louts, but they’d been a pain in our asses for the better part of the week. The plan was for my company to get through that garrison and link up with the regular troops on the other side. It was a dirty job, the kind we Janissaries specialized in doing.

      As one of the senior non-commissioned men, I was in on the battle plan. We were in a tent in the middle of a grassy plain. It was the third day of rain, but the sky was clear today for a change. I looked across from the ground and saw the bashir with his chart. He lived for moments like today.

      All of us sat on the ground and tried to keep our asses dry. That’s not easy to do with the leftover rain dripping down from the tent canopy and making pools on the inside. Somehow, the four of us, all NCO’s, managed to do it.

      “You see this fucking garrison,” the bashir told us as he drew a picture of it on a board. The man was no artist, for sure, but he could make his point across with stick figures if necessary.

      “This is the blockhouse the damn rebels want to use to keep us out,” he described. “We could go around it, but that would allow them to come up on our rear. Can’t have those kafire scumbags ready to knife us in the back when we go for the rest of the town. And they’ll do that too. Right as you sleep. Nope, not going to happen.”

      “You can’t take it out from orbit?” I asked him. “Rod the thing from the sky?”

      “Did I open the goddamn floor for suggestions?” he asked. “Shut the fuck up until I finish.”

      I closed my mouth.

      “To answer your question,” he went on, “rodding the blockhouse might work, but it’s too small for an accurate strike. Might work on the town, but we want that intact. So, you scumbags get to flush them out.”

      This was the last objective for us before we were supposed to swarm into the city and take it. No one wanted this operation to drag out any further than it had already. Take out the garrison and then, the pathway would be wide open for our mechanized infantry in the rear. They were waiting for us to do our magic and open the way. We’d already lost half our numbers from enemy fire, and no one was in the mood to give mercy. And then, the final clincher.

      “I don’t have to tell you men that any of those rebels left inside that blockhouse means a dead Janissary down the road. I don’t want to hear about any prisoners taken. They’ve removed that option by being in there. Now, get out and don’t disappointment me.” He stood up, walked away, then turned in my direction.

      “Klaver," he called out. “You're in on the first wave. Pick any 12. The attack begins tomorrow at dawn.”

      So, there I was, with the 12 most insane Janissaries I could find. I wanted men who would run right into the enemy fire and not ask questions before we reached that blockhouse. Our plan was to wait for the artillery to lay down a field of fire and keep the enemy tied down inside it. At seven in the morning, the guns would stop, and we’d run the 50-yard clearance up the muddy hill, into the blockhouse. We all knew what it was supposed to look like on the inside. I’d let the real psychotics in first and send the next six in right after them. Shouldn’t take more than six minutes maximum.

      It was blinding hot that morning, with the humidity excessive even for that planet. Insects buzzed around us as we waited for the bashir’s whistle. The shelling was over, and we had our helmets and body armor on. Each of us carried a Resso 465 assault rifle and had a handgun and plenty of ammo to complete the job once we were inside the blockhouse. It wasn’t that big, just enough to be used as a gun emplacement and sniper point. But they had the high ground, and it mattered. The wall around it was battered down by artillery fire, but the blockhouse itself was far too secure to be destroyed by shells. Most of it was underground anyway.

      The air was still full of smoke and the smell of burnt stone. I could feel the visor on my helmet as it protected my eyes from any shrapnel or solar glare.

      The whistle sounded behind me. I was ready.

      “Let’s go!” I screamed, and my squad leaped over the barricade we had set up the night before and began to run up the hill.

      I was forced to stay in the back screaming at everyone to move it, move it, move it! I saw one of my guys run a few paces ahead of the group and yelled at him to slow down. We needed to maintain the right formation if all of us were going to survive that run to the top of the hill. Somehow, I managed to keep them all together as we thudded up the slope in the wet, sticky mud.

      It didn’t strike me as strange that we made it all the way to the bunker without one shot fired at us. I put it down to the artillery barrage forcing the enemy to stay put. I assumed we’d caught them flat-footed with the charge. Plenty of times I’d helped take out an enemy position because we were faster on the draw than them.

      I found myself in front of the door to the blockhouse two minutes after the whistle blew for the assault to begin. I knew there would be another squad behind us in a few minutes, but the guys I selected were eager to get inside and seize the place. They wanted all that glory for themselves.

      “You want me to take it?” the sapper, another young guy from the homeworld, asked. He already had his explosives out. I nodded.

      “Give me a few,” he said as the charges came out of his backpack. The trooper was so happy to blow something up that I thought he was going to wet himself.

      I had everyone stand to one side of the building while he set the charge. Three minutes later, I heard a loud whomp, and the sapper cried out, “Door’s open!”

      “Go!" I screamed at the men. “Take no prisoners." Hell, that was the directive.

      The first six ran inside, and I heard their guns fire the moment they were inside. I heard screaming too, but I was used to it. You wanted to hear the other side cry out as they died so that you knew where they were.

      I ran in behind the last six while the guns fired away. By the time I got inside, there was nothing more to shoot. I walked into the blockhouse building to see my second pop his rifle three times at something on the floor.

      It was a six-year-old boy.

      In horror, I looked at the rest of the inhabitants of the blockshouse. None of them wore uniforms or carried any kind of arms. This was why there were no guns fired from the blockhouse. None of them were soldiers.

      A group of innocent refugees had tried to take shelter here. The place was abandoned days ago, and our intelligence had fucked up. They told us it was held by the enemy. The enemy that fell back to the city days ago. I had no idea who these people were. What the hell happened?

      I grabbed the gun from my second the minute he popped the boy. “What the hell did you just do?” I screamed. “That was a kid!” I almost smacked him upside the head with it.

      “Could’ve packed heat,” he mumbled. “Shouldn’t have been here if he didn’t want killed. Fuck him." My second walked off as if in a trance.

      I was able to assemble all the men and get them down the hill, back to the encampment. Because I’d sent up the smoke signal that let the rest of the division know we’d taken the blockhouse, no further squads were sent up the hill. It was a quiet march down the slope, not because we’d killed a bunch of innocents but because the men I’d selected didn’t get to shoot it out with any enemy troops. They felt cheated.

      “Shit," I heard one of them grumble. “That was too fucking easy. She didn’t even try to run. What kind of bitch does that?"

      I dismissed them all, then turned to the tent where my commanding officer waited for me. That was the worst day of my life. In all the years I’d fought for the glory of the sultan, nothing like that had ever happened.

      “Good job!" the bashir congratulated me when I entered his tent to make the report. He was at his desk with some papers in front of him. I stood next to the desk and waited for him to ask about causalities or any other information he’d need to report. I wanted to puke.

      “Sir," I began. “there were civilians in that bunker. No troops at all. I sent my men in there to slaughter them. I must file an incident report about this. Don’t worry; I’ll resign and save you the disgrace. I take full reasonability for what happened.” I couldn’t look him in the face.

      “Oh, that’s all right,” he told me and continued with his paperwork. “We figured the enemy might not be there. Had to be sure, though, so don’t let it worry you.” He didn’t even look up.

      “Sir," I said again, “my men killed women and children. Those people took refuge in there. This is against everything I was ever taught.”

      He turned around and looked me in the face. “Stefan, are you going soft?” he asked. “Maybe I ought to sell you to a bathhouse.” He chuckled over that one.

      At which point I took my pistol out and shot him between the eyes. Gunfire was normal around there, and no one came to check out the noise. I holstered my gun and walked out as if nothing had happened. No one challenged me.

      I managed to make it back to my tent, gathered some things, and walked into the brush. Two weeks later, the Irunian Empire entered the war, and our entire company was wiped out. I still don’t think anyone knows how I left the Sultan’s Janissaries.

      I was in bed with Zilpha. The weather was cold outside, and I didn’t have to be anywhere special. That meant we had plenty of time to play. I wrapped my arms around her and felt my little woman’s body. She was ready, and I slid inside her.

      “Oh," she breathed me as I nuzzled her neck. “You came like a firehose last night. Sure, you’re ready for some more?”

      “I’m ready if you are,” I told her and thrusted deep. She whimpered, and I pulled back, ready to go in again.

      “You have room for me?” a voice asked next to my ear. I looked up and saw it was Jenica. Her narrow feline eyes were focused on me.

      “Sure," I said, “you can come in behind me.” I kicked back the covers and felt her soft furry body next to mine. The fine, sharp teeth of her mouth nibbled on my shoulder. Her swift hand reached down and guided me back into Zilpha.

      “She likes to be touched here,” Jenica told me as I began to pulse inside Zilpha. I heard the woman in front of me gasp as the one behind me found a sweet spot to play with.

      “Don’t forget me,” a voice emerged over the bed. I looked up to see the winged form of Rashina float down to the floor next to the bed. She folded her soft, feathery wings and sat down next to us on the bed.

      “I think I can manage all of you at once,” I told her. “Might be a challenge, but I think it’s doable.”

      I tried to figure out the mechanics of a circle jerk as I pounded away inside Zilpha. Rashina laid one hand on my back and kissed Jenica.

      Right then, I felt like I was the luckiest man in the universe.

      Or I did until I looked up again to see the bloody corpse of Drez.

      He stood there and didn’t look as blue as he used to; now, his skin color was a faded gray. No, Drez appeared to be pale and drained of blood. The gash across his neck would account for it. The gash I’d given him when we had fought in the back of the alley.

      Drez still had the same outfit on that I saw him then. Now, he stood next to the bed I was in and talked to me.

      I was alone in the bed. The women were gone. It was only Drez and me in that room. He’d walked over to the bed and looked down at me.

      “Guess you’re pretty pleased with yourself,” he observed. “Got me out of the way and no longer have Korth on your ass. And you get to fuck my sister."

      “What are you doing here, Drez?” I asked him. "You’re dead. Go away." It wasn’t the sudden appearance of the corpse Drez that bothered me as much as the disappearance of the three women. Damn, just like every dream I had. I get all hot and bothered, and then wake up.

      “Want some more company?" Drez asked. "Here; they’ve been asking for you." He stood to one side and let me see another group that emerged from the fog filling the room.

      It was a circle of green Amazon women. In the middle of them was Dentata. They were all naked and carried nothing. They didn’t have to carry anything. All each had to do was spread their legs so that I could see the snapping teeth between them.

      Then, they closed in on me.

      I was lying face down on a floor somewhere. The floor felt good and soft. Floors don’t often feel so nice, but this floor was covered with clean silicone mats. I raised my head to see where I was.

      The fog was gone and the bed with it. So was the vision of green Amazons with teeth between their legs. At least, the last part was a welcome relief. The women I was in bed with earlier, I wanted them back.

      I managed to stand up in the middle of the Byzantium’s control room. It took me a few minutes to reach a standing position. This all seemed odd, as I’d been strapped into an acceleration chair a moment earlier. But, at least, I was still alive, which was a blessing.

      I put one hand out and steadied myself against the wall. That was right; Rashina had pulled us into a hyper jump when she remembered how it worked on this ship. Holy Mother Tara, did anyone know where this ship was built? I looked down and saw that the control panels were still in standard Galactic. It hadn’t reformed itself this time.

      A hand reached out and touched my shoulder to help me stand up. I still hadn’t recovered from whatever I’d been through when we went through hyperspace. Or the wormhole. Most of the jump points were based around wormholes. What I went through this time didn’t make any sense.

      The hand that steadied me belonged to Rashina. She stood there, now clothed but barefoot. I had some memory of her in the hyperspace as she drove the ship onward toward our destiny at the location given her by Sothos the AI.

      I looked around. Both Jenica and Zilpha were standing too. They seemed to be dealing with the same issues of disorientation as I was. I walked over to each one of the women and touched their heads. Body temperature was what I would expect. I let them support themselves on me.

      “Where’s your first mate?” I asked Rashina. “Weren’t you the captain when we took off?”

      “I’m still here,” Sothos told me. “That format is no longer needed. We’re back into normal space, and you’ll have to deal with me in electronic form.”

      “I think I’ll manage," I spoke, as Zilpha stroked my neck. I wanted to resume that good time in the big bed, but it would have to wait.

      I walked over to the nearest panel, with Zilpha still at my shoulder. By now, Jenica was supported by Rashina, who didn’t seem to suffer from the same kind of dissonance. I needed to ask her why that was.

      As I continued to support Zilpha, I made my way around the control room until I found the one panel I needed. I bent over and looked at the readings.

      “I had the most delicious dream,” Zilpha whispered in my ear. “The four of us were in bed, and your big cock filled me up. It was hot, and I don’t want to forget it. I want to play some more.” She kissed my ear.

      “Did Jenica get in bed with us?” I asked her as I read some more of the instrument meters. “And did she guide me in while she slid both fingers inside you?”

      Zilpha gasped again. “What?” she said. “You had the same dream. The one where Rashina floated down and joined the three of us?”

      I could feel her hot breath on my neck.

      “Didn’t get that far with me," I told her. “I saw your brother. It wasn’t pretty."

      She pulled away. “That’s horrible," Zilpha said. “Did he tell you anything?”

      “Nothing you don’t know already," I replied. I refrained from telling her about the Amazon attack.

      By now, I knew everything I needed from the navigation instruments. I leaned back and put one arm around Zilpha. On the other side of the room, Jenica was recovered enough to have her hands around Rashina. Both women seemed to enjoy each other’s company. I wondered if we could find the original form of that bed inside the Byzantium. Or somewhere else soft where we could relax on and play a bit. I’d finally worked out the right configuration for that circle-jerk in my head. Might be a good time to put it to use. We had the time now and could use a break.

      “So, where are we?" Zilpha asked. "Did the ship end up at the coordinates Sothos gave you?

      “Oh, much further," I told her. "We’re further out than anyone has been before.”

      “Mr. Stefan," Sothos announced in a very serious tone. “I regret to inform you of this, but there is a space vessel of unknown origin approaching us.”

      Damn, just as I thought I was going to get some quality time.
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      I want to write Book 2 in this series, so please tell me if you want more!

      

      What was your favorite part of Fixer? Tell me what you liked in a review on Amazon.

      

      Join my Facebook fan group to connect with me.
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