Trilby'sin Trouble!

Her ship’sin shambles, her boyfriend's dumped her and she’s frankly out of funds.
Captain Trilby Elliot hopes her luck has changed when a high-tech fightercraft crash
lands at her repair site. Finders keepers. She can sell the ship as salvage, pocket the
profits. Except for one small problem: the pilot, Rhis, is still alive and intent on
commandeering her ship. And another much larger problem: someone very powerful
and very important wants Trilby Elliot dead.

Reviewsfor FINDERS KEEPERS

Reviewer Hattie Boyd at Writer's Club Romance Group on AOL says, “ FINDERSKEEPERSIis a
suspenseful science fiction story that has romance, betrayal, and a wealth of undercurrents. The
action slomly builds up until there is an action-filled ending. A real page-turner!”

Debbie Braaten of Fictional Pursuits, L.L.P. writes, “ Linnea Snclair has a unique and wonderful
gift of drawing the reader into her world. | fell in love with Rhis, wanting at timesto screamin
frustration for being so dense, and then turning around and cheering himon. | also adored Trilby,
her sense of humor, quick wit, and the delight she took in tormenting Rhis. Linnea's secondary
characters are strong and supportive, enhancing the story. | would highly recommend “ Finders
Keepers.” It was an absolute adventure. | eagerly await future books by Linnea Snclair.”

Other works by
LinneaSindar
writing as
Meagan Sybil Baker
Wintertide

Winner of the 2001 Eppie for Best Fantasy Novel

FINDERS KEEPERS

by
Linnea Sinclair

NBI

NovelBooks, Inc.
Douglas, Massachusetts

Thisisawork of fiction. While reference may be made to actual historical eventsor existing
locations, the characters, incidents, and dialogs are products of the author'simagination. Any
resemblance to actud persons, living or dead, isentirely coincidental.



Copyright © 2001 by LinneaSinclair

All rights reserved. No part of thisbook may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever
without written permission of the publisher except in the case of brief quotations embodied in
critica articles and review. For information, address Novel Books, Inc., P.O. Box 661,
Douglas, MA 01516 or email publisher@nove booksinc.com

NBI

Published by
Nove Books, Inc.

P.O. Box 661
Douglas, MA 01516

NovelBooks Inc. publishes books online and through print-on-demand.
For more information, check our webs te:www.novel booksinc.com or emall
publisher@nove booksinc.com

Produced in the United States of America

Cover illugration by LinneaSinclair
Edited by Gail McAbee

ISBN 1-931696-00-4 for € ectronic version
ISBN 1-931696-99-3 for POD version

To 'Ancy-Kate,
author extraordinare, friend first, patient mentor...

To Gall,
my editor, Queen of Smarmy Snickers...

To Rob,
husband of infinite patience who believed in me...

Tothe Feline Five:
Dag, Dooz, Artoo, Friday and Tammi.
FUR al your help!

CHAPTER ONE

The Careless Venture’'sintruder darm erupted through the cavern with aharsh wail. Trilby Elliot shot to
her feet, knocking over the makeshift repair table. Sonic welder and integrator cables clattered against
the cavern floor.

She bolted for her freighter’ srampway. Overhead, anest of deeping bloodbats burst out of the rocky
creviceslike smal, leathery missiles. The panicked bats, a crazed cluster of dark speckles, spiraled in
front of her. Screeching, they fled through the wide mouth of the cavern into the lavender twilight.

She reached her rampway just asa silver object flashed across the sky behind them.



“Damn. Double damn.” Another ship here meant big trouble. Even alittle trouble was more than she
could handle right now.

She sprinted through the airlock.

Coils of black conduit snaked down the freighter’ s corridor, humped over the hatch-tread into the
bridge. She sidestepped the cables and reached for the darm, dapping it into silence. A flick of her
thumb activated intraship. She shouted the obvious. “ Dezi, we got incoming! Takethe bridge.”

“Onmy way, captain.” A reassuring reply came from three decks below in maintenance.
But then, Dezi couldn’t see what she could.

Lightsblinked in a crazed staccato on the scanner console. Data, ominous and irritatingly incomplete,
spilled down the screen. Theincoming ship was smal but her malfunctioning equipment refused to pin
downitsorigins. It could be a Conclave scout ship; it could be apirate probe. It could also be thefirst of
asguadron of fighters from the Gods-only-knew-where.

She grabbed her binocs and laser rifle from the utility locker, tabbed the intercom back on. “Main
scanner’ sl not cooperating. I’ m going outside for avisud.”

A second acknowledgment responded, calm asthefirst.
Good oI’ Dezi.

A wave of |late afternoon heat assailed her as she passed under the cavern’ s high arch. She crouched
down between anest of scrub pams and moss-covered boulders, scanned the sky with her binocs. The
bright rays from the setting sun flared into her eyes.

“Damnation!” Sheflicked her thumb againgt the auto-filter. Nothing happened. Thefilter was stuck,
again. She smacked the binocs againgt her thigh, winced, and then brought them back up.

They hazed for amoment then adjusted. She panned the horizon, looking for movement, listening for
something other than the jungle sthick silence and the pounding of her own heart. Five minutes passed.
Swest stained her drab-green t-shirt in dark, uneven patches.

Then aflicker, ametdlic glint. She locked the binocs on it. Theimage cameinto focus and her
swesat-dampened skin chilled as sherecognized it. It wasa Tra tark, a“ Sko high-powered fighter, its
digtinctive dant-winged shape slhouetted againgt the sun’ sfind flares.

Quickly, she panned athree-sixty. The rest of the squadron must be there, somewhere. Which also
meant amothership in orbit. Somewhere. And somewhere was a place much too close for comfort.

But the darkening violet skies showed nothing. Nothing but the lone Tark.

Thefighter blinked in and out of the purpling clouds, skittering like afrightened mizzet on asheet of ice.
Even blind drunk, Trilby knew she could fly better than that. It veered out of a

cloudbank. She saw the unmistakable signs of laser damage scoring the portside flank. Now the fighter’'s
seesawing motions made sense.

It wasn't the lead attacker, but the prey.

She took another quick scan of the sky. A Conclave border squadron in pursuit of the Tark might pick
up her own energy signature. She' d have abit of explaining to do, then. And no doubt a handful of fines



to pay with money she didn’t have. But the scan revedled nothing.

Then the Tark dropped so close to the top of the jungle that she held her breath, waiting for the sound of
impact.

It came with a grinding, screeching, snapping sound—meta against damp wood—then meta against
rock. The Tark screamed to ahalt on one of the few areas of jungle floor that wasn’t submerged under
Avanar’ sinfamous swamps. Trilby was aready on her fegt, surveying the areawith her binocs now set
on night-watch. Thefirst glimmer of orange flame licked into the night sky. A few minutes later she
ameled ahint of acrid smoke, invisblein the diminishing light.

She panned another three-sixty. A Conclave patrol would have been here by now. But the skieswere
empty, quiet.

Her bresthing and heartbeat dowed to normal. And awicked smile crept across her face. The Tark’s
status had just shifted from threst to profit.

She judged the crash site to be about two miles to the south. A safe distance but clearly workable. Not
for arescue; aConclave ship in distress would' ve had her dready moving, hollering a Dezi to load a
‘scooter with amed-kit.

Thiswas‘ Sko. Which was, asfar as she and every other Independent freighter captain were concerned,
just another word for intergalactic garbage.

Pricey intergdactic garbage, but garbage al the same.

She catalogued her options. The sun had dipped away as she watched the ship, and the night air
wrapped around her bare arms like a damp and heavy cloak. Thefirst of Avanar’sthree moons had
risen, pale and sickly.

Not the most idedl conditionsin which to perform asavage attempt, especidly on afire-damaged ‘ Sko
fighter. If shewaited until morning, the flames|licking at the starboard wing of the Tark would have died,
the metal cooled. And the * Sko pilat, if injured, would be weakened, or preferably dead. Probably
should wait until morning, although she' d be battling sweltering temperatures then.

But the fire flickered out as she watched. Doused, she assumed, by an emergency extinguisher system.

That was good. In fact, it could be more than good, shetold herself, redlizing she' d dready made the
decision to ingpect the downed Tark in spite of the encroaching darkness and unknown status of the
pilot. It was the answer to her problems. With minimal fire damage, there was sure to be something
salvageable, something to sell at Port Rumor or Ba grond. * Sko components were rare and brought
more than decent money, even a salvage rates.

Decent money was something Trilby was abit short of right now. And her supply of indecent money was
running periloudy low.

She caught the glint of Dezi’ s metdlic, somewhat humanoid form as she turned around. The DZ-9 *droid
waited at the base of the Venture' s rampway. The bulky freighter loomed over him, amost protectively.
They’ d been in the middle of repairs when the darm had wailed in warning.

“Looks like we got a keeper,” shetold the * droid as she trotted towards the danting metal rampway.
“Bring out two AGS with loaders. I’m going to grab some more firepower, just in case we ve got

company.”



She patted his tarnished shoulder as she passed by. “ Thanks, Dez.”
“Y ou're quite welcome, captain. It' s aways my pleasureto be useful.”

She ducked through the airlock, grinning, as Dezi’ svoicetrailed off behind her. Four months ago that
small courtesy would' ve sparked abig dissension. Jagan had dways found her habit of thanking Dezi
annoying. ‘ Droids were one of many thingsthat didn’t require appreciation, in hisway of thinking.

But she was no longer concerned with Jagan Grantforth’ sway of thinking, and so wasfreeto revert to
her impulsive and irresponsible ways. Or however it was that Jagan and his mother had termed how she
lived her life.

She could Hill see his handsome and haughty face on hislast transmit: “Mother wasright. Y ou are nothing
but low classtrash from Port Rumor.”

Better than high class trash from Ba grond. She' d wanted to tell him that, but never did. By that point in
their relationship, she knew they didn’t even speak the same language.

She shook off the bad memories, plucked her faded service jacket from her closet then went in search of
an extralaser pistol that worked.

She stepped off the ramp to find Dezi complaining about one of the AGS.

“I do believe, captain, that the support stands for these units must be replaced very soon. Y ou can see
here where this bar is completely rusted. Should something of agreater weight than | be seated—"

Shesghed. “WE |l add it to the list, okay? But the AGS are going to have to wait until we get the comm
pack back on line and my portside scanner replaced. AGS stands aren’t going to be awhole ot of help,
she said, straddling the bulky scooter, “in avoiding ‘ Sko nests between here and Port Rumor.”

“I was only making the suggestion for future reference.”
“You'revery thorough. | do appreciateit, believe me.”

“Wadll, thank you. | dwaystry to—"

“Dezi.”

The*droid cocked itstarnished head in Trilby’ sdirection. “ Y es?”’
“Let’'sgo. There sawreck waiting for us.”

“Oh, yes. Right. | wasjust about to—"

But Trilby had aready gunned her scooter, activated the anti-grav unit and dropped over the ledge and
out of sight by thetime Dezi reached the point of explaining just what he was about to do. And doing it.

~*

She set the AGS down as close as she could to the smoldering wreckage. The ‘ Sko fighter had flattened
an areain the jungle at least twenty feet wide and threetimes aslong before it ended up in agrove of
gnarled harelnut palms. One of the bronze giantstilted sideways, itslong drooping fronds sooty and
brittle from contact with the remains of the Tark’ sfire-blackened engine. Headlamp flooding the scene
before her, Trilby flicked the safety off her pistal.



The deek fighter was skewed into the soft ground, its starboard wing ripped from the fuselage. The port
wing impaed the thick fronds of another tightly packed grove of pams. But other than that, it was
surprisingly intact. She didn’t know if she should give credit to the pilot or the auto-guidance system.

She placed her headlight on wide-beam, throwing a swatch of light over the wreckage. Dezi followed
it

“You gtart aft. I'll take alook up here.” She grabbed a hand beam from the AGS s utility compartment
and played it over the cockpit area. The canopy had sheared off, leaving the cockpit open and exposed.
She seded hersdf for the inevitable mangled remainsin aflightsuit; she’ d seen no chute deploy prior to
impact so obvioudy the pilot didn’t have achanceto gect.

But the cockpit was empty.
“Oh, great,” she said softly, then, louder: “Dezi. Over here, now.”
She heard the thudding of hisfeet on the ground. “Can | be of assistance?”’

“Watch my back.” She transferred her beam to her left hand and brought her pistol, primed, into her
right. “Our pilot’ s disgppeared.”

The*droid stepped closer and ingpected the empty cockpit. “Highly unusua.”

“Tell that to the pilot when we find him. * Cause he' snot in there. Which means,” she played her beamiin
adow, widecirclearound her, “that he... or she... isout there. Somewhere.”

The night seemed to closein on her. The palelight of the moons elongated the shadows, and they danced
and wove egrily in the periphery of her high beam.

Someone or something was out there. She listened carefully, hearing only the sound of her own bresthing
and the dight squesk of Dezi’ sjoints as he moved in the opposite direction. She damned herself for not
latching the datalyser on her utility belt. But the life-form sensor had been relegated to her growing pile of
nonfunctiona equipment.

Wéll, live and learn. She hoped she would manage the former long enough to do the latter.

She swept the areawith her beam again, probing the recesses of the night, searching for the telltale red of
the * Sko uniform. Blood red, like the carnage they caused devadtating trade depots, mining colonies,
cargo freighters. The * Sko acquired, butchering whoever stood in their way, including their own
wounded.

She shivered dightly, in spite of the hot night air.

You' d better be dead, you motherless-son-of-a-Pillorian -bitch. After al, she didn’t ask for the* Sko
to crash, right in her front yard. But the fact that he did, and the fact that Trilby was, asfar as she knew,
the only sentient being on aworld that most of civilized space wanted nothing to do with, gave her the
undienable savage rights. Finders keepers. It was worth the risk.

She desperately needed the money. And only someone as desperate as she was would be crawling
around in the Avanarian jungle at night, looking for a—hopefully—dead * Sko.

Shefound his boot hedsfirst and froze in her stance. A male, from the size of the boots. Her beam
traveled up the length of hisuniformed legs. Black. Not red.



The black form lying face down in the deep grass wasn't moving.
“Dezi!”
The thudding steps came quickly thistime.

“Y ou gppear to have found him.” The ‘droid’ s beam played up the length of the man’ s back and over a
head covered with dark hair. The pilot had falen face first, his arms extended crookedly over his head.

“He' sdeed, isn't he?” Trilby asked hopefully.
Dezi bent closer to the pilot’ s head. “ Actudly, no. Thereis evidence of adight respiration.”

“Damnation.” Trilby hunkered down next to the pilat, the light from her beam illuminating his pale profile.
Thelong grasses hid dl but one dark brow and a closed eye. A purplish bruise had dready formed on his
cheekbone.

She pulled at the dark cloth of the jacket collar, revedling ablack shirt, and acollar with adigtinctive gray
diamond-shaped design. Beneath, she found the pulse she was looking for. It was strong.

Again, she swore. Softly. “I can’'t, we can't just leave him here.”
“Captain. | grongly advise againg bringing an Y csko—"

“He snot * Sko, he' s Z' tharin, judging from the uniform.”

“The Empire. Well, yes. That’ sdifferent.”

Wasit? Trilby asked hersdlf as she and Dezi carefully loaded the unconscious form on the expanded
pallet of the AGS. The Empire and the Conclave, in which she claimed aloose citizenship, wererivals,
maintaining atrade relationship with only the barest sheen of civility. But they had been enemiesin the
past. The Imperial-Conclave War had ended about three years ago.

Shewasn't palitica but neither was she stupid. The Z' fharin Empire was powerful, very powerful. If it
hadn’t been for the advent of ‘ Sko aggression, they probably would have annexed all of Conclave space
years ago.

A three-year old truce declared she could no longer ook upon the man on the pallet as her enemy.
But she could still be careful. Very, very careful.

He had, she reminded hersdlf, been dumped on her doorstep courtesy of the Y csko. That alone would
take some explaining.

*

The medi-gat in the Venture's small sickbay logged in her guest as Unknown Mae Humanoid, but not
much more. Trilby watched Dezi review the data from the barely functioning unit.

“How bad ishe? Just an overview,” she quickly added before Dezi could begin. “1 know we can't get
the details”

“Minor lacerations externdly but | don’t believe there' s been substantial blood loss. A mild concussion.
And either some oddly random internal bruising or the unit is misreading again. But vitals are strong.”



“It’ sthe damned unit. Any cluewho heis?’

Dezi tapped at the pand . “Humanoid maein hisearly forties. Sx foot, three inchesin height. Two
hundred and fifteen pounds. No tattoos or subcutaneous identification chips.”

“A man of mystery, en? Unstrap hisboots. I'll get hisjacket and shirt off.” They were in worse shape
than their owner, with laser burns on the jacket’ sleft Side, and along tear down the front of the shirt.

“His pants, too. The regeneration needs to—oh! Would you prefer | undress our patient, captain?’

“I’ve seen naked men before. But thanks for defending my virginity.” She grinned at the ‘droid. “You're
atad late, though.”

She pulled off the black jacket, then the shirt as carefully as she could. A harsh line of darkening bruises
garted at the pilot’ sleft shoulder and continued under the soft mat of curly black hair sprinkled across his
torso. The bruises marred awell-muscled body that seemed younger than the age the medi-stat had
assigned. She' d seen enough spacers and company freighter officersin her thirty-three yearsto know
that long hours seated at flight controls—and even longer ‘tween time seated on abarstool in astation
pub—weren't conducive to aflat ssomach and muscled shoulders.

Even Jagan, at thirty-eight, had gone soft around the middle. Though she doubted he' d ever had a body
quite asnicely defined asthis.

She and Dezi did the regeneration cylinder over the pilot’ s body and latched it in place. Maybe the
medi-stat was wrong. Maybe he was ayounger crewmember, not an officer as his uniform suggested.
Fewer respongbilitiesand smdler salaries often meant grunts spent moretimein aship’sgymthanin
high-priced bars and eateries.

But no. Thelines around his eyes attested to afamiliarity with tenson and stress. Hisface, with its square
jaw and thick dark brows and mustache, was strong, dmost stern. But not unattractive. Still, she had a
feding that it was the sternness most people would remember. Smile lines were noticegbly absent.

She moved alock of hair from hisforehead. There was more bruising to match the welt on his cheek. He
dtirred dightly. Quickly, she withdrew her hand, surprised he' d sensed her touch. Or had he? The regen
unit tranked him to mask any pain. His reaction might just be coincidenta.

She conddered adjusting the sedative dosage manualy. That would leave him in an unconscious state
longer. But her curiogty right now was stronger than her fear of this Z' fharin officer, her former enemy.

After dl, it wasn't asif he were going to come bounding out of sickbay, naked, and chase her around her
ship.

Still, abit of precaution was advisable. Especidly as she had some quick work to do back at the wreck.
She removed therifle strap from around her shoulder and tossed the weapon to Dezi. The ‘droid caught

it gingerly.

“Keep him tranked up aslong asyou can,” she said. “But if he wakes, make sure he knows you mean
busness”

“Of course, captain.” Dezi drew himsdlf to attention as Trilby stepped past him. His voice followed her
out into the corridor. “But what business am | supposed to bein?’

*



The deep night hours on Avanar, hometo avariety of letha nocturnd reptiles, were inhospitable to
further salvage work. She gunned the AGS in the darkness, its pallet heavy with bulky components, and
headed back to her ship. Therewas still time, however, for her to clean up, then stop briefly in sickbay
just to make sure their guest was il dive.

Hewas. Satisfied, she returned to her bridge and perused the latest shipping quote requestsshe'd
managed to download before her comm-package had gone off line.

Requests were dwindling. Only four this past septi, eleven for the month. She could remember over forty
per month this same time ayear ago.

The small freighter businesswasin bad shape. A series of recent raids by the * Sko had al but obliterated
any decent contracts. No one wanted to risk shipping goods on short-haul freighters with antiquated
navigationa systems and inadequate defenses. Nor ship them through aquadrant like Gensiira, where the
Conclave border patrols were out of fundsand at best, merely decorative when they were in the lanes.

So business had moved to the pricier, but well protected, large freighter companies, like Rinnaker,
Norvind and Grantforth Galactic. They could afford to hire private security escortsto protect their ships
and cargo. And put small traders like her out of business as aresullt.

It flitted briefly through her mind how eerily the Situation mimicked her rdationship with Jagan. They'd
met when bus ness was good, contracts coming in at anicely profitable pace. He' d

demanded as much of her attention as the shipping agents had. But then the had raids started, and little by
little those same agents avoided her transmits.

And Jagan canceled dates.

Then four months ago the bottom had fallen out.
“We can’'t work with independents,” the agents said.
“I'mmarrying Zdia,” Jagan told her.

She leaned back in her chair, pinched the bridge of her nose. To hell with Grantforth. And the * Sko.
Then, as an afterthought, she added: To hell with the Z fharin. The war with the Empire, her
government announced, drained their budgets. But it didn’t keep them from dapping more taxes onto the
aready high dock fees at the station depots off Q' uiveraand Ba grond, or dirtside ports like Rumor. Nor
from levying heavy fines on any small trader who was found with illegal weapons systems* upgrades .

Like the set of LD-5 torpedoes she had her eye on. Word of that, spread quietly through the trading
community, could improve her chancesfor contracts.

But Lady-Fiveswouldn’t do her abit of good if she couldn’t get her communications package working
again. Even her customizationsthere wereillegd: range boosters and transmit scramblers were frowned
upon, but essentiad to surviva in Gengira

But she needed them; her customers depended on her ability to stay one step ahead of the * Sko and the
government. The Techplat contract was proof: they had a good size pickup ready for her a Ba grond as
soon as shefinished her repair work here.

That run would pay for the auxiliary drive feed sheingtdled last month. She didn’t want to think about
who or what was going to pay for her new comm package.

For the next twenty minutes shetried to cgole her ship’sfailing comm system to handshake with her new



range boogters. It was an effort that only produced more problems, including acramp in her leg.
She did awkwardly out of the narrow maintenance tunnel and limped towards sickbay.

Dezi was il diligently on guard.

“Anything new thishour?’

“No, captain. He s ill improving. Vita signs appear to be stronger.”

“That'sencouraging. But | waswondering if we should—"

“Nav! Sviek noyet.” A deep male voice rasped over her words.

Trilby watched the man’s head move dowly sideto side. Hisrespiration rate was increasing. He
murmured again, but more softly. On the panel covering his chest a series of lights danced first green,
then ydlow, then green again.

“He s4ill having nightmares”
“It could be areaction to the trank. The regen does not indicate anything threatening.”

“To him, maybe not, Dez. But | know Z’fharish when | hear it. And it never, ever sounds good. Evenif |
don’t have the damnedest idea of what he’ s saying.”

More proof of the Conclave slack of concern for itscitizenry, in Trilby’ s estimation. The desperatdly
needed Z' fharish-to-Standard trand ation programs, required by the Conclave to conduct businessin the
trade lanes bordering the zone, were two years behind in distribution.

“I regret | have no extensive knowledge of Z’ fharish either. However, | do believe ‘nav’ indicates‘no’.”
“And ‘vad' means‘yes, and ‘ dharjastaf, viek’ iswhat you' d say to get acold beer. But unlesshe
speaks Standard, | doubt my pub-crawling vocabulary is going to help me find out his name. Or hisrank.
Or how in the Seven Hells he ended up herein a‘ Sko fighter.”

Trilby glanced at the tattered black uniform draped in the closet opposite the diag-bed. She' d aready
turned it ingde out, hoping to find some clueto hisidentity. The dight possibility of areward hadn’t
escaped her notice. And the higher therank, the greater the reward. That is, providing the Empire
wanted him back.

But any ship’s D patches were conspicuoudy missing.

In the hours that followed, she and Dezi played with theories asto how aZ' tharin pirate could end up
with a‘ Sko Tark.

It couldn’t have been easy.

The two factions probably hated each other amost as much as Conclave trading companies hated them.
If not more. Y et since thewar’ s end, there had been rumors of a power shift. Of individuals high in the
Z fharin Empire who were willing to St down &t the table with certain other individuasin the Y csko.

For the most part, the rumors were disregarded. The two were incompatible. The Y csko were as lunatic
inther organizations asthey werein ther raids. The Niyil military party fought with the Dakrahl religious
faction who plotted againg al sx Beffatrading cartels. High Rulerswere crowned dmost as frequently as
Trilby filed flight plans



The Z' fharin were more organized, though no less deadly. Theirswas alinear society, patriarchd. Clan
name bestowed rank and status. The House of Vanurin had reigned for more than eight centuries,
Kasmov, itsemperor for the last thirty-one years. His eldest son and daughter sat in positions of power in
the Council of Lords.

Vanurin blood aso ruled in the Z' fharin Fleet. First High-Commander, Lord Admira Vanushavor, was
Kasmov's cousin. Two of hissons held therank of Senior Captain. The more powerful Senior Captain,
however, was T’ vahr. Port gossip tagged him to be a brilliant but arrogant and cold-blooded man who

knew nothing of fear. Or compassion.

Cooperation between the * Sko and the Z' fharin seemed unlikely. Still, both factions had the same god;
the acquisition of Conclave goods and, it was said, the eventual domination of Conclave space.

Neither of which was encouraging to Independent traderslike Trilby Elliot. Political machinations, border
disputes and the constant games of spy versus spy between the * Sko and the Z' fharin were just more
aggravations on a struggling freighter captain’ s aready long list. Whatever funds she could grasp from
salvaging the Tark were, asfar as she was concerned, way overdueto her.

And if the Z' fharin Empire had the decency to throw some reward moneys her way aswell, those
L ady-Fives she desperately needed might just become her ticket to happiness.

If shedidn’t decide to hunt down Jagan Grantforth and use them on him, first.
CHAPTERTWO

He knew where he was. He recognized the pitted gray metal walls, the filthy stone floor. The cell
on S zed' c'far.

But this time Rafi was there, in full dress uniform. Gold braid on one shoulder, medals glinting on
his chest. And Malika, in a provocative black skinsuit. Gemstones dangled from her ears and
wrigts.

And another woman, smaller than Malika. She had silvery-blonde hair and was dressed in faded
green fatigues. She wore no glinting medals, no gems. Yet her very simplicity made Rafi ook
pompous, Malika, harsh and tawdry.

The red glow of a force field pulsed all around them. They were prisoners. He knew they had to
escape but Malika wouldn’t listen. She laughed at him and stroked his face, taunting him.

He batted her hand away, annoyed, and then again saw the woman in green. She stood on the
other side of a wide chasmin the floor, reaching out to him. She reminded him of the air-spritesin
his childhood stories, beautiful and fragile-looking. He called to her, but she didn’t seemto
understand his words. Yet, she wanted to help. Somehow he knew that. He was moving towards
the edge of the chasm when Malika grabbed his arm.

‘Sheis common.” Her voice hissed crudly. ‘Low-born’. Do not soil yourself with her contact.’

‘She can help,” he said to Malika and looked at Rafi for assistance. But Rafi only shrugged and
looked away.

Suddenly, the Ycsko were there, seven of themin red robes. The air-sprite spoke quickly to him.
Her words sounded like a warning.

Next to him, Malika laughed again, higher now, almost hysterically. She handed something to the



red-robed Ycsko. A cylinder. A hypospray.

He watched it come closer, knowing once it touched his neck the pain would start, flooding his
body, burning his mind. He tried to will it away by sheer force of thought...

His eyes shot open. The stark-whiteness of the walls rushed in, dmost blinding him. Heflinched in pain,
but silently. AlwaysSlently.

Then the darkness engulfed him, and he dept.

After awhile hiseydidsfluttered again, more dowly thistime, letting his pupils adjust to thelight. It didn’t
seem quite as bright as before but ill stung in hisbrain like a thousand needles.

Heforced himsalf not to hurry his surreptitious scrutiny, yet his body was on dert. The memory of his
short-lived captivity by the * Sko came back, with the pain of their drugs and interrogation attempts. His
earstook in the low whoosh-and-hum of something around him. It didn’t sound or fed like the
high-callinged, brightly lit interrogation room he remembered.

Through ditted eyes he glanced around, aware of the diagnostic cylinder fitted over hisbody.
Hewasin amedica unit, asmal one. 11l equipped, too; his regen bed wasthe only one.

Helonged to move his head, flex the aching musclesin his arms—damnl—scratch that ingstent itching
over hiswounds. But his senses had derted him to another presence. He wasn't yet ready to make an
officia appearance. Not until he knew exactly where he was, and why.

Y ears of intense training alowed him to appear adeep. Not even the regen bed registered any changein
his heart rate or respiration. Y et he was completely aware of dl his surroundings. By habit he began

ca culating the distance between hisleft sde and thewall. Threefeet, sx inches, roughly. Thewadl to his
right was five feet from him, perhaps two inches more. It contained a

amal ship’ sdiagram, illuminated icons showing emergency sations and fire equipment locations.
He memorized the diagram.
There was adoorway, a hatchway about seven feet from the line of hisright shoulder.

A metdlic-skinned ‘droid, an old DZ-9 he noted with mild surprise, stood by the hatchway, laser riflein
hand. Itsjoints squeaked every so often asit changed position to glance down the corridor, or at the
panel onthewal.

Since when, he wondered, had envoy ‘ droids been used in security? And by whom?

If that were the only impediment... but then, there was a sound. Quick footsteps approaching on ametal
floor. The steps echoed, solitary, telling him the walker was done in the corridor. He heard no others
noises, no other people but the walker and the *droid.

He listened to the cadence of the steps, mentaly timing their separation. Whoever was coming towards
him waslight in weight and short in stature. Probably female,

Shewas. Asthe woman entered the room, the dim overhead lighting caught the glisten of gold in her
short cap of paehair. Rafi would have described her face aswinsome, sweet, with large, long-lashed
eyes. And amouth with just the right touch of poutiness. But Rafidllo Vanushavor was an inveterate
lady’ sman, well versed in catdoging afemal€e s charms.



Unlike Rafi, his own expertise lay more with wegpons and Strategies. A woman' s dlurements were
inconsequentid. His exposure to Malika had taught him just how shdlow those outward observations
could be. And how wrong. How painfully wrong.

“How’ s he doing thismorning?’ The woman's question drew his attention. She spoke Standard. He
knew immediately he was on the wrong side of the zone.

“Still unconscious,” the ‘droid replied. “ Though the nightmares have stopped.”
“I don’'t understand why he' still out cold. When' sthelast time you ran adiagnostics?’

“Ten minutes ago. But internd diagnogticsis off-line again. | can bring up the datamanualy, through the
medi-tat, if you want to look at it.”

Shesghedtiredly. “Maybel should.”

The ‘droid turned to interface with a smal console near the door. “ The medi-stat will relay test resultson
its screen in forty-three seconds, captain.”

Captain? She was too young to hold such rank. Perhapsin her twenties? He found it difficult to judge her
age through his narrowed eyes, but the outline of her form was clear againgt the room’ swhitewalls. The
top of her dark-green shirt hung open to her waist, its deevesrolled up. Thetight, deeveless, ribbed
t-shirt underneath hugged her breasts. The curve of her hips and rear filled out the baggy pants. A wide
utility belt sagged around her smdl waist from the weight of alaser pistol and severd spare charger clips.
It wasn't the uniform of amed-tech.

She stepped closer, studied the screen on the diag cylinder. A sweet, musky scent of flowersand
perfumed powder drifted to him.

“Think we should risk astim? | don’t see anything here that tells me why he' s till unconscious.”
“Hislevd of pain may betoo great.”

It was. He used the pain as a point of focus. He' d lived with pain, and the discipline it brought, dmost his
wholelife

He d dso lived with the knowledge of his power, his control. He' d be there again. Soon. He just needed
for her to comealittle closer.

He dowed his heartbedt, his breathing, usng methods he had been taught over thirty yearsago. Just a
few more seconds. Just alittle closer...

A red light flashed in warning on the cylinder.
“Damn, what' s happening?’ There was anote of panicin her voice.

“A cardiac irregularity.” The‘droid stepped quickly to the other side of the unit. “1 cannot tell if it's
serious enough—"’

The diagram and diagnostic panels blinked off in one swift motion. The cylinder went dark.
“Shit! What' d you do?’

“I did nothing. | was merely attempting to calibrate the unit.”



“He' s stopped breathing, damn it!” She quickly unlatched the lock on the unit, diding it down the bed.

Hefdt her hand on histhroat, her fingers prodding gently for apulse. Her voicewastensein hisear.
“Don't you dare die on me, you ungrateful son-of-a-Fillorian-bitch! I’'m in enough trouble dready. I—"

He moved with unerring precision. One hand clamped tightly around her neck. He clasped her left wrist
with his other and yanked her arm up behind her back. Thrown off balance, shefell forward and was
crushed againgt his chest.

Her cry of terror vibrated against his body like a persond warning siren.

“Yagash! Quiet!” He quickly amended his harsh command into her language. To control her meant to
control the ‘droid. He' d dedl with any other crew later. His fingers expertly splayed across the base of
her throat, finding the vulnerable artery. “Make amove and she' sdead.”

The ‘ droid appeared stunned, his metalic arms making smal, jerky movements. The laser riflerattled in
his grasp.

“Youredly don't haveto do this, you know.” Her voice was smdl, muffled againgt his bare chest. He
inched her arm up further. She yelped from the pain.

“Please, do not hurt her.” The droid’ s pleaamost reached awhine.

“Droptherifle” He pulled himsdf upright, holding the woman againgt himin acrushing grip. “Dropit and
kick it towards the door.”

Therewas aclank of meta astherifle hit the decking and then the scraping sound of it clattering across
thefloor.

“Now, come here”
“Sr?’

“Here, damniit!” He stood, leaning on the edge of the bed. He spun her around so she faced the “droid.
“Her belt and holster. Undo it. Now!”

“Wait!” Thewoman sgquirmed againgt him, tried to look up. “Y ou don’t haveto—!"

He briefly clasped her jaw in hisfingers, wrenched her face back to the * droid. “Tel him to undo your
belt.”

“Look, you don't understand!” Her words came out in apain-filled rush. “Dezi, tell him—"

“Captain, perhaps now is not the time to argue. My memory banks are not one-hundred per cent
accurate, but it gppears heisholding your throat either in the paralyzing G’ zhen Dai grip used by
Thirty-Second Century Warrior-Monks on Dakrahl—"

“ D&i!”

“—or thefatal Tah Fral employed by the Order of Despi Guild Assassins. Unfortunately, my graphic
overlaysfor both filesare rather vague.”

“But he doesn’'t—!"

“The bdt,” he repeated harshly. “Undo it!”



The*droid stepped gingerly towards him. Meta fingers unthreaded the clasp. The belt clattered to the
floor.

“Kick it towards the door.”

The*droid did as he was ordered and |ooked back expectantly.
“Now, get on the diag table.”

“But, dr, I'm not injured and these units don’t work on—"

“Get on thetable! Now!”

The ‘droid climbed gtiffly onto the bed.

“Liedown and pull the cover over you.”

There was the dight hiss asthe cylinder was drawn up on theralls.
“Good.”

In aswift movement, he released the woman’ sarm, locked the cylinder in place, then yanked her back
againg his chest. One hand still cupped her throat. The other pinned her arms at her waist. He brought
his mouth down to her ear. Her light flowery scent drifted over him again.

“Try anything, anything, and you are dead.” He could fed her pulse beating franticaly under hisfingers.
“Youredly—" her voice came out in gulping gasps “—don’t haveto do this”

“Move!” He shoved her towards the hatchway and stopped at the opening. “Now. | am going to release
your arms. For a second. To pick up the weapons. But | still have one hand on your throat. Do not try
anything stupid.” He pressed hisfingertips harder. “ Do you understand?’

Sheinhded painfully, barely able to breathe out an affirmative.

He reached down, dragging her with him and snatched up therifleand her utility belt. He quickly dung
therifle€ sstrgp over his shoulder as he straightened, then, making sure hisfingerswere till firmly digging
into her throat, pulled the pistol from her utility belt. He dropped the bdlt to the floor and yanked her
firmly back againg him.

The series of movements cost him. A searing, stabbing heat shot up his neck. He drew in a sharp bregth.
He had no time for this. He focused his mind. Tensed his body. And felt the softness of her hair against
hischest. Thefirm swell of her behind againg his...

Bloody hdl! He was completely naked.

His plans of forcing her to the bridge and commandeering her ship suddenly took a sharp turn. Hetook a
half step back from her, self-conscioudy, and pressed the hard muzzle of the pistal into her back.

The redity—and and ogy—of what had been pressing against her wasn't [ost on him.
“Taketwo stepsforward.” Discomfort gritted in hiswords.
They faced thewadll. Thewall and the smal utility closet.

“But...?



“Now!” He pushed her forward. She stumbled, and he thrust the closet door aside.

She grabbed them, started to turn but he forced her another half step forward. He had no desireto see
her reaction to his unclothed state. Or hisbody’ s reaction to her. “Movewhen | tell you to, and only
then.”

She offered the pants from over one shoulder. He ripped them from her grasp. Making sure she was
trapped against the half open closet door, he baanced precarioudy first on one leg, then the other, ashe
pulled on his pants.

She followed his ordersin the same manner with hisjacket and his boots. He shoved his barefeet into
them without bothering to secure the straps.

Now. Shall wetry this again?

He grabbed her arm, yanking her backwards. But she surprised him and used his own force to spin
around and face him. Her eyes blazed in anger.

“I don't know what you think you' re trying to prove— *
Foal, hethought. Then: Gutsy little fool .

“Slencel” He swiftly bent her arm around her back. She yelped, stumbled againgt him. He made sure she
ft themuzzle of the pistol in her side.

“Now. Move!”
She sworeat himin response. But very quigtly.

He dragged her into the corridor and stopped, looking quickly left and right. The corridor was stark,
gray, with flat meta bulkheads and decking common to most freighters. Conduit and piping snaked
overhead. The lightstrip along the top of the wall glowed in broken patches where burnouts hadn’t been
replaced. A square intercom speaker was duct-taped to the wall afew feet away.

His mind replicated the image of the emergency diagram in the sickbay. What he saw now supported his
theory. The ship was probably an old CircuralV, minimum crew complement of five.

Wdl, he knew of two.

With arough shove, he propelled her in the direction of the bridge. A diffused glow at the end sgnaled
the open hatchway. He stopped. “How many others?’

“Other what?’
“Do not beinsolent. | have no tolerancefor it.”

Shetried to turnin hisgrasp to look up at him. He grabbed a handful of pale hair and forced her head
back againgt his chest. “How many others!”

“Other ‘droids? None.”

“Crew?’



“Just Dezi. Just the ‘droid. That'sit. Just me and the ‘droid.”
“When do they get back?
“Who?’

Hetightened his arms across her midsection and heard her gasp. He could crush her ribs easily, with little
effort, in spite of hisown injuries.

“Do not beinsol—"
“What do you want to know, damn you! Who are you looking for?’
“Therest of the crew!”

“Thereisno rest of my crew! That'sal thereis. Me and Dez. Dez and me. It' s the whole show. Gods
damn you, that hurts!”

He pushed her forward again, yanking on her hair. “Y ou cannot run a CircuralV with just two people.
The ship’stoo big for—"

“She’ snot aFour, she saTwo!”
He hegitated. A Circurall? By the Gods, the ship had to be an antique! If she even il flew.

The hatchway to the bridge loomed ahead. He stopped by the opening, listening for any sounds of life
and, hearing none, dragged her up and over the hatch-tread.

What he saw on the bridge and through the large viewports confirmed the worst. It was an old Circura
[1. The bridge was small. Antiquated comp boards were patched into newer systems, none of which
seemed to fit quite right. A torn cushion on the captain’s chair was repaired with duct tape. Thin black
cables, tied together with red ribbon, snaked over the forward command

console. A tiny plush toy resembling afdinar, wide-eyed and whiskered, dangled from another length of
the same red ribbon attached to the ceiling conduit.

And they weren’t in space. They weren’t even berthed in any known station or spaceport. They were
dirtsdein the mouth of what looked to be alarge cavern that, judging from the seam risng in the early
morning air, overlooked athick, tropica jungle.

Therewasn't another ship, not another soul around.
It made absolutely no sense.

He pulled his hand from her hair and spun her about, grasping her roughly by the elbow. He shoved the
pistol againg her ribs. “ Kazat merash! Gdro deya?’

“What?’

It took him amoment to redize he' d barked at her in Z' fharish again. Soppy, he was getting doppy.
Inexplicably. “Wherein the Seven Hdlsare we?’

“Avanar. At leag, | cal it Avanar.” Her eyes narrowed. “Where did you think you were?’

“Av-an-a?’ The name meant nothing to him.



[13 Yaﬂ
“And whereisthis Avanar?’

“Quadrant 84-Y C-7 on my charts. Gensiira System. About atrike from Port Rumor. It sasmall H-4
planet, uninhabited. Unless you count the bloodbats and vampire snakes.”

He remembered now. A sweltering, inhospitable world briefly used by the Conclave to house adefensive
sensor array during the war. But before the Empire could formulate plansto destroy it, the planet’ shigh
humidity and corrosive environment disabled the equipment. It had rotted into the swamps under
120-degree temperatures.

From the steamy brightness visible through the forward viewports, it looked to be gpproaching that now.

Helooked back down at the small female before him. The top of her head didn’t even reach his
shoulders.

Shetried to angle her body away from the pistol digging against her ribs. He tightened hisgrip on her
arm, pulling her closer. “How much did they pay you to bring me here?’

She gave him ahard look that clearly questioned hisintelligence. “I didn’t bring you here. And nobody
paid me anything. Y ou brought yourself herein a‘ Sko Tark which you, without so much asa
by-your-leave, dumped on my doorstep. | went down to salvage it, expecting at worst a dead ‘ Sko,
which | could handle. | found you, dive. What did you expect meto do? Leave you there as afeast for
thelocd floraand fauna?’

He saw therows of flattened pams, like alarge, long footprint in the jungle, through the viewport behind
her. “'Y ou were not taking me back to Conclave Security on Q' uivera Station?’

“That would be damned stupid of me. Considering ther€' re a least two arrest warrantswith my 1D on
them there”

“Warrants? For what?’

She sghed. “The usud shit. Code violations. Manifest documentation violations. A couple of
drunk-and-disorderlies. Thingsal low-budget short haulersrun into.”

“And you are here because of a... code violation warrant?’

“Of course not,” shereplied indignantly. “I’'m here because | finally scrounged up a booster that would
interface with my comm pack. | needed some placeto do aningall.”

He stared blankly &t her. His mind seemed to be moving very dowly al of asudden. Why would a
mercenary working for the Conclave use this unknown hell asarepair station? Q' uiverahad excellent
facilitiesin their docks.

“Y ou work on your ship here?” He nodded to the jungle behind her.

Shewriggled her shoulders again, clearly uncomfortable. But he had no intention of releasing her until he
was sure of his situation. At the moment, nothing made sense.

“Yeah, here)” shesad. “It's cheap. Free rent. With no poke-nosies breathing down my neck, logging
violations. Or handing me dap-wristson my “illegdl customizations, asthey cdl them. That way | don’t
end up getting pissed off and taking aswing at them, so that my ass landsin min-sec for adeuce while



they’ re charging me dock rental the wholetime.”

He listened to her words, heard the lingo that flowed down seedy freighter docksin the Conclave as
freely as cheagp beer. A poke-nosey was a government inspector. A dap-wrist was agovernment fine.
Min-sec was the minimum security jail, usudly filled with freighter crew deeping off their latest binge. And
adeuce was two days.

It findly clicked in hismind. Thelittle spitfire glaring up a him, Struggling againgt hisgrip wasn't athrest,
wasn't even capable of being athreat. She was smply alow-budget freighter captain who got abit more
than she bargained for when she rescued him from the jungle floor.

Abruptly, he released her elbow and pointed the pistol towards the chair at the nav gtation.
“Sit down.”
She sat and gingerly arched her neck and back.

Heran hishand over hisface, feding an unaccustomed twinge of guilt. “It... it ssemsthere hasbeen a
misunderstanding,” he said dowly. He wasn't used to gpologizing. But then, he wasn't used to making
mistakes.

“Misundergtlanding? No shit. Y ou could vekilled me.”
“I thought... | was under the impression you were a bounty hunter taking me back to Q' uivera.”

“The war ended over three years ago, Mister Wizard. Or haven't you noticed?” Shedidn't disguise the
irritation in her voice. “ The Conclave and your Empire have a peace treaty going. And even if | were
capable of taking you back to Q' uivera, which I'm nat, it certainly ain’t worth killing me over. | mean, the
food sucks and the government makes sure al the public barswater the booze. But it ain't worth killing
me ove.

Her flippancy infuriated him, momentarily eclipsing hisregret at hisactions.
“My postion isahbit more delicate than your impudent remarks—"

“Don’'t you dare call me 'impudent’!” Her voice shook. “I’ ve earned the right to be impudent! | bring you
onmy ship, try to saveyour life. Y ou lock my “droid in the regen bed and damn near break my ribs.
Plus, I’ ve got a headache so bad that my hair hurts. So don’t you daretell me| can’t be impudent!”

And with that she swung the chair away from him and plopped her boots up on the nav console, asif
sgnaling to anyone and everyone within range that there was no more to say on the subject.

Anger surged through him. Ignorant little fool! He wanted to grab the back of her chair, spin her about,
force her to face him. Thoughts and emotions churned in disarray, not a al helped by the low but
constant throb of painin hisbody. No one spoke to him like that without suffering the consequences. He
was the one who should be rightfully indignant, remind her just who she wastaking to.

Except that she didn’t know.

That stopped him cold. Made him open the fist he'd clenched in hisfury, and drop it to hisside. She
didn’t know. Oh, from the uniform she had to assume hewas Z' fharin. It was an officer’ suniform, there
was no denying that. But his name and his rank were not apparent.

He should tdll her. Now. She' d be fearful. Obedient. Controllable. She' d never dare turn her back on



him in such an insulting manner.
In such an interesting manner. Intriguing manner.
He brought his breathing under control. And felt an unexpected twinge of fascination that surprised him.

There was something amusing in the absurdity of it al—thisjungle world, thisderdlict ship, thislittle
green-eyed Spiffire. ..

A corner of hismouth quirked into asmall, unaccustomed smile. He flicked the safety back on the pistal,
shoved it into the waistband of his pants. He took a moment, rubbed his knuckles over the damned
itching on hissde, reconsidered his options.

Perhapsit would be better, just for now, if shedidn’t know who he was. If she thought she could trust
him. Strictly for security reasons, of course.

But security reasons did dictate that he determine her identity.

“What' s your name?’ He leaned againgt a sensor pand partition and folded his arms across his chest.
When shedidn’t reply, he added: “How may | gpologizeif | do not know your name?’

She touched a button on the armrest and reclined the back of the chair before swiveling around to face
him.

“| think you owe me more than an gpology.” She held out her hand, palm open.

He hestated, weighed hisingtinctua desire to retain the wegpons against his need for her cooperation.
And his own need to appear cooperative. He pulled the pistol from his waistband and handed it to her.
She shoved it through her belt then grabbed the stock of therifle as he held it towards her.

“That’ sgood, for sarters.” Shelay therifle across her lap. “Now, who are you?’

He shrugged, lightly, moving easly into hisnew role. “My cdan nameisVanur. My given name, itisalong
one, in my language. But it can be shortened to Rhis”

“R-e-e-c-€? And you are Z' fharin.”

His heritage wasn't a question and he knew that. He made no attempt to hide his accent. And hisuniform
spokefor itsdf. “Rhiswith an ‘i’. R-h-i-s. That' s how my people spdll my name. And obvioudy | am
Z fharin. I’ d have no vaue to your security peopleif | were otherwise.”

“Oh, they’d lovealive’ Sko,” she commented absently, then: “Elliot. Two I's, onet. Captain Trilby
Elliot.”

“And your ship?’

Shelet her gaze wander around the meager bridge asif in mock ingpection. “Umm. Y ou first.”

“Me?’

“Y eah, Rhis. Y ou. What ship were you assigned to, before you decided to take ajoy rideinaTark?’

His mind worked quickly, knowing delay would be interpreted as prevarication. “The Razalka. You
know of her?’



“Hell, everyonein civilized space knows the Z' tharin’ s prized huntership. T' vahr’ sthe captain, isn't he?

“Asfar as| know, he dtill is. Or was, three weeks ago, when |, when my team and | raninto... problems
near S zed' c'far.”

He saw her eyebrowsraise and immediately regretted the admission. S zed was a‘ Sko world that
housed alarge military base. It was not a place the Z' fharin were known to frequent, uninvited. He
thought quickly.

“We were part of awar games exercise. | was the designated target, in a Tark we captured afew years
ago.” He kept talking, wanting to sound cooperative. “ Somehow we crossed the border, became
disoriented. | played decoy, so they could get back.”

“Dangerousgame.”
He shrugged. “It’s part of, what is your expression, my job description?’

Another quizzica raising of eyebrows. But he expected her reaction, wanted it. Aswell as her next
question, which would help solidify his assumed identity.

“Andyour job is?’ she asked.

“Lieutenant. B-Squadron.”

“Lieutenant. But—"

Rhisheld up one hand. “My turn, | believe. Tell me about your ship.”

She hesitated. “Fair enough. She' sthe Careless Venture. Independent Starfreighter registration out of
Port Rumor, currently.”

“You'rean Indy?’
“When | pay my dues.”

He nodded, closed his eyes briefly. He knew the thin line many smal freighter operators walked, both
financidly and legdly.

“How long have you had her?”’
“Fiveyears, give or take afew months.”
“Y ou don’t see many of these around any more.”

“Y ou mean how do | keep this rust-bucket in the space lanes?” She sighed tiredly. “With spit and a
prayer, that's how. And to answer the rest of your questions, yes, | told you the truth about there being
no other crew. And yes, aDZ-9isn't ausud freighter ‘droid. But he was part of the bargain when | got
the ship and, aswith you, | didn’'t have the heart to leave him to the scrap heap.

“And yes, when I’'m dlowed to finish the repairs on my communications system, I’ m headed for Port
Rumor, where| have aone-up to Ba grond waiting for me. Y ou’ re welcome to come aong. Or you're
welcometo stay here with the remains of your prize  Sko fighter and play tiddlywinks with the bloodbats.
Frankly, | don’t give amizzet' s asswhat you choose to do.”

He started to reply but she raised her hand, stilling hiswords.



“Asfor right now,” she said, standing, “1’m going back down to my sickbay and release Dezi.” She dung
therifle strap over her shoulder. “ And then I’'m going to pour myself the biggest glassof iced gin | can
find. Because | have a splitter going and my eyes are refusing to focus. And | haven't even had breskfast
yet. Soif you'll excuseme...”

He stopped her progress at the hatchway with ahand on her arm.

“Elliot—" His voice sounded harsher than he wanted it to be. He didn’t even know why he' d stopped
her, only that he' d reached for her before he was aware of doing so.

Sheglared up a him. “Look, if you' re going to try to kill me again, would you please just be done with
it? Because if you' re not, you' re keeping me from amuch needed drink.”

“Go pour yoursdf adrink. I'll release the *droid.”
Shethought over his offer for amoment then shrugged.
“Beniceto him,” she said as hefollowed her into the corridor. “He sterrified of you.”

He nodded tersdly, hisface again impassive. “1 will explain everything.” He watched her disappear down
the circular ladderway and ignored anillogica desiretotrail after her.

~*

The ‘droid’ s head jerked in Rhis s direction as he stepped into the sickbay. Dezi was till locked in the
regen bed. Hislimbstwitched asif someone had poured antifreeze in his circuitry. “ Oh, no. Please, sir,
tell meyou didn't kill her. Tl me shedill lives. She sagood girl, truly sheis. A bit wild at times, but—"
“Captain Elliot is pouring hersdf adrink,” he said over Dezi’ s pained pleadings. Heflipped

thelatch off the cylinder and did it back. “It was just amisunderstanding,” he added asthe *droid
scrambled awkwardly to hisfeet. Dezi clanked down loudly to the floor and looked up at Rhis. “A
misunderstanding. Yes, of

course. A misunderstanding. It had to be. But the captain, Captain Elliot isfine?” “She' sfine” He spied
his shirt ill hanging in the utility closet and grabbed it. A sharp pain

shot down his shoulder. Heignored it. “ She said something about pouring herself aniced gin—" “Ah,
yes. Inthelounge. It redly isn't alounge, not atrue ship’slounge.” “Below decks?’ he asked, trying to
stem the tide of what appeared to be an unending

dialogue. “Below decks. Next to the captain’ s quarters. More exactly, it once was part of the captain’s

quarters. She—" “Dezi. Lead theway, I'll follow.” *'Y ou want meto—? Oh, yes, of course. Thisismy
ship. That is, it's Captain Elliot’ sship.

But you arethe guest. And—" Dezi shuffled quickly out of sickbay, hisvoice echoing in the empty
corridor of the ship. Rhisfollowed a pace behind, shaking his head.

CHAPTER THREE

Trilby braced her arms againgt the countertop flanking her small galley and sucked in large gulps of air.
She' d amost died. The son of abitch had amost killed her, dl becausein his delusions he' d mistaken her
for some Conclave-kissing bounty hunter. She knew when she stopped shaking she' d find something
hilariousin that misidentification, but at the moment, nothing seemed funny.



Least of dl that she might jeopardize the Techplat contract because of the repair time she' d wasted while
arguing with that lunatic.

That naked lunatic. Who' d pressed his admittedly gorgeous body againgt hersin sickbay, leaving little
doubt asto his masculine charms.

Good thing she hadn’t made a quip about the proverbid pistal in his pocket. A hysterical gigglerosein
her throat but she choked it back. It would be too easy for her laughter to change to tears; for the tension
of the past few hours to underscore that once again she was stupid and trusting of al the wrong people.

Like shipping agents who promised her business, then canceled contracts.
Like aman she thought wasin love with her. Who married someone ese.
Like aZ’fharin she thought was harmless, who tried to kill her.

Three for three? She hoisted hersalf onto one of the two stools bolted to the lounge decking, pulled the
laser pigtol from its uncomfortable position in her belt and lay it on the counter. Well, maybe not quite
threefor three. At least with the Z’ fharin, she got * Sko partsfor salvage. A gift from the Gods, that one!
She might be able to make a payment on her ship. It would be nice not to have to worry about the
repossessors for awhile.

She drew therifle sirap over her head, propped the weapon against the bulkhead. Her fingers massaged
small circles over the achein her temples. It would be nice not to worry about anything for awhile. Not
dwindling business and empty bank accounts. Mafunctioning equipment. Lying bastards of
ex-boyfriends. ‘ Sko pirates. Half-crazed Z' fharins—

—wandering around her ship doing the Gods-knew-what while she sat herein the middle of a pity-party.
Damnation!

She jerked upright, twisted around and dammed against something tal and unyidding.

Strong hands caught her firmly by the waist as she tumbled off the barstool. She lurched forward,
grabbed ahandful of heavy, black fabric with one hand and the ridge of awide shoulder with the other.

She jerked back, releasing Vanur’ sjacket asif the fabric were on fire. “ Son of aPillorian bitch! What do
you mean by sneaking up on me like that!”

“I didn't redlize you didn’t hear uscomein. You aredl right?’

“I'mfine” Exhausted. Overworked. Jumpy as hell. And no doubt overreacting. But fine. Or at lesst,
getting there. Her momentary flare of anger dissolved under the concerned expression on hisface. And
the fact that she didn’t have to go looking for him, or Dezi. She saw the ‘ droid amble through the
hatchway, her utility belt in his hand.

She splayed her hands againgt the front of hisjacket and pushed. “1 said I’'mfine. Y ou can let go now.”

His only response was anarrowing of hiseyes, asif she were aspecimen under scrutiny. An unknown
and unexpected specimen.

She hoped he wasn't having flashbacks, thinking she was some kind of Conclave spy. Shedidn't have
the energy or the patience to go through the whole routine again. “Let go, Vanur.”

He released her so abruptly that she tottered unsteadily, and grabbed the countertop just as he reached



for her again.
“Sorry.” He seemed as dartled as she was.

She brushed away his offered hand. “Dezi?” He looked none the worse for being locked in the regen
bed.

The ‘droid handed her the belt. “Would you like me to resume the sensor calibrations?’

Cdiibrations that should have been completed hours ago. “Please. And put this back in the weapon's
locker.” She gave him therifle. Good oI’ Dezi. Her last link to sanity. She strapped the belt around her
wast and shoved the pistol back into its holster.

“Thanks, Dez. Be sure you shut down at 0900, for at least ahdf hour. There |l be more than just thisship
to repair if you don’t get some downtime soon.”

She hazarded aglance a Vanur as Dezi |eft. HE d retrieved his shirt and put it on. It hung open, his
bruiseslooking dark and ugly. “And | should probably send you back to sickbay.”

“There sno need.” He squared his shoulders but his mouth was atight line, his dark eyes, shadowed.
Whatever painkillersthe regen bed had pumped into him were probably out of his system by now.

“Wdl then, gt.” She motioned to one of the stools. “1 ill need adrink.”

And better control of her emotions. She had no real causeto be angry at him, she decided as she
stepped behind the counter. After dl, how would shefed if shewoke, disoriented, and onaZ’ fharin
ship?

She knew she' d keep asmile on her face, and the safety off her pistal.

Hissmiles might be ahit strained but he had handed her weapons back to her. She gave him abonus
point for that one. Y et something about the Z’ fharin unsettled her. He was too damnably good-looking,
with hisdark eyes and thick black hair. Which could aso account for the underlying arrogance she
sensed.

Of course, the quadrant was full of good-looking arrogant men. Like Jagan. Good-looking and arrogant,
but also wedthy and powerful, holding himsalf up before the rest of the universe like somelittle
plasti-weight god. ..

But Vanur was only amere lieutenant, afly-boy, she reminded hersdlf. She thumbed the latch on the
uteng| rack and pulled out asquat hard-plastic tumbler. Hiskind were used to taking orders, not giving
them. Still, her head pounded again, like two discordant drumbeats that said Grantforth. Vanur.
Grantforth. Vanur.

The sooner she got back to Port Rumor, the sooner she could request some compensation for her
troubles. And berid of him.

Her headache she could handle right now. She unlatched a second cabinet, reached up and took out her
last bottle of gin. When she turned he was leaning against the countertop, peering up at the open cabinet
behind her.

Timeto play hostess. “Want something?’

He stepped around the counter, reached easily over her head for abottle of Ba grondian whisky.



“I can make coffeg, if you'd rather,” she offered. “ Or do you need something to eat?” But he was
shaking his heed.

“Glassesare here” Their arms collided at the cabinet door. Hisfingers dipped around her wrist as he
pulled her againgt him and for acrazy, totaly insane moment she thought he was going to kiss her.

Hisfacetilted down towards hers, his other arm did around her back. ..

And then he was gently nudging her out of the narrow galey. “I can do thisfor mysdf.” Hegave her a
dightly quirky amile.

She backed away dowly, eased herself onto the stool and uncapped the bottle of gin. He poured a short
drink of whisky, recapped the bottle and secured it in the galley rack.

By the Gods, aman who cleaned up after himself! She awarded him another bonus point. Jagan
would' ve |eft the bottle out for either her or Dezi to secure.

She sipped the gin, let the fire burn down her throat.
He sat on the stool next to her, turned hisglassin hishands. “Y ou said something about Port Rumor.”

“It'sabout atrike from here.” She leaned her elbows against the countertop and tried to assemble her
featuresinto her best ‘ professiona captain’ demeanor. Better he learn the bad news now. “I’ ve till got
about ten hours worth of hard work ahead of me before we can leave, though.”

“Ten hours?1 can be of assistance, cut your time down on those repairs.”
His offer was tempting. But not totally feasible. “ Only if we worked separatdly.”
“Yes, of course, but—

“But no offense, Vanur, but I’'m not sure I’ d trust whatever you’ d do to my ship when | wasn't looking
over your shoulder.”

“Y our shipisaso my only means back. | would not be so foolhardy asthat.” Therewasadight hint of
disdain in hisvoice, made even more pronounced by his Z’ fharish accent.

“Oh, I’'m not worried about your sabotaging the Venture,” she said smoothly. “ At least, not whileyou're
gtill on board. It' swhat you'll have her do after you leavethat | don’t trust. It' d take me daysjust to
ferret out whatever wogs-and-weemliesyou’ d be ableto set in place.”

“Wogs-and-weemlies?” That small, quirky smile was back. “1 do not do wogs-and-weemlies, Trilby
Elliot. Especialy now, when I’'m hard pressed to return. | don’'t even have timefor you to go to Port
Rumor.”

She was about to remind him that the decision wasn't histo make when he continued: “What we do have
time for is perhaps ten hours worth of work which, with my help, can be reduced to six. Then we head
for the border where | can contact an Imperid patrol ship. And that isthe only thing we havetimefor.”

“Noway.” She shook her head emphaticaly. “I’ ve got a good-size one-up run waiting for me on Rumor.
I’m not about to let that dide just because whatever games you were playing out there by S zed went
sour.”

“You do not understand. Three daysisadeday | cannot afford.”



“No, you don't understand. Thisis my ship. We re going to Port Rumor. Y ou don't likethat?” She
motioned towards the viewport and the long gash of broken palms. “ Go back to your Tark. I’'m sure the
“Sko will come looking for it, sooner or later. Or you can work under my supervison and in three days,
pick up afreighter headed for the border and be on your way home. Understand now?’

It took a moment before he answered. “ Understood.”

“Wonderful.” She secured the gin bottle, tucked her empty tumbler into the sani-rack. The gin had
kicked in. Her headache was starting to recede. “In that case, Rhis-my-boy, let’s get you

settled. Then | suggest you alow me to acquaint you with the problems you' re going to face in this pet
project of yours. If you think you can get it donein less than ten hours, then the Gods be praised.
Because that isthe only way you ' re going to get thisship fully functiond in that time— with divine
intervention.”

She ssomped off towards the corridor but stopped in the doorway when she didn’t hear accompanying
footsteps. “Wdl?" she asked with undisguised impatience as she turned.

Something sparked in the short distance between them. It waslike asmal explosion of the emotional
energy that had been building since she d falen off the ool and into hisarms. An amost primal
magnetism. Shedidn’t know if hefdt it, or saw it, but she did. Sheinhaded quickly as anger and
nervousness mixed together inside her with something else she didn’t want to identify.

Rhis s breathing seemed to match hers. He took a step towards her. His gaze moved over herina
possessive, dmost predatory way.

Then his expression blanked out, his mouth suddenly athinline.
“Moveit, Elliot! We vework to do. | do not have time to waste with your games.”

“My—7?" She gave him alook of incredulity before she turned and, swearing softly under her breeth,
marched down the Venture' s narrow corridor. So much for Lieutenant Nice Guy. She rescinded one of
his bonus points.

~*

Rhisfollowed her down the corridor, damning hisinfamous temper. And damning the dull throb of painin
his side that had made him forget that he needed her cooperation. Not her enmity.

He as0 needed her ship. But his plansto takeit by force quickly changed when he redized they weren't
in the space lanes. And that she wasin the middie of repairs.

A fully functioning ship in the lanes was easy. All he had to do was override her primaries and change
course. But dirtsde repairs hinted at something more involved than a course change. And he didn't like
surprises. They aways meant unexpected problems. He had afedling an old Circurall would be replete
with problemsthat might dow even him down.

Control would be gained, but through deception. He had to appear harmless, amiable, sympathetic.
Everything hewasn’'t. Or everything he' d risked hislife for would be threatened.

He saw the distrust in her eyes when she turned to himin front of a closed cabin doorway. “Y our cabin
code isfour-seven-eight.” She tapped at the entry pad.

“You can’'t palm code it?" he asked as the door did open.



“If you' re worried about your privacy, it'sonly Dez and me. Neither of us have the timeto disturb you.
But if | need to know where you are, | don’t want to waste time decoding alocked door.”

So her ship had no Crew Locator System, no interna sensor grid. That was good. But her lack of trustin
him wasn't. Time to do some damage control.

He stepped inside, took acursory glance at his cabin. Smal. Basic. But clean. “I'm ill abit unsettled
from everything. | didn’t mean to sound so angry.”

“Apology accepted, if that wasone.” She gavehimawry smile. “But I'm till not letting you lock this
cabin.”

She brushed by him. A scent of powder and flowerslingered, stirred something within him, lightly. Not
like the unexpected sparks that had flown ten minutes ago in the lounge, flooding his body with along
forgotten hest. That was atotally irrationd reaction, startling him. He' d turned

hisanger at himsdlf into anger at her. A clumsy move, yet effective. There was too much at stake herefor
him to be distracted.

But even now his gaze followed her, took in the soft curves of her hips and thighs as she walked. There
was anarrow gray door on hisright. She twisted itslatch.

“Sani-fac,” she said, pushing the door open. “Need more towels, let me or Dezi know.”
She pointed to the opposite wall. “ Closet and drawer spacein there.”
“Usdless, a the moment.” He shoved his handsinto his pants pockets and grinned sheepishly.

Shetilted her head in momentary confusion and then adow smile crossed her face. “1 might be able to
help out. I’ ve got some stuff in one of the storage lockers.”

No hard-goods replicator on board then, either. “Don’'t go to any trouble—"

Shewaved away hiscomment. “No big dedl. Besides, you might be rather ripe by the time we hit Rumor
if | don't.”

“I will bathedally. | promise.”
She amiled, morewarmly thistime. He saw the tension in her shouldersrelax.

So thisishow we do it. Light quips. Keep it friendly. Play on her concern. Maybe he should learn to
let his pain be more evident. She' d judge him to be less threatening then. An injured man. Alone.

It was dl arguably true. He just never showed weakness, in any form, before,

He motioned towards the corridor. “ And now, your ship. You haverepairs| can help with.” Helet his
armfal back to hisside and, for thefirst time, didn’t suppress the wince of pain.

“From the looks of you, you need a couple hours downtime first. Dezi and | can start—"

“It’ sjust some soreness. Besides, much of the delay ismy fault. You'll finish more quickly with my help.

She hesitated, crossed her arms over her chest. He could dmost see distrust warring with compassionin
her eyes. He had always avoided any awareness of human emotions before. But suddenly they interested



him. Or rather, Trilby Elliot’ sinterested him.
Her expression softened. Compassion won.
“Okay,” she said, nodding. “I’ ve got a problem with a booster interface you can tackle.”

She wastesting him. It was aminor problem, abooster interface. He could solve that in twenty minutes.
Getting her to trust him might take alittle bit longer.

He was forced to revise his twenty-minute estimate as he sat in the boxy maintenance cubicle on the
hyperdrive deck, paging through the schematics screens. The room was little more than a converted
storage closet. And when she leaned on the console, peering over his shoulder, he found himself
increasingly distracted by her presence.

It wasjust because, he told himself, hewasn’t used to having hiswork scrutinized.

Hewas staring at a particularly troublesome configuration when it finaly dawned on him what was
missing. “1 need to see the datafor your primary systemsinterface.”

“Sorry. That'son a‘need to know’ basis, Vanur. And right now—"

“I am familiar with the phrase.” He arched an eyebrow. There were those in the Empire who'd been
known to wonder if he had a patent on the expression.

“Wadl, so am |, so we have something in common, Rhis-my-boy,” Trilby was saying. Shelaughed lightly.
“I’ve heard stories about you, you know.”

For amoment his gut tensed. Then he redlized she was spesking in generd terms. *Y ou' meant the
Z fharin Imperid Feet and itsreputation. Not one Z' fharin in particular. He brushed off her comment.

“We Z'fharin pride oursdves on our discipline.”

A discipline that demanded amasking of pain though, try as he might, not of annoyance. He returned to
the data on the screen, fingerstoying impatiently with hislightpen or pulling distractedly at his mustache,

Her ship’sandytica equipment wasin agate of disrepair that was blatantly unacceptable. He called her
away from her own work on arelay pane in the corridor behind him, counted to ten while he framed his
request.

“I need adatalyser. One that was manufactured in at least the past twenty years. Please.”

Wordlesdy, she handed him aunit from her tool kit. He flipped it on. The small screen flickered and
died.

Hisfacade cracked. He swore in Z' fharish. “How you work under these conditionsisa—"

Trilby grabbed the small unit, smacked it againgt her thigh and then flipped it on again and handed it to
him. The screen glowed brightly.

Heglared a her. “Thisisridiculous”
Shel€ft, inexpertly hiding her laughter under a coughing fit.

~*



Imperid arrogance. No, maybe that wasn't quite right, evenif the Z’ fharinswere famousfor it. Evenif
Rhis seemed to have hisfair share. It was probably more accurate to lump Rhis s struggles with her
ship’ s components as something more generic. Something Shadow had taught her long ago, in Port
Rumor.

Incompetence bred by authority.

Jagan had it, enough to fill ablack hole. She'd just lost Sight of that under his pretty words, fancy
presents.

And the Conclave had it. Hell, that’ s what the Conclave was. Authority, governmenta authority.
Incompetence by committee.

Asfor RhisVanur, he couldn’t help that he worked for agovernment. He understood ‘ a need to know’
because he' d probably been told more than once that he didn’t qualify for that need.

Fighter pilotsrarely did. Go there, shoot that, try to bring the hardware back in one piece.

With a soft sigh she realized Rhis was probably more interested in getting back to the Empire than the
Empirewasin getting him back. Her scanners, myopic as they were, showed no one had come looking
for the Tark. If they were concerned about the fate of their pilot, they would have.

But to governments and corporations, Trilby knew from first hand experience, people were expendable.
Hardware could be recovered at any time.

She had to remember that, had to stop lumping him in the same category with people like Jagan or the
trip back to Rumor would be hell for them both. He was only alieutenant. He took orders, didn't give
them. His arrogance was cultural; Jagan’ swas cultivated.

Twenty minutes later, she stepped into the corridor and saw him swaying in his seet. He clearly belonged
back in sckbay, not in the smdll, stuffy maintenance room.

At the sound of her footsteps he turned. The shadows under his eyes had darkened. She put out one
hand, tentatively. He glanced at her offered hand with disdain, his spine Sraightening at the last moment.

“Why don’t you go lie down? A few hours delay won't—"

“I amfine” Hisright hand lay flat againg the console, hisarm braced. His body language spoke out loud
and clear: | am Z'tharin. | can ded with pain.

“You'realiar,” shereplied easly asheglared at her. “If you collapse here you' |l block the doorway. So
get your ass down to your cabin. Il wake you in four hours or s0.”

1] NO, |_”

“The cabin hasacomp.” She stepped over the raised door tread, leaned her arms against the high
console. “Read in bed if you like. But right now | don’t think you should be sitting up. Or standing.”

He pushed himsdif to hisfeet. “ Thereis nothing wrong with—"

She caught him as he staggered againgt her, her ams encircling hiswaist as he pinned her againgt the
bulkhead. “Whoa, fly-boy, whoa!”

Shefet hisweght sag, hisface hot against her hair. Shereached out blindly for the intercom panel by the
door. “Dezi! Get down to maintenance, now!”



He struggled dightly. “ Nav, vad yasch— I’'m okay. I'm okay.” RhiS svoice was strained, soft. But he
didn’t pull away from her.

When Dezi grasped him under the armpits, Trilby had the flegting impression he was reluctant to let her
go.

*

Hewoke, climbing out of avery soft, Trilby Elliot-scented dream to find himsdlf in asmal darkened
cabin. Alone.

“Lutsa. Lights.” Hisvoice cracked, dry. He sumbled into the adjoining sani-fac and gulped down aglass
of cold water, then splashed some on hisface. His Trilby-dream faded though he could still remember the
paleslk of her hair againg hisface. Her arms around him—

—had not been adream. The close confines of the sani-fac brought back the shape of the maintenance
cubicle. And hislessthan impressive collapse againgt her.

So much for hisinfamous Z’ fharin discipline. So much for hisinfamous control. Both faded like avapor
trail whenever he was near her.

Hewas probably just over-tired. He' d strained his physicd limitswith thislast mission. Even he needed
timeto hed. His current Stuation hampered that.

But tiredness was not an excuse for the way he was handling thisSituation, this Trilby Elliot. He knew
that. Her unlikely combination of sarcasm and softness rankled him and intrigued him at the sametime.
He couldn’t remember the last time he' d felt his control dip through hisfingersaseasly assilken migt.

But then, his current Situation didn’t permit him to be who he was. He was born and bred for command.
He d never had to repress hisfinely honed ingtincts before. It unsettled him—amost asmuch asElliot’s
presence did—and he took another mouthful of cool water while he rearranged his attitude.

Hisinfamous attitude. He ran one hand over hisface. Playing at being nice was draining him, tearing
away at the hard-assed, arrogant son-of-a-bitch he was supposed to be. Had been for over thirty years,
until fate and the * Sko had dumped him on the doorstep of one Captain Trilby Elliot.

He sat on the edge of the narrow bed, rolled up his shirtd eeves and tabbed on the comp screen. The skin
over hiswounds no longer itched. And the pain in his body had quieted to adull roar. Helet that be his
focus. That and hismission. Not her smiles or soft laughter. Or her sympathy. She didn’t know who she
was offering it to. She didn’t know what it was doing to him.

Timeto get back to work.

*

His self-proclaimed sixth hour deadline came and went while he wasflat on hisback in the Venture's
cramped maintenance tunndl. Repairs on an erratic datafeed line weren't going well. Sweaty and
exasperated, he sent Dezi scurrying out of the tunnel in search of “a Gods-damned splicer that will work
at least half the Gods-damned time!”

A few minuteslater, ascuffling noise in the tunne told him that Dezi had returned. It wasthe captain’s
orders, he knew, that he not be left donefor long. But at least with the *droid, he could be himsdlf.

“About time!” he snapped. He reached over hishead, hisfingers grasping the thin cylinder of what he



hoped was amore efficient crystal splicer.

The splicer wasn't what he was used to, but it was better than thefirst one. It till took him five minutes
to repair the hairline fractures.

Heflicked off the power on the splicer with a sngp and closed his eyes, letting his head fal| back against
the hard floor of the tunnd. A dull ache throbbed between his shoulder blades from working in the
tunnd’s cramped quarters. But that didn’t make him haf as uncomfortable asthe fact that, even here, in
the bowels of her ship, he was still aware of her presence. He could dmost smell the siweet muskiness of
that perfume shewore. It was asif she were haunting him.

“Ridiculous,” hesad.
“| tried towarn you,” replied asoft femalevoicein hisear.
Hiseyesflew open. He saw the object of histroubled thoughts knedling beside him.

“Bloody hdll!'” He sat up abruptly. His head made hard contact with alow calling tile. Thelarge gray
square teetered on rusty hinges. He reached for it just as Trilby did. Their arms collided, throwing her off
balance. She collapsed onto his chest.

He heard the sharp crack of the metd hinge snapping, saw the blur of movement out of the corner of his
eye. Inginctively he clagped her tightly againgt him and rolled away, placing hisbody protectively over
hers. Thetile dammed againgt him then did to the decking with aloud clang.

Hefdt her rapid breathing againg hischest. “You dl right?’

“Umm, yes.” Shetilted her head, bumping her nose on his chin. She was sandwiched between him and
the tunnd’s curved wall. “Y ou?Y ou okay?’

His head hurt. Hisback ached. The crystal splicer dug an uncomfortable gougeinto hisleft hip. But his
body blithely ignored dl of this discomforting physica information and chose instead to focus on the
softness and the scent of the woman beneath him, in hisarms.

Somehow in their grappling, her t-shirt had pulled up at her waist. Hisleft hand rested on her bare skin,
hisfingers on the swell of her breast. Hisright hand lay against her neck; histhumb on theline of her jaw.

He was acutely aware his mouth was only inches from hers. And that if he spoke, if he were to answer
her question, hislips might just graze against her own.

Startled, he redized that was something he desperately wanted to do. He needed to taste her, to fed the
heet of her mouth on his. To brand her with his own heet, his own scent.

“Sureyou're okay?’ she repeated.
“Wonderful.” He whispered hisanswer againgt her lips.

She was softness, dl softness. He rubbed his mouth against hers, feding her lips part, feeling her body
pressinto his—

She gasped, her hands pushing againgt his chest. She turned her face abruptly away. His mouth ended
up, moist and hot, againgt her cheek for amoment before he finally understood what her hands were
franticdly trying totell him.

Helifted himsdf tiffly off her.



“Just what in the Seven Hells do you think you' re doing?” She squirmed, shoving her shirt back into the
waistband of her pants.

He knew what he' d been doing but had no explanation for it. It was amistake. Another mistake. Likethe
one he made, wasit only thismorning? Where he' d assumed she was amercenary, taking him to
Q'uivera

But that mistake had been understandable. Thiswas damnably incomprehensible for him; to lose control
50 easlly because of awinsome face, a soft mouth, a mesmerizing scent of powder and flowers.

“The, um, tilecameloose” It wasalame answer but it was al hismind could come up with. He il
tasted their kiss, the sweetness of her skin. And he dill felt the warmth of her body where it had touched
his, cresting an even more intense warmth. Cresting—

“A tile. Cameloose.” Trilby repested hiswords asif he' d uttered gibberish. She was bresthing hard but
some of the glitter of anger was gone from her eyes. “ A tile cameloose and that gives you theright to
gtick your hand under my shirt.”

“I didn’t stick my hand under your shirt. | tried to pull you out of the way. We—"

An access hatchway did open overhead. Dezi’ s metallic facefilled the small square. “Captain! We' re
back on linel Communicationsisback on line! We can... oh. Pardon. Am | interrupting something?’

Trilby didn’t seem to hear the question. She glared at Rhis. “Don’'t do me any more favors. Okay?’ She
glanced up at the “droid. “I’ll meet you on the bridge, Dez. Now.” She shoved herself away and crawled
hedtily towards the tunndl’ s exit.

Aloneinthetunnd, Rhis closed hiseyes and lay his head againgt the flooring. Something had happened. ..
something was happening to him. He didn’t understand it. He was acting like Réfi, for the Gods' sakes!
He d been in thisfema €' s company less than one full day and here he was panting after her like some
gelzracin hedt.

“Ridiculous,” hesaid. But histonewasn't overly convincing.

~*

“Insolent, arrogant, insufferable, Imperid bastard!” Trilby’ s hushed but angry litany echoed the dap of

her boots on the decking. She could have added * brilliant’ and ‘ too damned good-looking for hisown
good’ but shewas gtill working hersdf into afrenzy over his negatives. She didn’t intend to even touch on
Rhis s positives until they parted company at Port Rumor.

She stomped onto the bridge, let hersalf collapseinto her sedt.

Communications were back on line. A long list of messages waited for her, not the least of which wasthe
confirmation of the availability of the Ba grond run. That made her fed better. She quickly sent off her
acknowledgment. Then, boots resting on the bridge console, she leaned back in her chair and brought up
the armrest screen to review just what everyone had to say to her this septi.

Neadi’ sface appeared. Her skin wasthe color of deep golden coffee; her dark eyes sparkled. “Hey Tril!
Hope you get this.” There wasthe usud “working our butts off dingin’ beer and booze” and then her
friend’ sjovial demeanor became serious.

“Something’ sgoing on. Y eah, | know, business has dropped off in the past few months, but hell, when
haven't the Indys had their ups and downs?’



Neadi knew the deep space transit business aswell as Trilby did. She’ d been raised on short-haulers,
though ones larger than the Venture. But it was her and her husband’ s pub adjacent to

the spaceport that put them in agood position to hear what was going on in the traders' 1anes between
Rumor, Ba grond and Q' uivera.

“ Tak isthat someone’ sin bed with the * Sko. Y eah, | know, | know.” Neadi held up one hand asif she
could hear Trilby’ sdisbdieving snort. “ Who deepswith the * Sko? The Z' fharin, maybe.”

Trilby’ smind flickered to atdl, dark-haired man one deck below. A smdl menta warning bell jangled
oftly.

“ We re hearing whispers of an under-the-table agreement with one of the Beffa cartels. It' s got people
thinking about the  Sko attacks recently. If the * Sko stop the small trade, then only the big guys, like
GGA or Norvind, will work Gensiira. Which isbig profitsfor them.

“Butit'salso big lossesif the * Sko'sred purposeisn't to take out the small haulers, but to entice the big
tradersinto an areathat’ s been long known for itslack of patrols. The * Sko will profit if Gengiirafalsto
them. But the Z' fharin will profit even more, if the * Sko drive out you small operators and then the
Empire movesin to annex us.

“We might just be the incentive for the Empire to stop harassing the * Sko out by S zed.

“ S0 be careful. Watch who your runs come through and wheat flight plansyou file. It could be nothing
more than jump-jockey gossip. But | know that you' ve been looking to spend some money on upgrades.
Screw that, girl. Go for weapons. A new ion cannon’ d be nice. A set of Lady-Fives even better. I've got
contectsif you don’'t.”

Trilby swiveled in her seet for awhile, thinking. The Ba grond run had come through ardiable agent, an
old friend. She stopped swiveing, pulled it up again on the comp and tried to read between the lines.
Nothing. At least, nothing that shouldn’t be there.

But there’ d been other requests. Not to her. But before she' d left Rumor she’ d seen acouple of the
pricier bottles of gin being poured.

And then there was Rhis. The Z' fharin pilot. A lieutenant. Off the Razalka, he said. Who just happened
to bein possession of a* Sko fighter. Captured years ago, hetold her. Used now only in war games.
Malfunctioned and landed in her front yard.

That fit, to apoint. She' d seen no other craft, * Sko or anything, in pursuit. If the Tark were stolen, the
* Sko would obvioudy have been on Rhis stall.

But maybe it wasn’t stolen. Maybe it was a gift. A thank you. For that other rumor Neadi dluded to.
Who else but the Z' fharin would be degping with the * Sko?
CHAPTER FOUR

She left the bridge, her mind more on Neadi’ swarnings than where her feet were taking her. It wasn't
like running trade in Gengirawas easy to begin with. But at least the enemy was known: the government,
mostly in theform of customsingpectors. And was generdly visiblein one place: dockside. But the * Sko,
and the Z' fharin for that matter, made their own rules. A little caution might be advisable at this point with
her business. And her onboard guest aswell.



Shame she had no inbred distrust of Z'fharins. Port Rumor had always been indiscriminately eclecticin its
populace. She knew severa Z'fharin freighter operators. And more than adozen half-Z' fharin merchants,
including Neadi’ s husband. Port Rumor was a busy place now, and had been even before the war

ended.

But to have an Imperia military officer dumped in her Iap, courtesy of a‘ Sko Tark—afully armed ‘ Sko
Tark—wasn't quite the same as sharing a beer with ahalf-Z’ fharin drive tech in Fly-boy’s.

She stopped walking and stared at the door in front of her. Cargo Hold Three. She had intended to head
for her cabin, one deck below the bridge. Not dl the way down here.

Brilliant, Tril, just brilliant. She resisted the urge to pound her head on the door.

Sheturned quickly instead, flinging her armswide in agesture of frustration. And smacked Rhis Vanur
firmly in the chest with the back of her hand.

“Damnation! Sorry.”

He grabbed her arm, steadying her as she looked up a him in surprise. And something flared, sparked
again. Something primal. Intense. Urgent.

She shook off his hand, stepped away quickly.

“Y ou following me, lieutenant?’ Shetried to add ice to her voice, her body needing it.
He hesitated. “I" ve been looking for you.”

“Down here?’

“| caled the bridge. Y ou didn’'t answer. And your ship hasno CLS.”

Trilby tamped down her newborn paranoia. He was right; she didn’t have afunctioning crew locator on
board. Dezi used histherma grid to find her on the ship. When she wanted Dez, she used the comm. She
belatedly redlized she' d never told Vanur to do that.

“What' sthe problem?’
“Problem?’

“I don't think you’ re down here looking for acopy of my potato and cheese casserole recipe. So what's
the problem?”’

“Oh, yes. Wéll, not aproblem. Just amodification | thought you might consider for the booster.” He
shrugged.

“I thought you finished that yesterday.” Shefell in step with him asthey headed towardsthe
companionway.

“I did. Atthetime, | didn’t think it would work with your equipment, but I’ ve been playing with the idea.
| might be able to customize—"

“Wogs-and-weemlies?’

Heturned at the bottom step, smiled down at her. “Onesyou’'d like, | think. Our shipsuseit on border
patrol. | guessyou could call it aninvasivefilter.”



She followed him up to the next deck in silence, stopped just short of the open lounge hatchway. “Y ou
mean, you can grab messages that aren’t meant for you.”

He hestated only afraction of asecond. “Yes”

“Nice modification.” And one she could sdll in Rumor for a pretty piece of change, once she unraveled
the program, found how it worked. “How long will it take you?’

“An hour, perhgpsless. | can work on it on theway to Rumor. Right now | want to finish cdlibrating the
sensorswith Dezil.”

“I want to seethe program beforeyou ingtal and run it.”
“Of course.”

Of course. And thisfrom aman who just yesterday had held her throat in the paralyzing G’ zhen Dai grip
used by Thirty-Second Century Warrior-Monks on Dakrahl. Or wasit thefatd Tah Fral hold employed
by the Order of Despi Guild Assassins?

She shook her head as he headed below decks to the drive room.

She stepped into the lounge. Her ssomach had been rumbling for awhile. She removed the large
casserole of stew from storage and placed it the processor. That’ s what she was supposed to have done
ten minutes ago. Instead, she' d been wandering on autopilot on the cargo deck. If she hadn’t bumped
into Vanur—

A thought struck her with the same high-voltage intensity as histouch had by Cargo Hold Three.
What was Vanur doing down by the holds?

Looking for her, he'd said. Shedidn’t know what bothered her more: the fact that he was following her,
or thefact that he was following her and she' d been blissfully unaware of the fact.

The processor chimed. She thumbed the door open, let the spicy aroma pour over her for amoment.

Maybe shewas just being paranoid. Or maybe she just didn’t want to face the real reason she was so
jumpy around him. She just didn’t know if it had more to do with his gender or his heritage.

Hewasterribly mae. Terribly, wonderfully mae. That might be something worth exploring if sheweren't
gill smarting over Jagan. And if Rhisweren't dso walking around her ship inaZ' tharin uniform. Six
months ago she wouldn’t have cared. Now, she was doubly cautious.

She secured the stew in the server then tabbed on the coffee maker. When he camein for dinner she was
gtill on her first cup. But it was cold. She stirred it halfheartedly and pretended to stare out the viewport

at Avanar’ s lengthening shadows. Two moons were rising. She could Rhis' sreflection—dark-haired and
dark-shirted—outlined on the viewport as he sat at the high counter that separated the gdley area, a
bowl of stew before him. The glint of one of her ship’s portable datapads was next to that. He was
working on asensor glitch that Dezi’ s diagnostics couldn’t unravel.

So hesaid.
For dl she knew, he was working on plansto help the * Sko conquer dl of Conclave space.

Neadi’ swords haunted her, but her thoughts kept being sidetracked to the heat generated between them
in the maintenance tunnel earlier. She was surprised the insulating plates hadn’t melted after faling on their



bodies.

It exasperated her how he' d caught her off guard. But then maybe what she thought had happened, redly
hadn’t. Maybe they did only fal against each other by accident, her shirt riding up, his hands smply
landinginalogica spot.

But that kiss, that kiss had been no accident.

So she watched him now without watching him. Tried to watch the *hin' that was Z' fharin Imperid
Lieutenant and not the “*him’ that was broad-shouldered with strong arms. And night-black hair the only
soft thing on hisbody. Like the soft hair matting covering hischest. ..

She stood suddenly, irritated at her train of thought, forgotten coffee cup till in her hand. “We' |l be ready
to go at 06007’

“Absolutdy. We could depart tonight, within the hour.”

Trilby shook her head. “No. | need some deegp, Dezi needs some downtime and you' re ftill recovering
from some good bumps and bruises.”

He glanced down at where his shirtdeeves were rolled up, exposing the faded purple gash on hisarm.

“I know, | know,” she said with exasperation, seeing him starting to reply. “Y ou’ ve got ahot date waiting
for you back there acrossthe zone. Well, even if weleave at sunrise tomorrow we're till ahead of
schedule. We dl need agood night’sdeep.”

She moved around him to place her cup in the sani-rack.
He handed her the empty casserole dish. “I could start—"

“Thanks, but no. | need you on the bridge at 0545. | want to run a complete systems check before we
blow this pop stand.”

He pushed himsalf away from the counter, tucked the datapadd under hisarm. “ Oh-five-forty-fiveitis,
then.”

She let out the breath she d been holding as she watched him leave, then hurriedly finished securing the
galey. With Rhisin hiscabin it would give her sometime to poke around in her ship’ssystems
undisturbed. Find out just what Mister Friendly Lieutenant had been doing near her cargo holds.

And she d try not to think about what it felt like to kiss him while sheworked on it.

~*

He saw it the minute the door to his small cabin did open. His black jacket, cleaned and patched, draped
across the back of the only chair. He picked up the jacket, caught the light scent of her perfume, then
saw something else.

A long-deeve white shirt, large enough for him. It felt new and didn’t smell of powdery flowers. He
wondered where she’ d gotten it. Replicator? But no, her ship didn’t have a hard-goods replicator on
board.

Her congderation surprised him, yet it didn’t. He was learning she could be brash and flippant one
minute, warm and beguiling the next. She made it clear shedidn’t trust him. And, of course, that she
didn't particularly likehim.



Thelast he was used to. Not many people did.

But then she' d patched his jacket, found him a shirt and made sure there was aways hot soup, or coffee,
within hisreach. Asked if he needed another blanket. If there were enough clean towelsin his sani-fac.

And acouple of times had teased him in such asway that made him think that maybe he was wrong.
Maybe she might like him, even if only alittle bit.

That worried him. Because he didn’t know what he' d do if shedid.

He tossed the jacket back onto the chair, thrust al thoughts of her from his mind. He had to remember
who he was, why he was here.

He st hisalarm to wake him at 0130. He still had work to do.

*

Thefirst thing Trilby did when she stepped through the door of her quarterswasto set the darm for
0530. The second wasto pull the comp around on its swivel arm so that it faced her bed. She sat onthe
faded purple quilt, legs crossed, ebows on her knees and put the Venture through alittle-used series of
paces. Little-used because she’ d not had to deal with an intruder on board before.

The program was one she' d created with Shadow; one of their best. His young, lanky form floated into
her mind. She could still see hisunruly mop of muddy brown hair, forever being pushed out of hiseyes
with long fingers. But hisface blurred in her memory. It had been dmost seventeen years since hewas

killed.

She' d just turned sixteen when it happened. Shadow was about two years her senior. He'd picked up a
skim job on aHerkoid long-hauler. Three months later, Trilby followed. Herkoid knew whereto find
cheap labor.

Port Rumor. The junkyard of civilized space offered not only spare parts, but spare bodies. Orphans,
bastards, by-blows. Thousands of children, living in storage sheds, working illegally on transports and
freighters. Jobs, food, clothing were snatched from discards and castoffs. First to seeit, ownediit.
Finders keepers.

That was Port Rumor in those days.

Now Shadow was gone. He' d been on the bridge when ‘ Sko lasers had diced through the hulking
freighter. Siced first the bridge then the drive room, &ft.

But the cargo holds were spared. Sacred. The * Sko never damaged the cargo. Didn't shit where they
ate, as Shadow would say.

Trilby and three others had been in the holds. Two containers had unstrapped as they’ d come out of
jumpspace and shifted. Her stint on cleanup detail, and the arrival of a Conclave squadron, had saved her
life

Trilby pinched the bridge of her nose with two fingers. Tiredness washed over her asthe memory
receded. She shook her head, stared at the data on the screen. Saw the patches Dezi had made and the
ones Rhis had made. Everything within acceptable parameters. No wogs. No weemlies.

Shel d deliberately stopped staring over his shoulder just to seeif hewould try something. Becauseif he
was going to, shewanted him to try it before they hit the lanes.



Her fears, however, appeared to be unfounded. L ooked like Rhis was being agood boy.

She stripped off her green t-shirt and lay her utility belt, laser pistol attached, over the nightstand that
jutted out from the wall. Her pants she balled up and tossed into the hamper in the corner. She’ d have
plenty of timeto do laundry on the trike back to Rumor.

Or maybe she'd assign that duty to Mister Friendly Lieutenant. In spite of his obvious helpfulness, she
could tell he had no experience in the domestic end of shipboard duties. That tagged him as acareer
officer in her book. Career officers, especidly Imperid ones, didn’t do their own laundry.

Perhapsit was time someonefilled in those gapsin histraining.

Shefdl adeep, asmiledill on her lips.

*

He woke afew minutes before the alarm chimed and lay in the darkness of the small cabin. It seemed
unnaturd to be on aship and not moving, not fedling the thrumming of the drives through his body.

He pulled on his clothes then dipped into hisjacket. The new white shirt would shine like abeacon in
Venture's dim corridors, and he needed to be part of the shadows for awhile. To do what he had to do.
Towork his‘wogs and weemlies . He heard Trilby Elliot’ s voice say that in his head, avoice wary yet
laced with sarcasm.

Wogs-and-weemlies.

He retraced his stepsto the auxiliary systems and communications back-up panel just before the holds,
recessed in asmall storage closet. He decoded the lock, careful of tripping any alarms. Then it wasa
good hdf hour’ sworth of work, aided with the pilfered datalyser, before hewasinto the ship's
primaries.

All her illegd customizationsfloated before him. Trilby Elliot’ s handiwork. He didn't know if hewere
more surprised by the sophistication of her methods, or just her downright crazy credtivity.

Therewas atalent there. The brash little air-sprite had areal knack. Had she been raised in the Empire,
schooled through the Imperid Academy, she probably could have run circles around hdf the chief
engineers he knew.

He could learn afew things about wogs-and-weemlies from her, though he doubted she' d want to teach
him. But he should be able to find some answersin her Master Program Templates. It might be
interesting, later, to run her patch methodol ogy through the Razalka' s computers.

He tapped at the padd, trailed down adatafeed to her persond files, the most likely place for her
templatesto reside.

But found the* J’ filesfirdt. It took him afew minutesto understand “J” wasfor Jagan Grantforth.
Grantforth Goods Amagamated. The Empire had taken enough of their shipsthat he recognized the ID
stamp in the transmission code. What tugged at his curiosity was the regularity of the entries over the past
year and ahalf that ended abruptly about four months ago.

Grantforth was awe|-hedled outfit. New money, it was true, but then most of the Conclave was built on
new money. Not like thelong clan heritage of the Z' fharin.

He couldn’'t imagine why a high-profile export firm like GGA would utilize ashort-hauler like Trilby Elliot.



Or why she hadn’t profited from the relationship.

Except the relationship hadn’t been business. He discovered that as the messages scrolled by on the
small screen. And hisred reason for accessing the Venture' s primaries, aswdl as Trilby’ sintriguing
patch templates, did from hismind.

Wedthy, influential Jagan Grantforth had thoroughly bedazzled, and seduced, an unsuspecting, gullible
Trilby Elliot of Port Rumor.

He watched Jagan’ s vid-transmissions with growing distaste. The well-tanned blonde-haired man on the
screen dished out compliments with asugary sweetness. A few later transmissonswere aso the same;
only thelast two were obvioudy different.

“But, Trilby, little darling,” Jagan’s miniature image said on the screen. “ You know | adore you; you
know no other woman can make me feel what you do. But there are differencesin our lives and
that can’t be ignored.” Theimagelooked down at the hdf-empty wineglassin hisfingersfor amoment,
then back at the vid lens. “ Sorry you had to find out about my engagement to Zalia that way. |
didn’t mean to hurt you. But, there’s no reason why we can’t keep on with this beautiful
relationship we have. You just have to understand I’m going to marry Zalia out of, well, duty. Her
family’ s wealthy, well connected. And | am, after all, one of the Grantforths.”

Thefinal transmission was a bit more heated. Jagan still pleaded that he wanted her, but there was an
anger thereaswdll. Evidently Trilby had given him hiswalking papersand he didn't like having his sweet
little set up so peremptorily disrupted. And, judging from his closing remark, she had aso been lessthan
diplomatic in her ending of ther affair:

“Mother was right.” Petulance clouded Jagan’ s handsome features. “ You are nothing more than
low-class trash from Port Rumor .”

An unexpected balt of hot rage shot through Rhis's chest. With surprise he redlized that had Jagan
Grantforth been standing in front of him &t that moment, he would' ve gladly flattened the man against the
nearest bulkheed.

~*

Trilby glanced a Rhis as he strapped himsdlf into the copilot’ s seat, saw shadows under hiseyes. It was
0542. He looked like he could use another few hoursrest.

She should have forced him to spend another day in sickbay. But her need to get the Venture functioning
quickly had taken precedence over hismedica condition. Shefdt dightly guilty about that now.

“Youwant alight trank?’
“Of coursenot! | am fine.” He tugged on the strapping with ashow of force.
“Y eah, yeah. | heard that line before, Rhis-my-boy. That’swhat you said just as you passed out in—"

“Y ou said something about afull systems check? He overrode her comment, focused on the screen
flickering to life on the console.

She chuckled, swiveled her data pad into position. “ Okay, tough guy, have it your way. Full power
active. Let'srun down theligt. Life support.”

“Power levels optimum. Filterson line.”



“Got it. Auxiliary generators?’ It was odd hearing Rhis svoice, not Dezi’ sreply to her routine questions.
“On standby.”

They went back and forth for the next five minutes, making asmdl adjustment here, dight changein levels
there. Severd times Trilby noted Rhis amost issuing the command before she did, asif he were about to
take over the captain’ s prerogative. She doubted that Senior Captain T’ vahr would have tolerated that
onthe Razalka's bridge.

But evidently alowly Z’ fharin lieutenant fet himsdf more qudified than an Indy freighter captain. Well,
she' d show him athing or two, yet.

“Do much heavy air flying, Rhis?”

“Enough.”

“Keep in mind that thisisa cargo freighter, not one of your deek, high-performance Imperid toys, okay?
Try to let me handle her ‘til we clear dirtsde gravity.”

Shetapped at his hand resting on the throttle and command pads. “1 do know how to fly this ship.”
He snatched his hand away.

“That’ s better. Now, let’s get this bucket of boltsintheair.”

*

Asthe bulky ship strained upwards, Rhis grudgingly admitted she' d been right about one thing. His heavy
ar time had dl been in high-performance and high-priced Imperid toys. Toysthat had better gravity
buffer sysemsthan the Venture did. His sde twinged again. He worked on his breathing, brought his
mind out of his physica frame and focused on the instrument read-outs before him.

A hdf-hour, twenty-nine minutes ... hisfocus changed from the read-outs to watching Trilby Elliot at the
controls. Shewas breathing alittle harder, her own body fighting the strain. But her hands moved
flawlesdy, correcting rotation and axis, fiddling with athrugter.

“The starboard auxiliary isawaysfritzy,” she said when she saw him watching her. “ That’ smy safety
valve. Some damn fool triesto steal my ship, hell, he'll find her skittering out of control before he can
begin congratulaing himsdf on his prowess.” She gaveasmal chuckle. “If | thought the Z' fharin had any
interest in old junkerslike mine, | wouldn’t betelling you this.”

The Z’ fharin never had much usefor smal freighters. Warships, scoutships, large cargo conveyors, yes.
But an old Circurall wouldn’t be worthy of their attention. He, however, would never be able to see one
without thinking of acertain pale-haired air-sprite. But perhaps air-sprite wasn't the proper analogy for
her. Her fragile appearance was dl asham, atrick of nature that had given her the face of aprincessand,
he was beginning to understand, alife of privation.

A very wrong number on the console caught his attention. Y our ascent angle’ stoo steep.”
Trilby raised her right hand over her head. The plush toy felinar bumped againgt it. “Nope. Just fine.”

Helooked at the long-tailed toy, at the red-tinged read-out then at Trilby. “Don’t tell meyou're
serious”

Shegrinned.



He understood. “ Another theft-prevention device?’

Dezi answered for her. “Captain Elliot has dways stated that pirate factionsintent on capture or sabotage
would overlook the smplistic. Begging your pardon, Lieutenant, for of coursethe Z' fharin’ s high rate of
success reveals that your people are more thorough than most. For example, the Razalka’ s ambush of
GGA'’ssharvinite convoy five years past certainly showed tremendous—"

“Thank you, Dezi,” two voices said smultaneoudy. But for different reasons.

“Would you check incoming messages, Dez?’ Trilby disengaged the heavy-air engines and primed her
ship’s hyper-drives.

Rhisredized histraining had him anticipating her movementslike adightly fractured shadow. He folded
his hands to keep them from wandering to the controls. “Waiting for confirmation on your Ba grond
pickup?’

“Got that dready.” The ship had pulled free of Avanar’ s gravity and leveled out easily. The forward
viewport filled with the dark elegance of deep space.

Rhis relaxed back into his seet.
“Waiting,” she continued, “for some news from Neadi Danzanour.”
“Danzanour?’ It wasaZ fharin surname.

“Neadi’ s husband, Leonid, had aZ’ fharin father. But he was raised here, in Gensiira, on Marbo. He and
Neadi run agreat little pub near the spaceport. Good people,” she added, almost as an afterthought.

“Y ou've known them long?’ Other than stumbling over her personal |etters from Jagan Grantforth, Rhis
had no other source of information on Trilby. And working on her ship's

systems hadn’t provided for the time to ask such questions. But the next three days—a‘trike' as she
termed it in her freighter lingo—the next three days had no demands on them. Other than to babysit the
Venture on her journey.

Trilby was nodding. “I met Neadi when | worked for Norvind Intergdactic.”
“Norvind hired you out of the Merchant Academy?’

Sheglanced at him then at the scanner at her right. “I thought | just saw something,” she began.
“Probably just interference. Now, what? Oh, yeah, Norvind. Y ou would' ve heard of them, | guess,
wouldn’'t you?’ Referring, he knew, to the fact that Norvind had logt its share of cargo to the Z' fharin
during thewar.

“No academy. That, Rhis-my-boy, costs money. Worked in atool shop in Rumor sincel was, | don’t
know, twelve or thirteen. Learned enough to sign on with Herkoid afew yearslater. But they folded, just
before the war, you know. Rinnaker bought some of their ships. Norvind took over some of their routes,
personndl. | wasjust part of the package.” She turned to Dezi. “ Got any new messages?’

“Transferring them to you now.” His metal fingers tapped at the keypad.
The datalight on her screen flashed. Trilby pulled up the first message.

Rhis saw the face of an attractive woman fill the screen; her degp golden skin and thick curly hair
indicating her Bartravian heritage. She was probably in her late forties. Thelines on her face were those



of awoman who laughed often, and easily. But shewasn't laughing now.

“ Good to hear you're back online, Tril. And glad | reached you in time about Rinnaker. There' s been
more bad news. | hope you get this before you make Rumor. Send meyour ETA” She hesitated, pursing
her lips.

“ It sabout Carina. Carina smissing.”
Trilby tensed vishly.

“ | sent her the samewarning | did you. But you know how her brother is, how her wholecrew is. It's
profit firgt, al else be damned.

“Lookslike they were hijacked. They were hauling a shipment of Grade Two sharvinite. Gengira patrol
found Bella’s Dream not far from the border at Q84. Next thing after that’s S zed.”

“*Sko.” Trilby breathed the word quietly.

“ Ship was ram-boarded, bridge trashed. Cargo was gone. Two crew, left for dead. Carinaand Vitorio
aemissng.”

He' d seen the carnage wrought by the * Sko too many times not to recognize the description. But it was
the location at the border that set off hisinternal alarms. Thiswas not an average * Sko strike. Not there.
Not now. He listened more carefully.

“Patrol’ strying to reconstruct the logs. As soon aswe hear more, I'll let you know. Be careful out there,
littleone.”

The screen blanked out. Trilby covered her eyes with her hand then pinched the bridge of her nose.

Dezi’ sjoints squeaked as he stood. “I' m truly sorry to learn thisnews.” He patted her head in aclumsy
yet strangely endearing fashion.

Trilby nodded. “ Thanks Dez.” She drew a deep breath and raised her face, her eyes bright with unshed
tears when she turned to Rhis.

Hefdt asif something weretearing himin haf. Theinformation he'd just heard wasvitd. He had to
investigate it, act on it. But hefound al he could think about was the pain of the woman before him.

He heard himsdlf telling her he' d take the helm. * Pour yoursdlf adrink, Elliot. And send an answer to
Daga Neadi,” he said, using the Z'fharin word for Lady. “ She needsto hear you' re safe.”

He expected her to protest, to bluff that shewasdl right. But she didn’t. The meekness with which she
accepted his offer and the quiet way she left the bridge bothered him. Bothered the arrogant, insufferable,
Imperia hard-asswho had never been bothered by such things before.

“Captain Elliot and Carina have known each other since they were very young.”

Rhis turned towards Dezi and found the ‘ droid looking a him. Envoy ‘ droids were supposed to be adept
at interpreting human facial expressions, even the most minute ones. He wondered just what had played
across hisface and how much he had given away. Enough, evidently. He nodded for Dezi to continue.

“They grew up in Port Rumor together. Captain Elliot has often told me of the gamesthey played to
circumvent capture by the Iffys—"



“Iffys?

“Indigent Family and Y outh Authorities, | believe. All unclaimed children wereto be placed in
orphanages. However, Captain Elliot—"

“Trilby wasan ‘unclamed’ child?’ To aZ fharin, the terminology was appaling. It was one of the first
things he' d learned as a child. Lineage and clan history formed the essence of aperson’ sidentity.

“Yes” Dezi blinked. “ Aswere Carinaand her brother, Vitorio. That iswhy | believe thisnewsis o

upsetting to Captain Elliot.”
“Thisismorethanlosng afriend, then. Thisisasif shelost someonein her family.”
“I believe that would be acorrect anayss, lieutenant.”

Rhisthought of Rafi. Not family, but the closest thing he had to it. How would he react to news of Rafi’s
capture by the * Sko?“Perhaps | should go check on her.”

“| find that advisable. Be assured | can handle the helm. I’ ve done so for many years now.”

Rhiswatched the message trangit light on the comm panel. He knew she needed time to compose a
message. And hersdlf. Thelight blinked out. He unstrapped the restraints and stood.

And again, for amoment, duty warred with apart of him he didn’t know existed. Duty decreed her
persond concerns were not his problem. He was an officer in the Imperia Fleet. Shewasjust a
low-budget freighter operator. She—

Shewas hurting. Of dl the Godless, soulless creaturesin civilized space, he should bethelast oneto
offer her comfort. He wasn't even sure he knew how.

Heonly knew he had to try.
CHAPTER FIVE

Trilby wrapped the faded purple quilt around her shoulders and leaned against the padded bulkhead. She
could gtill fed the dight vibration of the interstellar drives; areassuring, familiar feding. She needed that
right now. The one swallow of gin she’d managed to get down was little comfort. Thetdl glasson her
bedside table had tiny droplets of water speckled on its exterior like clusters of elongated stars. Theice
cubes shifted, tinkling, cracking.

Her cabin door chimed. The overhead readout was blank. With only herself and Dezi on board there
never had been aneed for her to activate the ID system. And when Jagan was there, her cabin was his,
aswell.

Now there was her Z'tharin lieutenant, though her visitor could just as easily be Dezi.

Her Z' fharin lieutenant. He was not, she admonished hersdf as she trundled to the door, her lieutenant.
Morethan likely he was some Z' fharin fema €' s lieutenant. One he was obvioudy anxiousto get back to.
He probably saw her mourning as atactic to delay him.

She tapped at the access pad on thewall. The door did to the left. Light from the corridor spilled into the
dim cabin and she looked up, blinking. Tal. Broad shoulders. Definitely the Z’ fharin lieutenant.

At least she had the presence of mind not to call him *hers again.



She took a step backwards, snagged her hedl on the edge of the quilt and ssumbled, armsflailing. She
was abruptly caught up in strong arms, and drawn againgt afamiliar black jacket and white shirt. Was
she, she wondered as his arms wrapped around her, going to spend her life with her nose forever inthis
man’s chest?

*

Women usudly didn’t throw themsdvesinto Rhis sarms. Rafi would' ve no doubt approved of the way
Rhis caught Trilby tightly against him, and taken it as a positive Sgn of thingsto come.

But Rhiswasaredig. It wasn't his charm but abulky purple quilt snaking around Trilby’ s boots that had
precipitated their current embrace.

“Areyou dl right?’

She pushed away from him and gathered the tangled quilt in her arms. “1’m not drunk, if that' swhat

you' rethinking. Clumsy. A hit...” and she paused then sighed loudly. “ A bit off-balance, in more ways
than one. But no, not drunk.” She motioned to her glass as she plopped down on her bed. “One swallow
made it down. Any more and | think it might decide to come back up.”

“I'm not—it would be okay if you were drunk.” Rhis recognized the defensivenessin her tone. That
dismayed him, though it rarely had before. Peopl€ sfedings were unimportant. But thiswasn't just
people. Thiswas Trilby Elliot. “1t’ snot easy to hear such news of someone you' ve known amost your
wholelife.” He glanced around for something to sit on. Next to her, on her bed, was an inviting option
and for that very reason hergected it. He il had this urge to take that small, purple-swaddled form
back into hisarms.

He sought an dternative. He' d never been in her cabin before. 1t was about the size of the one she'd
assigned him, with a double bed aong the back wall. Shelving, six drawers and a closet were on the | ft.
Her quarters lacked any semblance of luxury, just like the rest of her ship.

Unlessyou counted the purple quilt as aluxury. The muted glow from asmal bedside lamp, and from her
computer screen that was swiveled towards her, showed it wrapped around her like a protecting

cocoon. The square shaft of light from the corridor highlighted the threadbare spotsin the thin gray
carpeting. Ashiseyesfindly adjusted, he saw alarger plush toy felinar that lay on its sSide on the bed next
to her. And in the corner, asingle metal-back chair clipped to a decklock.

He stepped on the release to unlatch it from the floor and dragged it over, straddling it as he faced her.

“Thiswon't cause you any delays, if that’ swhat you' re worried about.” She drew her knees up under
her chin, “I’m not in aposition to go chasing after Carina. Or the * Sko. We'll make Rumor ontime.”

“That’ snot why | cameto talk to you. Tell me about Carina.”
“Why? Do you think you know her or something?’
He responded with asmall shake of hishead. “1 think it might help for you to talk of her.”

She was silent and he could read the distrust in her eyes. No doubt she was wondering who had named
RhisVanur, Chief Psychiatrig.

“I’'ve known her for years. But you knew that, didn’'t you?’ Again, aslence, but athoughtful onethis
time. “Dezi,” shesad knowingly.



“| probably would have guessed anyway.”
“Y eah, well, Carinais someone Dezi categorizes as one of my ‘wilder’ friends.”

Rhis remembered how the ‘droid had described the now-subdued woman before him: She’'s a good
girl, truly sheis. A bit wild a times...

“Morewild than you?’

“Y eah. Wilder than me. Couple of years younger than me, too. She' sredlly astunning girl. Woman,” she
corrected hersdlf and rummaged through adrawer in her nightstand. “Here.” She handed him atthin
hol ograph then tabbed the light up anotch so he could see.

Five peoplefilled the picture taken in abar. Neadi’ s bar, he assumed, recognizing the golden face of the
woman standing behind the counter. A taler dark-haired man was on her |eft. Potted plants quivered
overhead from an unseen breeze, green fronds and avariety of brightly colored blossomstrailing down
on theright side, dmost touching the shoulder of a portly, red-bearded man with bright blue eyes. The
man’ s shirt had a GGA logo on the front. Next to him, perched on a stool was Trilby, laughing, batting
away the hand of an exoticaly beautiful woman on her right who was trying to pour aglass of clear liquid
on Trilby's head.

The woman had to be Carina. Her glossy brown hair waslong, curling about her shoulders and, as she
moved, fell in more curlsto her waist. Without her high cheekbones and full mouth her face would appear
amost too thin. But the combination, and her large, alimond-shaped dark blue eyes, gave her instead a
mysterious, amost regd 1ook.

Heimmediately pegged her as vain, though he recognized he had no valid reason to do so. But there was
something in her face that reminded him of Mdika Something in the way shelooked &t the people
around her, gppraisng them, categorizing them.

She had abeauty not unlike Malika saswell, dark and sultry. Trilby, next to her, was so different. Likea
ray of light, or abright moonin adark sky.

Trilby sparkled. When he' d first seen her, through ahaze of pain in sickbay, he' d thought she was pretty.
Swest.

Truth was, he admitted with some reluctance, she was more than that. She was enchanting. Enchantingly
beatiful.

Hefet aheat risein hisbody, brought his concentration back to the problem at hand. Carina.
“Carinaisthe mischief-maker, yes?’

“Carinaisthe mischief-maker, yes” She mimicked hisaccent, lightly rollingthe‘r’, drawing out the‘i’. *
Vad,” she added.

His surprise was genuine. “Y ou speak—"

“Only ‘yes, ‘no’ and *another beer, please’ . Plus an assortment of useful curses.” She grinned. “ All the
necessaries, courtesy of Leo.” She pointed to the dark-haired man next to Neadi.

She was smiling now. The quilt had dipped from around her shoulders and she rel eased the tense grip on
her knees. Something warm gtirred insde Rhis' s chest. He' d made her fed better. Odd how that also
made him fed different, too.



“And what was Daga Carinatrying to do?’ he asked, bringing her attention back to the holo.
“DagaisMiz?’

“Lady. But asin atitle, not asin agender. It can be atitle of heritage, or of graciousness.” He' d not had
to explain hislanguage in along time. “Honored woman,” hesaid findly. “ Dagon isfor aman. Lord.
Honored man.”

Trilby nodded. “ Daga Carinawould probably laugh her ass off if you referred to her asaLady. Shewas
trying to water me. To get meto grow.” She pointed to the lush, green plants. “ Shel saways bringing
plantsto Neadi and Leo. She' sgot a pretty good hydroponics section on the Dream— " She stopped.
“Wadll, that’ s probably gone now.”

The smadl, bright glow faded from her face. Rhisfdt itslack of itswarmth, wanted it to return.

“So shewatersyou?’ Heforced agmile. “And this? Who isthiswith the beard?’ It wasn't Jagan
Grantforth. He' d known what Grantforth looked like even before he' d seen Trilby’ sfiles. Jagan
Grantforth’ swell-groomed form was frequently seen on thetelevid next to his politically well placed
uncle, Garold, now Chief Secretary of Trade in the Conclave.

“That's Chaser. He'samed-tech at GGA HQ on Ba grond. He comes back to Rumor oncein awhile.
Carina, Chaser and | grew up together there. In Port Rumor.” She took the holo from him, studied it
again. “ Seemslike along time ago. Growing up, that is. Not thisholo. That was only afew months ago.”

“A birthday?’ Rhis guessed, trying to fit the holo into the timeline of Trilby's“J’ files.
“Hmm?Oh no. | had...wdll, it was just another wild party.”

He heard her stop mid sentence; heard the attempted lightnessin her tone. There was areason for that
party, one she wasn't willing to share. He had afeding it had to do with Grantforth. Or rather,
Grantforth's absence.

“Wherewas Dezi 7’
“Getting more liquor, where ds2?’
“So Daga Neadi does not have him tend bar?’

“Dagon Leonid,” she said and Rhis nodded at her use of the term, “takes Dezi back to the kitchen to
teach him to cook. That’ s been an ongoing project. Y ou probably noticed | do most of the cooking on
board.”

“A food replicator would be easier, no?’

“A food replicator would cost money, yes.” She held up one hand and ticked items off on her fingers. “I
need a new long-range sensor optica diffuser, new short-range optica filters and my portsde scanner’s
onitslast legs. | only have oneredly working crysta splicer—"

“That | know wdl,” Rhiscutin dryly.

“—and the main cargo door needs to be removed and rehung because some fool crashed aforklift into it
last month and if it falls off on my way to Ba grond I’'m in deep shit. My AGS need to be completely
overhauled and have new stands put on and,” she added, giving him awary glance, 1 probably shouldn’t
betdling you this. Only one of my laser riflesworks and my ion cannon reservoir is down below half.



“And you ask about areplicator?’ She exhaded a sharp laugh. “ Rhis-my-boy, talk to me about a
fully-charged compliment of Lady Fivesingtead. Then | wouldn't be worrying about the ion cannon.”

He knew the Venture wasin bad shape. But her lack of defense options startled him. Only one working
laser rifle and adying ion cannon. “I thought your Conclave outlawed L-D Five torpedoes after the
war.”

“Oh, they did. But they’re not out herein the lanes, | am. And when they cut back on fundsand
manpower for patrolsin Gensiira...”

Shedidn’t haveto finish her sentence. Rhisknew. The Conclave was turning its back on asystem that
had little to offer in theway of profits or pleasures. Not like the inner worlds of Q' uiveraor the Syar
Colonies. Or Ba grond. All part of the Lissade System. Lissade was UIC’'s home base and as different
from Gengiraasthe Venture was from the Razalka.

Then something that had bothered him about Neadi’ s message came back into mind. “How did Daga
Neadi know to warn you and Bella’s Dream? Y es, | know, in aspaceport bar, she would hear talk. But
talk so specific?’

“How do you think Port Rumor got its name? Not because of Neadi’ sbar, which iscdled ‘Fly-Boy's,
by the way. It' s because we' re close to where the borders of Gensiira, your own Y anir System and the
‘Sko’'sEilni intersect. Conclave. Z'tharin. Y csko.” Shetouched threeinvisible pointsinthe air asshe said
the names. “ That’ s the only place that happens. And Port Rumor’ sthe closest cold beer.”

The star charts played through Rhis' s mind, showing that same intersection. And now, from what he' d
learned from her ship’s charts, traders' lanes he' d not been aware of.

“There are * Sko ex-patriots who jumped ship and look for refuge on Rumor,” Trilby continued. “Z’ fharin
ex-pats who don’t want the formalities of your Empire. And the usua assortment of bastards that results
when the Conclaveisthrown in. Y ou may think your Empireis a safe distance away on Verahznar, Rhis.
But believe me, anything you know there, we know of, sooner or later, on Rumor. And very often,
sooner. Freighters carry more than cargo, you know.”

It had never been brought home quite so well before. “ And so Neadi hears—7’

“What Q' uiveraor any of the politica higher-ups are not yet willing to release. Or admit. And she heard
that someone in the Conclave islooking to make some red profits. Knock out dl the short-haulerslike
me. With * Sko help.”

Rhis straightened, his hands curling tightly around the top metal bar of the chair. Suddenly duty took on a
very persond meaning. “Tell me” he said, hisvoice suddenly serious, dmost flat. “ Tell me everything
Daga Neadi said.”

*

Rhissat in the lounge, waiting for the teakettle to chime. Life without areplicator. Life without a
comfortable bed and soft, thick carpeting in his cabin. Life with a patched comm system, temperamental
scanners and only oneion cannon, half-dead at that.

Lifewith Trilby Elliot, air-sprite with only oneworking laser rifle. And amissng friend.
Rhis thought he was beginning to understand how that friend was missing. And why.
He d listened to Trilby tdll him of Neadi’ swarning. Then, with her permission, reviewed Neadi’s



message itsalf. And hetold Trilby asmall part of what he had heard about the * Sko— though not his part
in verifying those rumors. It was still necessary for her to believe his‘ Sko Tark was | eftover from war
games, his gppearance on her doorstep due to mechanical failure.

He couldn’'t tell her of hisbeing on S zed' ¢'far. He heard Neadi question who, besidesthe Z' fharin,
would deep with the * Sko. And he knew Trilby wouldn't believe hisstory.

One man was smply not capable of infiltrating the * Sko military base.
But then, he was not one smple man.

He' d been three days overdue at the recon point and had |eft strict orders with his command staff not to
wait more than twelve hoursfor hisreturn.

He hadn’t anticipated the Y csko removing him from their compound on S zed to one of their
motherships. Looking back he redized he should have. But as Dagon Admird Vanushavor had liked to
point out lately, he was getting reckless as he got older. Not careless. Reckless. It was asif hedidn’t
careif helived or died.

He hadn’t. At the time the infiltration of the compound on S zed was proposed, the success of the
mission meant moreto him than hislife. And the mission had been asuccess: he did infiltrate the military
base and relay the critica stolen data back to the Razalka. It was his own rescue that had been botched
and he' d been forced to take actions that were nearly fatal.

Might have been, if not for Trilby. Avanar’ s vampire snakes would' ve found him eventualy. And he
would have faded into the swamps and not be here, now, piecing together information that made what
he' d learned on S zed even more urgent.

And hewould not be here now, delivering a cup of hot teato one Trilby Elliot, air-sprite, freighter captain
and finder of logt Z' fharin officers.

She was back in command of her bridge. Dezi’ s knee joints squeaked as he vacated the copilot’ s seat
and returned to navigation. Rhis handed the steaming teato Trilby and placed his own mug in the holder
on the copilot’s console.

She pointed to ascreen to hisright. “Dezi and | worked up alist of al the short-haulers gone missing in
the past two months; onesthat fit Neadi’ s profile. Departure, pickup and cargo are al noted.”

Therewere seven, including Bella’ s Dream. Four had contracted through Rinnaker. Two from
Grantforth. One from Norvind.

Heturned the list into data and the datainto pinpoints on astar chart grid. On the Razalka, that grid
would be projected, suspended in a holograph over the large polished table in the ready room aft of
upper leve of the bridge. The best mindsin the Empire would scrutinizeit, tear it apart.

Here hisgrid wasflat on acomp screen. He absently tapped hislightpen on the table, waiting for histea
to cool, wondering just how much he could share with his air-sprite and an old envoy *‘droid.

“Well?’ Trilby asked.
“| can understand why Dagja Neadi seesaproblem.”
“And?’



He shook his head, took asip of histea. It was agood, strong brew, pungent. Almost Z' tharin qudity.
“| have more questions than answers, Trilby Elliot.”

“WE ve got two days yet before we reach Port Rumor. Neadi may know more then. Fly-Boys has been
busy latdly.”

Rhis glanced a her. His air-sprite had lost some of her sparkle again. The pleasant memories she'd
shared with himin her cabin had led the way to more serious things. Thingsthat led him to the conclusion
that he was going to have to do those wogs-and-weemlies after all. The ones she was so worried about.
The onesfinding her files on Jagan Grantforth had halted.

She was not two days from Port Rumor. She was three, perhaps five days from the Razalka, or the
closest Imperia outpost, whichever hefound firdt.

Trilby Elliot wouldn’t be happy when hetook control of her ship. That thought uncharacterigticaly
rankled him.

But he had to take control of something at this point and had alittle over twenty-four which to do so.
The Venture presented amuch easier prospect than controlling hisinexplicable reactionsto her captain.

He had afeding that both of his problemswere going to let him get very little deep again tonight.
CHAPTER SIX

Trangt time on arun had a predictably boring routine. Like most freighter operators, Trilby tried to
pattern her hours after the old dirtside rhythms. That meant at least six hours deep at atime she
designated asnight. A large mug of coffee within fifteen minutes, first thing in the morning. And the rest of
the day tending to little thingsto fill the time asthe ship went from point A to point B.

She pulled on her last clean t-shirt and pinged Dezi on intraship. “I’ll be on the bridge in ten. See Rhis
yet?’

“Hée s not been to the bridge this morning, captain. However, the galley was activated about an hour
ago.”

“Got it. Thanks.”

He was seated at the counter, portable padd on hisright, coffee on hisleft. Shetook aquick glance, saw
the freighter schedule data on his screen.

“Anything?’
“More questions.” He looked tired.

She heard the frugtration in hisvoice. Frustration over a problem that wasn't his. That touched her, made
her think about awarding him another bonus point. Sherefilled his coffee. “ Please don’t tell me you were
working on thisal night. | told you to get some deep. How' syour Sde?’

He sretched hisleft arm. “ Better.”

Liar, shethought. | should’ ve tranked him and locked himin sickbay. Of course, she'd have had to
srip off his clothes again. That was a pleasant thought. She needed pleasant thoughts right now to chase
away her worries over Carina.



“I"'m going to play captain on the bridge for awhile. Give Dezi some downtime.”
“I'll bedl right here.”

She grabbed alarge plastic mug, filled it with coffee and snapped on a protective spill cap. She was often
lax about loose itemsin the lounge, but never on the bridge. Everything was strapped down, sedled and
Secure.

“Y ou know whereto find meif you need me.”
Dezi came back on duty at lunch.
“Seen our lieutenant around?” she asked.

“Hewas not in engineering when | left. And | didn’t see him in the corridors. However, it spossiblehe's
inthelounge. After adl, it’s gpproaching your lunch hour, and—"

“That’ swhere I’m headed, Dez. Then I’ ve got to get some chores started.” If she didn’t keep busy her
mind would keep drifting back to Bella’s Dream. One more thing in her life she could do nothing abot.
“If you seehim, tell him I’'m looking for him.”

Shedidn’'t run into Rhis on the forward ladderway or in the corridor. The lounge was empty, spotlesdy
clean. She grabbed a swamp apple from the ‘fridge and crunched on it on her way to her cabin. The
crisp fruit was one of the few benefits of her excursonsto Avanar.

Shewas sorting laundry in her cabin when her door chimed. Dezi wouldn't leave the bridge without
advising her. So she knew with relative accuracy who stood on the other side even before she heard the
muffled Z fharin voice cdl out. “Trilby?’

She stepped around apile of towelsto dap at the pand. “Come onin.” And then caught his expression
of bewilderment when he took in the state of her cabin.

“Redecoraing?’

She waved one hand at him and only redlized, as he averted his eyes, that what she also waved at him
was her scanty flowered bra. Rillorian slk. Lace trimmed. She chuckled

“It' sether this” she said with a sweeping motion, “or next shift I'm on the bridge totally naked.”

Rhis opened his mouth then clamped it shut and she was surprised to see the color heighten on his
cheeks. She’ d embarrassed him? She hadn’t thought it possible.

Shecouldn’t resist. “Well actudly, if you remember, that was the way you and | started our
relaionship.”

“That was not of my choosing.” He shoved hishandsin his pockets and |ooked anywhere but the floor.
Her empty closet seemed to have a particular fascination for him.

“Don’t do much laundry duty, do you, Vanur?’

Something distasteful flashed across hisface and his dark brows danted into afrown. Ah, Pampered
Imperia Arrogance. Summing.

“It'Il al be over soon.” Shetossed the last towe on the pile. “Port Rumor’ s about forty-eight hours from
now. Then you can be on your way back to the much-improved, much-preferred Empire.”



“Dezi doesn’'t cook and now does not do laundry, yes?’

“Not if you want to eat and have something to wear, no.” She grinned. His Z’ fharin accent and phrasing
till sounded quaint to her. It gave him aunique, dmost endearing, qudity. “Don’t they teach you about
proper utilization of personnd in the Imperia Fleet Academy? Or isit judt true that everyonein the
Empireis perfect at every task, like those rumors |’ ve heard?’

“Rumors?’ he asked in mock indignation. His eyes sparkled playfully. “Y ou have known me now, what
three, four days and you do not know that everything produced by the Z' fharin embodies perfection?’

Well, | have seen you naked, she dmost said but then stopped, knowing that only proved hisclam. Ah
well. She chuckled again, then, on awhim, grabbed a pile of towelsfrom the floor. “ Okay, Lieutenant
Perfection, hereyou go.” She shoved the towels against him. “ Some of them are yours, anyway. Glad to
know they’ Il al be spotless and perfectly folded within the hour.”

He stared at her, hisarms overflowing, clearly not expecting her demand. “Thisis not—"

“Enough?’ she cut in, grinning broadly. She snatched at the pile of silk and lace next to her. “Want
more?’

Rhis backed up astep. “No.”

“Good.” She motioned down the corridor to her right. “Laundry isthe third door on the left. SaysL-1 on
thewall. Three cycles, dl sonic, but only two work and you may have to smack the micro-dryer afew
timesto get it to kick on.”

He switched alook from her to thetowdsin hisarms. Then back again. A smdl furrow dug into his
brow. “Ellict, thisisredly not—"

“One more word of complaint out of you, Vanur, and you will get my bras and panties, too.”

Again his gaze zigzagged back and forth. What was going on in that aristocratic head of his? Then, he
swore under his breath in Z' fharish and turned, dmost ssumbling over the door tread as he strode down
the corridor.

A towd escaped from his grasp, fdling onto the decking. Trilby saw it when shefollowed him. Laughing,
shethrew it after hisretreating figure.

“I like‘em nice and fluffy, Vanur. And nestly folded!”

He glanced over his shoulder at her with an unreadable look. Trilby leaned against the bulkhead and
laughed until her sides ached.

Gods, it felt good to laugh. She wiped her eyes then went back to her cabin to get the rest of the laundry,
duffing it into acanvas duffd. In her brief exchange with Rhis she' d forgotten for the moment her
concernsfor Carina, her hurt over Jagan, her worries of how she was going to pay for everything she
needed just to survive. She knew he had enjoyed the light verba game as much as she had. She' d seen
the 9y smile on hismouth, the mirth dancing in hiseyes.

More than enjoyed it; he' d encouraged it. He could have shut her down with aquick, biting comment. Or
just walked out. Two days ago, shefelt hewould have. But now...

Now things were different. Or starting to become different. There was acamaraderie. Maybe thiswas
thereal RhisVanur, not the arrogant, demanding, cold man who had lunged at her in sickbay, dmost



ending her life. That man had beenin physical pain and no little amount of fear. She could see that now.

She lugged the rest of the laundry down the corridor, thinking maybe her Z' fharin lieutenant wasn't quite
that bad, after al.

~*

She waited an hour before checking his progress. How much damage could he do to aload of towels?
Shefound him smacking the front of the dryer with theflat of hishand. Pounding it with hisfigt, he
informed her, didn’t have the same positive result. The unit whined and grumbled asif in agreement. She
grabbed a stack of freshly folded towels and hid her laughter in their softness.

The corridor suddenly resounded with aloud, discordant wail.
She dropped the towel's and spun towards him.
Hehdd hishandsin theair in supplication. “I was only doing what you told me to—"

She grabbed hisarm. “Incoming! Damn it! That's my short-range darm. We ve got incoming!” She
bolted down the corridor.

He caught up with her on the ladderway to the bridge. “ Short range?’

“Long rangeisfritzed. Can't ID.” Their boots hammered up the metal stairs. “ Short rangeisal we ve got
to handle unfriendlies.”

Trilby wasfirg through the hatchway. “Who' sthere, Dez?’

“Ycsko. Three Tra tarks.” The *droid relayed their speed and distance without any of hisusual,
meandering dialogue.

Trilby did into the captain’ s seet, her fingers dready keying queriesinto the ship’s systems. Thewailing
ceased. “Okay. | see‘em. Wegponson line. Shields at max.”

“Affirmative”
Sheraked the safety straps across her chest. “Anyone e sein the neighborhood?’
“Negative. | have sent out a broad channel Request for Assistance.”

Rhis stood, scanning the data at the copilot’ s station. The Tarks were about twenty minutes behind the
Venture. Then he grabbed for the navigator’s chair. A light flashed on her panel, showing his station was
on line. She went back to her work with Dezi.

“Fifteen minutes. Still closing,” the *droid intoned.

Something odd flickered on one of Trilby’'s data comps. It came from the navigation. She shot him alook
over her shoulder. “Vanur! What the hel—7’

“The'* Sko have sarted filtering their energy emissions. This grantsthem someinvisbility. Unless, of
course, your scanners know to look for them.”

Trilby saw thelarge blip flash on her long-range screen. Somehow he' d gotten it to work again. Her
anger at Rhisdied and was replaced by amoment of amazement. And then agrowing fedling of dread.
“Cloaking device?’



“Not exactly.”
“Eleven minutes,” Dezi sated.

“Shit! That'samothership.” Part of Trilby’s mind acknowledged Dezi’ s countdown. The other part
focused on data now streaming next to the ominous blip. She glanced again a Rhis, saw him frowning at
the wegpons data on the screen on hisleft. He evidently had the same thoughts she did. A half-dead ion
cannon was no match for a‘ Sko mothership.

Her ssomach tightened in fear. Neadi’ swarnings played through her mind. But shewasn't on acargo run.
Her holds were empty.

“Dezi, amend that RFA to aCode Three SUA!” A Request for Assistance could beignored. A Ship
under Attack advisory could not.

She swung her fist at the blip on the screen asif it could see her. “Gods damn you! | don't have any
cargo!”

“That will not be their concern until it' stoo late.”
“Thanksfor the encouraging words, Vanur.”
“Nineminutes.”

Trilby’ sfingers flew back to the command controls. “ Tarks are in attack formation. Retract cannon
hetch.”

“ NaV! ”

Trilby’schair tilted back. A broad arm shot in front of her, knocking her hands from the controls. He
yelled words at her as he keyed in a course change from her gtation.

She swore back at him. “ Speak Standard, Gods damn you!”

“The abandoned miner’ sraft in the asteroid belt. There!” He pointed to the data now on her screen. “We
can get there. We can lose them in the debrisfield.”

It just might work. Trilby hesitated only a second before throwing the ship hard to starboard.

The freighter shuddered asthe Tarks wegponslaced the shields. The auxiliary interface pand behind
Rhis sizzled, showering sparks through the smal cockpit. Two data screensflickered. The Venture's
engineswhined, straining. Power read outs sagged then spiked.

Rhisworked in acourse adjustment. “We have to outrun them.”

Trilby tapped quickly on adatapadd on her left. “ Dezi, get down to engineering. Disconnect the A-5
bypass. I'm going to run everything we got to the drives. That should give uswhat we need.” Though
what condition they’ d be in when they got to the rafts was up for grabs.

Rhisdid into the seat Dezi vacated just as Trilby banked the ship to port to avoid incoming fire.
“Missed me, you bastard.” There was agrim note of gleein her voice.

A critica statuslight blinked red. “Y ou’ re disconnecting life support?’



“Only below decks. I'll sedl the bridge on Dezi’ ssignd. What do you think, we ve got reserves? That
extra power hasto come from somewhere.”

It took five more long minutes of ducking and diving, of skittering through the blackness before the
agteroid debrisfield wasin sight. Two more comp pands Sizzled asthe Venture' s shiddstried to handle
the impact of the * Sko weapons. Trilby ran through every evasive maneuver she knew then invented a
few more. She trusted Rhisto keegp one hand on the cannon’ s targeting controls, and prayed for alucky
shot. He grazed one Tark. It fell back behind the other two, damaged but not disabled.

“Good shat, fly-boy.”

The Venture defied all safety parameters. Pushed her components beyond their specs. Circurall
short-haulers weren't built to maneuver like thisone did.

But even the best of patches couldn’t hold up forever under enemy fire.
She announced the problem before he did. “ Starboard shields down forty per cent.”

They werejugt skimming thefirst debris from the asteroid field. Already severa shotsfrom the Tarks
exploded off target, shattering the small agteroidsinstead.

“We'll makeit.”

She wished she had his confidence. She checked the scanners, saw the two lead Tarks and one behind.
Her somach clenched. “ They're ill on us”

“When we get into the larger debrisfidd, it'll force them to loosen formation. | should be ableto get a
clear shot then.”

“That big debriswill get through my starboard shields eventudly.”
“Logged and noted, captain.”
“Unless|—" Trilby spun out of her seet. “ Take over, Rhis. | might be able to do something here”

He reached over and transferred control just as she wrenched the lower pand off the auxiliary power
console on hisright. She hunkered down, acrysta splicer dready in her hand. But she kept avigilant
watch on her screen.

The Tarks started to change formation. Then the weapons sensors showed incoming fire. He banked,
maneuvering the freighter around severd larger groups of debris.

Trilby braced hersdlf against the edge of the access pand as her ship veered sharply. “Don't forget my
garboard aux thruster’ sa bit oversengtive.”

Aft shieds showed two grazing hits from the Tarks. Then areadout on the main console went suddenly
from red to green.

“Got it!” Trilby pushed hersdlf upright. “ Just bought us about ten minutes more on the shields,
Rhis-my-boy.”

“Good. Our friends are starting to get careless.”

Trilby lunged for her sest, rehooked her straps and swung the armrest controlsin front of her. The debris
fields on the viewscreen were tightly grouped, with boulder sSze asteroids trailing awvay from one amost



aslarge as her ship.
Rhiswove the freighter through the fields with practiced precision.

Trilby saw abrief opening ahead and poised her hand over her controls. “1'll take her back when we get
there”

“WEe re not going there.”
“We renot?’

Rhis banked the freighter without warning, sending the bulky ship into a narrow space between two
adteroids. Smaller debris pinged off the shidds. Proximity larmswailed in complaint.

Trilby ignored what her eyestold her and worked the data from her navigationd systems. Rhisflew her
ship asif hewere born in the captain’s chair. She patched in smal corrections, playing with attitude and
yaw as he doughed off their speed.

“Use the breaking vanes,” shetold him but he was dready tabbing them down to fifteen percent, then
twernty.

She caught his swift, questioning glance in her direction. He was wondering how she knew that trick. And
she was wondering who taught him.

A flare on the aft viewscreen drew her attention.

Rhis' s smile, when shelooked back at him, wasadmost ferd. “ A Tra tark’smain flaw. Increased power
means decreased sability in tight quarters.”

They emerged with only two Tarks on their tail. Trilby retracted the vanes quickly.

“They’re perastent, though.” She saw the splattering of their lasers on the port shields now. Therewas an
ominous hissing and popping noise from aconsole to her right.

“Let thembe s0.” Rhis magnified the viewscreen until alarge angular object cameinto view. “There. The
Drachnar mining rafts. Should be two of them.”

“Oneand ahdf,” Trilby corrected as she scanned her data.
“Let’stake our friendsfor atour.”

“We might be ableto do better than that.” Trilby brought up afile from her nav charts. “This ship used to
dock here. I've il got the codes.”

She caught his brief look of appreciation. It meant more to her than she wanted to admit.

“Head for the red launch tower,” shetold him. “I can release the maintenance ‘ bots from those bays
below. Drachnar dways Saffed at least Sixty to abay. If even haf areleft, that should play hell with their
targeting sensors.”

Thelead Tark got in two good shots before they got to the raft. “ Starboard shields down twenty per
cent!” Trilby hung onto the armrest asthe freighter shimmied in response.

“Two minutes, Trilby-chenka.”



“Got aleak in the compresson feed.”
“One minute, forty-five.”

Another alarm wailed overhead. Trilby dapped at the panel, silencing it. “I’ m not getting aresponse from
Bay Eighty-Seven. Affirmatives from Eighty-Five and Ninety-Two.”

“Oneminute.” The console behind Rhis continued to hiss and spark.

Trilby ignored it. She focused on the wesk signas from the mining raft. “I’ m getting aread-out on
Eighty-Seven. It may open and discharge. It may not.”

“Forty-five seconds.”

“Remember my ascent indicator iswrong.”

Rhisreached over her head and tapped the plush felinar.
“You learn quick. For an Imperid.”

He flashed her aconspiratorial grin. “ Twenty-five seconds.”

“Sending release codes. Bays Eighty-Five and Ninety-Two responding. Bay Eighty-Seven—" Trilby
took her eyesfrom the data scanners and glanced at the aft viewscreen. It looked asif a hundred metallic
balls suddenly shot out of agigantic pinbal machine tube. She gave ashort whoop of ddlight.
“Eighty-Seven’ s decided to party!”

Both Tarks banked sharply as the maintenance ‘ bots bounced off their shields. The pilots atentions and
targeting computers suddenly overloaded. Rhistargeted, locked on and fired the ion cannon.

The lagging Tark, the one he’ d damaged earlier, exploded into aball of debris and escaping gases.
“Damn good shat, fly-boy!”

Severa thousand tons of plasted gridwork loomed ahead. One Tark followed behind, closer now, firing
moreinsgtently.

“Aft shields down twenty per cent. I’'m going to pull power from the port shidlds, Rhis. Aftiscritica
now.” The ship’ sdriveswere in the aft section. The drivesand Dezi.

“I can compensate.” He made some quick adjustments, keeping the Tark targeted to starboard.

The Venture hugged the perimeter of the larger raft, proximity darms again screeching. It wasaclose,
dangerous maneuver.

Rhis banked the ship sharply, cutting power.

The Tark’ sview of the raft was blocked by the larger freighter in front of him. The pilot tried to pull up
abruptly at the last moment but dammed into a protruding launch tower, shearing off onewing. Jagged
chunks of metal whedled through the airless void towards the raft’ s empty launch pad.

Trilby hollered with joy again, reached for Rhis s hand in a congratulatory handshake. His clagped his
large hand around hers, grinning, but there was something more than the thrill of victory in hiseyes.

Just as she had no doubt therewasin hers.



His hand tightened around hers. Warmth flowed up her arm. Flustered, she plastered on her ‘ professiona
captain’ mien. “Wedid good, fly-boy.”

Hisfingers squeezed hers. “We did very good.”

Not ‘we . Rhiswas the hero, and not only because he just saved their lives. But because he cared about
Carind s plight. Poured over shipping logs rather than deep. Poured her tea, and brought it to her.
Folded the towds, nice and fluffy, just like she liked them.

Damnation! She pulled her hand back. She had to stop touching him. Next time she might not be able to
stop.

Shefeigned aproprietary look and keyed control of her ship back to her station. She guided it between
two large storage depots, but her heart was till pounding. Which reminded her of the larger problem: the
‘Sko. “Anyone el se out there?’

They were too deep in the asteroid field for the mothership to come after them. But another set of Tarks,
if diligent, might find their trail.

Rhislooked up from the scanner and wiped one hand over hisface. “No. The mothership seemsto have
pulled out of range.”

She heard hisemphasis on “seems’ and grudgingly acknowledged her scanners were often myopic, a
best. And they were not at their best right now.

“Well, we'll keep our eyes peded.” She keyed open intraship. “Dezi? All clear, for now.”
“| am pleased to learn that. Shall | reconnect life support?’
“1 want to do a systems check first.” She nodded to Rhis. “We took some damage.”

He leaned forward, began bringing the data on line as Dezi acknowledged her request. “1 have begun
repairs on the compression feed aready.”

“Get back to me when you' re done. Captain out.”

A low exclamation in Z' fharish was followed by afew curse words she recogni zed. Her heart stopped
for amoment and she glanced at her long-range scanner. But it showed no intruders, * Sko or otherwise.

Then she remembered she' d started a systems check. He probably was compiling a damage report.
“Tabulating repair timesfor me?’

Heraised his gaze from the screen and for amoment she thought she saw something hard glitter in his
eyes dark depths. Something more than annoyance at her ship’s mounting ills. Then he shook his head,
hismouth twisting into acynica half-amile.

“Have you ever had thefedling,” he asked her, with an amlesswave of one hand, “that the Gods are
conspiring againg you?’

She burst out laughing. “My whole life. Don't be so sureit’s you. Could be the Gods don’'t want meto
make anice profit off that Ba grond run.”

“Or maybethe‘ Sko don’t,” he put in quietly.



Trilby’ssmile faded. “Y ou can't be serious. They were targeting the Venture? There' sno way they'd
know my flight plans. Or care.”

“You'reright. Of course,” Rhissaid quickly. “I wasthinking of something ese.”
“That they knew you were on my ship?’

He ran one hand through his hair before answering. “ Sorry. | don’t know what it was| wasthinking.” He
frowned.

Her comp screen chimed twice softly. She turned from him, paged down the datafrom her systems
check then sent it to Rhis s screen. He wasn't going to like the results, but then, she didn’t like what she
was hearing. Or his sudden evasiveness. “Okay, so we ve got problems. Why al of a sudden do you
think it's persona 7’

“I don't. Itisjust that....” He shrugged. “I’ ve been in Fleet for too long. Paranoiais part of my job
description. We most likely came across the Tarks by happenstance. A routine patrol.”

It was atotaly believable explanation. And shetotdly didn’'t believeit.

“In Conclave space, no where near any trade lanes? As soon as we get up and running, I’ m sending out
an advisory.” Shedidn’t think for aminute the Conclave would investigate. But at least awarning would
be posted. Thekind of warning that could have saved Bella’s Dream.

“WEe re close to the border. By the time you contact a patrol base, the * Sko will belong gone. Besides,”
Rhis added with ashrug, “your people may ask what you were doing out here.”

True, but the gain seemed to outweigh therisk to Trilby. “I’ll take that chance.”
“| advise you not to.”

It wasthefirst time she' d heard that sharp tone from him since he' d grabbed her in sickbay. She leaned
back in her seat, was about to ask him just who he thought he wasto dictate to her, when he touched her
lightly onthearm.

“Sorry.” And he sounded sorry. “I’'m not giving you orders. But | am trained to ded with security issues.
If the * Sko have |eft thisarea, your report will generate nothing. But if they’ ve not, your report will help
them trace usagain.”

She nodded, dowly. He had apoint. And his hand on her arm was starting to feel much too pleasant.
Sheleaned away from him. “ Okay. But I’ m filing as soon as we pick up Rumor’ s outer beacon.”

“Agreed.”

“Can | have my seat back now? That routine patrol poked some holesin my ship. | want to get her into
one of the raft bays so we can patch her up. Just in case they’ re ill waiting for us when we leave this
ageroid fidd.”

“Of course.” He unsnapped the harness strap. “L et me know what you need meto do.”

Be honest with me, Trilby thought but said nothing. Her disquieting sense of unease about her * hero’
was back. She hated being kept in the dark. Bad things dways seemed to follow. Like Jagan’s marriage.
Her agent’ s desertion.

She guided the Venture into an abandoned bay, worrisome thoughtstrailing through her mind likethe



debrisfloating through the wreckage behind her.
CHAPTER SEVEN

The Venture' s landing struts locked onto the docking rails with aloud clank that reverberated through
the ship.

“Would be niceif the gatefidds till worked.” Trilby motioned to the darkened ring of lights at the wide
docking bay entry. She kept her voice level, professional. She had to remember he wasn't “her’ hero. He
was her passenger. One she' d never see again after Port Rumor. “We could al help with outside repair.

“Asitis” shesad, unsnapping her straps, “best thisraft can do for usislet usfilch power fromits solar
grid.”

Rhisturned. “Y ou don't have EV A sLits?’

“One. Mine. Doubt it'll fit you.” She paused in the hatchway to glance at the life support lights above the
door. The Venture was back to normal, at least where that was concerned.

She reached for the palm pad but Rhis' s voice stopped her. “How much experience do you have with
zero-g repairs?’

He sounded concerned about her. She didn’t want him to be. She leaned back against the hatchway.
“Funny thing about EVA auits. Bigger they are, more they cost. Herkoid found that out along time ago.
Waan't akid in Port Rumor, * specidly girls, who didn’t get lots of training in zero-g repairs. And | don’t
meaninsms”

She saw hiseyes close and bit her lip. Her answer had been sharp. But if he were truly concerned about
her, then he had to be honest. All she could think about when the Tarks showed up was surviva. She
never questioned for amoment why they were on her tail. It took Rhis and his Fleet-issue paranoiato do
that.

It bothered her that she didn’t have an answer. But it bothered her more that she thought that he did.
And, in spite of theway her held her hand and looked at her with adark firein his eyes, hewasn’t willing
to shareit with her.

That hurt her, just as Jagan’ s lies and polished subterfuge had. Just as the supposedly wise socia
workersin Port Rumor had. Everyone seemed to know better than she did how to run her life. And none
ever saw fit to tell her. After dl, who was she? Nothing but another cast-off kid to the Iffys—the
Iffys—and nothing but alow-budget jumpjockey to Jagan Grantforth. The Jagan Grantforth.

She dapped a the palm pad. The door whooshed open, letting in the tinny smell of aventilation system
that had just kicked on.

“It'll take me and Dez about two hours, | figure, to patch what we can. I'll be on intraship.” She pointed
to asmdl overhead speaker inthe corridor. “I’ll tell you what we find. And you tell me the minute you
see any hint of vistorson my screens.”

He put his elbow on the armrest then covered his mouth with one finger. After amoment, he nodded.

Talk to me! Shewanted to yel a him. He wasflat-lining. Withdrawn. She could only figure that it was
because of the ‘ Sko patrol.

“Understood,” he said findly.



She wished she knew just what it was he understood.

*

Rhis listened to the cadence of her boots descending the metal stairs. Short. Probably female. He
remembered coming up with that gppraisa ashelay in Sckbay.

Definitely female. He ran his hand over hisface and turned back in the seet. He fdlt like the Gods hed
plugged his nameinto the number one dot on their Shit Ligt.

He had to tell her the truth. Now. Who he was and what had brought him here. And that they were
returning to Imperia space. He d hoped to take over the Venture about Sx hoursfrom now. They’d be
closeto ajump gate he' d used before for aquick transit back to the Empire. He needed moretime as
well to finalize the wogs-and-weemlies he’ d added into her ship’ s systems, so that with onesignd, al
controlswould be his. But the bits of coded transmissions he' d snagged from the * Sko mothership had
forced him to accelerate his plans.

The * Sko were looking for him. Waiting. He should have known they’ d trace the energy signature from
his Tark. And then position a patrol. Anticipating, no doubt, arescue by an Imperia ship.

But they’ d seen only an old Circurall Starfreighter. Which they dmost let dip by.
Except for the second bit of data he pulled from their transmission.

The Careless Venture wasflagged in their filesfor immediate destruction upon sighting. Hisair-sprite
was marked, targeted. And the kill order was tagged with the code symbols“ dark sword”.

Dak Sword. He didn't have to trandate it from Y cskrite to Z' fharish. He' d seen the symbols enough
during the war to recognize it immediately. Dark Sword was the * Sko code name for their contact in the
Conclave. An anonymous, but well-placed, double agent, from the little the Empire had been able to
discern.

He clenched histeeth. The data obtained from his near-fatal mission to S zed aluded to this same
high-placed contact in the Conclave. A transport corporation was aso involved, as a conduit for funds
and information. Both Rinnaker and GGA could fit the profile of the latter. But there were too many
possibilitiesfor that crucia government contact. And no new clues.

Until now.

But why would Dark Sword want his air-sprite dead? Rhis drummed his fingers on the armrest. He had
no answersto that one. But this much he did know: the * Sko and their spy would haveto kill him first to
accomplish that part of their mission. And take out the Razalka aswell.

Because that’ swhere he was taking her. And that’ s where she was going to stay.

Helistened to her chatter to Dezi asthey welded patches on the ship’s hull. She was working with an
array of tools asthreadbare as her ship. And as sparse as her closet.

That had shaken him. He' d stared at her empty closet because he couldn’t look at the few items of
clothing on thefloor. He dways prided himsdf on his spartan lifestyle. But he had seven daily uniformsin
his clost, three dress uniforms and aworkable collection of off-duty clothes.

Trilby Elliot had dmaost nothing. His closet, his quarters, hisentire lifestyle was lavish in comparison.



He had more than one working EVA suit. And he' d been chosen for his assignments because of his
qudifications, hisintellect, hisphysica strength.

Not because he took up less space. Or because he was expendable.

Trilby was expendable. Not only to Herkoid but to Jagan Grantforth. Both had shamelessly used her.
Both had cardesdy endangered her. The thought made him want to punch holesin the bulkhead with his
fid.

He settled for answering her question in a sharper tone than he intended. “ That scanner disk is still not
receiving, no!”

“Wadl, hdl, Vanur, don't bite my head off!” Her voice sounded hollow on intraship. But he could clearly
picture her rolling her eyesin frugtration at him. “We re doing the best that we can.”

“Of course. Sorry.”
“But long rangeis okay?’

“Long rangeisclear.” He hadn't taken hiseyes off it. Couldn’t afford to. The Venture was
uncomfortably vulnerable right now, for al the protection afforded by the asteroids and the rafts.

“WE ve got one more patch to try. If that doesn’t work, then it’'s going to be adow, careful ride back to
Rumor.”

No. A dow, careful rideto the border.

*

Trilby heard the buckle on Rhis s safety strap snap into place as she powered up her ship’sengines.
“With no more surpriseswe Il ETA a Rumor in about forty-three hours.”

“Unlocking landing grapples,” Dezi intoned.

“Affirmative” shereplied. She angled the thrusters, felt the ship shimmy dightly.
“Y ou hear me, Vanur? Forty-three and you' re free.”

“Will you missme?’

His comment artled her. That and the playful tonein hisvoice. His evasveness seemed to have
dissipated.

She' d thought about it while she had wrangled with the repairs. Maybe he' d told her the truth when he
said it wasjust aroutine patrol. She had to admit he had alot more experience in that areathan she did.

If the Venture jumped through hyperspace as quickly as she jumped to conclusions, she' d have to apply
for apatent for amiraculous hyperdrive.

She shot aquick grin over her shoulder and found him looking quizzically a her. “1'll missyou every
minute of every hour of every day. Now stick your nose back in your station and holler like hell the
second anything even farts out there.”

“Captain.” Dezi tilted histarnished head. “1 don’'t believe this ship’s sensors are cdlibrated to detect the
discharge of organic digestive—"



“Long and short range on full sweep,” Rhissaid loudly.
“Then we re out of here.” Sheincreased power. The Venture glided smoothly away from the raft.

Trilby watched thefirst coordinates flow across her screen. She let Rhis plot a course out of the asteroid
field. He had, after dl, gotten them in rather skillfully, and in one piece. There was till abit of weaving to
do before they could head for Port Rumor.

At the eight-minute mark the asteroids became smdler and more widely spaced. She gave her ship alittle
more power and was pleased with the way she handled. Maybe getting knocked around a bit had done
the old girl some good.

At fifteen minutes they were a the outer edges of the last bands. At twenty, completely clear.
“Log notes we have cleared the belt at nineteen minutes, thirty one seconds and—"

“Thanks, Dez. Got it.” Shelooked back over her shoulder and caught Rhis dowly shaking his head. She
grinned then settled back, her smilefading. It might be about forty-three hours until they reached
Rumor—and she was sure Dezi would be glad to give amore precise estimate of the time—but the next
two hours were the most critical. If the * Sko mothership was till around,

she' d make her presence known before the Venture cleared Quadrant 84 and was back in Conclave
patrol range.

It was one of the reasons she' d used Avanar for so long. No one, not even the Conclave, liked to come
thisfar out. Except now her little secret had been discovered by the * Sko.

One hour out and the engines were purring at max. Long range and short range were blissfully slent.
They were il too far from the trader lanes to see any merchant traffic on the screens.

Rhis had to beright. It was only bad timing that’ d made them cross paths with the * Sko. Nothing was out
here, now. It was dmost peaceful. Trilby relaxed a bit and realized she was hungry. Soup sounded good.
She unsnapped her buckle.

“Takethe con, Dez. I'm going to seewhat | can scare up in the galley. Soup for dinner okay with you?’
she asked Rhis as she stood.

“Need some hep?’
“Nope. I'll bring acouple mugs up here.”

Shefound two large packets of vegetable soup in the food locker and set the timer for three minutes. She
turned and was looking in the galley lower racks for two mugs when she heard footsteps coming down
the corridor.

Sheraised her head over the counter just as Rhiswaked in. His hands were shoved in his pockets. His
face wore the look of asmall boy who knew he was about to get into big trouble.

“I need to talk to you.” Hisvoice had the tight tone of a grown man who knew he wasin trouble.

Her heart plummeted. Her mind raced over severd things. First was the location and status of her hand
wegpons. She had never given him the codes to the wegpons lockers, but then, hewas Z' tharin. Still, his
handsin his pockets didn’t appear to concedl alaser pistol.

The second was a regppearance of the * Sko. But her darmswere silent. And Dezi would' ve been on



intraship long before Rhis could make the trek down the ladderway.

Then for abrief moment she wondered if he wereill. The crash of the Tark was no child’splay. And he
had bounded—aquite naked, she remembered—out of the regeneration unit long before he was
completely hedled. Her gaze raked him head to foot. No, helooked fit, disgustingly fit. If he dropped
dead now he' d be the best looking corpse she'd ever seen.

So it had to be about that evasiveness that had settled over him after the * Sko attack. And his cryptic
comments. Maybe there was something to his paranoia after al.

She patted the high counter. “ Have a seat. Soup’ salmost ready.”

Thetimer pinged while she was placing the mugs on the counter. He climbed onto astool but was silent
as she poured the thick, fragrant liquid full of sweetroot and goldbulb. Crisp chunks of greenlace floated
to the top.

She perched on the stool next to him and wagged her spoonin hisface. “Tak.”

Hetook aspoonful of the soup first, Sipped it thoughtfully. She wanted to smack him with her spoon but
stirred her soup instead.

“I wasn't involved inwar games,” hesaid findly. “1 was part of aninfiltration misson. The* Sko took me
prisoner. | stole the Tark and escaped.”

Shelet out the bresth she’ d been holding. That wasit? Hell, she' d figured as much. There was no reason
why she, or anyone in the Conclave, wouldn't have been sympathetic to that Situation. “Why did you lie
tome?’

“I will explain that inamoment.”

“So those * Sko were looking for you—"

“Trilby, please. Hear me out.”

She tapped her spoon on the edge of her mug, barely disguising her impatience. “ Go ahead.”
“They werelooking for you, too.”

The spoon trembled in her fingers. “ But that makes no sense. Why me? |’ ve never even had acargo
contract worth more than—"

“It might have something to do with Grantforth.”
She dropped her spoon. It clattered against the counter top. “ Jag—What in hell are you talking about?’

“| recognized atransmission signature from the mothership during the attack, locked it in a capture feed.”
Hewaved hishand. “Yes, | used that program | mentioned. Please. Let mefinish.”

Trilby closed her mouth.

“What | snared was a coded transmission from the mothership to the Tarks. But | couldn’t run adecode
until we destroyed them. Thereisonly so much,” he said, splaying his hands on the counter ina
depreciative gesture, “that | can do a once. Surviva was more important.”

“No shit.”



Helet out ashort sigh. “But | decoded it while you started your systems check.”
And swore loud and long, Trilby remembered. And became evasive, not to lieto her, but to protect her.

“The mothership was sent to look for me. But your ship waslisted in their kill file. Assoon asthey ID’d
you, they changed courseto follow.”

Kill file. Trilby knew about * Sko kill files. Anyone who worked the lanes did. But kill fileswere usudly
for revenge. Y ou take out a‘ Sko squadron, a“ Sko gation, you'rein their kill file.

“But | never did anything to them!” she protested. “L ook a me. I’'m asmal hauler. I'm broke. | don’t go
running raids on ‘ Sko colonies, or—"

“I don’t know why you'rein thefile. But you are. And the order, the code that | picked up from the
mothership, aso held acodethat | know from thewar. It relates to adouble agent in your government,
someone the * Sko call Dark Sword. And it relates, we now think, to this same agent usng a Conclave
transport company to help them. GGA isone of the possibilities.”

She sat back. Grantforth Galactic Ama gamated. Not Jagan. When Rhis said ‘ Grantforth’ she
automatically assumed he meant Jagan, persondly. But why would he? There' sno way he’ d know about
her fiasco of ardationship.

“GGA would never work with the* Sko,” she protested. “1 mean, hdll, Garold Grantforth’ swith the
Trade Commission. Areyou saying hisfamily’ s betraying him? 1t would ruin his political career, to say the
least”

Thistimeit was Rhiswho gtirred his soup. “ The message didn’t specidly mention GGA Buit tell me about
Garold Grantforth. Do you know him?’

“Sort of,” she admitted after amoment. What had it been, one or two cocktail parties? A year ago,
maybe. “1 met him at acouple of socid events| went to.” She saw something odd in Rhis' s expression
but couldn’t peg it. No doubt he was wondering where alow-budget hauler like Trilby Elliot would meet
up with ahigh-powered politician.

Oh, Gods, shethought. He thinks | was a prosti.

She waved her hand quickly. “Not those kind of parties. | knew his nephew. Jagan. Jagan Grantforth. He
introduced meto hisuncle. That’sdl.”

Rhis s spoon clunked hollowly againgt the Sdes of the plastic mug. He was staring at her, hissilence
urging her to speak. But she didn’t know what he wanted her to say.

“| dated Jagan Grantforth, okay? | know that’ s probably hard for you to believe. | mean, he'sgot
money, right? A name. Position. But we dated. We...” and she stopped and had to ook away from the
intengity in hiseyes. It wasn't dishdief she saw there. It looked like pity.

Gods damn him and his Imperid arrogance! She might aswell have asign plastered on her forehead: I'm
nobody and let somebody rich and powerful use me. She could seeit in the way he waslooking at her.
Poor, stupid Trilby. Did you really ever believe someone like the Jagan Grantforth would want
you?

“So you dated Grantforth.”
She turned back to him, raised her chin alittle higher. “Yeah. Sowhat?’



“So what did helearn from you?’
“I beg your pardon?’ Her voicedrippedicicles.

“No, no.” Hewiped one hand over hisface. “ About your routes. Y our cargo runs. The thingsyou told
methat Neadi hearsdl thetimein her bar. What did helearn from you?’

Theiciclesmoved from Trilby’s mouth to her brain. Her thoughts froze, seized up like a clogged sub-light
drive.

“I...I don't know. Lots of things. | never thought....” She turned her face away, then propped her elbow
on the counter and dropped her chin in her hand. How many times did Jagan go to Neadi’ s? How many
things did he hear? What could he possibly have gleaned from them that GGA or the* Sko would find
useful?“l don’t know,” she repested softly. “ Are you sure about this?’

“I wasn't. Until | went to S zed' ¢’ far looking for proof.”

It took amoment for the import of hiswordsto register. She swiveled her face around. “ To S'zed?” She
must have misheard. Last time his story was that he’ d ended up near S zed, by mistake. When dealing
with the * Sko, the difference between ‘near’ and ‘to’ was usualy life and death.

He nodded. “1, my team and |, managed to infiltrate a Syarian depot afew months ago.”
First S zed, now Syar. “ That's Conclave space!”

He shrugged. “We were following atrail of information. That trail went from the Syar Coloniesto S zed.
In aroundabout way. But it went there.”

Port Rumor was in Gendiira, more than hafway across the system from Syar. She couldn’t seethe
immediate connection. “What do the Colonies have to do with Neadi’ s bar?’

“Nothing, directly. But Grantforth has significant tiesto the Colonies—"

“So do lots of people. Rinnaker and GGA both have small shipyardsthere.” Jagan had promised her a
tour.

“And Grantforth money, specificaly Garold’ s money, backstwo of the mines and half adozen other
indudtries”

Something hovered a the edge of Trilby’sthoughts, something deep and dark and ugly. She couldn’t
quite seeit, though. 1t was il too illusive, shadowy. “But why would GGA care about my shipping runs,
or the schedules of freighterslike Carina s?’

“I don’'t know. But the * Sko do, though why is not yet clear. We have a connection, but not a reason.
That’ swhat we were looking for in S zed.”

Where he was captured, and escaped. From what she' d heard of the * Sko, escape from S zed' ¢’ far was
anear impossible feat. She might have to revise her opinion of RhisVanur, and of the kind of training
mere lieutenants received in the Z' fharin fleet. Hero might not quite cover it.

“And theinformation your team found...?’

“Pointed to arelationship between a Conclave official, atrangport operation and the * Sko,” he said
softly. He held up one hand, ticked the items off on hisfingers. “ GGA or Rinnaker. The‘ Sko.”



Trilby stared at him, &t first in disbelief. Then as her mind sorted through the information, achill crept up
her spine. “Y ou're saying that Jagan’ s uncl€ satraitor? Or that Rinnaker’ s sold out to the * Sko?” Carina
was missing. Chaser worked for GGA She knew others at Rinnaker. Weredl her friends now at risk?

He shook his head. “I'm saying there is significant evidence that something is going on between the * Sko
and someonein the Conclave. All thedataisnot in yet.”

“Why not?

“Because, Trilby-chenka, | think some of that data resides on your ship. Remember that transmission |
snared. Thisiswhy | can’'t be delayed at Port Rumor.” He hesitated amoment. “ Thisis why we' re now
heading back to Y anir, to Imperid space.”

Histone was so soft, so kindly that hiswords amost dipped by her. We' re headed back to Yanir .

Then redlity kicked in. Hard. The ‘ Sko wanted her dead. And her ship was headed for the Empire.
Without her permission.

Someone other than Trilby Elliot wasin control of the Careless Venture.
Anger surged through her. “Wait one damned minute!”

He caught her hand as she made agrab for hisarm. “Listen to me. Please. | haverisked my lifefor this.
The‘Sko tried to kill me. They have akill order out on you. Doesn't thistell you that thisis something
beyond the profits of aone-up run?’

Therewasapainin hisvoice, asvivid and raw as the bruises she' d seen on hisbody. Bruisesinflicted by
the * Sko. Who had issued akill order on adestitute freighter captain because of something someonein
the Conclave told them about her.

Sheclung to Rhis shand asif hewere her lifdine. Her hero, no. More than just hers. Either GGA or
Rinnaker wasinvolved with the * Sko, trading dirty. That put everyone who had ever raised a beer at
Neadi’sinaTark’ stargeting Sghts.

Uncovering that information had amost cost Rhishislife. And al she could think of was getting to Port
Rumor and refilling her bank account.

Shame colored her words. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?’

“Tel you of corruption inyour Conclave?’ He stroked her fingers reassuringly. “Would you have
believed me? A Z'fharin? A naked one, as| remember, who threatened to harm you?’

Sherecognized the little quirk of asmile under his mustache, saw how he was trying to add levity into the
Stuation, take the sting out of hiswords. He had aright to chew her out. Jagan would have. But he made
it sound like none of it was her fault.

“Maybe not right away, but—"

“Youwouldn't have. If | werein your position, | wouldn't believe my story. But | didn’t make up what
happened to Bella’s Dream. Or the * Sko by the rafts. Y ou must seethat I’'m telling you the truth.”

A very disturbing truth that gave new meaning to Neadi’ srumors. The ‘ Sko were infiltrating the
Conclave. She clearly understood Rhis' s urgency, his need for her cooperation. Or rather, her ship’s
cooperation, which he' d facilitated without her assistance. Her earlier anger drained from her. “How’ d



you get Dezi to—7"
“| showed him the transmission from the * Sko.”

Dezi’slinguigtic fileson Y cskrite had to be as meager as on Z’ fharish. But she knew that certain key
sequences, like akill file order, he' d be able to trandate. She nodded, suddenly grateful for her *droid’'s
usually aggravating overprotective tendencies.

And to Rhis. HisImperid Arrogance notwithstanding, he’ d been nothing but helpful since she' d rescued
him. And dl she' d given him was grief, lumping him in with the likes of Jagan, thinking hisonly reasonto
get back to the Empire was because of some doe-eyed beauty waiting for hisreturn. “I fed likeanidiot.
| wish you' d told me—"

“| wanted to.” He brought her hand to hislips, brushed her fingerswith alingering kiss. “ S viek noyet. |
amsorry.”

She had to remind herself to bregthe. A thousand ddlirious sensations ran up her arm when hislips
touched her fingers. And that heat that had sparked between them without warning over the past few
days suddenly hung, thick and swest, inthe air.

Startled, she focused on hislarge, strong fingers clasped around her own. There was afaded white scar
across hisknuckles. A small example of his sacrificesfor hisEmpire and, in away, for her.

Maybethat’ sal shewasfeding: gratitude. She sought adistraction from her warm tingles radiating
through her body. “Did your team try to rescue you?’

He hesitated. “They were under orders not to. That isone of therisks of my position. The information
they had, and the ship we' d used in the mission, were more important.”

Lives were expendable. But make sure the hardware comes back in one piece. And the Z' fharin,
no—T’ vahr. Rhiswas assigned to the Razalka. Senior Captain T’ vahr had teken the possibility of Rhis
Vanur’' s degth as an acceptable loss. It fit with everything she’ d heard about the man.

“So they abandoned you to the * Sko?” Her voice shook. She had seen what the * Sko could do when
she was contracted to Herkoid. Those few that survived were little more than broken mindsin misshapen
bodies, now haunting the dark corners of Port Rumor.

Rhis leaned forward and framed her face with hishands. “I’mfine. I'm dive. Not even the vampire
snakes,” and he traced her mouth with his thumb, “had a chance to get to me. Because of you, you
know. Everything isgoing to bedl right, Trilby-chenka. When we get back to my— "

She launched herself against him. Her armslocked around his neck, her right foot hooked into the rung of
the stool so she didn’t topple over. Her mouth pressed hard againgt his. He tasted dightly sdty, alittle
like soup. And when his mustache scraped againgt her face and he groaned her name she knew she was
logt.

And shedidn’t giveamizzet'sass.

She wanted him. Shewanted to givein to that primal heat that erupted every timethey got withinafew
feet of each other. She wanted to dive into the seductive looks that made his eyes glitter like an exploson
inareactor chamber. She wanted to explore every inch of him, kiss away the pain of every scar on his
hard and perfect body. She wanted to show him that life was worth living, even if hisinfamous
commanding officer, T vahr, didn’t think it was so.



So when his hands fumbled with her t-shirt, she didn’t stop him. She nibbled on his ear, instead.
And when he pulled her off the stool and into hisarms, she didn’t stop him. She kissed his neck, instead.

And when he carried her into hissmal cabin, and lay her down on hissmal bed, murmuring thingsin
Z’ fharish shedidn’t understand but that sounded awfully wonderful, she didn’'t stop

him. But et her hands dide dowly down thefront of his shirt, undoing it. And, as he knedled over her,
she unfastened his pants, ran her hands over the hard planes of hisbody. And let her mouth take over
where her hands had been.

He rasped her name and drew her face up to his. “No,” hesaid. “I want....” Hismouth covered hers, his
tongue probing. Then he pulled back, sucking lightly on her lower lip before he did his hand undernegth
her, pressing her up againgt him.

“I want,” he repeated. He trailed hot kisses down her neck, across her breasts until she was shivering.
His other hand cupped her breast, then stroked one taut nipple, but gently, teasingly. Histongue
followed.

Then just when she thought the explosions of delight in her body could get no better he kissed her again.
Hard, thistime. A molten wave of passon rolled over her.

“I want you. Yav chera.” Hishoarse whisper filled her ear. “ Yav chera, Trilby-chenka. Tell meyou
want me.”

Sheturned her face dightly to look at him. There was asoftnessin the lines of hisface she’ d never seen
before. An openness. A vulnerability. It tugged at her heart.

“Yav chera,” shereplied softly.

Histhumb covered her lips. “ Yav cheron. If you want me, it is yav cheron. When | want you, whichis
dl thetime, itisyav chera.”

He moved histhumb and brushed hislipsagaing hers.
“Yav cheron,” shetold him. Shelaced her fingersthrough hishair and pulled hisface back to hers.

He returned her kisseswith ahungry passion, pressing his hardness againgt her. She arched against him
and wrapped oneleg around histhigh. He murmured in Z’ fharish. She understood only her name, though
his hands and his kisses spoke alanguage that needed no trandation.

Then hewasingde her. She clung to him. He was trembling, hiskissesintense as he thrust into her. She
felt along ripple of passion surge through her, felt hisbody respond in kind. And the heet that had been
building between them mushroomed into afirebal.

He held her tightly, hisface buried against her neck. And whispered those damned Z’ fharish words of his
over and over against her skin.

They sounded wonderful.
CHAPTER EIGHT

Trilby thrust her head through the neck of her dark green deevelesst-shirt, wriggled her arms through the
straps. But another pair of hands pulled it snug down her body, then moved up to trace the light outline of
her breasts undernegth.



She sucked in her bregth, laughed nervoudly.

“Umm?’ Rhis sface waswarm againgt her neck. Hisfingers had found the edge of her underpants and
smoothed the lace againgt her hipbone. “Going somewhere?’

“I should check in with Dez onthe bridge,” she said. | should’ ve checked in an hour ago. She glanced
at theclock inset inthewal. Two hours ago. Damnation!

Rhis snaked his arms around her waist. She could fed the heat from his bare skin against her back,
through her t-shirt, and against her own bare legs.

The sensation dternately thrilled her, and mortified her. What in the Seven Hells had she done?

Wéll, she knew exactly what she had done. And it had been ddlicious. Shejust didn’'t completely
understand what had prompted her to doit.

Hewasadranger! A Z' fharin. She knew nothing about him other than he was a lieutenant on the
Razalka—and her stomach clenched at the name—and that he had a great body that she had
unashamedly explored for the better part of two hours.

“Trilby-chenka?’

Half the time he didn’t even speak Standard! All those pass onate sounding words could be nothing more
than arecitation of anavigationd checklist. Or arecounting of hisfamily’ sgenedogicd chart. The
Z'fharin were famousfor ther pridein their families.

Families. She closed her eyesfor the moment. Oh Gods, he might even be married!

She pulled out of the steamy warmth of his embrace. Her pants were crumpled on the floor. She grabbed
them. “I redly haveto—"

“Y ou did not want this, with me. Did you?’
His voice was soft. She thought she heard an echo of dismay.
Shit!

Sheturned. He sat on the edge of the bed, his dark hair mussed, the bed sheet halfway around hiswaist.
He looked magnificent.

And confused.

“No. | wanted....” She remembered just what it was she wanted. And he wanted. And he' d taught her
tosay itinZ' fharish.

Yav cheron.

She let her pants dip through her fingers, came and sat down next to him on the bed. “No, | wanted this.
Withyou. | just would' ve liked it under different circumstances.”

He touched her face. “ So would |. But sometimes the universe does not listen, even to me.” He offered
her agmdl amile. “You'reafrad.”

She nodded.



“Soaml.”

His admission bolstered her dwindling confidence. She had to smile back. “Y ou don't seem like
someone swho's ever been afraid of anything.”

He stroked her cheek. “1 never was. Before, But this... this....” He shook hishead. “Thishasme
dravda gera mevnahr . What you might call * ass over tegkettle .”

“Because?’

“Becauseif you wereto talk to al the people who know me, and tell them that | have this beautiful
ar-gpritein my bed, and that | cannot stop thinking about her. Or touching her. They would al not
believeyou.”

“Rhis?”

“Umm?’

“Areyou married?’

Dark brows danted over startled eyes. The fingers stroking her cheek hated. “No.”
Ahh, the feared ‘m’ word. Gets ‘em every time.

“And I’'m not husband hunting.” She leaned away from him, grabbed her pantsagain. “So don't get
jumpy.” She shoved her foot through one pant leg. “But | also don't get involved with married men.”

She hazarded a glance at him. His hands had dropped down to his knees and hisface wore adightly
sheepish expresson.

She pushed her foot through the other pant leg then stood. “Have you seen my socks?’

She peered under the chair. He lifted the blanket that had falen to the floor. His socks were there. Hers
weren't.

He reached over and grabbed the pillows and flipped them over. Then he turned back to her. “No.
They’ renot in your boots?”’

She had avery distinct memory of clothesflying. She didn't think either one of them had stopped to tuck
socksinto boots. Shetried to convey that in thelook she shot him.

He chuckled.

She picked up her boots, wriggled her fingersindgdejust in case. “I’m not going to the bridge barefoot.
Il meet you up therein five?”

He stood. The sheet was knotted at hiswaist. “Infive,” he said, reaching for her. He pulled her back
againg him, kissed her soundly. She meted againgt his warmth for amoment, then with asigh, stepped
back.

“Y ou know, if you'd done that in my sickbay,” she said as she backed toward the door, “instead of
grabbing me by the throat, the past couple of dayswould’ ve been awhole lot nicer.”

“Recommendation logged and noted. Captain.”



She grinned as she strode towards her cabin. Captain. For the first time, he said her title with adefinite
note of respect. Thiswas getting better and better.

~*

Rhis stood in the center of his cabin and closed his eyes. The scent of perfume and powder rose off the
heat of hisskin. The sheet was dipping out of itsknot around hiswaist. Sowly, ddiberately, he exhaed.
Then just asdowly, just as deliberately, he drew in another deep breath.

When he found his heart till pounding, every muscle of hisbody il twitching with energy, and his
thoughts still racing in an dmost giddy delight, he knew it wastrue.

He was crazy. Unequivocdly, undeniably crazy. He d lost hismind. His control was shattered. His
discipline, nonexistent.

And hedidn’'t giveadamn.
He opened his eyes, turned hisface just enough to catch aglimpse of himsdlf in the mirror.

Hedidn't look any different. Except for the wide grin plastered across hisface. That was different. That
was...

Trilby. Hisair-sprite. Hisgutsy little fool who infuriated him and enchanted him and mesmerized him.
Who ddighted him.

When she hdtingly said yav cheron he thought his heart was going to explode.

Which would probably have shocked most of the Empire, as most of the Empire knew he didn't have a
heart.

Hedidn't. HE d given it to her. Which was, he grudgingly admitted as he pulled on his clothes, one of the
wisest things he' d ever done.

Now al he had to do was save civilized space from the * Sko and life would be wonderful.

*

“I’vegot to tell Neadi where | am,” Trilby told him as he eased into the copilot’ s seat. He clicked the
straps around his chest.

“And,” she continued, “I’ ve got to get someone to pick up my Ba grond run.”

Heleaned over, enfolded her hand in his. A dight blush rose on her cheeks. That pleased him. 1 agree.
Both must be done but not here. The security of your communicationsisnot...” he hesitated. She may be
hislover but thiswas her ship hewas criticizing. Even lovers had to tread that ground carefully.

“Thebest?’ sheasked. “I’d even agree to nonexistent. Thisisafreighter, not amilitary ship.”

He squeezed her hand. “My point. And we' ve just had an encounter with the * Sko. And are till two
hours from my border at Y anir. When we get back to the Razalka—"

“Y ou sound so surewe Il find her.”

He nodded. “Of that | am, yes.” He knew standard procedure would be followed in his absence. He
knew—Dbarring an al-out war—her most likely locations, who she' d bein contact with. Finding the



Razalka was smply ameatter of going down thelist.

“An Imperia patrol isn't going to try to shoot my ass off when we cross the border?” She pulled her
hand from under hisand cocked her fingersat him, mimicking agun.

“No. Dezi, did you upload the program | created?’

“Yes, lieutenant.” Dezi’smetal fingers ran down aseries of touchpads at his sation. Dataflashed ona
small screen on hisleft. “We commence broadcasting an Imperid ID when we are forty minutes from the
Y anir border.”

Lieutenant. For amoment he thought he’ d misheard. Then he remembered. He hadn't told Dezi, wanting
totell Trilby first. And he' d never gotten around to telling Trilby.

He turned back to her. Histiming couldn’t be worse. He wondered where to start and found her staring
a him, her eyeswide.

“Y ou hacked into my system!” Her tone was accusatory but she was grinning.

Thiswasn't the topic he had intended to discuss. But something in her amazement fed that part of hisego
that took pride in the wogs-and-weemlies he could create. And she, the queen of wogs-and-weemlies.
“Wéll, yes. | mean, no.”

“What do you mean, no? Y ou can't change aship’sident code. It’sillegal. That's a sedled program.
How in the Seven Hdls did you hack—"

“| do not hack.” Helet ahaughty tone return to hisvoice. 1 professonaly amend system codesto
perform a amore optimd levd.”

Shereached over, playfully punched him in the arm. *'Y ou promised me no wogs-and-weemlies!”

“They' re only wogs-and-weemliesif you don't know they’re there. Y ou know. And | will show you how
it’'sdone. And undone. Fair?’

She nodded. “Fair.”

Helooked forward to that. Working with her, challenging her, teaching her. Learning from her. There
were afew fail-safes on the Razalka that needed attention. He' d throw the problem at her, see how
cregtive she could get.

He glanced at their coordinates. It was ‘night’ by their bodies biological clocks but they <till had aways
to go. Freighters weren't known for speed; an old Circurall even less so. Dragging his air-sprite back
down to his cabin would be anice way to pass the time, but it would be too easy to fall adeep
afterwards, and there were other things to attend to. Once they got back to the Razalka thingswould
start happening quickly. He wanted to be in a position to take action.

He swiveled the comp screen up from the armrest, motioned for her to do the same. “1 think you should
see what we' ve learned from the * Sko. And | want to play this againgt that chart we created on the
missing ships. Including Bella’s Dream.”

And there was something e se, something he needed to discuss with her. But then the data he' d entered
into her ship’s memory banks flashed on his screen and everything but the * Sko left hismind.

*



Trilby listened to Rhistrand ate the * Sko data, watched him overlay schedules and coordinates from the
missing freighters. She was dert to coincidences, spotted one he missed. But he didn’t miss many.

Hewas, she decided, brilliant. And dedicated. He attacked the problem before them asif he were
persondly responsible for saving the universe from the * Sko. Not just an officer who, when they got to
the Razalka, would become part of the team again.

Lieutenant RhisVanur. She glanced a him, her heart doing alittle flip-flop. She was suddenly glad he
was just amere lieutenant. He knew what it was like to be on some C.O.’ s shit list. Knew what it was
liketo have hislife often controlled by powers other than hisown.

Rhis was someone with whom she could share her frustrations. Jagan only bragged about al theliveshe
controlled. How people jumped when he snapped hisfingers.

Like she had.

But Rhiswas different. Oh, he had that Imperia arrogance but she understood it. It was pride. Not
unlimited power. He didn't snap hisfingers. Bark orders. Change peopl€ slives without consulting them.

He held her hand. Worked with her by hisside. A tiny hopeflared in her heart. She thought of Neadi and
Leonid. Would Rhisgive up amilitary career for the freghter business?

You' re getting ahead of yourself, she warned. But it was atiny hope she didn’'t want to let go.
The*Sko symbolsfor Dark Sword blinked at her on her screen. Rhiswas frowning at them.
She tapped at the symbols. “Y ou'’ re sure this has something to do with me?’

“I wish it were otherwise, but yes.”

“Andthat it'stied in to Rinnaker, or GGA?

He closed hiseyes briefly, nodded. “ Tell me again about Secretary Grantforth. How many times did you
meet him?’

Animage of Jagan’s lean-faced uncleflitted through her mind. The man’ s reputation was impeccable.
Rhis had to be wrong.

“Threetimes. Three different parties. One on Ba grond. That was thefirst time. The other two were on
Quivera”

She saw his eyebrow arch. Both worlds oozed money. “But Jagan was the reason | was there. Not
Garold Grantforth.”

“Then perhaps we have to start with him. How did you meet Jagan?’

The thought that Jagan might be involved with the * Sko made her equaly as unsettled. He might be acad
and awomanizer. But he hated the * Sko as much as she did. She couldn’t imagine anyonein the
Conclavewho didn'’t.

“1 had athree-month contract with Norvind to Crescent City on Ba grond. That was a bit over ayear
and ahalf ago. Grantforth has a depot in Crescent. One day Jagan just showed up at my loading dock.”
She shrugged.

“And?’



“And we got to talking. Jugt little stuff. I don’t know. | think he came at me with some stupid line. What's
anicegirl likeyou,” she waved her hand. “Y ou know.”

It really sounded stupid now. She wondered why it had seemed so cute then. Probably becauseit had
been uttered by Jagan Grantforth. The Jagan Grantforth. She made amental noteto never againfdl in
love with any man who could have ‘the’ plastered in front of his name.

“And he asked you, what? To dinner?’
“Lunch. At GGA’sexecutive club.”
“And he never said why he was interested in you?’

That sounded like an inane remark from someone who'd just spent two hours ravishing her body. She
knew he was trying to uncover Jagan’ s real motives but the question still piqued her. She glared at him.

“Trilby-chenka.” He grabbed her hand again. She'd ask him later what this‘ chenka businesswasal
about. First she wanted to see him wriggle hisway out of thisone.

Shewaited.

“Don’'t deliberately misunderstand,” he said. “But | know much of Jagan Grantforth’ s reputation. And
yes, | want to know what alovely woman like you was doing with something like him.”

“I know. I'm sorry.” She patted his hand, then pulled hers away. “And yeah, | thought about things like
that, too. Or rather, | tried not to. | wasjust so flattered that ‘ the' Jagan Grantforth was showing an
interest in me. Saying nicethings. Teling me heloved me.” She glanced at hisfaceto seeif he had any
reaction to her words. He was scowling. Good.

“Which | found out later, hedidn’t. At least, that’ swhat | have to assume since he married someone
d%_"

“ZdiaAuberon.”
“How’ d you know that?’

He gave aquick shrug. “1 think someone mentioned it. We do keep tabs on what GGA does from time
totime”

“So okay, hemarried Zdia. But that doesn’'t make him aspy for the* Sko.” Still, she thought about his
transmitsin her files. She had intended to delete them. But maybe there was something in them that might
now make sense. Maybe his secretary, or one of hisassstants at GGA, had accessto her letters. She
wouldn't discount that Jagan might leave one onscreen in his office, in aboastful fashion. She' d haveto
go over them, but privately. No use airing her dirty laundry any more than she had to.

“How often did you go to Neadi’ s?’

“ At least ten timeswith me, on the Venture. But then sometimes he' d use a GGA shuttle and meet me
there”

“Heworked runswith you?’

Worked? No, Jagan didn’t work. “He' d do atrike, or aone-up from timeto time, when....” And shelet
her voicetrall off. She wasn't completely comfortable discussing her past sexud exploits with the man
she'd just spent two hours making love to. But there were larger issues here.



She looked away from him, toyed with thetail of her safety strap. “Y ou have to understand Jagan and |
got pretty involved. | mean, okay, maybe it was stupid but there was apoint in the relationship when |
redly thought we had afuture together. A red future.

“But our scheduleswere different.” Hell, their entire lifestyles were different. But she didn’t want to see
that, back then. “ So sometimes he' d hang with me, for atrike, on board. But he never redly got involved
in the mechanics of my runs. Hewas here gtrictly for... my company.”

She glanced back at him.
“I can understand that,” he offered quietly.

“Yeah, wdl | canand | can’t. He had, he hasthis attitude, you see. He' s better than everybody. Has dll
the answers. HE sway up there,” she said, raising one hand, “and I’ m way down here. Eventualy he
made sure | knew that.”

Rhis started to reply but Trilby turned away. Her admissonsto Rhis hit araw spot she hadn’t redlized
was il so sensitive. “Hey, Dez. Can you check logs for me? How many times was Jagan on board
recently?’

“Of course.” The ‘droid accessed the data quickly. * Sixteen timesin the past twenty-one months.”

“Send that to my termind here, okay?’ Sheturned back to Rhis. “ Crazy thought. Jagan’ s assistants and
secretary dways knew when he was with me. They had to. Maybe this contact you' re looking for isone
of them.” That made more senseto her. “Let’ s play those dates against shipping schedules out of Rumor.
Whileyou do thet, I’ll try to pull up al the times he met me at Neadi’ saswell.”

Rhisnodded. “ That could bring up something interesting. But the ships haven’t been missing during your
entire relaionship. Only the last two months.”

“True, but if they also had accessto my transmits to him, we might be able to see apattern. | aways
gave him my run schedule aheed of time. And we sometimes talked market gossip.”

Rhisheld her gaze for amoment. “ Excellent suggestion.” He sounded dightly amazed.
She grinned. “I do come up with one on occasion.”

“It must bemy influence.”

She groaned, then swiveled her comp screen and pulled up her files of Jagan’ stransmits.

~*

It was about two and a hdf hourslater, just alittle after midnight by Trilby’ sbio-time, that the Careless
Venture confirmed contact with an Imperia outpost. She glanced at the time-date stamp on the top of
her screen asthe unfamiliar Z' fharish words scrolled by. And redized she' d known RhisVanur for five

days.
A full hand, in freighter lingo.
And in five days her whole life had been spun around.

Rhis sfingersflew over the consolein front of him. “ Should be ableto initiate voice contact... yes” A
seriesof lightsin the center panel blinked from red to green.



She heard amale voice from the outpost identify himsdlf, and the name of his station, she assumed. She
understood very little of the ensuing conversation between Rhis and the outpost,

other than afew ‘vad' sand ‘nav’s, and common terms like ‘ dock’ and ‘ schedule . And Razalka. That
name she caught, along with T" vahr, and VVanushavor. Those were mentioned frequently aswell.

But asto putting it dl together in a sengble fashion? Sheleaned back in her chair and waited.

Rhis seemed relieved, camer, when he ended his communication. “ Thisisgood.” He was nodding, not at
her but at nothing in particular in the dark viewport of the bridge. “ Fortuitous. A tactical team has been
on Degvar Station for the past trike. Lieutenant Gurdan isin command. | know him.”

“Y ou' re not thinking of trying something against the * Sko now? | thought you had to wait for the Razalka

“Of course. But Gurdan has much experience, and with the facilities at Degvar | can go deeper with this
information.” Hisfingers drummed absently againgt hismustache.

Deep enough to save Carina? Reluctantly, Trilby held out little hope for that. More likely, the Imperid
Fleet would be looking for links and patterns between this Dark Sword and the * Sko— the loss of
Carinadidn’t redly concern them, and she doubted they’ d listen to amere lieutenant if he suggested it
should.

No, dl they’ d belooking for were answers to who and when and how.

She wanted to know that, too. Then additional questions surfaced. More persona ones. Like, what
would happen to Trilby Elliot and the Careless Venture once Rhis got back to the Razalka?

Thewar was over. She had no fear of being taken prisoner. So that meant only one thing: they would
part company at Degvar. She' d be free to go back acrossthe border.

But she knew apart of her would forever reside with the Empire and a certain mere lieutenant. So much
for finders keepers. She'd found him, but there was no chance she could ever keep him.

CHAPTER NINE

Lieutenant Gurdan was athin man, most astal as Rhis, but his hair was a sandy brown color and he
was clean-shaven. Trilby hated in her conversation with a Degvar dockhand and watched the two men
salute each other. She thought they would' ve clasped hands, exchanged afew hearty thumps on the
back. Rhis had intimated they were friends, or at least, as she recalled hiswords, that he knew Gurdan.
And seemed pleased Gurdan was here.

Ohwell. Military. Trilby shrugged it off, turned back to the problems of securing a Conclave ship, and a
nonmilitary one at that, to an Imperia docking system.

“I think we' re set now,” shetold the dockhand. All ramp side panel lightsfinaly flashed green.

“| am pleased | could be of help.” Hisround face creased with asmile. His accent was thicker than
Rhis's. He motioned to her ship, tethered to the docking rim of the station. The Venture wasvisble
through the large, square viewports. “ Sheis not common, no? Many years she has served, vad?’

You mean how do | keep this bucket of bolts in the space lanes? She remembered saying that to
Rhis. It was a quip she was used to making. “ She' sagood old gal. Not too fast, but reliable.”



“Not what heisused to.” The dockhand made a short motion with his chin to where Rhis stood talking to
Gurdan. Trilby glanced a Rhisjust as heturned in her direction. He nodded, held up hisindex finger. He
wanted her to wait.

Wadll, it wasn't like she knew anywhere el se to go. She needed to send amessage to Neadi, but every
damn sign she' d seen so far wasin Z’ fharish. She could easily end up in the commissary instead of
communicetions.

Shereslized the dockhand had said something about Rhis and her ship. Oh yeah. The man probably
knew Rhiswas assgned to the Razalka. “ A little dumming is good for the soul.”

“Sum-ming?1 am not familiar with thisterm.”
She grinned, waved off hiscomment. “1t means, well, point is, we made it. He madeit.”
“Wéll, yes. Of course hedid!”

Imperial arrogance, Trilby thought as shelogged out at the rampway pad. It must be a compound they
put in their drinking water.

She heard Rhis shout something to Gurdan. He was headed her way. The dockhand finished hiswork
and backed up abruptly, saluted.

Rhisreturned the salute crisply but with noted disinterest. Trilby saw the smaller man didn’t seem
perturbed, though he scurried away quickly enough. Military!

“Everything' sokay?’ he asked, with aquick glance at the ramp pad.
“Vad.” Shegrinned up a him. “And that’sall | can remember of your language right now, tired as| am.”

“I have afew hours ahead of me with Gurdan. Then | will be back. But you don't have to stay up. Why
don't you—"

“I"d like to send Neadi that message. Can | use the comm system here, or isthat restricted?’
“It' sredtricted, but yes, I'll make sure you can useit.”
“Do you have time now?’

He shook hishead. “1 wish | did, Trilby-chenka. But there have been some additional moves on the part
of the*Sko in the past trike. Serious moves. Theinformation | haveisvitd.”

She knew what it meant when the * Sko went on the offengive. It wasn't athought she wanted to dwell
on. “Go do what you have to with Lieutenant Gurdan. I’ [l wait—"

“No. I'll get someone to take you to communications. | know you understand the necessity to be not too
detailed in what you send to Neadi? Our system is secure, but it is not fool proof.”

“Shejust needsto know I'm safe. Especidly after Carina.”

Rhis hesitated, glanced over his shoulder to where Gurdan and two other officers stood. “ Trilby-chenka,
thereis something... | need to talk to you. But |—"

The sharp trill of acomm badge interrupted him.



Trilby was dartled. She hadn’t noticed the metal disk on his jacket until now. Gurdan must have given it
to him.

Rhis had dready tapped at it, listened to a short spate of Z’ fharish words. He replied, tapped it off, and
turned back to her.

“I’'m sorry. Something urgent. Go send your message to Neadi.”
L oud footsteps approached from behind him. Gurdan and the other officers.

“I will be back intwo, three hours. Yes?’ He started to reach for her but Gurdan said something. His
hand came out towards the thin officer instead.

He replied to Gurdan’s comment with asavera short commands.

He turned back to her. “Magjor Mitkanos will be here shortly, to escort you to Communications. | must
m-”

She leaned against the docking ramp console and watched him stride down the corridor, flanked by the
tactical team officers. Yav cheron, shesaid slently. In a few more hours, I'll tell you in person,
again.

*

Mg or Mitkanos was amuscular man in agray uniform. His short-cropped black hair was sprinkled with
glver, hisjaw was ruggedly square and his nose had adight bend that told of more than afew fistfights.
His gppearance was gruff, until he smiled, hiswide mouth softening the hard, chiseled edges of hisface.

He shook Trilby’ s hand with afirm grasp. “Be glad to help. | have heard something of your adventures.
That he stole that Tark. Takes your ship. Then you find that you have the* Sko in pursuit again.”

He didn’'t quite take my ship, Trilby wanted to say. Was more like a cooper ative agreement. But
then she knew how stories changed as they filtered through the ranks.

“It'sbeen ahit harrowing,” she agreed and followed him down the corridor. Except for the ignsin

Z fharish, Degvar looked smilar to most other stations she' d seen, though more utilitarian. The constant
blinking, flashing, chirping and trilling adverts that floated from most Conclave stations commercia
corridors were missing.

Degvar had nondescript gray bulkheads and gray decking. Doorframes on the dock level were red; when
they exited thelift three levels up, they were yellow. Entry palm pads were larger, with a series of
touchpads on the left. And on thislevel, armed personnel were more conspicuous.

Most werein gray, like Mitkanos. Only afew wore the black that Rhis and Gurdan’ s team did.

She was about to ask why when he halted in front of aset of double doors, yellow ringed. Helay his
hand on the pad, then tapped three touchpads with his thumb. The doors cycled open.

Two officersin gray uniforms, one male and one female, sat at the consoles. The woman turned, nodded
to Mitkanos and spoke in Z' fharish. He grinned, tapped her playfully on the shoulder.

“Corpora Rimanavawill help you,” hetold Trilby. He motioned for her to Sit next to ayoung woman
whose long dark hair was pulled back into athick braid. Mitkanos turned to the other officer, leaned on
the back of hischair and dropped into alow conversation.



“Corpora Rimanava.” Trilby offered a handshake before she took the chair. “I’'m Trilby Elliot. Captain
of the Careless Venture.”

“FarraRimanava.” She accepted Trilby’s hand with awide smile. “ Sit, please. | understand you need to
send message to Gengiira. In Conclave, vad?’ She spoke hdtingly, asif searching for the proper words
in Standard.

Trilby relayed Neadi’ stransit code. That Farra Rimanava, or rather the Empire, aready had the codes
for Gengiraand Port Rumor didn’t surprise her.

Farrashowed Trilby how to activate the holocam in the console. It wasn't that different from other comm
systems she d seen, except for everything labeled in Z' fharish.

“Thisends message,” Farrasaid, pointing to a square touchpad. “If you wish, | will get cup of teawhile
you record. So you have privacy, vad?’

“That’sokay,” Trilby motioned with her hand. “It' s only ashort message.”

“Then | will wait. Thisisokay?Wewill get teawith Y avo when you arefinished. It isend of shift for
m”

Trilby activated the holocam and started her message. There was good news and bad news, shetold
Neadi. She'd runinto a‘ Sko nest. But she was safe, across the border in Yanir. “1’m going to have tea
with two Imperid officersinaminute,” she said, with asmileto Farra, “ so everything’ sfine. Have
Leonid s cousin take my Ba grond run.” She gave the details and contact name.

“I don't have an exact ETA on my return. They’rered interested in what happened to Carina. They think
the nest | found might have something to do with that.” She didn’t want to reved anything more.

“I'll bein touch. Don’'t worry. Tell Leonid and Chaser I'm okay. Dezi sends hislove.”

~*

Shewastired, but the teawas excdlent, pungent with a spicy aroma. It shook some of the cobwebs out
of her head, fed some life back into her veins. There were till afew hours before Rhisreturned. If he
finished his urgent meeting early, she felt sure someone on station would know whereto find her.

She sat with Farraand Y avo Mitkanos at atable in the far corner of the officer’ slounge, along room
that curved aong on the outer frame of the station’ sring. Thefloor to ceiling viewport showed the
immense blackness of space. The lights of asmall maintenance craft winked out of view as she watched.

No one else wasin the lounge. She counted eleven tables, and six stools at abar. A bank of food
replicators was adjacent to it.

The teawas fresh brewed. She sipped it appreciatively as Mitkanos answered her question about the
gray uniforms.

“Ground forces. Like your marines,” he said, plucking at theinsigniaof crossed swords on his chest, “but
we cdl ourselves Segzarda. * Stegzarda’ means perhaps ‘ strength command’ in your language. We
assist the Imperial Feet when it comesto border outposts.”

Farranodded. “Especidly with recent jhavedzga— "

“Aggression.” Mitkanos corrected her.



“Vad. Aggression by the Y csko. That iswhy Gurdan’steam is here. And now the Razalka comes.”
Mitkanos snorted.
“Uncde” Farradapped hisarm playfully.

“Niece!” hereplied, grinning. And Trilby saw the same wide mouth, the samelinesin thejaw of Farra
Rimanavaand Y avo Mitkanos.

“He syour uncle?’ Trilby asked.
“Vad. Yes. And thereason | am here” Sheblew him akiss.

“What, you think | let my sster’ s child join the Fleet? What the Fleet teach my Farra-chenka, eh? To
think? No. To follow orders, from T’ vahr the Terrible. Or maybe she spends her time running away from
the admiral’ s son, who cannot keep his hands from women.”

“There are hundreds more ships. The Fleet islarge.” Farrawas trying to sound serious but afew
chuckles dipped out. “My beloved Uncle Y avo. He has no love for the Fleet.”

“Arrogant rimstruttersd” Mitkanos made a dismissive wave with hishand then pointed at Trilby. “Ask her.
She knows. Probably complained about her ship from the moment he walked on board.”

“Hedidn't walk. Hewas carried,” Trilby said, not without some mirth. Perhaps Rhis' s Imperid
Arrogance did come from something the Fleet put in the drinking water, as she suspected. But shedidn’t
discount that Mitkanos had his share of arrogance aswell. Morelikely, she was listening to the usudl
rivary between military branches. She’ d known many aNorvind crew to trade verba insults with crew
from GGA

“Carried?’ Mitkanos' s eyes widened. “He permitted this?’

“Hewasout cold. Hat on hisface in ajungle swamp. But yeah, when he woke up, he made it pretty
clear my ship was alot lessthan what hewas used to.” She grinned. All Rhis s blustering, which had so
infuriated her, now seemed dmost endearing.

“Itiseasy to get spoiled on aship like the Razalka,” Farrasaid in aconciliatory tone.

Mitkanos snorted again. “ The Razalka isnot aship. It isakingdom. T’ vahr’ skingdom. Heis emperor
and, yes, sometimes executioner.”

Trilby heard the anger in hisvoice. What did he cdl the Razalka’s captain, T’ vahr the Terrible? No
wonder it had taken Rhis so long to loosen up, to amile. “But he' sjust the captain,” she said.

“Senior captain,” Mitkanos interjected. “Most of the admirasfear him. For good reason.”
“Why do they tolerateit? If he' s such atyrant—?’

“They created him.” Mitkanos folded his hands on the table, leaned towards Trilby. Farrashook her
head but said nothing.

“You know itistrue,” he said to hisniece. Helooked at Trilby. “ They created him. Forty, what,
forty-two years ago? | know you have rumors of thisin the Conclave. Heis, what you cdl it, a
creche-ling? An experiment. Bred in ageneticslab like arecipe for boulashka.”

Trilby nodded. She vaguely remembered some whispers during the war. T’ vahr was rumored to be some



kind of super-human. Stronger. Smarter. But genetic manipulation had long beenillegal on both sides of
the Zone. And, Leonid had pointed out, immord in the Empire. Clan history and lineage were sacred. A
créche-ling, atest tube-formed human of unknown genetics had no definite lineage.

She d forgotten that conversation until now.

“Some say Vanushavor blood runsin hisveins. Some say even Vanurin,” Mitkanos said quietly. “But the
listismuch longer than that. So they don’t know what heis. Or who heis. But he came out smarter and
stronger than they wanted him to. And now they can’t stop him.”

“Nor canthe Y csko,” Farrapointed out.

“I have fought the* Sko many times and won.” Mitkanos thumped his hand on his chest. “The victory
record of my platoon isglorious. All the Segzarda isknown for bravery.”

“And s0 isthe Feet. We work with them here, on Degvar, uncle.”

Trilby began to suspect that Farramight have atender spot for someone in ablack uniform. Well, she
knew thefeding. Shedidn't think many of her friends back in Rumor would be any happier about her
involvement with aZ’ fharin Heet officer than Mitkanoswould.

He said something to Farrain Z' fharish. Trilby recognized afew words but her brain wastoo tired to try
to trandate them.

Mitkanos turned to her with an embarrassed grin. “1 apologize. | forget, you do not understand. | tell my
niece, we are brave because we are a, what isthe word? A unit. A family. We are bound by mutual trust.
Loyalty. But the Razalka, she operates on fear. It isdifferent, n0?’

Trilby thought of Grantforth Goods Ama gamated. Jagan’s opinion of hisfamily’semployeesas
‘underlings’ became apparent to her as she'd come to know him. It was one of the things that had
unsettled her about him, one of the things that had made it easy to walk away from hisflattering words,
and hislavish gifts. She'd given them al back. It hadn’t been a pretty scene.

She nodded. “WEe ve got our share of tyrants, too, Mgor. | try to avoid them best | can.”

Mitkanos patted her hand. “Wdll, you had only to ded with him a short time, yes? Now you can go
home, and tell your friends you survived what, four, five dayswith T vahr the Terrible on your ship. They
will beimpressed.”

But T'vahr wasn't... Trilby started to say and stopped. Something ominous, something cold and fearful
suddenly wrapped around her like an icy blanket. Something about Mitkanos s surprise that Rhis had
been carried on board the Venture. And before that. He took your ship, Mitkanos had said. It wasthe
way hesaid ‘he’. With acapita ‘H’. Underscored. Inlights. Asif ‘the’ resided before his name.

‘“The’ Senior Captain T’ vahr.

She closed her eyesfor amoment, her head spinning. She felt Mitkanos' s large hand on her arm. “Niece,
we havetired her. This has been much stress. She has had Captain T’ vahr on her ship and now me,
frightening her.”

T vahr. On my ship. T'vahr.

She opened her eyes. “Hetold me his name was Vanur.” Her voice sounded thin. “Not... T'vahr. Rhis
Vanur.”



Farraand her uncle exchanged quick glances. A low, guttural curse passed Mitkanos slips.

Trilby leaned back in her chair. Mitkanos s hand fell away. A few choice curse words of her own
tumbled through her mind, but she didn’t have the energy to voice them.

“Khyrhis T’ vahr,” Mitkanos said quietly. “1 saw him come down your rampway on my Security screen.”
Farrashot aquestion at himin Z’' fharish.

“I do not know,” he answered in Standard. “ Captain Elliot. It appears now perhaps we have been too
forward in our talk. But there was no indication from him,” and he looked back at Farra, “that you did
not know who hewas. He identified himsalf properly many timeswhen your ship made contact with the
gation. | wasin Ops. | heard him mysdlf.”

All the conversation she d listened to on her bridge came back to her. She understood little of it. Only
basic wordslike ‘dock’ and ‘ schedul€' . And the names. Razalka. Vanushavor. T’ vatr.

She shook her head. “Y ou heard him in Z'tharish.” She gave him awesk smile. “ Other than vad, nav
and dharjas taf, viek, | don't understand very much of it.” Except for yav cheron, asmal voice
reminded her. She pushed it away.

Farra asked something e se.
“No,” Mitkanos said. “He did not put her under any security restrictions.”
Trilby frowned, not comprehending his answer.

“My niece said that perhaps he felt he had to protect hisidentity from you, because you are Conclave.
But you would have been confined to your ship, then. Not permitted accessto this station. Y ou would
have aLeve Three, or more, status. He said to me Level One. And yes,” he nodded to Farra,
gpparently anticipating her question, “1 clarified. | have not been Segzarda Chief of Security for three
years and not know this.”

He sat back, folded his arms across his broad chest. “ T’ vahr was very clear when he spoke to me on the
comm. ‘Level On€e, hesaid, for Daga Captain Elliot.”

“Thenisnot aproblem, uncle.” Farralifted her cup, drained the last of her tea. “Is nothing more than
oversight. Or perhagps Captain T’ vahr did not want Captain Elliot to be afraid of him.”

“Hewould not be so considerate of her fedings, no,” Mitkanos disagreed. “Helivesfor fear. More
likely, he knew that was the easiest way to get her to cooperate with his plans. Heisamaster at that,
manipulating people.

“But regardless,” he said, sanding. “What he has given you is an interesting tale to tell, no?” He took her
empty cup, and Farra s. “Come. My niece and | will walk you back to your ship, and we will talk of
pleasanter things. For T’ vahr is our problem now. Not yours. Y our trouble now isover.”

*

But it wasn't pleasanter things that ran through Trilby’ s mind as she wrapped hersdlf in her purple quilt
and propped hersaf up against the headboard of her bed.

It was everything she' d learned about T' vahr the Terrible. Emperor and sometimes executioner on his
own ship. And amaster manipulator of people.



She glanced at the chair in the corner, secured to the floor with the decklock. 1t would feel real good to
unclip it and throw it at something right now. Like the bulkheed.

Or the Captain T'vahr. If he dared walk through her cabin door again.

It was with that pleasant thought that she fell into an exhausted deep, purple quilt wrapped tightly around
her, catching her tears of anger asthey fdll.

CHAPTER TEN

The words on the screen in front of him blurred. Rhis reached for histeaand, as hisfingers closed around
the mug, realized it was cold. He d been sfting through the data Gurdan supplied him for, what, two
hours now?

He sought the time stamp on his screen. Two and a hdlf.

Bloody hell.

With al the changes he' d quietly madeto the Venture' s systemsthe night before, he’ d had little or no
deep. Hefdt it now, as his Sde began to ache again. Even he had hislimits. Forty-eight hourswith only
two hours deep was one of them.

“Run acomparative on my andysis. | need about four hours downtime. Have it ready for me by then.”

Gurdan looked up from his own screen and tabbed at the touchpads on hisright. He was quiet for a
moment, his gaze moving rapidly over the data now streaming down his screen.

“We may need more than four hours, captain.”

Rhis stood, leaned hisfists on the edge of the briefing room table and glared at the thin man. Gods, he
wastired. And he needed to sink against something Trilby-soft and Trilby-scented.

“Four hours,” herepeated. “Do | make mysdlf clear?’
Gurdan’ s mouth tightened but he nodded. “Wewill do what we can in four hours.”

“No. Y ou will supply me with athorough and complete andysisin four hours. Or | will find someoneto
replace you, who can.”

His boots echoed sharply as he strode down the corridor. The situation with the * Sko had worsened
congderably, even in the few days he’ d been absent. No, it was more than afew days. He' d spent five
on the Venture. Two in * Sko captivity. And two and a half weeks before that, dowly infiltrating the

Y csko system with histeam. He' d been away from the Razalka for dmaost amonth.

He' d been away from Trilby Elliot for alittle less than three hours. He wasn't sure which discomforted
him more.

Trilby, he decided as he hit the call button for thelift. But Gurdan’slackadaisical responseto hisanalyss
request ranked right up there on the discomfort list aswell.

Hdl and damnation! Was he the only one ableto dicit resultsin the Feet?

Gurdan’ steam was good, but histeam on the Razalka was better. Had to be. Or they wouldn't be
there.



He sagged tiredly againgt the meta wall of thelift, thankful no one ese occupied it. Histhoughts drifted
back to the * Sko. The information he' d stolen from S zed. Thetie-inswith Rinnaker, and now, with the
attack on the Venture, GGA He had an uneasy suspicion Garold Grantforth might be involved. The man
was power hungry. But his palitical success and well-known image madeit difficult to see how he'd
worked it, if he had. Or how Rhis could proveit.

Jagan Grantforth, or someonein hisoffice, as Trilby suggested, could well be the key. He d have to look
further into that, follow the same kind of trail in Rinnaker aswell. The Empire wasn't in the position to
openly criticize the Conclave. Not yet.

That was something e se he had to attend to.
That and....

Hismind fogged. He had the disturbing sensation he' d forgotten something. Something important. But
that was ridiculous. He never forgot anything important. He tolerated lgpsesin himsdlf even lessthan he
tolerated them in his crew.

Thelift dowed smoothly, easing to a stop at the dock level. It was good to be back with Imperial
technology again. He remembered some of the public liftsin Syar and Ba grond. Shuddering things,
swaying and jerking. Outdated. Antiquated. Quite usdess. Typical Conclave technology.

He stopped just short of the Venture' s rampway. The aging freighter’ s rounded bow was visible through
the viewport. In the dim light on her bridge, he saw a smal movement, recognized Dezi’ s tarnished form.

A wry smile played across hisface. One of the more entertaining examples of Conclave technology.
He d tak to Trilby about getting the ‘ droid a complete overhaul. His tendency towards verba ramblings
was, if nothing ése, awaste of energy.

He strode up the rampway, some of his lassitude abating. It was amaost 0330 on hishio-time. Hisand
Trilby’s. Hismind filled with a dozen different ways to wake her. He could amost fed the softness of her
skin againgt hismouth, smdl| the intoxicating powdery scent of her. Heimagined her saying yav cheron in
ashy, but passionate, voice. He laid hishand against the Venture' s palm pad and realized his hands were
sweating, thefront of hisuniform pants uncomfortably tight.

He heard the lock cycle, then click twice. But the hatchway door stayed closed.

Conclave technology, he reminded himself but wiped his hand down his deeve before trying again.
Conclave technology and hormones.

It cycled, clicked twice, and went dead. Thered ‘entry denied’ light glowed brightly.
He frowned. Perhaps an interface glitch? The ship was segued into Imperia technology now.

He stepped back to the docking podium at the foot of the ramp, activated the intercom. “ Venture, the
hatchlock is not responding.”

He waited. Nothing happened.
“Venture, thereisaproblem with the hatchlock. ThisisRhis”

Nothing. He checked the status lights on the podium. Everything showed green. Maybe Trilby was
adeep and Dezi involved in some maintenance function that prevented his responding.



Severa more minutes passed. The achein his side resurrected itself. He punched the intercom button
agan.

“Trilby? Dezi? Open the—"
It opened.

Trilby Elliot stood in the airlock in her faded green t-shirt and baggy flight pants. Her service jacket,
embroidered with the Venture' s name on the deeve, wastied around her waist. Her pistol, holstered but
not locked, hung from underneeth it.

The strap of her laser rifle looped over one shoulder. She cradled the weagpon in her hands and as he
took astep forward, he heard the distinctive snick of the safety being unlocked.

He stopped. Her face was pale, her lips drawn in athin line. There were smudges down her cheeks but
her eyes were dry, steady, penetrating. And as cold asthe glaciers on Chevienko.

Histhroat felt hot in comparison. He rasped out her name. “ Trilby-chenka?’

“This” shesad in an eexily quiet voice, “isone of theriflesthat works.” Shetilted the barrel dightly
upward. If she pressed the trigger, the charge would hit him in the throat.

“I don’t understand.”
“But | do, T'vahr. You' realying, manipulating bastard.”
Lying?Hehadn't lied-

T'vahr. She cdled him T’ vahr. Some of Chevienko'sicy chill gripped his chest. He now knew what he'd
forgotten.

Once he explained, surely she' d understand. The precariousness of his position. The urgency of the
Stuation with the * Sko. Theway that hisfedingsfor her had so completely obliterated everything else
fromhismind.

Sheraised therifle, braced it against her shoulder.

“Get. Off. My. Ramp.” She activated the target lock. He saw the thin red beam flick on, knew without
looking down it highlighted the center of his chest.

“Bagtard,” she hissed.

He backed up a step. Anger surged through him. Anger and asense of loss, of desolation so complete
that it took al his strength not to double over. It sucked the air out of hislungs, thelife from hisbody,
would have stopped even his heart from begting.

But he didn’'t have aheart anymore. He'd giveniit to her.
“Please. Trilby.” Hisvoicewasraw. “Let' sdiscussthis. Camly.”

“Discuss?” Shelaughed harshly. “Y eah, that' swhat Jagan said, too. Let’ sdiscussthis, darling. Fucking
liars. Both of you.”

Her comparison stung like crazed firewasps againgt his skin. Jagan’ s duplicity and smooth words
surfaced, prickling againgt his conscience.



“I am not Jagan Grantforth,” he protested.

“No. You're T'vahr. The Senior Captain T'vahr. You say ‘jump’ and the entire universe says ‘how high
and when'. Well, I’m not jumping any more. And you have ten seconds to get off my ramp. Nine.” She
shifted position, locked her fingers on thetrigger.  Eight—"

“Wewill talk tomorrow. | can explain everything, | promise.”
“Six...”
Heturned, shoved his handsin his pockets and made sure he held his head high as he walked away.

~*

He stared at the calling of the small barracks degping room and redlized he didn’t even know his cubicle
number. Nor did he care. Just as he didn’t care about the odd look the quartermaster in Ops gave him
when he’ d demanded a deeping room. Nor about the raised eyebrows of two of Gurdan’steam he'd
stormed past in the corridor. HE' d made it clear he was going back to the Conclave freighter. What in
hell was T’ vahr the Terrible doing on the barracks level ?

What in hell, indeed.

He swallowed hard. Thiswas hell. Worse than his interrogation by the * Sko. Because the * Sko he could
fight againgt. The * Sko he could hate.

Hedidn't want to fight with Trilby. He wanted to make love to her. And he couldn’t hate her. Because
shewas right. He had lied, not so much to protect himself, but to ensure her cooperation. He wanted
her—

Yav chera.

—for sdlfish reasons. And he saw her flirt and laugh with Rhis Vanur in ways that he knew she never
would with Khyrhis T’ vahr. T vahr the Terrible.

He knew what people called him, not only here but in the Conclave. Saw the fear that had flickered in
her eyes a the mention of the Razalka.

And so Rhis Vanur was born. Rhis, who could be everything that Khyrhis was not. He shed the legend,
the superdtition, the rumors. And the truths. And reinvented himsdlf. Into someone he hoped Trilby Elliot
might love.

And she had. Hadn't she?

Yav chera.

*

The crowd in the officer’ s mess annoyed him. What in hell were dl these people doing egting at this
ungodly hour of the morning? The lines at the replicators were long, and trays were heavily laden with
portions.

Morning. The numbers on thetime pand caught hiseye. Eighteen thirty. It was dinnertime on station. But
to hisbody, it was aimost 0600. Oh-five-forty-five to be exact. He had lain in the degping room for two
hours, dept maybe twenty minutes.



He stepped away from the line, headed for the coffee dispensers. A broad body blocked the panel in
front of him. The gray-uniformed man filled amug, then turned. Something flickered in the man’ s eyes,
then he nodded.

“Captain T'vahr.”

It took amoment for Rhis s brain to register the rank on the man’s collar. “Mgjor.” He shouldered
brusquely past the man, grabbed amug and held it under the spigot.

There were no unoccupied tablesin the lounge. The gray-clad Siegzarda filled most of the room. Fleet
personnd sat by the door. He saw the burly mgor—Mitkanos, he remembered now, recognizing the
wide mouth, the bent nose—at atable with a young woman. Security Chief Mitkanos. He had turned
over the problem of Trilby’ s message to Neadi to him.

Hewas standing at Mitkanos stable before he redlized he wasthere.
Mitkanos and the young woman were staring a him.

“| assgned Captain Elliot to you last night.”

Mitkanos|eaned back in hischair. “ That was this afternoon. Sir.”

He blinked. Station time. Of course. “I’'m aware of that, Mgor,” he snapped. “Was her request
handled?

“Rimanava sent Captain Elliot’s message hersdf.” Mitkanos nodded to the young woman, whose hands
tightly clenched her mug of tea.

Rhis saw the apprehension in her eyes, just as he saw the defiance hinted at in Mitkanos's casua posture.
He d never met the man before yesterday—this afternoon, he corrected himself. But the battle crestson
Mitkanos s deevetold him the older man had been around awhile. Long enough to remember when the
Segzarda held power in this sector. Long enough to remember when the Fleet had taken it away from
them.

He turned to the young woman. “What’ s your rank, Rimanava?’
“Corpord, sir!”

“Y ou on duty now, corpora?’

“No, gr. Not until tomorrow morning.”

“I don't have that kind of time to waste. Send a copy of Captain Elliot’s message to mein Briefing Room
One. Y ou have five minutes.”

Heturned and strode for the door, ignoring the table of Fleet officers who rose and saluted as he
stormed by.

~*

He saw darm flash in Gurdan’ s eyes when he stepped into the briefing room. The lieutenant stood up,
diffly. “You'reearly, captain.”

“There swork to do, lieutenant. And unless|’m around, it doesn’'t seem to get done.” Hetook his seat at
the head of the conference table, tabbed on the screen. It blinked into solidity in front of him.



He scanned thefiles. “How far have you gotten?’

“We should have acomplete anaysis within the hour.”

“ Should? Should is unacceptable. Y ou will.”

“Yes, sr.” Gurdan nodded briefly, then bent over to speak to one of histeam at awall console.

Rhis tapped the screen, opened one of the files he’ d taken from the  Sko. Dates and coordinates spilled
past him. But now, ship names and cargo overlay the data. Good. Good. Gurdan' s people had picked
up on the patterns he’ d found, fleshed them out.

He drummed hisfingers againg his mustache. His mouth was dry. Coffee—
He glanced to hisright. Then hisleft. Coffee. He d left his coffee at Mitkanos stable.

The briefing room doors did open. Corpora Rimanavawalked in. She put a cup of coffee on thetable
next to him. Then clasped her hands behind her back and stood, waiting.

Waiting for what? Surely she didn’t expect him to thank her for bringing his coffee.
“Yes, Corpora?’
“| sent that copy you requested three minutes ago, Sir. | wanted to make sure you received it.”

Copy? Oh, bloody hell. He touched his screen, moved the analysis data, saw his message box flashing.
Hisfingersreached for it before he could stop them. Thetrangit ID grayed out then Trilby was staring at
him, her large green eyes sparkling, her mouth pursed in asmall amile.

He knew that mouth, knew what it fdt like, knew what it tasted like.

“Captain Trilby Elliot here, Independent freighter trangit ID 1015-2711." She paused after the requisite
ID. “Hello Neadi, old friend—"

Hisfingers darted to the screen, freezing the message, halting her greeting. But her face ill looked at
him, her lips dightly parted to begin her next word. Or to entice akiss.

He blanked the screen, but he could still see her. See her smile. The way shewrinkled her nose. He
swalowed hard. He thought her message to Neadi might give him some clue asto how to reach her, to
get her to talk to him, again.

But it only made him want to bolt out of his chair and take the maintenance stairstwo at atime down to
the station docks. Outrun even thelifts.

But he couldn’t do that. She till had one laser rifle that worked.

He dumped back in his chair, covered his eyes with one hand. And then remembered the efficient
Corpora Rimanavawas gill ganding there.

Bloody fucking hell.

Fatigue washed over him. He wiped his hand down hisface, turned to her. “ Thank you, Rimanava. | got
the message,” he said quietly.

“You' rewelcome, sir.” She nodded curtly, spun on her heel's and walked out.



He turned back to his screen but saw Gurdan first. The lieutenant’ s thin face was expressionless. Rhis
read volumesinit.

“Reports are ready?’ He forced a harsh note into hisvoice.
“Compiling thefind tabulations now, captain.”

“ Advise mewhen they’re done.” He touched the report he' d been working on when Rimanava had
walked in, dragged it back to the center of his screen, concentrated on it.

But he was drawn to the time-stamp on his screen. Eighteen-forty-five. To Trilby’ sbody, it was more
like 0600. She might be awake. Maybe he should try to reach her. But if she were, then she’ d had
amog aslittle deep ashedid.

No, let her deep. Let her anger die down. They were both overly tired. Tempers were thin. Brainswere
fogay.

Let her deep. The Venture wasn't going anywhere. At least, not until he said so. And not just because of
the docking clamps securely locked onto her ship.

But because of another of those wogs-and-weemlies she’ d been so afraid of.

He' d amended al her command codes. Her ship would respond to maintenance, life support,
communications. But her engines, for al intents and purposes, were dead. Unless he was on board to
input hisoverrides.

Heinitialy intended to use the program if she refused to return to the Empire. He'd lft it in place when
he became worried she' d go dashing off into * Sko territory, looking for Carina. Keeping her safe was
becoming apassion for him.

It never occurred to him to mention the program when they made Degvar. He d done nothing to make
her fed like aprisoner. If she wanted to leave, she most likely would request permission to depart
through Degvar Ops, which would cometo him.

And they would... discussit.
Then he remembered the way she’ d stared at him down the barrel of her rifle.

He hoped she wouldn’t try something crazy, like breaking dock and bolting off sation. Therewasn't
enough juiceleft in her laser banks to even singe the docking clamps. And besides, when she went to
bring the engines online, they weren’t going to respond.

And that, he knew, would redly piss her off.

Heleaned back in his chair, realized with mild surprise that Gurdan was gone. He hadn’t noticed him
leave. But his message file was flashing. The report was done.

Good. His gaze drifted out the viewport. His mind traveled down seven decks and hafway around the
gation. He drummed hisfingers on his mustache.

No, not hisair-sprite. Shewouldn’t be that crazy.
CHAPTER ELEVEN

Lieutenant Gurdan rose stiffly from one of the well-worn chairsin front of the lounge viewport and



nodded to Trilby.
“| appreciate your time, Captain Elliot.” He closed his datapadd with a snap, tucked it under hisarm.

Trilby stood a0, the strap of the laser rifletrailing through her fingers. Gurdan was polite and
professona during their entire one-hour interview about Bella’s Dream, Rinnaker and GGA He never
once mentioned the wespon lying casudly on the smal table next to her. Nor that the small green
indicator lights showed it was fully primed.

She hooked the strap over her shoulder, offered him her hand. “1 gppreciate your thoroughness,
Lieutenant. Bella’s Dream isjust another Indy freighter to you. But Carinaand her brother are my
lifdong friends”

“Bella’s Dream is symptomeatic of amuch larger problem. One that threatens not only the Independent
freighter trade and your Conclave, but our Empire aswell. Every incident must be looked at very closdy
right now.”

Shewalked him to the airlock, her hand tightening on the rifle as the hatch did open. But only a Degvar
dockhand lingered in thewaiting area. She relaxed.

“Isthere anything ese you' Il need from me?’ she asked.
“I cannot think of anything.” He patted the datapadd. “ Y our logs are very complete.”
“Then I'mfreeto go?’

He stepped through the hatchway and turned back to her. 1 personaly do not know of any further
information my team needs from you. But perhaps you should check with Captain T’ vahr. He' s most
likdy Hill in Briefing Room One. The Razalka isduein at 0200. Station time,” he added.

That was about six hours from now. Middle of the afternoon for her. Middle of the night for Degvar.
“Why would that delay me?’

“The Razalka hastheir own personnel working this problem. And thisistheir sector. They may want to
view your logs and schedules.”

“Can't they just use your notes?” She pointed to hispadd. “Y ou have everything right there.”
“The Razalka prefersto conduct their own investigations.”

Well, then thiswas just a phenomenal waste of time. Trilby secured the hatch door behind Gurdan’s
retreating figure and stomped down the corridor to the bridge.

She braced her arms againgt the back of her chair and stared out the wide forward viewport. Degvar
curved off to her right. She could see various lights winking from the viewports on the different levels, and
large darkened areas where the space station’ s outer hull hid recessed weapons bays. Another docking
ramp spiked out in front of her, about sx ship lengths away. It was empty. Shewondered if the Razalka
would dock there, or if it were too large and would smply hang in geo-synchronous orbit, utilizing
dhuttles.

She heard Dezi’ sfootsteps as he clanked over the hatch-tread. Her fingers smoothed down awrinkled
piece of duct-tape that patched an old tear on the headrest.

“I need you to plot me the shortest course to the border.”



“WEe vereceived clearance to depart?’

“No. And | doubt wewill.” Shetraced the frayed piece of tape, her mind working. “ The docking clamps
Degvar uses are smilar to the ones on Ba grond. Remember thetime their main

system fritzed out? Wewere al stuck. But | had that real good trike run to Q' uiverawaiting. We had to
go.”

“I remember theincident well, captain.”

Sheturned, awicked grinon her lips. “Sodo |, Dez. Sodo I. I’'m going to get my tool kit and drag out
the old EVA suit. If anyone askswherel am, I’'m in the shower. Or napping.”

Shetrotted down the forward ladderway, whistling.

*

She lectured herself while sheworked. All bad things happen for a good reason, Trilby-girl! There
you were, locked onto the station, the Q' uivera run dwindling before your eyes. So you got pissed
off enough to get out there and gut the damn clamp locks... and learn a thing or two about
station mechanisms.

Little knowing, she continued as she spliced a datafeed cable, that two years later that source of
frustration would become a source of freedom.

It was easier thistime to create a bypass around the station controls. She could now unlock the docking
clampswith asignd from her ship.

She tabbed her helmet mic, set for short-range private channdl. “Red mein, Dez.”

She gtripped off her EVA suit and grabbed her service jacket. Her skin felt cdlammy and cold from
working outside. She thrust her arms through the deeves as she trotted up the ladderway to the bridge.

Shedidinto her seat, clicked her safety strap over her chest and looked a Dezi. “We re back in control
of our livesagain.” She tapped her touch pads, brought her course on screen. * Priming sub-light

engines.”

She brought up her codes, entered them, then started the auxiliary thruster sequence. “We' |l be hadfway
into next septi by thetime they figure—"

“Engines are not responding, captain.”

Her hands froze over the controls. “Impossible.” She dumped her sequence string, started over. “Gods, |
knew | should' ve replaced that thruster board before we worked on the communications system.”

She tapped the pads.
Nothing.
“Damnation!” She reached over, ran aquick diagnostic on the thruster boards. All lights showed green.

She unsnapped her safety harness. “1’m going to go down to the engine room and see if something's
rotted out. Again.”

She pounded down the stairs. Twenty minuteslater, she was back. She dmogt threw the datalyser



acrossthe bridge.
“Everythingisoptimd, | takeit?’ Dezi asked.

“Too damn optimd. Let’stry again.” And again. And again. After thethird again, Trilby swiveled around,
yanked her harness off and thrust herself from her chair. She stopped just short of the open hatchway,
braced her hands on either side of the doorframe.

“Damn him, damn him, damn him!”
She kicked the bulkhead. Hard. Her foot throbbed.
“Shipsareusudly referred to as‘ she',” Dezi said.

She spun around. “I’'m not talking about the Venture.” Her words were clipped, terse. “I’'m talking about
that ungrateful, arrogant, motherless son of aPillorian bitch.”

“Oh. Lieutenant Vanur.”

“Recently reincarnated as the Captain T’ vahr. Master manipulator. Boy genius. Gods damned hacker!”
“| was under the impression you were rather fond of him.”

“Fond?’ Trilby gasped. “ Of that Ligorian dime weasd ?’

“He appears rather fond of you.”

“Appears. That’ s the operative word, Dez. Appears. He sapro at appearances. Especidly false ones.”
She crossed her arms across the back of her chair and leaned her forehead againgt them. “Damn. Damn.
Double damn.”

She closed her eyes, listened to the quiet click and hum of her ship, the dight squeak of Dezi’ sjoints.
And to the smdl voicein the back of her head that chanted, * Stupid, stupid, stupid.’

Sheraised her head. “Dezi.”

“Yes, captain?’

“He had you run aprogram. The onethat changed the Venture's ID codes.”
“That’s correct.”

“Youdill haveit?’

“Heretrieved hisorigina but | did make a copy that | believe hewas not aware of.”

Sheturned her head. “Have | told you lately how much | loveyou, Dez? Y ou are thejoy of my life. The
song inmy heart.”

“| am not programmed to respond to human emotions, but | do appreciate the sentiments. | takeit you
would like to view the copy of the program?’

“You're averitable mind-reader aswell.” She did into her seat, swiveled the screen up from the armrest.
“Let’sseejust how good thisson of abitch redly is”

He was good. Beyond impressive. She looked at what he' d done, how he’ d circumvented certain code



requirements and fooled others, and thought of Shadow.

Shadow could' ve done this. Would be doing this, if he'd lived. He d been gutsy enough, and crazy
enough, to use some of these sametactics.

Shefet atwinge of regret. Damn him, for lying to her! For being T vahr and not Rhis Vanur. A man who
could bethis crestive, this downright devious, could hold the key to her heart. Just as Shadow had, but
they’ d been children then. She’ d never told him and he would' ve laughed if she'd made
mizzet-moon-eyes & him anyway.

She exhded along sigh of frustration. She had no doubt he' d hacked into her primary system codes and
either deleted hers, or amended his own. And she had no doubt that that program was as beautifully
convoluted asthis ID-altering one before her.

She could undo what he' d done. It wasn't impossible. But it would taketime. A long time. A trike,
maybe asepti. He had traps, fail-safes. Tweak something wrong and ten other key functionswould
scatter, attach themsalves to dternate functions, and there' d be aworse mess.

It would be like plucking hairs off afdinar, one Slky strand at atime.
Shedidn’t think there was enough gin on her ship to get her throughit.

Sheleaned her head back, stared at the celling of her bridge, at the toy felinar dangling fromitsred
ribbon. He had to know she' d find thiswog-and-weemly. He surdly didn’t think she was going to
abandon the Venture, spend the rest of her life on Degvar. Therefore, he must have put this programin
place while he was gtill pretending to be Rhis Vanur, still pretending he cared about her.

She couldn’t think why hewould' ve doneit, then. Except asasilent but incredibly well-crafted parting
gesture to show how little she meant to him.

If sheweren’t so busy hating him, she could have admired his handiwork more.

~*

Rhis made five copies of Gurdan’ s report, one for each member on the Razalka’ s tactical team. He
highlighted certain sections, based on what he knew each officer’ sanaytica strengths and weaknessesto
be. Then he bundled them and sent them to his personal file, to be uploaded when his ship arrived.

Infour hours.
He d fed about four hundred years old when they got here.

Herose, wincing as pains shot through his back. Make that five hundred years old, he thought and
reached for hisempty coffee mug.

Heran into Gurdan in the corridor, datapadd under hisarm.
“The debriefing with Captain Elliot is completed. Report filed.”

Debriefing? It came back to him. Gurdan’steam needed Trilby’ simpressonsfor their files. Plus
information on Neadi Danzanour. And Bella’ s Dream. He d okayed the interview when they first arrived
on gtation. Then forgotten it was scheduled.

That meant she was awake. He glanced at histime cuff. Of course shewas. It was damn near their
lunchtime.



“Will you be needing a copy of my report, captain?’

“Yes, | will. Codeit to my trangt file on the Razalka.” Which should be arriving. Soon. He hoped soon.
He hadn’t dept in hisown bed in amonth. He hadn’t dept in any bed for more than an hour in atrike.

“...and she did request permission to depart. However, | told her to speak with you firg.”
“She...?" Gods. Trilby wasleaving. No. She couldn’t. But she wanted to. She might try.
But Opshadn’t cdled him.

“When did sherequest this?” He tried to marsha his scattered thoughts, put some firmnessback in his
voice, which was starting to sound distinctly hoarse.

“I left the Careless Venture two hours ago.”
Two hours. Ops hadn’'t caled him.

Bloody hell.

He shoved his empty coffee mug into Gurdan’s hand and strode purposefully down the corridor to the
lifts

He arrived just as one opened. Three dock techs exited. He stepped inside. “Dock Level!” The doors
closed. He leaned on the safety rail and tapped his comm badge.

“T’vahr to Ops.”

“Ops. Lieutenant Gramm.”

“Hasthe Venture requested permission to depart?’
There was amoment of sllence. “No, Sir.”

He dapped the badge again. “ T’ vahr to Security.”

“Security. Mitkancs.”

“Any unexplained explosons on Dock Level? Unusud activity?’
“Nonereported, Sr. Monitors show nothing unusual.”

The doors opened. He ran hafway around the ring, only dowing as he cameto the Venture' s rampway.
Her round, pitted bow was till clearly visible through the viewport.

Her bridge was dark. Empty. But the ship was till there. He keyed in his access codes, did back the
cover on the rampside docking controls. Everything looked normad. He tapped in a status verification
request. Dock clamps were secure.

Then something flickered across the screen and disappeared. If he hadn’t been so tired, if he hadn’t been
leaning againgt the control podium, his chin dmost in his chest, he never would' ve seenit. Thesmall
flicker was gone now. But he' d created enough of them to know what they looked like.

A hidden bypass.
Someone had dtered the clamp release codes. And not from thistermind.
Out of everyone on Degvar, he knew of only two people who could ve done that.



And he hadn't.

He activated his comm badge. “ T’ vahr to Ops. Patch me through to the Venture.”

He waited, wondering how many requestsit would take thistimeto bring her to the airlock.
“Thisisthe DZ-9 ‘droid.”

Hearing Dezi’ svoice s0 quickly startled him. He began to reply in Z' fharish. * Yaschjon

T vahr—thisisRhis. Let metak to Trilby. Captain Elliot.” “1 regret Captain Elliot isnot available at the
moment.” “Whereis she, in the galley? Put me through, Dezi.” “I’m sorry. She’ snot on board.” Maybe
shel€ft right after talking to Gurdan. Or maybe... He sprinted to the viewport, scanned the perimeters of
the ship for asmal figureinan EVA

suit. That's how he would have accessed the clamp controls. He saw nothing. “Whereisshe, Dezi?” His
tonewasinsstent. “I do not know, captain.” “I haveto talk to her. There were some programs | installed
on the Venture. She might not

understand—" “If you are referring to the one that invalidates her primary command codes, sheis
dready

aware of that.” He closed hiseyes briefly, leaned hisforehead againgt the viewport’ sthick glass. “ Sheis”
“Yes. And she' snot very happy, Captain T'vahr.” He didn't think she would be. *Y ou have a penchant
for understatement,” hetold the ‘droid. “ Sir?” “Whereisshe?” “1 do not know.” “Dezi—!” “She did not
relay her destination to me.” And he' d given her full clearance on the station. No required escort. No
check in. And no

trackable badge. Damn! He pushed himsalf away from the viewport. “If you should hear from her, | need
you

to give her amessage fromme.” “Of course, sir.” “Tell her, tell her | said yav chera.” “ Yav...?" “Yav
chera. Tel her | said yav chera.” “Yessr.” “T'vahr out.”

*

Trilby swiveled the chair away from the console and looked with surprise, and gratitude, at the burly man
seated behind the desk. It had been arisk coming here. But she redlized she had two problemsto solve
when, overwhelmed with frustration, she' d stalked down the Venture's ramp. Thefirst wasthat her
tinkerings with the dock clamps had probably been caught on security cameras. She needed to provide a
reasonable explanation for her actions before someone stumbled on the truth.

The second was that she needed an ally.
Shetook achance that Mitkanos was the answer to both.

He was chief of security on station. And her earlier conversationswith him hinted that he was not afan
of the Captain T’ vahr.

The conversation she' d just overheard had been in Z’ fharish, but some of the words Leonid had taught
her had come back to her. Plus she knew his voice.

“Y ou didn’'t have to do that, but thank you. It was uncommonly kind towards someone you don't
know.”

Y avo Mitkanos shrugged. “I did nothing extraordinary. | was asked a question about explosions on
Dock Level. Had there been any, | would have reported them.”



“But unusud activity?’

“I saw, on my monitors, acaptain conducting an exterior inspection of her ship’shull. | do not find that to
be an unusud activity. Do you?’

She' d done it dozens of times. But only once before for that very reason.
“You aso,” she continued, “didn’t tell T"vahr | was here.”

Another shrug of hisbroad shoulders. A comicaly innocent expression played across his gruff festures.
“Hedid not ask me.”

“You know,” she said softly, “I think you' re the first security grunt I’ ve ever liked.”
He grinned broadly.

“Thank you,” she said again. She glanced at the screen behind her. Save for hersaf and Mitkanas, the
Security Office was empty. Whether thiswas the usual state of operations on Degvar, she didn’t know.
But it had been damned convenient, and damned lucky, for her.

“| gather the Razalka’ s within shouting range.” She motioned to the data on the screen.

“Five hours, though she [l makeit in four. Her crew knowswell their cgptain does not like to be kept
waiting.”

“Then he Il leave?’
“That iswhat | have been led to bdieve.”

“Gurdan said | haveto talk to the team on the Razalka now. If that’sall he wants, he should' ve told me.”
She was annoyed, embarrassed and angry over her current situation. But she sill held onto the small
hope that something she knew might help find Carina. For that she waswilling to tolerate annoyance,
embarrassment and anger. And the Captain T’ vahr, dthough in limited doses. “He didn’t haveto disable
my ship for that.”

“Captain T vahr has not shared his objectiveswith me.”

“Then you have no impound order on the Venture?’

“Nav.”

“Sothisisdrictly T vahr’ sdoing?’

“Unfortunately, yes”

Shedidn’'t misshis choice of words. “ And you don't know if he'll let me go after | talk to histeam?”’

“As| sad, he has not shared his objectiveswith me. But | am aware, of course, that you have recently
found your ship’s enginesto be inoperative. Perhaps you took damage from the * Sko attack you were
not aware of. Should | hear of something that would assst you in better alocating your repair time, |
would be obliged to inform you.”

She stopped in front of his desk as she headed for the door. “Mgor Mitkanos,” she said, holding out her
hand. “1 have no ideawhat your pay gradeis here. But whatever it is, the Segzarda don’t pay you
enough.



He shook her hand firmly. “It isagood thing then, that | love my work, vad?’ He glanced at the monitors
on hisdesk. “Go get acup of hot tea. Y ou need it and heis back on the barracks level now. No one will
bother you.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

He awokewith ajolt. Hedidn't know if it was the sharp trill of the cubicle intercom in hisear, or hisown
internal sense of impending urgency. The two things happened amost smultaneoudy. He sat up, snagging
his boot heel on the blanket. He'd fallen adeep fully clothed.

“T"vahr herel” Hisvoice rasped. But hisbody, and hismind, felt marginally better than before his—he
glanced at the time panel—one-and-a-haf hour nap.

Oneand ahdf hours. The Razalka was duein ahalf hour from now.

“Captain, we ve received confirmation that the Razalka has cleared the outer beacon.”
Make thet fifteen minutes.

“Acknowledged. On my way.”

Not even timefor acup of tea. He snatched hisjacket off the wall hook, dipped it on, then fumbled with
his collar. He ducked his head, caught hisreflection in the mirror. He till wore the white shirt Trilby had
given him. No wonder the collar ssemed wrong.

Trilby. More than his collar waswrong.

He sealed hisjacket, ran his hand through his hair. His uniform betrayed the fact that he’d worn, dept in
and, thanksto Trilby, washed the same one for amonth. His white shirt was non-regulation. His jacket
held no ship’sindggnia, no bars Sgnifying rank. His comm badge bore Degvar’ s emblem, not the
Razalka's.

And he wasway overdue for ahaircut.
Hell. It was just his crew. They’ d seen him come ragged off missons before.
Eleven minutes.

The door, sensging his presence, opened. Light from the corridor glared in hisface. Gray uniforms hurried
past him, blending in with the gray bulkhead.

Therewas aqueue at the lift. But when the doors parted, the gray line waited. He stepped insidefirdt.
“Ops,” hesad.
Two of the Segzarda crew were going there aswell. The remaining four gave other destinations.

He clenched hisfist by his side asthe lift sped up the levels. He fought the urge to tap his comm badge, to
seeif Trilby was back on the Careless Venture. Not that he could make time to talk to her right now.
Probably wouldn’t be able to for at least two hours after his ship arrived. But he wanted to know.
Needed to know.

But not inalift full of Stegzarda.

There were more black Feet uniforms on the Operations Center Level. The Siegzarda worked the



station. But Fleet personnd ran it. He returned several salutes and strode through the wide doors asthey
irised open.

Opswasfully gaffed, even though it was the station’ s red-eye shift. The approach of the Empire's
premier huntership required nothing less.

Theroom wasalarge haf circle that encompassed two levels, with aviewport spanning its height and
breadth. He entered on the upper level, which was half the width of the lower. Degvar Approach Control
wasimmediately in front of him.

“Status?’ he asked the young woman who turned upon hisarrival.
“The Razalka’s just locked onto our escort tugs.”

He nodded, took the ladderway to the lower level. Therewas asmall landing at the hafway point, where
the stairs angled to the | eft. The landing overlooked Communications and the large viewscreen bordering
the far edge of the viewport. He didn’t stop there, as he could aready seethe Razalka’'s upper bridge on
the screen—his bridge. And standing at perfect attention, his Executive Officer.

The silver-haired man saluted as Rhis reached the last step. He was younger than indicated by the color
of hishair. Hisdark eyeswere bright and there was an air of amiable trustworthiness about him. “ Captain
T'vahr.”

“Commander Demarik.” He returned the salute crisply. “ Tell Jankoval need her full team in my ready
room in twenty minutes.”

“ Acknowledged, Captain. However, Lord Minister Kospahr has been using it as his office.”
“What—7?'

“Captain T'vahr.” A portly man in an elegant dark suit pushed himself out of the chair behind Demarik.
The captain’s chair. Rhis clenched histeeth, felt amusclein hisjaw begin to throb.

Kospahr. What in hell wasthat egotistical bureaucrat doing on his ship? In his command chair? Why in
hell hadn’t he been warned abouit this?

He saluted K ospahr, wishing he could offer a different hand gesture instead. “Lord Minister. What a
urprise.”

“You'reout of uniform, T'vahr. You look adisgrace.”
“I don't think you' ve come dl the way from Council Chambers on Verahznar to tell me that.”

“I came dl the way from Council Chambers because you' ve been absent for over amonth. Captain.”
Kogpahr took a step forward. Demarik took a step away from him, abrief flash of distaste on his usudly
pleasant features. The shorter man didn’t seem to notice. “My cousin the Emperor needed answers.”

His cousin the Emperor. Kospahr always said those four words asif they were one. Morelikely, his
cousin the Emperor—who wasin truth his second cousn—wastired of listening to him whine.

Rhisinclined his head with the barest semblance of respect. “I’ ve dready prepared a detailed report for
Emperor Kasmov.”

“Good. I'll review it before you send it to him.”



Demarik moved across the bridge behind K ospahr, leaning over shoulders, conferring with various
bridge crew. Rhis recognized the familiar procedure. The Razalka was preparing to lock into
synchronized docking orbit with the station. She wastoo large to use any of the ramps.

Rhis purposaly looked past Kospahr. “Mister Demarik.”
Demarik turned. “Sir?’

“Get Jankova steam in my ready room. Minister Kospahr will have to find someplace el seto have his
teaparty. I’m on my way to the shuttle now.”

He strode towards the lower level doors and was glad when they shut behind him, cutting off Kospahr’'s
Spuittering protestations.

*

He strapped himsdlf into aseat on the left side of the shuttle, knowing that asthe small ship pulled out of
the sation’ s bay, he' d have aclear view of the Venture through the viewport. The freighter was dwarfed
by the gtation, looking small and battered. Her bridge lights were ill dark. No reason to Sit on the bridge
if the engines were dead.

Thelong, ddtoid form of the Razalka came into view asthe shuttle turned. Spiky with weaponsturrets
and braking vanes, she was an example of Imperid technology at itsbest. Her hull sparkled with lights.
All departments were active. The captain was on hisway in.

Demarik and the Razalka’ s Chief Medicd Officer were waiting in the airlock when the shuttle docked in
the large bay. Overhead lights blinked green twice as enviro kicked on.

He returned Demarik’ s salute, then held up his hand to stop his CMO'’ s anticipated order.

“No, | am not going to sickbay right now. | need to change my uniform and meet with my team in my
ready room.”

“Y our report indicated you suffered injuries.” The CMO rocked back on hishedlsand eyed Rhisfrom
head to toe. He wasn't atall man, but stockily built, with around face that |ooked even rounder under his
balding head.

“And my report dso stated | am suffering noiill effects from those sameinjuries”
“Andif you were, you wouldn't tdl me anyway.”

“Very astiute, Doctor.” Rhis handed Demarik asmall packet. “ There' s some classified datain therel’d
like you and Jankovato review. After the meeting,” he added over his shoulder as he headed for the
airlock. Demarik hurried to keep up with Rhis long strides.

“Additiondly,” he said as they proceeded into the corridor, “1 need an explanation from you regarding
Kospahr’ s presence on my ship. | need to know how long he' s been here, what’ s he’ s done, who he's
spoken to.”

They hdted in front of thelift. “I don't like surprises, Demarik.”
“Yes, dr. I’'m sureyou know | did everything | could to prevent this”

“Not enough, obvioudy,” he said coally. “Not enough.”



*

Rhisrested his chin in his hand and watched Commander Jankova and her team pull his data gpart. On
one end of the conference tablein hisready room, amulti-level holograph of the shared border regions of
the Empire’ s Y anir System and the Conclave' s Gengiirarotated dowly just above the smal projector set
into the table top. Cosaros and Bervanik argued quietly, adjusting the projection’s parameters as it
turned.

At the center of the long table, Hana Jankova stood in front of athin screen, her copper-colored hair
glinting as the room’ s overhead lights played down on it. Her arms were crossed over her chest. Her
brows were drawn into afrown over her bright blue eyes.

Standing next to her was Lieutenant Osmar, alightpen in his hand. He stabbed at aline of data. Jankova
shook her head in disagreement.

Rhiswatched, listened and, at least for now, said nothing. He knew where the problems were, knew the
locations of gapsin the data, the glaring inconsistencies. But pointing these out to histactical team wasn't
the same as|etting them find and follow the trailsthemsalves.

For thetrails, he knew, would eventualy lead to the source.
The Y csko.
And GGA.

The ready room doors did open with an dmost silent hiss. Rhis glanced to the left, saw Demarik enter
and giveasmall nod to Jankova. The dightest upturn of her mouth was her only answer.

Rhis had known about their relationship for over eight months. Had tolerated it only because Demarik
was the best exec in the Fleet, and Jankova had one of the sharpest tactical mindsin the Empire.

He d said nothing to either of them when he redlized what was going on. He didn’t have to. He d worked
with Zak Demarik for more than ten years. He' d mentored Jankovafor five, since she’d come out of the
Academy at the top of her class. Hisopinion of ‘emotiona entanglements asawaste of vauabletime
and energy waswel known not only to them, but to every one of hiscrew.

Mdikahad taught him that well, twenty years ago. It was alesson he’ d never forgotten. Until he met
Trilby.

He turned his face towards the room’ s high viewport, |etting his hand drop from his chin. Herested it on
thearm of hischair and clenched hisfist. Maybe it was alesson he now had to remember. Hisar-sprite
hed aready skewed hislife, deprived him of deep, muddied histhinking. She was giving him an out, with
her lone working laser rifle. He should be thankful. Let her go. Forget her.

Something squeezed his chest, hard. Painfully.
In hismind, he saw the kill order in the* Sko transmit. It was his duty to protect her.

But, another part of hismind argued, |et the Conclave protect her. She was an Indy trader. She wastheir
responsbility, not his.

Hehad to let her go. She'd do all right. Shewas bright, gutsy. A survivor. They hadn’t redlly become
involved. They’d made love onetime. A response to the stress of the Situation. It had made them both
overly sendtive, overly emotiond.



Therewas no place for emotions on the Razalka. She wouldn't fit in here. She was unorthodox,
impulsive. Digracting.

Enchanting. Enticing.

Damniit!

He had to forget her. He had to let her go.

“Captain?’ Therewas anote of urgency in Jankova svoice.

Hesat upright. “What isit?’

She hesitated only dightly before answering. “Y ou’ ve cut your hand.”

Helooked down; saw the thin stream of blood flowing down hiswrigt. In hisfingers were the shards of
his lightpen. He didn’t remember grabbing it from the table. He didn’t remember snapping it in half.

He pushed himself to hisfeet, saw the looks of concern and confusion on Jankova and Demarik’ s faces.
Osmar’s eyes were wide. Cosaros studied the holograph with anew intensity.

Bloody hell. Literally.

“It'snothing. I'll go clean up.” He tossed the broken pen on the table, belatedly remembering the units
were supposed to beindestructible.

So much for Imperia technology.

He strode through the ready room doors, hisfist still clenched.

*

She had tea by hersdlf, though both Fleet and Stegzarda personnd wandered in and out of the mess hall
during the twenty minutes she sat, steegped in the game of * hurry up and wait.’

With every heavy footstep she heard Rhis. She steded hersdlf, forced herself not to turn but to Stare at
the darkened viewports, looking for the reflection of atall, broad-shouldered form.

Degvar wasfilled with agoodly assortment of tal, broad-shouldered forms. But none set off her interna
warning sirens, nor made her heart skip abeat. She didn’t have to turn around. She' d know if he were
walking towards her.

He never did.

She damned him, damned hersdf and finally shoved her empty mug in the disposal and trudged back to
her ship. It was the middie of the afternoon on her bio-clock but she was exhausted. The hot tea, instead
of reviving her, made her lethargic.

She wrapped hersdlf in the purple quilt and told her cabin lightsto dim. The Razalka was duein shortly.
Might dready be stting out on skim, for al she knew. If someone needed to talk to her, they’ d know
whereto find her. It wasn't like she could go anywhere el se.

Damnhim.



The plaintive tones of her cabin’ sintercom woke her. She climbed out of amuzzy-headed deep, aching
and disoriented. It took her amoment to dap the touchpad on the wall next to her bed.

“Elliot,” she croaked. She kicked the quilt off her legs.

“Captain, | have aCorpord Rimanavaat theairlock.” Dezi’ svoice wasirritatingly chipper. “ Shewould
liketo know if you careto join her for breakfast.”

Breskfast? The red numbers on her time panel showed ship’ stime of eighteen hundred hours. Dinner, her
stomach told her.

She pushed her hand through her hair. She' d dept over six hours. “ A minute, Dez.” She muted the
intercom.

“Lights”
Theillumination in her cabin increased, flickered, then steadied. Damned generator! What next?

She tabbed off the mute. “1 fell adeep,” shetold him. “I’'m...” she peered in the mirror. Gods. She
looked like she' d dept in awindstorm. But she was hungry.

“I'll be afew minutes. Hell. Send her down to my cabin.” Farra Rimanavalooked like an understanding
sort. After al, she’ d survived with Mitkanos as her uncle.

She dragged a clean t-shirt over her head and managed to do something with her short mop of thick hair
when her cabin door chimed.

“Come.”
Farrawaked in, her long hair negily braided, her gray uniform spotless.

Trilby grabbed her service jacket. Dark green and frayed on the cuffs. She returned the young woman's
amile

“Welcome on board the Careless Venture. Sorry | didn’t meet you at the ramp. | just woke up.”
“Uncle Yavo saysit takesfull day to get body and station on sametime, vad?’

“Usudly, | ignore station time. | hit too many of them.” Which waswhy spaceport pubslike ‘FHy-boy’'s
and gtations barsin placeslike Ba grond prospered. Someone was aways coming in, hungry and thirsty
and looking for agood time. Or trouble. Which often turned out to be the same thing.

“Y ou have seen many places, then? This| find fasten-ing. No.” Farra shook her head.
“Fascinating.” Trilby supplied, pulling on her jacket.

“Ah, yes! Fascinating. | need much to learn Standard. We have breakfast, sharetea. You tak tomein
Standard. Uncle Yavo says| learn much.”

“I'dlikethat, thanks.” She stepped into the corridor, motioned Farraahead of her. They climbed the
ladderway to the bridge corridor and found Dezi waiting by the hatchlock.

“I"'m going with Corpora Rimanavato have some dinner. Or breskfadt. If anyone comes|ooking for

me—



“Captain T'vahr was here severd hoursago,” Dezi sad.

Trilby froze. “While | was deeping?’ She'd given Dezi dtrict orders not to permit T’ vahr on board. But
she doubted that the DZ-9 would be able to stop him, if the Senior Captain of the Razalka redly wanted
access. So that meant he' d left of his own accord. She wondered why Dezi hadn't called her.

“No. Before you returned,” the ‘droid said. “But when you came back on board you said to hold al
messages for at least two hours.”

Y es, shedid. She remembered that now. Her eyes had been rapidly closing.

“And then when | checked on you, you were adeep. May | say | think you needed the rest? Besides,
Captain T’ vahr' s message did not appear to be urgent.”

“What message?’

“Hesad, ‘ Yav chera’.” Helooked at Farra. “Did | pronounced that correctly, corpora? My linguistic
chip does not contain many Z’ fharish parameters.”

Trilby leaned againgt the bulkhead and closed her eyes briefly. Her throat felt suddenly tight. She
swallowed hard.

“Bastard!” she hissed.
“No,” Farrasaid, with adight frown. “It does not mean that. It means—"

“I' know what it means,” Trilby said hurriedly. She pushed hersdf away from the bulkhead, dapped at the
hatchlock release. The hatch did Sideways, letting in agust of cool station air. “1t means,” shesad, as
Farra stepped onto the ramp beside her, “that he' s not only abastard, he’ salying bastard.”

They threaded their way past station technicians and dockworkersin silence. But they were the only ones
waiting for the lift. Farra spoke after the doors closed.

“He said this, when he pretends to be this Vanur person? He tellsyou yav chera?”

Trilby stared at the numbers flashing on the overhead readout. “Y eah,” she said after amoment, fedling
her cheeks starting to burn.

Farra shook her head knowingly. “Maybe not teathen, Captain Elliot. | think, no, you need something
stronger. Coffee? Or you liketo try aglass of our famous Y aniran fedka?’

The Y aniran liquor was highly potent. Leonid let her try asip once. It had made her eyes water.
“At breskfast?” Trilby asked with awry smile.

“We have saying on my home station. When mizzet fartsin air duct, high and low suffer ink.” She
clasped her hand on Trilby’ s shoulder. “ Come. We go see Uncle Y avo. Drink atoast to farting mizzets.
Then we go edt. Breakfast. Dinner. No matter.”

Drink atoast to farting mizzets? Wheat the hell. It wasthe best offer she'd had inalong time.

*

Trilby folded thethick dice of bread in half and dunked it in her soup. “Looks like we got here just ahead
of the crowd.” She motioned to alarge group of black-uniformed personnel coming through the doors of



the officers lounge.
Farra sknife hesitated over her breakfast as she glanced up. “Not our people.”
“I know. FHleet.”

“Razalka,” Farrasaid. She stabbed athick chunk of fried fruit. “ They are Razalka crew. Seetheir....”
And she shoved the fruit into her mouth, her free hand circling the emblem on her uniform.

“Inggnia” Trilby said. So thiswas crew from his ship. Interesting. After two glasses of fedka with Yavo
Mitkanos, that information barely fazed her.

She nibbled on her bread. 1t was delicioudly soggy.
“In-dg-ni-a” Farratested the word.

“How long have they been docked here?’

“Not docked.” Farra's hand circled in the air thistime.

Trilby nodded. “ Synchronous orbit. We call it *Stting out’, or ‘ Sitting out on skim'. The big tri-haulers
haveto do that alot. And if they’ rein for more than atrike, we cal them ‘ shuttle Juts .”

“Suts?’ Farragiggled wickedly.
“Y ou know. Big shipshave alot of personnd. They suck up dl the available shuttles”
“Good language, your Standard!”

Trilby studied the group waiting at the replicators. She could see the difference now. It was more than
just the design of theinsignia. It wastheir spotless uniforms, their unmarred boots. Their dataysers,
wegpons holstered perfectly asif they’ d al been stamped out by the same machine.

It wasdso in the way they held themsaves, backs straight, shoulderslevel, eyes straight ahead.
Arrogance on the hoof.

And not aone of them was amiling.
Poor bastards. She sipped her coffee.

Three more Heet officers strolled in and sheimmediately recognized they weren't off the Razalka. For
onething, they strolled. For another, the two men and one woman were talking animatedly. They had
Degvar emblems on their chests. And smiles on their faces.

They headed for her table and only as she saw the widening smile on Farra sface did sheredize this
was't achance mesting.

Farraintroduced them. “My friend Lucho, hissster Leesa. And cousin Dallon.”

Lucho had ashy smile and the same thick brown hair as hissster. He unclipped two chairsfrom an
empty table and dragged them over, locking hisinto place next to Farra. So this, Trilby thought, isthe
reason she defends the Fleet to Uncle Yavo.

She shook his hand, then Leesa' s, while Dallon unclipped an empty chair from attable farther away. He
hooked it to the decking between Trilby and Leesa.



“Daga Captain.” Hetook the hand she offered, but instead of shaking it, brought it to hislipsand
brushed it with alight kiss.

Hishair was aricher glossy brown than hiscousins and he woreit longer, pulled back and tied with a
black cord. He was several years older. Mid thirties, Trilby guessed. Not boyishly cute—she had to
admit Lucho was cute—like his cousin. But attractive, in arugged, most roguish way.

“Dagon Ddlon.” She smiled and pulled her hand away.
He grinned, the craggy planes of hisface softening. “Y ou speak my language?’
“Badly.”

“Wetdk Standard,” Farrasaid. Trilby noticed she'd dipped her fingersthrough Lucho’s. “I need
practice. | learn new word just now. Shuttle dut!”

“A useful term to know,” Dalon said. His accent was light compared to Farra' s, and he spoke Standard
eadly. “Especidly if you want to get agood bar fight going.” He chuckled.

“Sounds like you' ve worked the Conclave.” Or else maybe the freighter lingo she knew wasn't that
unique after al.

Dalon winked at her. “I’ ve worked many places.”
Lucho laughed. “Our illustrious cousin just gets promotion to supply ship captain.”

Hewas, Trilby redized, somewhat her counterpart in the military. Sheturned, interested in learning
more.

“It'sagood job,” Ddlon said. Helay hishand on her eft arm, leaned towards her conspiratorialy. “Y ou
know why? Because no one shoots at asupply ship. And everyone wants to be my friend, to see what
little goodies | havethistrip.”

She could imagine Dallon a FHy-boy’s. With his easygoing, good-natured persondity, he reminded her of
Chaser. It wouldn't take long before everyone was his friend. Even there.

“I'll bet the free samples you hand out make even more friends,” she said. When the cargo wasn't soldly
your respongibility, it was easy to have a case here or there turn up missing. Later found, of course, in the
captain’s persond quarters.

He chuckled, winked at her again.
“Captain Elliot.”

Thelounge was noisy. She didn’'t hear his gpproach. But she heard hisfina footstep, saw the tall shadow
fal acrossthetable. Heard the cold, authoritative tonein hisvoice.

Her heart thudded hard against her ribsfor afew beats, then dowed to normal, asif the potent fedka
had kicked in again. She drew a deep but quiet breath, pasted on her best professiona captain smile and
looked up to her left. “Captain T'vahr.”

Hisface wasimpassve and for amoment it wasiif she could find nothing of RhisVanur in him at dl. But
then something flickered in his eyes, something loosened therigid line of his mouth. He was Rhis again.
And he looked disappointed, like a child learning the circus had come and gone, and he'd missed it.



Just as quickly, the rigidity was back. Hislipsthinned.
“Commander Jankovawill need to talk to you. Y ou will make yoursdlf available at 0730.”

She bristled at histone. Arrogant bastard! What had Mitkanos called him? A pompous rimstrutter. Try
to intimidate her, would he? Shetilted her face, let her mouth curveinto ady smile. “Your place or
mine?’

She saw the gtartled look in his eyes before they narrowed. “ Commander Jankovawill be a your ramp
a 0730. Any delays on your part will not be viewed favorably.”

She amost rose to her feet and clocked him one across the mouth right then and there. Would have, if
Dallon hadn’t been holding onto her arm.

“Let’stak about delays,” she said, anger Smmering under her words. “ L et’ stalk about who raped my
ship’s primaries and total ly disabled my engines. It wasn't me, T' vahr. Y ou want my cooperation? Then
give me the Gods damned release codes.”

“Thisishow you help your friend Carina?’ he countered harshly. “ Thisis how much you care?’

Trilby sucked in her breath asif she'd been dapped. “Don’t you dare.” Her voice was deathly cam.
“Y ou lying, manipulative, son of abitch. Don't you dare question my motives. Or by dl | hold holy, you
will regret the day you dithered out of that test tube and thought you could ever be ared man.”

He held her gaze for three very long, tense seconds. Then turned on his hedls and strode stiffly for the
doors.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“Do you think that waswise?’ Farra Rimanava asked softly. She glanced at L ucho, then back to Trilby.

Trilby sagged against the hard back of her chair, let some of the roiling emotions drain out of her. * Of
course not.” She gave Farraawan smile. “But then, wise people don’t run freighter businesses with no
funds and only adilapidated Circurall.” Nor do they, she knew, try to play finders keeperswith a

Z fharin officer dumped in their lgps courtesy of the * Sko.

She glanced towards the wide entrance of the lounge to seeif he wasreally gone. He was and no one
around seemed to notice, nor care. Her brief verba exchange with him hadn’t been audible to anyone
other than those at her table.

“He has much power,” Leesaput in, with anod to Farra
“He as0 has some essentia codesto Captain Elliot’ s ship,” Dalon added.

Trilby looked a him. He' d removed his hand from her arm and now had both hands folded in front of
him on the table. Hisjovid demeanor had turned serious.

“Or did I not hear correctly?’ he asked her.

She nodded. “He hacked into my primaries. He told me, promised me, the only thing he changed was my
Conclave ID to an Imperia one.” He'd promised her other things aswell. Things she didn’t want to think
about right now.

“And you thought that was al someone like T'vahr would do?’ Lucho asked.



“Hedid not tell her hewas T’ vahr,” Farraanswered, before Trilby could figure out whereto sart. “He
told her hisnamewas Vanur. And not a captain, no?’

“Lieutenant,” Trilby said. “He said getting back to the Razalka was urgent because of information he
found on the * Sko.”

“ S0 he changed your primaries, forced you to come here?” Dalon asked.

“No, that’snot it at dl.” She glanced at the frowning faces around her. Wasit so inconceivable that she'd
cooperated?“l came willingly. There never was any coercion—" Well, a least, not after theincident in
sickbay— “once he explained he' d been captured. Then, just after we left Avanar, | got areport that a
friend’ sfreighter had been attacked by the * Sko. She' s till missing.”

Leesasighed softly. “ That is the Carinamentioned?’

“Carinaand her brother, Vitorio, of Bella’'s Dream. He told me that the Empire might be able to help.
S0 no, he didn’t force me here, didn't take over my ship in some wild gun battle. He....” Seduced me.
No. I seduced him. “We worked together.” She amended and damned the heat rising to her face again.

“Then why did he change your primaries?’ Dallon asked.
“Damnedif | know.”
“And why did he not give you the rel ease codes when you arrived?’ Lucho added.

Trilby shook her head. Then noticed Farralooking quizzicaly at her. But the young woman said nothing
until they were donein the corridor, her friends having departed with promisesto get together again,
later.

“I go on duty shortly. But firdt, | need ask something, Captain Elliot.”
“Trilby. And what do you need to know?’

“Vad. Trilby. | need to ask, but you not need to answer, okay?’ She stepped back against the bulkhead.
They were afew feet from the entrance to the lounge and station crew filtering in and out in smal groups.
“These words, thismessage T’ vahr left for you.”

Yav chera. Trilby nodded, hesitantly.

“This has specia meaning. Between man and woman. It isnot like ‘| want cup of teal. For that, we say
Yav chalka about something. Y ou know this, or not?’

1] S)rt Of.”

“So aman does not say yav chera and then talk to that woman, so cold the way | see now. At least, not
inso short atime. Y ou understand? It is not my business, but...”

Trilby crossed her arms over her chest and drew a deep breath. “If you' re asking if something happened
between us, yes. But this T’ vahr you see hereisn’'t the man | knew as Rhis Vanur.”

“Uncle Yavo thinks heforce you.” Farraducked her head abit shyly. “To bed.”

“No, it was— Why would your uncle think that?” Why was Mitkanos even aware that something had
happened between T’ vahr and hersalf? Farrahad only learned of T’ vahr’ s message an hour ago. And
they’ d seen Mitkanos, but spoken only in Standard. Had T’ vahr said something, bragged about his



sexud conquest?

“Because of severd things. Because of what | tell him | see when Captain T’ vahr watches the message
you sent to your friend.”

“He viewed my message to Neadi?’ Great! He probably suspected her of broadcasting Imperid secrets
al over civilized space,

“He had big sad look on hisface. And Lucho’ s older brother works with Lieutenant Gurdan. And he
hear Gurdan say Captain T’ vahr has much concern for this Captain Elliot.”

Farrawagged her finger in Trilby’ sface, asif reprimanding her. “ Everything must be perfect for Daga
Trilby Elliot. Gurdan, he say other crew take you to Communications, to send message, vad? But

T’ vahr, no. He want top person. Who is Security Chief, he ask. He give ordersto Gurdan. And Lucho's
brother, he hear this. Daga Trilby hasmuch vaue.”

Trilby bit her lip. “Because | know Jagan Grantforth?” she ventured.
Farrashrugged. “1 know the Grantforth name, but not this person.”
“Hisfamily is GGA Hisund€ sapoalitician in the Conclave.”

“Theway T’ vahr looks at your face on screen, this does not look like palitics.” Farragrabbed Trilby’s
hand, gave it areassuring squeeze. “1 must go. We will have tealater, vad? And thingswork out. Y ou
have friends here, Lucho and myself. Dalon. Leesa. And of course, Uncle Yavo.”

Trilby returned her friendly gesture, watched as Farraheaded for the lift and merged with asmall group
of Segzarda crew waiting there. Farraturned, waved as she stepped into the lift. Then the doors closed,
and Trilby was|eft done.

Thetime pand in the corridor read 0722. She had eight minutesto get back to the Venture for her
meseting with Jankova. The Razalka’ s commander, she knew with irritating certainty, would no doubt be
ealy.

*

Two things surprised Trilby about Commander Jankova. The first was that Jankovawasfemae. The
second was that she was a genuinely pleasant person. Not stiff like Pavor Gurdan. And not overbearing
and arrogant like T vahr.

Theinterview went quickly. Forty minutes passed and Hana Jankova was standing, offering Trilby her
hand.

“Y our valuable timeis appreciated, Captain Elliot.”

Trilby wasn't one to whine, but she d'so was't oneto let an opportunity dip by. “I1t' snot like | have
anywhere elseto go. Y our captain’slocked me out of my own primaries. My ship’sdead. I'm stuck here
until he decides otherwise.”

They stopped at the door to the Venture's lounge.
“I wasn't told anything about that.”

“Then hedidn’'t give you my release codes?’



“ NO.”

“Do you know if heintendsto release me? Or should | start looking for work on a maintenance crew?’
Shedidn’t bother to hide the bitternessin her voice. “I’ ve dready lost time, and the Gods only know
how many cargo runs. I’ ve got a ship to keep up and pay for. I'd appreciateit if you'd remind Captain
High and Mighty T’ vahr about thet fact.”

She saw Hana Jankova s mouth twitch into asmall smile a her description. 1 will inform the captain of
your request.”

Trilby leaned against the open hatch lock as Jankova descended the short ramp. Maybe if enough people
on Degvar learned what abastard Rhisredly was, they’ d support her in amutiny. The thought of ralying
the Stegzarda and the Degvar Fleet techs temporarily cheered her. Maybe she' d even commandeer the
Razalka. Mess around with afew of hiscommand codes. Teach him what it felt like to have everything
important in hislife ripped away. To be a the mercy of someone who didn’t give adamn about his needs
or existence.

She dammed the side of her fist againgt the hatchway rim, and wished it was his smug face she hit,
instead.

~*

Rhis dammed the side of hisfist againgt the top of his desk. He wished he could dam it against
Kospahr’ sface but he knew that action wouldn't sit well with Emperor Kasmov.

“You arenot in charge of thisship,” hetold the portly man sitting diffidently in the chair in front of him.
“I’'m the captain. The senior captain, may | remind you. Y ou have no authority—"

“And I’'m Second Lord Minister of Defense, Senior Captain T’ vahr. My cousin the Emperor has
empowered me to examinethis sSituation. | have done so. I’ ve read your report, and Gurdan’'s. I’ ve yet
to see Commander Jankova's, but that doesn’t matter.” He waved afleshy hand. “I doubt it’Il change my
mind. This Elliot woman can be used to bait the Y csko faction. And trap Secretary Grantforth. And
maybe even that weakling pup, Jagan Grantforth. We relooking at tearing open the Conclave, T’ vahr.
Breaking open GGA”

“We have no definitive proof Grantforth, or GGA, isbehind this. To take actions now based only on
suspicion could risk—"

“Thisisworth any risk! We're talking about accomplishing what even awar againgt the Conclave could
not. Y ou'd deny the Empire thisvictory? What kind of officer are you? Where are your loyalties?’

Rhisfolded his hands on top of hisdesk, clenching them tightly. “I’m the best captain in the Fleet, and
you bloody well know that. I ve given my lifeto the Empire. But Captain Elliot isa Conclave citizen. You
can't demand sherisk her life to take down her own government.”

“I canand | will. Her government is corrupt. And she' sin a position to expose that.”
“And if the* Sko get to her, firs?’

Kospahr shrugged. “At that point, she'll dready have dragged Grantforth, or whoever isinvolved, out
into the open. If the * Sko get her, well, she'sonly abloody Indy. Of little value, other than she was Jagan
Grantforth’ swhore.”

Rhis shot to hisfeet. Blood pounded in his ears. He wanted to leap over his desk, throttle the man.



“Don’'t push me, Kospahr. Y ou won't win.”

His office comm trilled. He jabbed the touchpad. “ Y es?” he bellowed as Jankova' s face appeared on the
small screen angled into the top of his desk.

“Sr. | have my report on Captain Elliot.”
“Perfect timing,” Kogpahr said smoothly.
“Send it here. Tomy privatefiles,” hetold Jankovathen flicked off the screen.

He glared down at Kospahr. “Get out. Lord Minister. | have work to do.”

*

Hewondered if Trilby appreciated the fact he was trying to save her life. He brought Jankova s report on
screen, paged past the requisite opening.

No, she probably didn’t appreciate it. She hated him. If he had any doubt of her emotional state before,
that was gone after their conversation in the lounge on station.

Wéll, it wasn't really aconversation. He d ordered her to talk to Jankova, knowing damn well how she'd
react. But he hadn't liked that man’s hand on her arm, or the way he' d leaned so closeto her. He' d
glimpsed an insignia on the man’ s black uniform. He was assigned to a Feet supply ship. There weretwo
inon Degvar a the moment.

More than that Rhisdidn’t know, didn’t care to know. Except he wanted that glorified shit hauler away
from Trilby.

Evenif she hated him for doing so.

Jankova s report was good. He could tell by Trilby’s answersthat they’ d gotten along. She was more
open with Jankova than she had been with Gurdan. It might just be because Jankovawas awoman, but
he didn’t think so. People felt comfortable with Hana Jankova. Shedidn’t let her brilliant, incisve mind
overshadow her heart.

Like hedid.

But then Jankova hadn't, as Trilby so succinctly put it, dithered out of atest-tube. She had alarge,
supportivefamily. A clan heritage.

And now Zak Demarik.

Rhis had areport to read. And an interfering Second Lord Minister of Defense to appease. And awhole
other list of problems mentdly filed away under the heading of ‘ Trilby’ that he couldn’t afford to look at
right now.

Then hefound the addendum to Jankova s report. Captain Elliot would like to remind Captain High and
Mighty T’ vahr that he till had her release codes. And she had aship to pay for.

The release codes. Kospahr wanted to use Trilby and her ship. But if Captain Elliot and her ship were no
longer on gation...

He dapped at the deskcomm. “Prep my shuttle. Five minutes.” He madeit in three and a half.



*

Helistened as Dezi identified himself and the ship, then said the only words he knew would guarantee
Trilby’ s appearance.

“Tell Trilby | have the release codesfor her primaries.”

It didn’t take her long. The hatchlock did open. She had the rifle dung over her shoulder. “This better not
be some kind of game. I’'m not in the mood.”

He recognized the t-shirt she was wearing as the one she’ d worn that first day in Sickbay. She only had
five, dl dark green. He knew that well. But this one had asmall tear in the wide shoulder strap and the
grap of therifle now pulled oniit.

He dragged his mind back to more pressing matters. Like getting her the hell off station as quickly as
possible. “Requesting permission to come aboard, captain,” he said quietly.

Her eyes narrowed. He knew she didn’t trust him. “Y ou brought the codes?’
He tapped onefinger againg his head.

“Oh, terrific.” She hesitated; she' d clearly been hoping he was smply going to hand her a coded disk.
Clearly not wanting him on board. For amoment, something ugly gripped hisgut. What if she had that
supply officer in her cabin?

He' d be obliged to kill the man. But he' d give her the codes, first. “ Thiswon't take long.”

Reluctantly, she stepped back, and held out her hand towards the corridor behind her. “ After you.
Captain.”

He sat at the copilot’ s station, brought up the initidization primaries. Her scent of powder and flowers
surrounded him. Thetoy felinar dangled over hishead. Behind him, Dezi’ s joints squesked.

He locked the moment in hismemory. It would be the last one he/ d have of her for along time.

“Y ou might want to record this” hetold her before he brought up his program. “Y ou might need it,
sometime.”

Surprise flashed through her eyes, then she nodded at Dezi. He heard the * droid’ s metd fingerstap the
touchpads at navigation.

It took him three minutes to undo his program, to reinsert her codes, align her commandsin proper
order. It would have taken him longer, but she' d aready been working on it, he saw. Done pretty damn
well. He saw the two minor errorsthat had stymied her, kept her from unraveling it further. Had she
known about those, she would’ ve been gone long before now.

He sat back, motioned to her controls. “ Go ahead.”
“Not until you answer one question.”

Thissurprised him. He thought she' d toss his ass and get the hell away from Degvar a her first
opportunity.

“If I can.”



“Areyou schizophrenic?’
“What?’

“You'rearude, arrogant son of abitch. Y ou've got an ego haf the size of civilized space and atemper
to match. Y ou don't give adamn about anyone or anything. Other than yoursdf. And then every so
often, you're actually anice person. Like now.” She reached over, tapped her finger on hisarmrest asif
to get hisattention. “Y ou really ought to see adoctor. I’'m serious.”

He pulled himsdlf out of the chair. She was too close to him. He needed something between them,
gtarting with the metal and padding of the copilot’ s chair. And then, eventualy, the vastness of space, of
the Empire and the Conclave.

“| gppreciate your advice. And ask now that you follow mine. It isimportant.” She swiveled around to
follow hisactions. He looked down &t her.

“Two things, Trilby-chenka.” The affectionate term dipped out before he could stop it. He saw spots of
color form on her cheeks. But her eyesflashed in anger.

Heheld up hisindex finger. “First, do not use the Venture's ID until you reach Port Rumor. Usethe
Imperia code | created. The* Sko kill order is keyed to your Conclave I1D. Change the name of your
ship, get anew code when you get home.”

He raised another finger. “ Second, you have ten minutes to depart Degvar. After that, my red evil sdf
will reappear and | will once again be that arrogant, |oathsome bastard intent only on crushing everyone
and everything in his path. Do you understand?’

She nodded. Her fingersflew to the controls. “ Bringing sublight engineson line.” Green lights flashed and
he felt the familiar, out of synch trembling under his boots.

Her voice stopped him at the hatchway to the corridor.
“T'vahr.”

Helooked back into the bridge, saw her turn around in her seat. “I never said you were loathsome. Now
oet the hell off my ship.”

He tapped his comm badge as her rampway seded behind him. “ T’ vahr to Ops. Emergency departure
clearancefor the Careless Venture. My authorization.”

Hedidn’t wait for areply. No one on Degvar would dare question acommand from the Senior Captain
T'vahr.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Trilby held her breath when she contacted Degvar Departure for clearance. It was entirely possible Rhis
was up to something. She didn’t know what, but the fact that she was back in control of her ship made
her fed abit more confident. Whatever it was, she could handleit. Now.

Degvar Departure cleared her, even withdrew the docking clamps. She didn’'t have to use her own
wog-and-weemly after al.

She powered the thrusters as the ship dropped away from the station. She would' ve loved to crank the
enginesto full power, blast afew holesin the Imperid outpost’ s outer hull. But shedidn’'t wish all



Imperialsto hell. She thought kindly of Farraand Mitkanos. And Farra sfriends.

Only Rhis... Khyrhis T’ vahr, she corrected herself. She' d reserve judgment on T’ vahr until shewas
safely back in Port Rumor. She banked the Venture and headed for the Degvar inner beacon. Twenty
minutes | ater, she

cleared the outer beacon and cranked her drives up to full power. All lights showed green. All conditions
were go. “Let’ sget the hell out of here,” shetold Dezi and retracted the vanesflat againgt the Venture's

hull. No one out here to complain about her energy wake. She had aclear path to the border.

Three hours. Three hours, thirty-one minutes and seventeen seconds, according to Dezi. Three hours,
thirty-one minutes and sixteen seconds. She' d be back in Conclave space, could pick up thefirst
jumpgate. She could forget al about the Captain T’ vahr. It’'d be atrike to Port Rumor from there. She
could forget adl about RhisVanur. She could—

—bring her wegpons sysemson line. Alarms wailed through the small bridge. Her short-

range scanners went into overload. “What in hell we got, Dez?” she shouted over the din. She dapped a
theaarm cut off. “ A full squadron of attack fighters. ETA ten minutes.” “’ Sko? Out here?” “Imperid.”
Imperial? “We re broadcasting that Imperid 1D!” “ Affirmative.” “Hail the bastards. Something's
wrong!” “Hailing frequency open.” “Thisis Captain Elliot. I’ ve got clearance through your space from
Degvar.” “Maybe they’re an escort,” Dezi posited. She glanced at the scanners. The fighters were armed
and under full power. “Fat chance.” “Captain Elliot, thisis Imperia Squadron Leader.” She turned
towards the speaker at the

sound of the pilot’ svoice. It was a stupid habit. She couldn’t see him. She’ d have to break hersdlf of it
one of these days. Right after she broke hersdlf of the habit of trusting Gods damned arrogant Imperials.

“Power down,” the pilot said. “Or we will be forced to take aggressive action.”

“Look, I've got clearance—"

“Power down, captain. Or—"

She cut off histransmisson, whirled towards Dezi. “| need ajumpgate. Any jumpgete.”
“Captain, thisship’sguidance sysemisn't reidblein an Imperid—"

“Get me a Gods damned jumpgate!”

“Locating ajumpgeate.”
She banked the Venture hard to starboard, away from the fighters. They followed, effortlesdy.
“Anything?’

Three coordinates flashed on her screen. “ Shit.” They werefar away and she didn’t even recognize the
energy signature on the closest one. She changed coursefor it, anyway.

Thefighters pulled closer.
“Dezi, disconnect life support. Or we' re not going to makeit.”

The ‘droid ambled quickly off the bridge. She seded it behind him. “Damn you, T'vahr,” she murmured.
“Damn you, damn you.”

She knew now what he' d done. He set her free so he could arrange a convenient ‘ accident’. No record
of what happened on Avanar, or her unwise conversation with him on Degvar. No oneto have to pay



reward money to. Probably wouldn't even be enough | eft, after the fighters were finished with her, toline
amizzet’snest.

Her ship bucked as the drives surged with the increase in power. Life support was off line. All power
was cut off except for the bridge and the drive room.

She searched frantically for sgns of the jJumpgate. Imperid energy sgnatureswere different. Her
equipment was al Conclave issue. Incompatibilities were rampant. But they might not be fatal.

Thefightersracing up behind her looked damned fata, indeed.

Then the familiar three-tone chime pinged from her console. She had alock on the jumpgate. Five
minutes, they’d bein range.

Its outline coa esced on her screen, shimmering. She had to reach it before the fightersintercepted her.
There was no guarantee they wouldn't follow her in, but it was, she hazarded, afifty-fifty chance. And as
long as she stayed in the gate, they couldn’t fire their weapons.

She' d be going hell-bent for the Gods knew where, but they couldn’t kill her. And it would give her time
to send out an RFA No. An SUA Somebody, somewhere, would have to hear her.

“Four minutes,” shetold Dezi.  Bringing hyperdrive engine on line. Secure—’

She dammed againgt the bulkhead panel beside her chair. Her safety straps dug into her ribs. She
screamed an angry, hoarse cry of fear. Sparks erupted behind her. The bridge plunged into darkness and
the horrifying sound of meta tearing and buckling was the last thing she remembered.

~*

It was aflawless plan. Perfect. If what he suspected wastrue, it would bring Dark Sword out into the
open. It would expose his dedings with the * Sko. It would show how he threatened Rinnaker, unless
they followed his orders. And it would destroy Jagan Grantforth and GGA

He sat back in hisoffice chair, judtifiably pleased with himsdf. It had taken him only two-and-a-haf hours
to draft it. He'd throw it at Demarik and Jankova, let them tear it apart, and then put the final touchesto
it.

Then dl that was needed was about sSix monthsto implement it. Six months and nothing in the Conclave

would be the same again. Except placeslike Port Rumor. Thingsrarely changed there, no matter who
was in power.

He' d wait another three months after that, give things time to settle down. Then he’ d contact her.
Through Neadi Danzanour, probably. He might be an arrogant bastard, but at least he wasn't
loathsome,

He swiveled his chair to one side, intent on acup of hot teawhen his office door chimed. He looked at
the overhead ID. Demarik and Jankova.

He shrugged. They probably were working on some idess of their own. “Come.”
The doors did open.

“More suggestions, commanders?’ He started to rise, started to motion them into the chairs across from
his desk. But he stopped, haf out of his seet, hisright hand in mid air.



Demarik and Jankovalooked like death. No, they looked like they brought news of death. They stood
stiffly, hands clagped behind their backs, bleak expressions on their faces.

Hewaited until the doors did closed, then braced both hands on the top of his desk.
“Tdl me”

A quick glance between the two of them. Neither wanted to tell him the news. Kasmov, he thought.
Someone had nated the emperor. But no, that would come to him first. Through VVanushavor’s
office—

Rafi. Rafi was—
Oh Gods. No. Trilby.
“Tdl me!” heordered.

Jankova spokefirst. “ An Imperid fighter squadron intercepted the Careless Venture out by the Sachor
jumpgate.”

“What was she.... she had no reason to head therel” He looked from Jankovato Demarik. He found it
hard to breasthe. He forced himsalf to speak. “On whose orders?’

“Kaogpahr's.” Demarik’ s voice held an undisguised note of derision.

“Kogpahr sent asquadron....” Hefelt like something had just kicked him in the gut. “ Status of the
Venture!”

“Shetook adirect hit, sir.” Jankova stepped towards him, her aamsloose at her Sides. “I’m sorry.”

He' d never felt so cold and so raging hot at the same time. For amoment, his mind locked. He heard
only Jankova slast words: Sviek noyet. I’'m sorry. I’ m sorry.

Unbearable anguish flooded through him. He lunged past his desk, intent only on finding Kospahr. And
killing him.

Trilby was gone. Nothing mattered anymore,
Hefelt Jankovatackle hiswaist. Demarik grabbed his shoulders, tried to block hismad charge.

Fools! | could snap both their necks, right now. He ripped Demarik’ s hands from his shoulders,
turned to wrench Jankova off of him but the woman was repeating something, over and over again.

Itfindly sank in.
Trilby might dill bedive.

He swung around, leaned one arm against the wall for support and grabbed Jankova by the elbow. He
yanked her againg him.

“Shesdive?’

“It'spossible, sir. But you can't go after Kogpahr, now. Y ou haveto listen.” Shelay one hand againgt his
chest, stepped back. “Please. Listen to what Zak found out.”

Shelooked back at Demarik, who was gingerly lifting himself off thefloor.



Rhis released her.

“Sit, Captain. Please.” Demarik motioned to one of the chairs. It was skewed from its decklock, its
covering torn, but ill in one piece.

“I'll stand.” He was breathing hard, the pain in his chest coming in long waves, crashing against that open
space where his heart used to be.

Jankovaretreated to the battered chair. Demarik stood behind her, one hand on her shoulder.

“We know about Kospahr’ s plansfor Captain Elliot. We know you gave Captain Elliot the release
codes,” Demarik began. “And that you authorized departure clearance. However, Kospahr doesn't
know you authorized it. He only knows, or rather he thinks Captain Elliot escaped.”

“But Degvar Ops—"

“A Lieutenant Lucho Salnay has confessed to assisting her escape,” Jankovasaid. “Y ou may not
remember him, captain. He' sagood friend of Corpord Rimanava's, in station communications. They
were seen talking to Captain Elliot in the Sation lounge earlier.”

He met Jankova sleve gaze. She knew he' d been there. And he knew Salnay’ s confession was a sham.
Tosavehim, T'vahr the Terrible.

“If Kogpahr knew the orders came from you,” Jankova continued, “you’ d be facing a court-martia. At
the very least, he'd order Zak to take over command of the Razalka. We' d have to do so, at least until
an invedtigation wasinitiated.”

He nodded. The stupidity of the blatantness of his actions came hometo him.

“Y ou wouldn't be able to help her from the brig. And if sheisbeyond help,” she added, her voice softer,
“I don’t think she’' d want you to throw your career away over someone like Durwin Kospahr.”

“If hekilled her?” Hisvoice wasraw. He couldn’t believe he was saying those words.
“Thenwe ll dedl with that. Trust us, captain. Zak and | will deal with that.”
“And this Sdnay?’

Demarik gave him aghost of asmile. “Mgor Mitkanosis handling Salnay. HE s Rimanava suncle, you
know,” he added casually.

Mitkanos. And people accused him of having his own little kingdom on the Razalka!

“Who told Kospahr the Venture was gone?’

“We renot sure, yet,” Demarik said. “Possibly Pavor Gurdan.”

“Bagtard! I'll see him and Kospahr in hell.” He dammed hisfist hard againgt thewall.
Jankova stood, stepped towards him, her face gentle with heartbreaking compassion.

He drew adeep breath. “Tell me everything you know about what happened. About Trilby. When will
you know if she' sill dive?’

“The squadron was based on Degvar. Mitkanos—"



“Let me guess. Has abrother in the squad.”

“Siger-in-law, | believe,” Jankova said. “But she' s not squad leader. She's managed to leak the
information that it gppears enviro' s still working on the bridge. But not the rest of the ship. They’ ve got
the Venture in tow, now.”

Rhisstood rigidly still. Thoughts, images played through his mind. He clasped his hands, threading his
fingerstogether and brought them up to cover his mouth. Did he dare voice his small hope?

He dropped his hands, motioned towards Jankova. “ She doesthat. Cuts off life support when she needs
extrapower for the engines. She' sgot that ship rigged, well....” He shook his head. “Y ou wouldn’t
believe how she' sgot that ship rigged.”

Hethought of asmdll toy felinar, dangling from ared ribbon. His throeat tightened. He had to turn hisface
away from Jankova.

“How long before the squadron returns?’ he asked after amoment.
“At tow speeds, an hour,” Demarik said. “ But we could—

“—meet her! Godsl” He barreled towards the door, shoving it asde when it didn’t dide open quickly
enough. “Migter Demarik,” he cdled to the man hurrying down the corridor behind him. “1 want us
moving in five minutes. Plot an intercept course.”

“Aye, Sr!”

He dapped hiscomm badge. “ T’ vahr to Sickbay! Tell Doc Vanko to get his ass out of that poker game
and get afull emergency med team assembled on shuttle deck six in fifteen minutes.”

He dapped it off and wasfive feet from the doorsto the upper bridge when Jankova grabbed hisarm.
“Captain, remember. Y ou knew nothing of this until we told you of her escape. Y ou have to keep
focused on that. Y ou haveto play it like—"

“I’'mthe usua arrogant, manipulative, loathsome bastard | dwaysam?Y es, commander, | think | can do
thet.”

“I'll be on the bridge at my station, should you need me.” She stepped towards the lift. Her station was
on the lower tier.

“Hana” hesad. “Thank you.”

She gave him a soft smile, but no hopes. No hopes. Trilby might be aive. But he had to accept the fact
she might not be.

He strode onto the upper bridge, bellowing orders, making sure everyone felt hisanger at being made a
fool of by alittle no-account Indy freighter captain.

Hiding hisfear that he’ d never again see her, dive.
They were moving away from the station in five minutes. In ten, Kospahr was by his side, gloating.

“See, T'vahr?'Y ou thought you knew it dl. But she fooled you, fooled your whole team. If it wasn't for
my close association with Lieutenant Gurdan, she would' ve gotten away.”



“Gurdan?’ll remember that.”

“Besurel won't let you forget it. Y ou owe al thisto me.” He waved his hand towards the enhanced
images of the squadron, and asmadl, dlipticd freighter, on the viewscreen. “All this”

“I won't forget, Kospahr. Don’t worry about that.”

He pushed himsdlf out of the command chair asif intent on something on aconsoleto hisleft. He stared
over abridge officer’ s shoulder, seeing nothing, then turned. The sairsto the lower bridge were before
him. He forced himsdlf to descend leisurdly, asif waiting to pounce on an unsuspecting crewmember,
errant at hisduty. But he sought Jankova s station.

“Anything?’ he asked her softly, pretending to stare in the opposite direction. He knew shewastied into
the flow of chatter between the squadron fighters. And was, a the same time, now actively scanning the
battered remains of the Venture for anything the best of Imperial technology could discern.

“Shetook two direct laser strikesto the stern. Starboard cargo holds and engine room took the most
damage. Enviro must be running off an aux somewhere. I'm picking up afaint energy output amidships.”

“Shehasasmdl generator there”
“Then that must beit.”
“The bridge?’
“I"'m showing ahumanoid hegt Sgnature. More than thet, | can't tell from here”

There was abody. But there was no way to know if the body was aive. He chanced at look at her.
“Thank you, again, Hana.”

“I think it’ s pretty good possibility she' still dive, Sir.”
“I think it would be damned, damned good if shewere ill dive”
He stepped away, before his voice cracked and betrayed him.

~*

At three minutes to intercept he was in the small holding room outside shuttle bay 6-D. He splayed his
hands againg the glasswall. His CMO and emergency med team waited afew feet behind him.

The bay lights blinked twice, then turned to red. One minute warning. Vessd on final approach. All air
was sucked out of the bay.

The great bay doorsrumbled. A crack appeared between them, and thefirst glimpse of alarge grayish
mass being dragged in by his ship’ stractor beams, above and below. When the doors opened
aufficiently, athird beam would lock on, pull the craft forward. Landing pads would rise from thefloor.

He watched his ship’ stow systems perform with unerring precison. He d never been so afraid in hislife.

The Venture was dragged in a acrab angle, her bow tilted away from him. He could see only the
starboard viewport. Dark. Lifeless. Then the bay’ s overheads flared and whatever else he could see
there waslost behind the reflections.

Her starboard hull was blistered, scored. Her main exterior hatch door had buckled. He clenched one



fist, would have shoved it through the glassif he could.

Her starboard cargo bay was...gone. Obliterated. A gaping chasm inits place, cables dangling. More
damage on ether Sde. Hull platesmissing.

Helooked quickly back at the bridge, at the lights still flashing red in the bay. Come on! Come on!

He pushed past the diding door the second they turned green, squeezing himsdlf sdewaysto get
through.

Thelanding pad hydraulics il hissed, the emergency ramp rising. He grabbed the railing with one hand,
clambered to the top and kicked at the exterior access.

“Captain! We can cut through with a—"

Therel The pand gave way. Hethrust his hand into the searingly cold metal, groped for the three levers
he knew had to be there. One. He found one. Pulled. Then two. Pulled.

Where was three? He shoved hisarm further into the raw opening, felt something dicethetop of his
hand. Blood dripped through hisfingers.

Three! He pulled.

The hatchway door did open about six inches and stopped. He placed both hands against it and forced it
Sdeways.

The corridor was dark and icy cold. He careened off acrooked wall panel, pounded towards the
bridge.

The hatch was locked. She would have sedled it when she turned off enviro.

He dropped to hisknees, feding in the darkness for the emergency access pand near thefloor. Thena
bright light illuminated the pand.

Demarik, behind him, with a crowbar and alight.

Rhis pried off the pand cover, found the three levers. But Demarik wasin front of him, blocking hisway,
goinginfirg.
Zak. You don’'t have to protect me.

Helunged after his exec. The bridge was in shambles but his gaze was riveted to the captain’s chair. And
the smdl blonde head hanging awkwardly to the right.

A tangle of cablesblocked his path. He ripped them from the ceiling, stepping over and through them. He
wedged himsdf between her chair and navigation, diding down amost to hisknees.

She was gill strapped in the safety harness. Her eyes were closed, her face paein Demarik’s hand-held
beam. Her right hand reached out towards him, towards nothing.

He grasped it. It was cold. His own blood stained her pam.
“Trilby-chenka?’ He breathed her name.

He heard the snap of Demarik’ s datalyser open and the pounding of footsteps from the corridor. Then



his CMO bustled in, shoving Demarik backwards. Medi-stats appeared in hands. Medical jargon barked
back and forth.

He stared at her. She wasn't moving.
Someone touched his shoulder. Demarik. “ Captain, you haveto get out of here. You'rein theway.”

He pushed himsalf shakily to hisfeet, only part of him understanding what was said. Demarik grasped his
arm, pulled him across the twisting debris and out into the corridor.

But he grabbed the edge of the hatch, hung on stubbornly. “1 can't leave her. She'scold. It's so dark—"

“Khyrhis, listen to me. She’ sdive.” Demarik shoved the datalyser under hisnose. “ She' s been beat up a
bit. But she'sdive. Let Doc handle her. For now.”

Alive? 1t took afew secondsfor him to understand, to see the life form readings dancing across the smdll
screen. Shewasweak. Shewas injured. But shewas alive.

He stumbled away from Demarik, grabbed the railing to the ladderway just aft of the bridge, and leaned
agang it.

Shewasdive. Hefelt himsdf diding, hislegs shaking. He landed on the top step, hiskneesamost in his
chest.

Tearsof joy and relief trembled through his body, spilling out of that great empty place where his heart
had been. He buried hisfacein hishandsand cried in relief.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Everything was dark and cold. And then everything was bright and uncomfortably warm. Prickly. Things
poked her. Sounds drifted, garbled. She wanted desperately to sneeze.

Then shewasthirgy. Gin. A tal iced gin. Double limes. Sounded good.

Trilby Elliot opened her eyes. Everything was dark again. No. Dim. Her vision hazed, then focused like
her old binocs. Red rimmed numbers. An annoying besping sound.

Shetried to turn her head, decided the effort wasn't worth it. She moved her eyes through the dimness.
Red numbersto the left. Damned beeper over her head. On her right...

It took amoment. A chair. Empty.

Her noseitched again. Sheraised her hand to scratch it, bumped her wrist against something. She
crossed her eyes and looked down.

A cylinder. Over her.

Shewasin Sickbay. It didn’t look like hers but hey, maybe she’ d made abig profit from that runto...
to...

Shelicked her lips, swalowed. Tried her voice. “Dezi?’

A door did open, sending a shaft of bright light into her eyes. She squinted, saw the outline of astocky
form.



Not Dezi.

“Lutsa,” amae voice said asthe lights dowly came on.

Lutsa?

“No. My name s Trilby.” Her voice sounded rusty. She redlly needed some gin.

The stocky form was at her sde. She heard the snick of a medi-stat opening. She blinked as her eyes
adjusted to the light.

The guy who thought her name was L utsawas about sixty, broad shouldered and balding. Shedidn’t
recognize him, hoped she wasn't supposed to. She knew who shewas. It would be hell if shedidn’t
remember anyone else.

Likewho she' d been out drinking with. That’ s the only way she would' ve ended up in some unknown
sickbay. Pub crawling.

“How areyou feding?’ Bady said. He had an accent. She couldn’t quite placeit.

He aso had on ablue lab coat. Not a med tech, like Chaser, whose white coat carried the GGA
Med-lab logo. So this one was a doctor.

Why did al doctors dways ask how you' re fedling? She thought it was a stupid question. “1 don’t
know,” shetold him. “'Y ou went through med schoal. Y ou tell me.”

He seemed momentarily startled then he chuckled. “Much better, much better. | can hear that. Thisis
good.” He snapped the sensor shut. “Y our head hurts, yes? And your shoulder. Right sde. Anything else
al my yearsin med school might have missed?’

“I'mthirsty. And my noseitches.”

“Good! Good! We can handle both those things, | think, Captain Elliot.”
“Then you know who | an?’

He danted aglance at her as he unlocked the regen cylinder. “But of course.”

For amoment she tensed. Not because he said he knew her name. But because he was diding the unit
down, uncovering her body... covered by athin but soft shift. Newer regen units could read through
fabric. Sherelaxed.

“Then why’d you cal me Lutsawhen you camein?’

“Ah. Lutsais Z fharish for ‘lights . It isour command to increase room illumination.”
Z fharish?

Z'tharish. AsinZ' tharin. Asin...

T'vahr.

She closed her eyes, agasp of anger escaping her lips.

“You have pain? New pain?’ She heard Baldy’ s sensor snick open again.



“No.” Sheraised her hand, waved at the sensor then gratefully rubbed at her nose. “I just....” She sSighed.
“| forgot where| was. I'm not sure | know what happened. I’ m not sure | want to know what

happened.”

Bady pursed hislips. “It is better for meto talk about your injuries. Y ou were serioudy hurt. Butin the
past three days—"

“Three days?’

“Three days you have recovered well. Due, of course, to my excdllent care.”

Ahyes. Imperid arrogance.

And an Imperid fighter squadron. Theadarmswailed again in her head.

“Y our ships attacked me.”

“Not ours.” He adjusted her pillow, raised her head so she could take asip of water.

She swallowed. “I know Imperid fighterswhen | seethem.”

“| am sure you do. But they were not ours. Not from the Razalka.” He looked at her for along moment.
She wriggled up into a Stting position. He raised the head of the bed another few inches. “ Better?’
“Thank you. But if they weren't from the Razalka—"

“I am adoctor, Captain Elliot. | can answer any medical questionsyou may have. Anything ese, well,
they did not teach me such thingsin medica school.”

She sipped her water, watched Baldy pull datafrom the regen unit that ill covered her from the thighs
down. It fdt like the shift went farther than that. She ran her hand down its pale silver surface. Nice
meaterid.

“Where sT vahr?’

“Being apain in the ass somewhere, | imagine.”

She laughed, completely surprised by hisanswer. “I am on the Razalka?’
“Youare”

“And yet you fed freeto call your captain apainin the ass?’

“I have known Khyrhisfor more than twenty years. | think in that time | have gathered sufficient evidence
to support my conclusion.”

“I could probably give you some more, if you need it.”
“My fileoverflows”

Shelaughed again. Her shoulder hurt like hell, but it didn’t matter. If felt good to laugh. “ Thank you,
Doctor...?7

Shewaited for him tofill in the gap.



“Vadlivankovich. But everyone callsme Doc Vanko.” He grinned.

“Thanks, Doc. Sowho do | talk to about my ship?’ And Dezi. Her heart suddenly plummeted. Dezi.
“Therewasa‘droid. An envoy ‘droid. He was my copilot. Would you know what happened to him?’

Doc shook his head. “Not my department. | am sorry. But | should be able to get Captain T'vahr to
answer your questions. Or Commander Jankova.”

She wasn't ready to see T’ vahr yet. Not until she could throw agood punch at hisface.
“I'll take Jankova.”

He nodded. “I will seewhat | can do. Thereis more water there, next to your bed. The emergency call
button is here, by your right hand.”

And my one working laser rifle? She wondered, but didn’t voice it. She had more things to worry
about.

Dezi.
ko

Hana Jankova arrived five minutes after Doc left. “Y ou gave usagood scare.”

Trilby looked at the auburn-haired woman. She could see no deception in her blue eyes. “1 could
probably turn that around and say you, or rather the Empire, gave me one. But Doc tried red hard to get
me to read between the lines. He wants me to believe the Razalka had nothing to do with the attack on

my ship.”

Jankova reached back, hit the palm pad for the door. It did shut. “In time, you will betold, and shown,
everything. But no, those fighters did not come from this ship. They came from Degvar. But the command
to send them, yes. That did originate here”

“T"vahr.” Trilby spat out the name.

“No.” Jankova svoice wasfirm. “Y ou must believe me on this. And yet you must, until 1 tell you
otherwise, act asif you think it was T'vahr. Or else your life, and his career, will bein jeopardy.”

“But that makes no sensal”

“Please.” Sheleaned againgt the edge of the bed, lay her hand on Trilby’ sarm. “1 know | am not Neadi
or Carina. Y ou have no reason to trust me. But you must. Lucho Salnay is being held as your
co-conspirator in your escape.”

“Lucho? FarraRimanava s Lucho? But he—"
“Helped you.” Jankova s gaze pinned her. “Lucho helped you.”

Something began to work in Trilby’ smind. If Lucho was covering for T"vahr, then it could only be
because Farra Rimanava had asked him to. And Farrawouldn’t ask unless Mitkanos approved. Trilby’s
gut told her to trust Mitkanos. “Oh, right. Lucho helped me. Tell mewhat else I’ ve forgotten. I’ ve been
serioudy injured, Doc says.”

Jankova smiled, relaxed a bit. “Lucho helped you. He didn’t know that Captain T’ vahr atered your
primaries. Y ou told him only that you were having integration problems between your ship’ s technology



and ours. Lucho manually released the docking clamps, because you told him the mechanism wasn't
accepting your signa.” She heard echoes of Mitkanosin Jankova' s recounting. Only Mitkanos knew
Trilby had tweaked the clamp mechanisms.

“Right. What happensto Lucho because of this?” Sacrificing that handsome young man for T’ vahr the
Terribledidn’t seem just.

“Because there was no hold order on your ship in Degvar Ops, very little. Hisonly crime, if youwill, is
that he didn’t advise the Razalka of your departure. For that oversight, heisin Mgor Mitkanos s hands.
| believe heisforcing him to study the history of the Segzarda. Confined to his quarters, of course.
Mitkanos strusted niece, Corpora Rimanava, isthe only one permitted to bring him meals. Poor man.”

“So Lucho helped me and | escaped. What made T’ vahr send the squadron after me?’

“Captain T'vahr was well aware that you were to remain on Degvar until Lord Minister Kospahr
authorized your release.”

“That' s the certain someone who wantsto kill me?’

Jankova cringed dightly. “Not exactly, no. Rather | think he haslittle value for any onelife when politica
decisions are made. We cannot prove that, of course. But he is someone who, if he knew T’ vahr had let
you go, ddliberately, and not L ucho, accidentally, would certainly see the captain stripped of command.”

Wéll, it would do the son-of-a-Pillorian-bitch good if that happened. But Trilby understood Jankova's
point. She made arude noise. “T’ vahr, let me go? Y ou' re daydreaming, commander. He' saLigorian
dimeweasdl. No, wait. | gpologize. That'san insult to Ligorian dimeweasdls.”

“Then who helped you escape, Captain Elliot?” Jankovafdl into the part.

“I don't know. Some cute, hunky guy. Met himin the lounge on Degvar. Think his name was Luke, or
something like that. He wanted to ingpect my...” shewiggled her eyebrows, “ auxiliary thrusters. Then |
found out he worked in Ops. Thingsfdl into place after that.”

“Yes. That iswhat he said, also.” Sherose, but Trilby reached out her hand, delaying her.
“Dezi.” Her voice caught, the silliness of amoment ago fading. “1 haveto know.”

“Hewasin your engine room, yes. Port side. Y our ship took considerable damage, but mostly to
starboard. | do not know if your ship can berepaired.”

Trilby’ sheart plummeted.

“But Cagptain T"vahr isworking on Dezi.” Jankova patted Trilby’ s hand. “We needed something to keep
him occupied. Heisbeing aroyd paininthe ass”

Trilby leaned back againgt her pillow after Jankovaleft, let everything Sft through her head and fal back
into its proper place. Everything except Khyrhis T vahr.

She had no ideawhat to do with him, nor where he belonged.

*

His quarterslooked like asavage shop. His dining room table was covered with safety netting. Cables
and coils of plasted thread, small containers of bolts, stacks of thin interface panelswere visble
underneath. Two long tarnished metal legslay strapped to one of the chairs. A tarnished hand, itsfingers



curled inward, was netted on the serving table behind him. A large metd torso lay open in the center.
And along black box rotated dowly in aholo-vise.

The highwhine of acrystd splicer filled the air. Then hisdoor chimed. Helooked over his magnifying
goggles, saw Hana Jankova sID. “Come.”

Shewalked in, the lower haf of her body disproportionately large. He pushed the goggles off hisnose
and let them fall on their cord around his neck.

Shelooked normal again.
“News?’
“She'sawake. And fine”

“Awake?’ He jumped to hisfeet, fortunately remembering to flick off the splicer before he shoved it in
his shirt pocket. He smacked his shin on the table leg but ignored the pain as he quickly strodeinto his
amal living room. He and Jankovamet in front of his couch.

“She' sawake? She' sfine?’
“Yes Andyes”

“Y ou should have called me.” He pulled the goggles over his head, tossed them across the room. They
landed on top of abox of spare parts. “1 could have—-"

“Y ou know our agreement.” She poked her fingersin his chest.

“Y es, but that’ s when she was unconscious. Kospahr would get suspiciousif he caught me keeping vigil
over her. Butif she' sawakeand talking... she' staking?’

“Gave Doc an earful, | gather.” “Then | should be ableto see her. To interview her. Interrogate her.
Whatever the hell an arrogant, loathesome bastard like mewould do.” Helooked around for hisjacket.
Wherein hell wasit?

“Captain...”
“I'll just beaminute. Let me get my jacket.”
“Captain T'vahr.”

He stopped. He was breathing heavily. He brought hisright hand up, then let it fal in an exasperated
gesture. “Hana, don't. It' s been three days. Almost four. | haven't seen her in dl that time. Damn it, she
amost died! | dmost lost her!”

“Doc gave her alight trank. She needsto deep for awhile yet.”

He collapsed onto the couch. “Y ou’ re not going to let me see her, are you?’
“You'redill....” She hesitated.

“Dravda gera mevnahr 7’ he supplied. Ass over teakettle.

“Yes”

He covered his mouth with his hand, then pulled on his mustache. “I know,” he said softly. “I know.”



“Sowill Kogpahr.” She sat next to him on the couch, patted his shoulder. “ Another day. Give it another
dw.”

“Just let me see her, alittle bit. Today. That' Il help. Makeit easier. | won't be quite so crazy. | promise.”
Shechuckled. “Liar.”

“Yes. | know.” Degection colored hiswords.

“Captain—"

“She' sdill angry over thet, isshe?’

“Shedidn’t say. She wasworried about Dezi. And | had to make sure she understood what she had to
remember. That'sal weredly talked about. | didn’t want to tire her.”

“How’d shelook?’
“A few bruises. But fine. Better than she did three days ago.”
Three days ago she had been cold and lifeless, terrifyingly still. And had his blood smeared on her hands.

Helooked down at his own. They were completely healed. No scars, not from the unbreakabl e lightpen
he' d snapped. Not from the impenetrable metal he' d torein half. Thank you, Imperia geneticsand
technology.

“Tomorrow?’ He couldn’t keep the hope out of hisvoice.
She stood. “ Tomorrow.”
Hewalked her to the door of his quarters, then leaned againgt the wall after shel€ft.

Tomorrow was technicaly only six-and-a-half hours away. But he knew it would be at |east another Six
after that before any visit he could make to Sickbay would be considered reasonable.

Twelve-and-a-hdf hours. Thirteen, knowing Commander Hana Jankova. He found his jacket in the other
room on hisbed, on top of alarge stuffed felinar that smelled like powder and flowers.

He' d go play Loathsome Arrogant Bastard Captain for awhile with his crew. It would help passthe
time.

Unfortunately, Durwin Kospahr caught up with him twenty minutes later, just as heleft the bridge.
“Captain T vahr! Quite remarkable!”
“What is, Lord Minister?’ he asked without caring.

Kogpahr had to quicken his stride to keep up. “I’ ve been reviewing Lieutenant Gurdan’ s report, as well
asthe datafrom Captain Elliot’ s ship. Her knowledge of thetraders lanesis quite remarkable.”

Rhis stopped before the lift, pamed the button. “ She' safreighter operator. It’s part of her job.” He
decided to head down to engineering. Surely thisidiot wouldn’t follow him there?

“But some of these lanes haven't been used in centuries! And there are other routes, into our Empire.”

He' d seen Trilby’ sfiles on those, recognized afew of them. But Trilby had afew even he hadn’t known



about. As shetold him, everything sooner or later ended up at Port Rumor.

“I’m aware of the routesin her nav banks. The old ones were abandoned because they can’t support the
fagter, heavier ships. And newer technology. The guidance beacons, especialy the Conclave ones, are
week. Or nonfunctiona.”

“Yes. Of course” Kospahr seemed disgppointed he hadn't found something el se to prove the fallibility
of the Captain T’ vahr. “But perhaps they could be put to some use in the commercial sector?| could
bring this up to my cousin, the Emperor.”

“They’ d be of more useto the Imperid Fleet.” Thelift arrived. Rhis stepped quickly inside and swore
slently when Kaospahr followed.

“Engineering,” hesad.

“But you said the guidance beacons are weak? Old?’
“They are”

“But how then could we usethem?’

Rhis glared down at the man. He' d been playing with just that theory for awhile. He didn't need
Kospahr’ sinterference. “That, Lord Minister, is on aneed-to-know basis. And you don’t have aneed to
know.”

“But the* Sko! Grantforth!”

“| dready thought of that. And have discussed it with Emperor Kasmov.”
“But, but | didn’t see any report.”

“| didn’'t issueone.”

Thelift indicator beeped twice. “ Engineering Deck,” said atinny autovoice,

Rhisturned. “1 have work to do. If you'll excuse me.” He nodded, then strode out into the corridor. And
swore again when quick footsteps thudded behind.

“Captain T*vahr!”

Rhis stopped and counted to ten before turning around. Two engineering techs caught the look on his
face and fled in the opposite direction.

“Y ou talked to the Emperor without speaking to me, first?’

“Severd times”

“I demand to know the content of those conversations!”

“Youwill if, and only if, | deem it advisable for you to do s0.”

“But we will be making amove on the Conclave within two weeks! We—"

“Kogpahr!” Rhis grabbed the front of the man’s expensive jacket, drew him up to histoes. He watched
Kospahr’ sface turn purple, heard the man choke. Gods, that felt good.



He released him. Kogpahr stumbled, his hand coming up to histhroat. “Y ou fool! Y ou—"

“No. You'rethe fool. We rein an open corridor and you’ re blabbering about an upcoming mission.
Againgt aneighboring syslem.” Rhis svoice wasalow, angry growl.

“But thisisyour ship! The Razalka,” Kospahr whined. “1tismy ship. And on my ship, discretionisthe
rule. Either you follow thisrule, or | will have you removed to Degvar. Do | make mysdlf clear?”

K ospahr stepped back. “Y ou don’'t have to tell me the rules. Captain. | am the Second Lord Minister of
Defense. The Emperor ismy cousin.” He turned on his hedls and stalked away. Rhistook two long deep
breaths. Well, that’ s an improvement. It's no longer ‘ my cousin the

Emperor’. Now it's ‘the Emperor ismy cousin’ . He pulled back hisdeeve, glanced at hiswatch.
Eleven hours, fifteen minutesto go. He rearranged the scowl on his face and headed for Engineering.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
He called Sickbay on intraship from his office at 0600. “ Doc—"
“Jankovasaysno.”

Hana Jankova, he wanted to tell the man, did not run this ship. He did. But Jankovaran histactical team,
his specia operations missons. He put her in charge of those areas three years ago.

And Captain Trilby Elliot had become part of aspecid operations mission. So for now, Jankovawasin
charge.

Which was, Rhisknew, for the better. For the moment. He didn’t get where he wasin the Fleet by
surrounding himsalf with stupid, incompetent people who didn’t know their strengths from their
wesknesses, Jankovaknew hisaswell.

He paced the length of his office. Straightened some of the plagues and awardsin hiswall cabinet that
had shifted when he'd dammed into it during his mad charge yesterday. Poked hisfingersintotheripin
the chair in front of hisdesk. He could patch it with duct tape. That'd giveit anice, familiar fed!.

His door chimed. He looked up. Jankova and Kospahr.

Oh, joy.

He reached for his coffee, leaned a hip on the edge of his desk. “Come.”

Kospahr bustled in. “ The Commander tellsme I’ ll be ableto talk to that Elliot woman this morning.”
“Eleven hundred hours.” Jankovamet Rhis sgaze levely.

Kospahr strode past the large desk asiif it were his office, and not the Razalka’ s captain’s. He stood
with hisback to them for amoment, stared out the viewport. A portion of Degvar’ s upper levelswas
visble

“I| want you there, T vahr,” he said, turning. “ She probably doesn’t know enough about Imperid politics
to appreciate who | am. But I'm sure she' safraid of you, especialy after dl that's happened. And if she
isn't, I’'m sure you can give her reason to be.”

“She saved my life.” Rhisignored the warning look from Jankova

“In exchange for reward money, your report said. Understandable, given the leve of person sheis. Port



Rumor.” A distasteful look crossed K ospahr’ sface. “Never been there, but I’ ve heard.”

“Why do you need to talk to her? Y ou have the reports. The Emperor and the Council are in agreement
with our recommendations. Y our job isdone, Kospahr.” Something in him balked at the idea of having
Trilby and Durwin Kospahr in the same room. He didn’t want her tainted by the man’sdiminess.

Kospahr shot aquick glance at Jankova before answering. “Many reasons, but if nothing else, curiosity.
I’1l admit that. Y ou may have been impressed by her technicdl skills. | was, too. But I'd like to see what
a Grantforth whore looks like, myself. Gurdan said she’ salooker.”

He was aready moving before Kospahr finished his sentence, but so was Jankova. And he had to clear
his desk to get to the Lord Minigter. Jankovaonly had to step right in front of him, hand on hisarm,
delaying him asif she'd just thought of something.

“Oh, by theway, Captain T'vahr. Aslong as we re on the subject of Grantforth, I’ ve some new
information you might want to look at.” She squeezed hisarm, hard. He got the message. Don’t go
dravda gera mevnahr now.

Hesat downin hischair asif that’swhere he was headed dl along. He swiveled away from Kospahr,
worked on composing hisfeatures back to a semblance of normalcy and tapped at his screen. “1t' sinmy
private files, Commander?’

“Not yet. | just learned of it as| went to meet the Lord Minister at his quarters. | should have more
detailsby thetimewetak to Captain Elliot.”

“Youdidn't tell methisl” Kospahr’stone was accusatory.
“I’d only haveto repedt it twice, Lord Minigter. I'm telling you and Captain T’ vahr now.”

Rhis admired her gumption at standing up to Kospahr. He began to understand that Hana Jankovawas
more than just an inquisitive mind and compassionate heart. There was agood chunk of gutsinessin her,
too. Not unlike hisair-sprite.

Heleaned back in hischair, steepled hisfingers over hisface. Ignored Kospahr. “What' s the nature of
thisinformation, Commander?’

“A communiqué from GGA offices”

“To Tril— to Captain Elliot?’

She nodded. “It carries Jagan Grantforth’ stransit code.”

Heraised one eyebrow. Another good-bye letter? Or a pleato resume the relationship?

“It's privacy locked, however.” Jankova glanced at Kospahr, who stepped away from the viewport, his
fleshy face angled towards her ininterest. “ And asthe Careless Venture took considerable damage, we
can't use her own comm pack to open it. My team’ sworking on it. We hope to have something before
eleven hundred hours.”

“Get onit, then, get onit!” Kogpahr waved hishand angrily in her direction. “This could be important.”
“I'mwell aware of that, Lord Minister.”

Rhis glanced at the timestamp on his screen. Oh-seven-thirty. Three and ahdf hours. “I agree with
Minister Kospahr,” he said. “ The message may contain something of import. I’ ll accompany you over to



Tactical, take alook at the code structure.” He stood. He knew damn well he could unlock that
message. So did Jankova. He didn't think she'd withheld itsarriva but that it probably happened just as
she'd said: she'd learned about it at Kospahr’s door.

He knew now shewould' ve told him about the transmit as soon as Kospahr |eft. His own stupid reaction
to the Lord Minister’ swords had forced her to reved it, to divert him.

“I'll go with you, too.” Kospahr was dready trying to get into step with him.

Rhisbit back hisorigind reply, changing it quickly to something he knew would work. “Fine. Then I'll
contact the Emperor mysalf about this new development. Y ou can wait inthe Tactica Divison while
the—"

“No, no! I'll talk to my cousin the Emperor a once. Y ou're not adiplomat, T'vahr. Y ou don’t know
how to phrase things. Y ou go take care of the minor technica parts. I'll handle the Emperor.” Kospahr
walked down the corridor, puffing.

*

Hethought it was timeto show Jankova Trilby’s“J’ file. He got himsdlf teg, glared over the shoulders of
her team while she watched the transmitsin the privacy of her office, acrossthe corridor from the
Tactica Briefing Room.

Then he crossed the corridor again, waited amoment until her door did Sdeways.

“Innocent enough,” she said as he took the solitary seat across from her desk. “ Until you consider the
players”

“Just your normal love affair between an unknown, destitute freighter operator and one of the wealthiest
C.E.O.sinthe Conclave”

“If she/ d sought him out, it would make more sense.”
“He sought her out. Right after Uncle Garold was gppointed Chief Secretary.”

“Coincidence?’ Shesaid it in such away he knew shedidn’t believe that. “ And now he wants her back.
Zdid snot making him happy.”

“Coincidence,” he said. Hefinished histea, then stood. “It’ sten-thirty.”

She glanced up at him, her mouth opening, but he held up one hand. “I’m going to go down to Sickbay
and harass Doc and the med techs. Promise | won't go to her room until you arrive with Kospatr. |
leave to you the pleasant duty of escorting him.”

“Making me suffer for making you suffer?”
He stopped in the doorway. “ Something like that.” He stepped through.

~*

He knew the picture he presented, standing stiffly in the corner of the room. Military perfection. Imperid
arrogance on display. Shoulderslevd, back ramrod straight, chin high, hands clasped behind hiswaist.

Kogpahr probably thought he was doing it to intimidate Trilby. In truth, he was doing it because it was
the only way he could keep from reaching for her, dragging her into hisarms. His hands were shaking.



He saw something flicker in her eyes when he followed Jankovaand Kospahr in. But she looked away
quickly and then studied the Second Lord Minister of Defense. He caught the hint of awry smile curve
on her lips as Kospahr introduced himself, listed his credentias.

Imperial Arrogance at itsworgt.

“If it weren't for the Empire’ simpressive medical technology,” Kospahr told Trilby, “you might not be
here”

“If the Empire didn’t require its officers to be Gods damned liars, | wouldn't haveto be here.” She
pointed at Rhis. “I pulled hisungrateful ass out of aswamp. So hetriesto kill me, then takes my ship.
Promising me reward money. Promising me I’ m freeto go once | get him back here.”

Rhis heard the venom in her voice, had the fedling that much of Trilby’ sirewas not feigned, in spite of
Jankova s explanations.

“Sowhat do | get?’ She spread her hands. “Nothing. A cup of tea. A meal. And lies. Then asquadron
of hisfighters blows my assinto next septi.” She glared at Rhis then looked back at Kospahr. “Do you
blame me?’

“Yes, cagptain, | do!” Kospahr replied. “Y ou obvioudy have no understanding of what hastranspired in
the past two months with the * Sko. Nor do | expect you to. But we are engaged in some very serious
business, and your petty needswill have to wait.”

“Y ou have no right to hold me here. I’ m acitizen of the Conclave. | fileareport on what he did, and you
might find yoursdf in the middle of another untidy war.”

Kogpahr took a step back. Clearly, that glaring fact had escaped the sharp mind of the career politician.
But it was something Rhis had been awvare of dl dong. It wastime for him to pick up hispart of this
drama.

“Y ou might want to rethink your position on that, Captain Elliot. We have reason to believe an officid in
your own government has negotiated akill order on you with the * Sko. The Conclave may not be as
concerned with your safe return as you think.” Unfortunately, that was the truth.

Trilby shot him ahaughty look he remembered well. “So you say. Y ou know damnwell | can't read
Y cskrite”

“Believeme,” Kospahr said, “we are not trying to protect you because we find your company
charming!”

“Protect me?’ Trilby turned quickly towards the portly man and Rhis saw her wince from the movement.
“Y ou damn near killed me”

“Because you departed amilitary outpost without permission,” Rhissaid evenly. “ And you refused to
respond to arequest to power down.” That, too, wastrue. If she hadn’t run, Degvar’ s squadron would
have towed her back unharmed.

“That was very foolish on your part,” he added.

“No. The only foolishness on my part was not leaving you on Avanar to play tiddlywinks with the
vampire snakes. They’ d probably find your company charming.”

Kospahr moved closer to her bed, gave her an oily smile. * Perhaps we should both admit there have



been some misunderstandings. If Captain T' vahr has been harsh in his methods, you must understand it is
because that iswhat he was trained to do. But | am here, now. To take over, to rectify hismistakes. You
should be thankful a Second Lord Minister such as| takes an interest in your case.”

Kospahr reached for her hand. Trilby snatched it away. Rhis started to snicker, turned it into a cough
when Jankova jabbed him with her elbow.

Kospahr didn’t bother to turn around to see what the commotion was about. “ Theredity is, my dear,
you need our help. And we need yours. There is no reason this cannot be acomfortable partnership.”

“Morelies?” Shelooked over hisshoulder at Rhis. Her face was pae, her eyeslooked larger than he
remembered. Sooty with shadows. There was a bruise fading on the edge of her jaw. Another acrossthe
base of her throat where the safety harness had branded her. Her soft, pale hair looked like disheveled
moonlight.

Yav chera, he wanted to tell her but she had asked about lies. Not about what was driving him crazy.

“Inany military operation, thereis certain information that is restricted,” he answered her. “However, if
you agree to cooperate, | guarantee you will be apprised of dl that we fed is pertinent at thetime.”

“Need to know, T'vahr?’

He nodded dowly, watched her mouth spread into awry grin. Felt the corresponding warmth spread
through him at the sametime. Thelast time she’ d thrown that phrase a him they’ d been on the Venture.
They were dmost friends, about to be lovers. He wanted desperately to pick things up from that point.

He turned to Kospahr. “She will cooperate.”

“Wise decison, my dear.” Kospahr patted the edge of her bed. “1’'m sureyou'll find life on this side of
the zone a bit better. Especialy someone as attractive asyou are.” He leaned closer. “Not all men are
fools, like Grantforth.”

“No, Lord Minigter,” she said quietly as Kospahr turned away. “ Some are worse.”

Rhisfollowed them compliantly through Sickbay but stopped just as the doors closed behind them. They
took severa steps down the corridor before Jankovaturned, danted him aglance.

“Commander, you' |l accompany the Lord Minister back to his quarters. | need to speak with the
Doctor.”

“Youill, T'vahr?

“Obvioudy not, Lord Minigter. But | must sign off on Captain Elliot’smedica reports and make sure they
properly reflect al we ve donefor her. Just in case, of course, the Conclave should ever request them.”

“Ah! Yes. Y ou must make sure they properly reflect that we did al we could to prevent her being
injured.” He waved his hand over hishead as he turned. “ Carry on, captain.”

Jankova hesitated, then fell into step with Kospahr. He waited until they disappeared around the corner
before spinning on his hed's and striding back through Sickbay’ s doors.

“Jankova approved this?’ Doc intercepted him in the middlie of Sickbay.

“No. But shedidn’t disgpproveit, either.” He put his hand on the shorter man’ s shoulder, nudged him out
of theway. “Go hidein your office. I'm supposed to be in conference with you. Over Trilby’ smedica



records.”

He hit the palm pad, stepped through. She was gtill sitting propped againgt the pillows, alight blanket
over her. But she'd pulled her knees up to her chest and crossed her arms on top of the tent made by the
blanket. Shelooked startled to see him standing there.

The door closed. He thumbed the lock on. Fear flickered in her eyes, and in his chest, a corresponding
pain at thesght of it.

“How areyou feding?’ he asked softly. He did hishandsin his pockets. Better there than reaching
towards her when that wasn't what she wanted.

“Y ou came back to ask me that? Go ask Doc. He' s the one with the medical degree.”
“You areangry withme.”

“No. I'm overjoyed to lose my ship and my best friend. To have damn near died. This has been great
fun. Weredlly ought to do it again, sometime.”

“Trilby-chenka-"

“Jettison that, T" vahr. Jankovatold meyou're on the shit list if Kospahr finds out you gave methe release
codes. | told her I’ d cooperate. Y ou don’t have to be nice to me, anymore.”

He pulled his hands out of his pockets, wiped them over hisface. “ Jankova s concerns are not mine.”
And heredlized ashe sad it, that it was the truth. He didn’t give adamn about his career. Not if kegping
it meant loaing Trilby.

She glared at him. He sought the chair, sat init, rested his elbows on hisknees. This might take awhile.
“| did not send the fighters after you.”

“Shesad that. | gather that was Kospahr'sidea.”

“Hewantsto use you to trap Grantforth.”

“Which one?

“Both.”

“I hate to disgppoint Chubby Boy there, but | don’t think either’ sinterested.”

“Jagan is. He' s sent you atranamit.”

“Jagan sent— you read my mail? Again?’ She shook her head in disbdlief. “Y ou're unbelievable. Y ou
have no respect for anyone. I’ d like to be there the day someonefinadly says‘no’ to you. It ought to be a
sght.”

“Someonein GGA isclosdy involved with the * Sko. | decoded the transmit because it could help ustake
action againg them.”

“And my transmit to Neadi? Y ou read that, too.”

The efficient Corporal Rimanava. He wondered what she' d told Trilby. “That waswrong of me, yes. But
you were 0 angry with me. | waslooking for anything that might tell me how to get you to talk to me



agan.”

“Locking me out of my ship’s primarieswas abig step in that direction.”

“| put that program in place when | was afraid you would go searching for Carina.”

“Oh, yeah. Thefriend | don’t care about. | remember now.”

“Triloy—"

“Look. Captain. I'm not as stupid as your friend Kospahr thinks | am.” “He' snot my friend.”

Shewaved hiscomment away. “I know something pretty dirty isgoing on with the* Sko and GGA.
Maybe even the Secretary Grantforth. And that you and your team think Jagan used me and the Venture
toset dl that up. | don't likeit. I'm not even sure | buy it. | think it stinks. But | told Jankova, and I'm
telling you, again. | will cooperate. Which means,” she said, holding up her hand as he leaned forward,
intent on putting forth his own explanation. “Which meansthat you have no right, outside of those
parameters, to beinvolved in my life. Y ou may be emperor on this ship, but I'm not one of your little
peasants. Isthat clear?’

He clasped hishandstogether. “Y ou are very angry with me.”
Shefell back againgt the pillows, murmured something to the celling that sounded a bit like, ‘why me? .

He could tell her, but he didn’t think she wanted to hear it right now.
~%
Trilby hated thelook on hisface asheleft her room in sickbay. He' d missed the circus again.

Disappointment under an ‘it sokay’ mask. He was either avery good actor or her rgjectionsrealy
pained him.

Either way, it didn’t matter. Because asfar as she was concerned, there were only two waysto look at
KhyrhisT'vahr: asaliar, who felt that his continued attentions would guarantee her continued
cooperation; or asalover, one so far above her station and socia circle— like sheredly had one of
thosel— that they stood no chance of successin areationship. Someone was bound to get hurt and that
someone, she had recently learned from Jagan Grantforth, was Trilby Elliot.

But she' d work with him. In spite of what she' d told him just now, she wasn't totally sure GGA was
innocent. Neadi’ s rumors still bothered her.

Plus, she owed it to Carinato find out the truth. And Mitkanos. And Farra. And the rest of them, in gray
uniforms and black, right down to the crew of the Razalka. Becauseif the * Sko got afoothold in the
Conclave, lifein civilized space would becomealiving hell.

Only agreedy fool like Jagan Grantforth would think otherwise.
Only acrazy fool like Trilby Elliot could stop him.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

A middle-aged femae med-tech brought Trilby’slunch on atray. Doc trailed in behind, leaned against
the open door jamb after she left.

“I'm aredly good cook,” Trilby told him, between mouthfuls. “If you had agdley, I'd proveit. Thisis



replicator, right?’
“One hundred per cent balanced nutrition.”

Sheflipped afew clumps of brown mush with her fork. “ Tastes like rice that was ashamed of its
identity.”

Helaughed. “1t' s our replicator’ sversion of a'Yaniran rice dish, yes. It is quite wholesome.”
“Givemetheorigind recipe. I'll makeit ddlicious.”
“There are afew persond gdleyson board. But | would have to clear the matter with the captain.”

She pointed the fork at him. “ Ask him about my cooking. | never saw aman eat so much food in my
life”

“Y ou cooked for him, yes?’

“I cooked for us. My ship doesn’t have replicators. And as most of my runs aretrikes, | stock up on
fresh from station hydroponics when | need to.” She thought for amoment. “Y ou got a hydroponics on
board?’

“A andl one. Again, | would—"

“Haveto ask the captain, | know.” Shetook aanother mouthful. This stuff was pitiful. She might have to
pull afavor. “Well, when | get out of here... by theway, Doc. When am | getting out of here?’

“Another day perhaps. Y ou're heding nicdly.”

“Andthen?’ Shedidn’t know if Doc wasin the information chain asfar asit included her ded with
T"vahr and Kospahr. For al she knew, he might believe she was going from here to the brig. Or to
Degvar. She was sure he knew she had no workable ship to go back to.

“| believe Commander Jankovaisin charge of arrangements after | release you.”

That wasn't totally bad news. She liked Hana Jankova. Then she thought of someone shedidn’t like.
Whose presence didn’t quite mesh. “What do you know about this Kospahr that was here this

morning?’

“Second Lord Minister of Defense. Cousin of Emperor Kasmov.”
“So he informed me. But what do you know about him?”

“| takeit you are not asking about his blood type?’

She grinned. Doc was okay. “No, but | thought you might know more about his species. Been along
time since I’ ve seen afree-floating asshole with legs”

Doc had adeep, rumbling chuckle. It filled the small room. “ Then you must not know too many
politicians”

“One other comesto mind and you' reright. There are digtinct smilarities. So what' s he doing on the
Razalka?|"m surprised T'vahr tolerateshim.” From everything she’ d heard about the senior captain, he
wouldn't.



“The captain was absent when Kospahr came on board. Therewas apoint, and thisis gtrictly off the
record, that we did not know if Captain T’ vahr was returning. Jankova came back with the newsthe
‘ Skohad captured him.”

“Jankovawas on theraid?” Thissurprised her. The woman was smart, and tough, Trilby admitted. But
shedidn’t ook that tough. Must be something the Imperias put in the water.

Doc nodded. “ She heads Specia Operations. | thought you knew this.”
“Probably, but it didn’'t Snk in until now.”
“So the captain told you about the raid?’

“Hetold meacouple of versons. The only consstent thing wasthat he got left behind in S zed c'far. |
thought it was pretty shitty they abandoned him.”

Doc frowned. “They didn’t abandon him. He voluntarily stayed behind to facilitate their escape. He, out
of dl of them, isthe best suited to survive unfavorable conditions.”

“Avanar a noon is unfavorable conditions. Capture by the* Sko isgenerdly fata.”

“For most people, perhaps. But the captain....” And Doc hesitated. Trilby wondered if he thought he had
sad too much.

“Isnot most people,” shefinished for him. She hoped he might volunteer more, confirm some of the
rumors Mitkanos had talked about. But he only took her tray from her, laying her ngpkin across the top.

“I shall see about finding you someplaceto cook, Captain Elliot. | think I might be able to justify it for the
improved hedlth of my patients.”

Heleft her with orders‘to ret’, asif she could do anything else, dressed in asoft silvery shift that hung
past her knees. And no socks or boots. And not alaser riflein sight.

But her body took Doc’ s command serioudly, even though her mind labeled it * only aten-minute nap’.
When she woke, her door was closed and the lights in her room were dimmed. She glanced at thetime
pand onthefar wall, saw it was 1830. Time for dinner and shejust finished lunch.

Then she saw something else. T'vahr, inthe chair.

Sheblinked, rolled over on her side. “Don't tell me. Studying my deeping habitswill help you defegt the
‘Sko.”

“No. Though it isatempting suggestion.” Therewasasamilein hisvoice. But whatever expresson his
mouth held was invisble under his dark mustache and the dim light.

Shedidn’t want to discuss tempting suggestions lying down. She didn’t want to discuss tempting
suggestions at dl. She pulled herself upright, plumped the pillow behind her, and leaned back. “What are
you doing here?’

“Do you know that we have known each other for only eleven days?’

Shedid, but didn’t want to admit she’ d thought about it. About how on day four she d thrown hersalf at
him, torn his clothes off while he’ d removed herswith equa enthusiasm. It had been anincredibly stupid
move on her part, consdering what happened on days five and sx, and every one after that.



Back then, on day four, she'd seen him as akindred spirit. A tweaker of wogs-and-weemlies, like
hersdlf. And, when she found out he d survived capture by the * Sko, ahero. Unlike hersdf. Those two
thingsfed the attraction she' d felt for him since shefirst saw him lying on her sickbay regen bed.
Magnificently naked.

He' d made it increasingly clear that he wanted her, and it seemed so very okay. Because hewasjust a
lowly lieutenant. And she, alowly freighter captain.

But he wasn't alowly lieutenant. And shewas just alowly freighter captain. She had to remember that.
Had to forget day number four of those eeven days.

“Infreighter lingo,” shetold him, pulling the sheet up around her and tucking it under her arms, “wecdll
elevendaysa‘singledex’. A deuce dex, what you'd call twelve, isa‘stinker’.”

“Why?

“Because unlessyou got area good enviro system, and most short haulers don't, that’ swhat your ship's
going to smdl like after deven daysinthelanes.”

Helaughed. Of course he would. HE d never experienced a ship on an eleven-day run with afailing
enviro. Or no fresh water. Or no money for docking fees.

Hedidn't know what it was like to patch al your equipment, your clothes. His uniform was spotless,
amost elegant with itsfitted black jacket, tailored pants, polished boots.

And he' d gotten hishair cut. Probably had his own persond stylist.
“Doc says he might release me tomorrow,” she said, as hislaughter died away. “What then?’

“Then we take alook at what we know about the * Sko and Grantforth. And we decide how you will
answer thetransmit from Jagan.”

“He probably doesn’'t expect me to answer. We didn't part on the best of terms.”
“I know.”

It took amoment for hiscomment to sink in. Irritation flared in her. “ All my persond tranamits.
Everything. Y ou read them dl, didn’'t you?’

“|t was necessary.”

Oh, Gods! They were o... intimate! The earlier ones. And the last few, the things Jagan called her...
She was beyond mortification.

She grabbed the pillow from behind her back and flung it a him with dl her might. It hit him squarein the
face. Helet out asatisfying ‘oomph'.

“Y ou have no moralsl No morasat dl!” Damn, that hurt. She rotated her injured shoulder. “And damn
you, stop laughing!”

Hewaslaughing at her. Standing, clutching the pillow in hisarms, and laughing.
She held out her hand. “Give that back. I'm sick and injured. | need it.”

He sat down on the bed, facing her, and reached around her to tuck the pillow behind her back.



Wrong request, Trilby-girl. Thiswas not where she wanted him to be. Not this close, with hisbreath in
her hair, hisarms brushing againg hers. His mouth, hot againgt her skin, his mustache rasping againgt her
cheek. He dusted her face with kisses of exquisite tenderness.

Shewaslogt, and she couldn’t afford to be. She squirmed away from him, brought her hands up to his
shoulders, pushed him back.

“Don’t, damn you. Stop it!” Her voice cracked. She hoped he thought it was anger.
“Trilby-chenka—"
A knock on the door. Three quick raps.

He pushed himsdlf off the bed, ran his hand through his hair. He faced the door asit did open. Doc's
solid form blocked the incoming light.

“Time, captain. | told you no more than thirty minutes. It's now forty.”

“Yes. Of course” He stood by the edge of her bed. Trilby examined the hem of her blanket, knew he
was looking at her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Doc step closer.

“We do not want to tire our favorite patient.”

“No.”

“Timeto leave, Captain T vahr.”

“Y ou are releasing her tomorrow?’

“I will let you know in the morning.”

He stepped away. Trilby raised her eyes, saw him hesitate in the door.

“Vanko,” he said to Doc. Then along sentence in Z' fharish. Her name. Some other words she thought
she recognized but she couldn’t be sure. She' d have to get hold of alanguage program. There wastoo
much &t risk here.

Likebeing left doneinasmal room with Khyrhis T vahr. Risky, very risky.
Doc answered him, afew more sentences back and forth and then he was gone.

She smoothed out the blanket and drew her knees up again. Wondered if Doc could see the flush of
anger and shame on her face.

“Lutsa,” hesaid. Thelights brightened. “Y ou have agood nap?’
“Ddightful.”

“And your vigtor?’ Doc flipped open his medi-gat, ran it down her ams as hetalked. “No, let me
guess. A royd painintheass, no?’

“A royd painintheass, yes,” shetold him. “He doesn’'t seem to understand the word ‘no’.”
“You'll havetoteech him.”
“Thanks, but I've dready got ajob.”



He closed the sensor. “ Two more hoursin the regen. Then tomorrow | will issue your release. Y ou may
have some sorenessin your shoulder for afew days. And of course, do not enter any marathonsfor a
least aweek. But other than that, you'll befine.”

He paited her arm. “llsawill bring your dinner in alittlewhile. Rest, for now.”

Rest. She hugged her knees againgt her chest, stared at the closing door. She wasn't tired, didn’t want to
deep. She was afraid she d have nightmares. And T’ vahr would be in every one of them.

~*

Her breakfast arrived at 0800, dong with clothing and a pair of boots. She picked up the familiar drab
green flight pants only to find the materid unfamiliar. And unpatched. She examined thet-shirt and service
jacket. All the same. And her ship’s 1D was gone from the jacket deeves.

Even her underclothes were new.

Someone—she had a suspicion asto who—had replicated her uniform, matching her size but improving
the qudity of thefabric. Far beyond anything she could ever afford.

She dressed, ran her hand down her jacket deeve. Nice. Wow.

*

Nice. Wow. Sheturned around dowly, took in the gppointments of her cabin and only half-listened to
Hana Jankova s apologies.

“Thisisnot ‘basic’. Thisis—" Compared to what I’m used to. “—very nice.” A smdl seating areawith
acouch opened to a private galley on the left. On the right, a separate bedroom. With adoor. A redl
bedroom. Access to the sani-fac from both the bedroom and the seating area.

Carpet. Wall insulation. Padded stoolswith armrests at the galley counter. Two viewports behind the
couch. Big ones, not the small round portsthat graced the Venture' shull.

And not an inch of duct tapein sight.

The couch was soft. She sat, leaned back, patted the cushions. “Nice.”
“I'mglad it pleasesyou. Most of our viditors complain.”

“Kospahr, you mean?’

Jankovagrinned wryly. “He sthelatestinalong list.”

“He should try living for five yearsin asixty-five year old short-hauler. Or better yet, crew quarterson a
Herkoid tanker. Herkoid would’ ve crammed twenty peopleinto here and expected abig thank you.”

“Do you fed up to meeting with my team in an hour?’

The message from Jagan. Jankova had given her an overview, but she’ d yet to seeit. “I’ [l meet with them

Jankova shook her head. “ Take time to get settled. Have a cup of tea. Captain T’ vahr wantsto be at the
meeting aswell, and he’ stied up with Lord Minister Kogpahr at the moment.”



“They deserve each other.” She pushed hersdalf out of the couch.
“He snot as bad as he used to be.”

“Who, Kospahr?’ Trilby deliberately misunderstood. She didn’t want to hear nice things about Khyrhis
T’ vahr, but knew she’ d opened hersdlf up to the subject with her remark.

“The captain. He s not the same man who stayed behind on S zed.”

“A short vacation at Club * Sko will do that.” She wandered over to the smal gdley. Hot coffee and tea
on demand. Top-notch replicator. But aso a cook top. Even better.

Jankovaleaned on the counter. “He svery... concerned about you.”

“I’'mfine” Asfineasanyone could bewho just lost her ship, her livelihood and was struggling with her
self-respect. “So where do | meet you in an hour?’

“The Tactical Briefing Room on Deck Seven. But don't worry about finding your way. 1’1l send someone
to escort you.”

“Not T'vahr.” The words escaped her mouth before her brain had a chance to edit them. Damn! She
liked Hana Jankova, but wasn't willing to let the woman into her own persond nightmares. She
murmured aweak explanation. “1 judt... he'sbusy. | don't want you to bother him.”

“I'll probably send Lieutenant Osmar, from my team. He needs to practice his Standard. It will give you
achanceto get to know him. We' |l be spending alot of time together in the next few days.”

“Sounds good.”

Jankovalleft. Trilby saw aseries of |ettersflash on the overhead ID panel asthe door did closed.
HNJINKV. Ident scanners on military ships evidently recorded both entrances and exits. She'd haveto
remember that, start memorizing the codes.

Shedidn’t want any surprises on the other side of her door.

*

ADZSMR.

Okay, she thought. Doesn’'t look remotely like T’ vahr, if Jankova s 1D was anything to go by.
“Come,” she said. Someone had evidently coded the cabin to respond to Standard. The door opened.
“Captain Elliot? Lieutenant Andrez Osmar.” He saluted, stepped insde.

Andrez Osmar was about her own age, with curly black hair cropped close to his head, awide nose and
agolden skin color that hinted at the possibility that someonein his past had spent sometime on
Batravia

“Comeonin, lieutenant. Let mejust grab my jacket.” She pulled it off the back of the stool inthe gdley
and placed her empty coffee cup in the sani-rack.

She followed him down the corridor to the lift, looked up at him while they waited. He wastal, probably
astall ashis captain. Good set of shoulders. Neadi would approve.



Shemade small talk with him inthelift. He'd been on the Razalka two years. Before that, he was under
Captain Rafiello Vanushavor's command. No, he’ d never been to the Conclave. At least, not socialy.
Three years ago, they’ d been at war. Then, he'd only seen the Conclave' s Fleet. Not the worlds, or
gtations. But he' d heard stories.

“Port Rumor? Vad! Much interesting place. Much trouble. Good fun!”

“If you ever get the chance, there’ sabar called Fly-boy’s. My friend Neadi and her husband Leonid run
it. Leonid Danzanour.”

“Z fharish name. Isgood.”
“Isgreat. Maybe I'll see you there, sometime.”

The Tactica Divison on the Razalka spanned both sides of the corridor. Trilby followed Osmar through
the double doorsinto the briefing room where she met the other two members of Jankova steam: Grigor
Cosaros and Cadrik Bervanik. Cosaros was about Osmar’ s age, but Bervanik was older. Lateforties,
possibly early fifties. He reminded her of Doc, squat and balding. Cosaros was wiry, more intense.

T’ vahr stood at the head of the long table at the far end of the room, armsfolded across hischest. A
three dimensiona holo chart hovered in front of him. He turned when she entered but said nothing while
Osmar performed the introductions.

Then Jankova camein, followed by a man who wasintroduced to her as Commander Demarik. Gray
haired, but prematurely gray, Trilby guessed. He had alikeable face, and gorgeous dark eyes. The
Razalka’ s Executive Officer, Jankovatold her. She heard the pride in the woman’ s voice, noticed the
dight brush of her fingertips across Demarik’ s arm as he turned.

More than pride.

Shewas glad for Jankova. They seemed right together, somehow.

Jankova handed T’ vahr athin datatab. He pushed it into the dot in the table.
“Captain Elliot?” T vahr motioned to the seet next to his at the table.

Reluctantly, she walked over and sat. The holo chart disappeared, to be replaced by awafer thin
screen.

T'vahr took his seet, leaned dightly towards her. “Thisis the message from Jagan Grantforth that we
intercepted.”

Pilfered, you mean. She noticed Jankova steam were suddenly busy at their own consoles. At least they
werewilling to grant her privacy.

The message was |onger than she expected. Jagan looked tired, harassed. And like he' d been drinking
too much. Marriage to Zdiawas not bringing him happiness. He realized now that money wasn't
everything. He needed to see her. He apologized for dl hisrude words. But hefelt so strongly for her. It
made him so afraid.

Hislifewasfalling apart. He was desperate. Could she at least contact him, assure him she was okay?
Hewas worried. She hadn’t been to Fly-boy’ sin awhile. If they could just be friends, he' d be happy.
Maybe he could even offer her some work through GGA, to make up for the pain he' d caused her. They
could be business associates. He knew he didn't deserve more than that.



“You'll dways bethe only woman I'll ever love.” He ended his message with awesk smile.
She leaned back in her chair asthe GGA logo winked off. She thought she was going to throw up.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“It' sabsolutely out of the question.” Rhis knotted his hands together, rested them on the tabletop. He
wanted to knot them around Kospahr’ s neck. “ Captain Elliot isn't trained for amission of this
complexity.”

“She doesn’t need training,” Kospahr replied smoothly. He lounged at the opposite end of the long
conferencetablein the Tactica Briefing Room. Osmar, Jankovaand Trilby were on the Lord Minister's
left. Bervanik, Cosaros and Demarik on hisright. “ She' safreighter captain. All shehasto doisfly the
runswetdl her. Therest isup to the * Sko.”

Bait, Rhisknew. Again, Kospahr wanted to use his air-sprite as bait. They’ d had this discussion before
and it'd dmost killed Trilby. Now, &t least, Kospahr was willing to admit the Razalka had to be
involved. The Minigter’ sfirgt plan had been to have the Careless Venture lure the * Sko, then have the
Razalka’ sfighter squadrons move in. But Rhis' s ship would have to be a considerable distance away
from the Careless Venture in order to avoid detection. An unsafe distance, in hisestimation. In his
expert opinion. And it would put Trilby and whoever else was on board in great physica danger.

The* Sko were not particularly careful about whom they killed.

But Grantforth’'s pleading missive to Trilby hinted at a possible shipping contract with GGA Rhisbdlieved
Jagan wanted access to her ship, again. He toyed with several possible reasons. The trouble was, there
wasn't much of the Careless Venture left to show him. And rebuilding her would take time.

He made that clear to Kospahr, who dismissed the objection with awave of hishand.

“So scrap theideaof repairing that derdict ship of hers. | agree, it would take too long and frankly isn't
worth the Empire stime or money. Y ou can rig one of our new freighters, dangle that in front of the* Sko
and GGA Add whatever wegpons array you want.”

Rhissaw Trilby’shead jerk at thislatest proclamation. Jankova evidently wasn't editing her whispered
trandationsto Trilby. Which was just aswell. He wanted to make sure Trilby understood Kospahr's
priorities. And opinions.

Lieutenant Osmar looked up from his datapadd, voiced his own concern. “ The Conclave and the * Sko
might pick up on an unusua weapons array aswell, Lord Minister.”

“I can design around that somewhat,” Rhis conceded. In fact he dready had. “But it still doesn't lessen
therisk. Nor doesluring the * Sko give us the connection to Garold Grantforth. | say we wait and see
what develops with Jagan Grantforth. WWhen he contacts her again—"

K ospahr dapped the table with the flat of his hand. “ The entire Empire could be at risk if we permit the
‘Sko to gain entry into the Conclave!”

“I don't think the Situation has escaated quite that far,” Rhisreplied levelly. He picked up hislightpen
from the table, balanced it in hisfingers. “ And dangling Captain Elliot before them without thoroughly
preparing for al eventudities, and thoroughly protecting her safety, could precipitate even more
complications. As| said, she' s not trained—"

“Then train her. Or send ateam with her, whois,” Kospahr said.



Rhisfdt Jankova s gaze on him, saw Osmar look up again from his datapadd. Cosaros and Bervanik
sad nothing, but he knew if he asked for volunteers, they’d dl stand up in unison.

But that would be dmogt asfoolish as sending Trilby out aone.

“Jankova steam just returned from an assgnment. I’ m not going to send them back out again. Cosaros
and Osmar haven't recovered from their injuries. Thiswastheir third misson in six months.”

And Jankova s absence hadn’t done Demarik any good, either. For thefirst time, Rhis sympathized with
his Executive Officer.

“Then don’t send Jankova steam. Lieutenant Gurdan’ s people are available. I ve dready spoken to
him.”

“But | haven't.” Nor did heintend to. “And you don't have fina say here, Lord Minigter. | do.”
“We don't have the time to waste while your people lick their wounds.”

Rhis s eyes narrowed. The man was not only insulting, hewas anidiot. “ Sending injured personnd on a
mission isthe height of stupidity. The only possible answer isto delay amonth while Commander
Jankova steam recovers, and Captain Elliot’ sship isrepaired.”

“A month? We don’t have amonth. That young Grantforth’s hot for her again. We can’t afford to—"
The mention of Jagan sent anger sizzling through Rhis swords. “My answer, Kospahr, isno!”

“Cordag merash!” Trilby’ s voice cut between them, ordering him, ordering them dl to ligento her. In
perfect Z' fharish.

He glanced at her, caught Jankova sdight smile of surprise. Trilby waslearning quickly.
Too quickly, for Kospahr'sliking. The Lord Minister sarted to rise.
“Viek,” Trilby added. Please.

Rhis noted her smile to Kospahr was as forced as the courtesy she added. He banked hisirritation, let
her continue.

“I think I understand pretty well, from Commander Jankova s trandations, what you want to accomplish.
And Lord Minister Kospahr is correct: | do know freighter operations. And for that reason, Captain
T’ vahr’s plan won't work.”

Kospahr preened, not bothering to hide his self-satisfaction. But Rhis knew Trilby had moreto say. He
didn’t think, in the long run, she'd be sding with the Lord Minigter.

Trilby gestured to Cosaros and Bervanik, then nodded to Jankova on her right. “No offense to any of
you. But on the freighter docks I’ ve worked, you' d all stand out like awel-fed felinar in a mizzet colony.
Y ou say you want to create afictitious freighter company, aZ’ fharin-Indy joint venture, with me as hired
captain. And have this company agree to do businesswith GGA Well, if you' re going to do that, you
going to ahaveto let me, as captain, choose my crew. And it wouldn’t be any of you, becauseyou'redl
too... respectable.

“And Gurdan' s people,” shetold Kospahr, “all walk around like they have arod up their ass.”
“Y ou have aunique way with words,” Kospahr said dryly.



“It'spart of my charm,” she shot back at him.

Rhis rapped hislight pen on the table. Trilby’ s comments were vaid, but only pointed out the problems.
Shedidn’t offer any solutions. They ill had work to do. Before he could remind them of that fact,
Osmar leaned forward, put his thoughts out in accented Standard.

“Captain Elliot isright. We do not have merchanter training. Not that we could not learn lingo, or
methods. But it would take time. If we could delay this project, as Captain T’ vahr says, work with
Captain Elliot on some runs, then we arein better position to fit in at places like Port Rumor. We could
be” and he grinned at Trilby, “lessrespectable.”

And physicaly sound. Cosaros had taken two laser hitsto the leg during their escape. Osmar had broken
hisleft arm, suffered aconcussion. Doc sill had them on injured reserve.

Trilby was far from healed aswell. Her injuries were more recent. He saw the shadows under her eyes,
saw her wince when she moved too suddenly.

But Kospahr wasn't interested in reasons for adelay. He started to object, but Jankova snapped her
fingers

“We might not have to delay. Mitkanos,” she said. Rhis saw Demarik ook towards her, nod in
agreement. “I didn’t think of it until Andrez mentioned merchanter training. Mitkanos family runs a depot
in Port Badara. We could talk to him about filling in on our team.”

“He's Segzarda,” Cosaros said. Hedidn't haveto add ‘not Fleet'.

That could be a problem and not just because of therivalry between the two branches. Rhisintended to
be part of Trilby’s‘ crew’, whether she liked it or not. And whether Mitkanos agreed with it or not. He
had afedling Mitkanoswouldn’t.

The mgor’d dready done Rhisonefavor by deleting al records of hisauthorization for the Careless
Venture' sdeparture. And madeit clear he did so only because Demarik asked. They had atiefroma
long ago. Rhis never asked what it was. Only that it wasthis history with Demarik and, his exec admitted,
Mitkanos fondnessfor Captain Elliot, that engineered the ruse of Lt. Lucho Salnay’s‘assstance’, and
Trilby’s‘escape’ . Not because Mitkanos had any interest in protecting the Captain T’ vahr.

He admittedly owed Mitkanos for that. That didn’t make the prospect of working a mission with the
Segzarda chief any more pleasant.

~*

Y avo Mitkanos accepted Rhis s offer of achair with controlled courtesy, listened to his brief
preliminaries with a professond attentiveness. But Rhis clearly saw the expected: the man didn’t like him.
It wasin the control, in the professondism, in theway the burly man looked levelly acrossthe wide
desktop between them.

Rhiswas used to people being, if not intimidated by his presence, at least deferentid. But Mitkanos had
been casudly unconcerned when Rhis had stood at histable in the officers mess on Degvar. And was
only marginally more cooperative now.

The only thing that seemed to motivate the man was Trilby’ s safety.

“She' swilling to work with you?” Mitkanos asked.



13 Yaﬂ
“Thissurprisssme. I'll overstep my bounds here and say you' ve treated her most unfairly.”

Rhis sat back in hischair. “You'reright. Y ou' re overstepping your bounds, mgor. But | didn’t send
those fighters after her.”

“I'm well aware of that. But I’ m spesking of things that happened before that incident.”

A wave of anger, then shame, washed over Rhis. He knew he’ d hurt Trilby by not telling her who he
was. Hedidn't think she would' ve cried on the shoulders of someone like Mitkanos. “I’ m not interested
inyour opinions on my interaction with Captain Elliot. | asked you here soldly because Commander
Demarik believesyou can assist usin an operation to force Grantforth and the * Sko into the open.”

“Zak Demarik is correct. | grew up on my family’ s merchanter docks. Spent ten years working the
freighter trade before joining the Stegzarda. That'swhat you wanted to know, correct?’

“How long ago wasthat?’
“Twenty-three years. But my family still runsthe depot. | follow their business”

“I’'m looking to create a believable, workable freighter crew of five. Mysdf and Captain Elliot are dready
part of that roster. | need three more. If Captain Elliot agrees, can you provide us with personnel with
military training and freighter experience that fit those parameters?’

“Y ou need two more, Captain T’ vahr. If you' re going to operate out of both Rumor and Sdldika, you
need me on board. And yes, | can provide you with people who will fit the bill.”

“I’d prefer someone from Degvar Fleet personnd—"

“I have severd in mind, both Fleet and Segzarda. But | think Captain Elliot hasto have thefind say.
She hasthe most to lose out of al of us. And she' saready lost more than isfair. Can she accompany me
back to Degvar, or has she been confined to quarters?’

Rhis clenched hisfigt. “Do you dways speak your mind so fredy, mgjor?” So cardlesdy aswell?
“When | fed it' s necessary.”

“I could dso find it necessary to remove you from thismisson.” He knew Demarik had faith in Mitkanos,
but if he had to, he' d find somebody e se. Someone who' d remember who was in command.

“Y our only other choice then, on this short notice, would be Pavor Gurdan. | don’t recommend him.”

And Kospahr would be gleeful to have Gurdan on board. No, he was stuck with Mitkanos and they both
knew it. He stared hard at the man, made sure the mgor knew he wasn't pleased with the Situation.

“Captain Elliot isn't aprisoner here,” hetold Mitkanos. “ She's cooperating fully. Y ou have an hour to
assemble your best personnel for her consideration. Send afull dossier to me when you' ve made your
choice. I'll present that to Captain Elliot, give her timeto review it. Then at,” he glanced at the time stlamp
on his desk screen, “sixteen-hundred hours, I'll accompany her to your office. She can meet with your
candidates, make her final decison at that time.”

Mitkanos looked asif he was going to say something but thought better of it. Rhistook it asa postive
agn.



The Stegzarda magjor stood. “Dossier in one hour. My office at 1600.”

He strode out the door. Rhis unclenched hisfist.

*

Rhis waited while she read the dossiers. She sat in the same chair Mitkanos had occupied earlier.
Mitkanos had filled it. Trilby smply perched init, adender formin dark green against the gray fabric. His
office auxiliary screen was swiveled towards her. Her lightpen tapped, highlighted, sdlected.

He d read the files before he called her to his office, entered his opinions on Mitkanos s six candidates.
“Y ou want coffee? Tea?’

Shelooked up, frowned at being disturbed. “Um, no. Thanks.” Bowed her head again. Tap. Tap.

His office replicator was recessed in acorner. He requested teafor himself. She was reading hisfina
notes when he walked behind her chair to bring the steaming cup back to his desk.

“Okay.” She breathed the word, nodding more to hersdlf than to him.
He adjusted his desk screen, pulled the data from hers.

Y avo Mitkanos. Of course. He expected that. Then three more names. Two from Fleet. Basl Enzio.
Dadllon Patruzius. And one Siegzarda. Farra Rimanava, the young woman with Mitkanos

inthe mess. Not surprising. All good choices, judging from aquick glance at their service records. Just
one too many.

Hetapped hisown lightpen on the list. “Y ou have four here.”
“YS”
“I don't want to use six. Just five—"

“I'm giving you five. Mysdlf, as captain. Patruzius as copilot. Enzio, Rimanavaand Mgor Mitkanos.
Thet' sfive”

“And me.” For amoment he thought his participation in the misson had dipped her mind. Then he saw
theline of her mouth tighten. She was excluding him. “1 am in charge of thismisson,” he said softly. He
didn’t want to sound overbearing. He wanted her to see that he valued her. Trusted her.

But she didn’t seem ready to trust him. “ That doesn’t mean you have to be part of my crew.”
“Trilby—"

“Y ou asked my opinion.” She leaned forward, pushed the auxiliary desk screen out of theway. “I'm
giving it. Mitkanos, Enzio, Rimanavaand Patruzius. Y ou don't belong.”

Hedid. He had to. He was putting her back in touch with Jagan Grantforth. He had to be there.

“I’ve spent agood part of my life doing intelligence work. | can belong and will. | amin charge of this
mission,” he repeated.

“Then let me makeit clearer. | don’'t want you there.” She leaned back, crossed her arms over her
chest.



Shewas till angry with him, pushing him away every chance she got. He saw that, hoped intime she'd
understand why he' d had to lie about who hewas. It took some of the sting out of her regjection, but not
al. A smdl crud voicein his head whispered that it might not only be anger. That it might be something
else. Something she had aluded to in the officer’ slounge on Degvar.

Something that labeled him afreak. An unholy experiment. Or worse; how Madikahad seen him. A
curiosity to be conquered, bragged about, laughed at.

“I will be on board as copilot. And mission leader.” He touched his screen, sent the list back to her.
“And | think we both agree on Mitkanos. So the last two choices are yours. But only two.”

Sheglared at him for amoment. “Rimanava,” she said. “And Patruzius.”

He tabbed down to their bios, scanned them. Patruzius was Flet, currently assigned to the Degvar
Quartermaster’ s office. He' d worked Saldika, was fluent in Standard. That would' ve been one of his
choices aswdl. Something flickered in hismind when he looked a Patruzius simage, something familiar.
But he couldn’t place the face with the negtly clipped beard, close-cropped hair.

Rimanavawasn't fluent in Standard, but then, their cover wasthat of amixed crew. She grew up in Port
Baara, worked for two years on the merchanter docks. He could find no flawsin her record and
perhaps her inclusion would placate Mitkanos.

“Good,” hesad. “I'll tdl Mitkanos. We Il meet with him in two hours.”

~*

He recognized the man as soon as he and Trilby walked into Mitkanos' office. The beard was gone; the
hair longer and now pulled back at the nape of his neck and secured with ablack cord. Black, like his
uniform. A Feet supply ship captain.

Petruzius. The man who'd sat so close next to Trilby in the officer’ slounge, who'd placed hishand in
such afamiliar manner on Trilby’sarm, was Dalon Petruzius. And Rhis had just authorized his placement
on the mission team. On Trilby’s ship.

Rhis suppressed a groan and wondered, not for the first timein the past few days, if a permanent place
had been etched for him on the Divine Shit Lis.

He nodded to Mitkanos. The young woman standing next to him was the Segzarda corpora, Farra
Rimanava

Trilby was dready shaking Rimanava s hand, then Patruzius's. The bastard winked at her.
“Good to seeyou again,” shetold him.

Actually, no, itisn't. Not asfar as Rhiswas concerned. Things were said at that table in the lounge, and
Patruzius and Rimanava had been there to hear them. Suddenly he wasn't as pleased with his new crew
as before.

But Patruzius was Fleet. One of hisown people. His alegiance wasto Senior Captain T'vahr. He'd
make sure Patruzius didn’t forget that.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

She couldn’t bring hersdlf to Sit in this cgptain’ s chair. Not yet. The ache of losing the Careless Venture



was gtill too new. The pull of this ship, an Endurance Class freighter only afew years old, wastoo
enticing. The Empire was handing her this beauty. T’ vahr had made that much clear. It was hersto keep
after the mission. Regardless of how the mission turned out.

Helluvareward for returning their prized senior captain. Providing, of course, she survived.
Shame Dezi was still in ahundred pieces and not here to seeit.

She ran her hand over the back of the captain’s chair. High backed and cushioned, upholstered in a soft
fabric that fdt like woven leather. No duct tape. No lumpy welds holding the armrest to the frame. On
the console, amicro-thin screen that did noiselessy up at her touch, blinked on ingtantly.

Shefdt T'vahr standing behind her, waiting for her reaction. She'd kept hersdlf in check al the way
through the large freighter bay on Degvar. Not the commercid bay, nor the docks the Segzarda used.
But one that required them to pass through three security checkpoints.

She assumed, by that point, he wasn't leading her to ageneric Imperial cargo ship. But it till took some
discipline on her part not to let awell-deserved ‘ hot damn’ dip through her lips.

An Endurance Class short-hauler. Hot damn, indeed.
He grasped her ebow lightly, guided her to the front of the chair. “ Sit.”
Shefdt histouch like firewaspsin her veins, jerked away. “In aminute.”

She wrapped her arms around her chest, continued her methodical check of the command console. Then
turned to her right and inspected the copilot’ s screens and, behind that, navigation.

Thiswasared bridge, with space, walkable space between the sations. Not like the Venture, whose
bridge hadn’t been much more than an oversized cockpit.

Enviro. Communications. Wegpons. Asfor the last, she could see the modifications still underway.
Cables snaked over that console and into an open access pand undernegth.

She heard him step towards her. Turned, because she didn’t want to fed his breath on her hair again, or
the heat of hisbody againgt her back.

“Where d you stedl thisfrom?” And then, asckening thought. How many Conclave crew had died
defending it?

He shook hishead. “It’ s not stolen.”

Oh, right. She forgot. During the war, the Empire labeled any captured ships as ‘transferred property’.
“Okay, who involuntarily transferred this ship to you?’

A small grin crossed hislips. He reached for the back of the captain’s chair, swiveled it around, then sat.
“Noone”

Why was he grinning like that? She didn’t see anything funny in stlanding where some of her own people
may have fought for their freedom.

“You redly think thisis an Endurance C-2? Trilby, Trilby.” He shook his head. “Come. Three more
minutes. I'll give you three more minutes.”

For amoment she didn’'t understand. Of course thiswas an Endurance C-2. She knew a C-2 when she



saw one. She—
—uncrossed her arms, stared around the bridge again.

Then she stormed off the bridge and down the corridor. T’ vahr’ s boots thudded behind her. She could
hear him chuckling, damn him!

She clambered down the ramp, her hand diding on therailing, grasping it just asit ended and used her
own body weight to swing hersalf around. She darted under the thick landing struts and peered up at the
belly of the freighter. Saw the square drain locks, red-ringed fud ports, docking clamp interfaces. The
latter, especialy, looked dl too familiar.

Damn! Damn! Double damn!

She emerged on the starboard side, ran her gaze down the length of the ship, seeing now what she'd
missed before. Differences. There were differences. Hull plate size and configuration. Viewports.

Shetook afew steps backwards, saw braking vane patternsthat didn’t belong. And stumbled against
something hard but soft and warm.

T’ vahr locked hisarms around her wai s, pulled her againg him, laughter till rumbling in his chest. She
pounded her fists haf-heartedly againgt his hands at her midsection. She wastoo intrigued by the ship to
be completely annoyed a him.

“Okay, s0it’snot an Endurance C-2,” she admitted. She leaned her head back against his shoulder to
get abetter look. It wasn't even a Conclave produced ship. “What isit?’

Hisvoicewaslow and sexy in her ear. “| liketo think of her asan illegitimate but well loved offspring.
Y ou know, perhapsthis Daga Conclave freighter fallsinlovewith a Dagon Imperid huntership. Thisis
the result of their liaison.”

“Serioudy, Rhis. Where d you get her?’

Hisarmstightened around her, the fingers of hisright hand threading through her own. She suddenly
redlized what she' d done. Rhis. She hadn't called him Rhis since she' d found out who he was. He'd been
T'vahr since then. Or preferably, Captain T’ vahr.

“T’vahr,” she said with awarning tone, as much to hersalf asto him. She damned her tongue and wished
her brain wouldn't go into stasis every time he got near her. Her body certainly didn’t respond that way.

Shewriggled againgt him and he released her, reluctantly.

“Shewas built here,” hetold her when she turned. “No, not on Degvar. But she was constructed at an
Imperia shipyard and yes, to resemble an Endurance C-2. Oddly enough, your military has never been
able to see through her deception. But I’ ve yet to be able to pass her by afreighter captain.”

Now she knew how the Empire, how T’ vahr conducted intelligence missionsin Conclave space.
“What' s her name?’

“She''s had many. None of course can be used again once we cross the zone.”

Changing aship’ssedled ID program was easy for the likes of T’ valhr.

“She' sgot to have aname.” It was dmost sacrilegious.



“You're her captain. That honor isyours.”

The thought immediatdly thrilled her, then darmed her. Whatever she was, she was magnificent. Far too
magnificent for the likes of Trilby Elliot.

Jagan had bought her bracelets, silk blouses, perfume. T' vahr was giving her aship.

And just likethe bracelets, slk and perfume, she'd give this gift back, too. But this one she'd regret for
therest of her life.

But for awhile, just alittlewhile... A namerose suddenly in her heart. Her throat tightened and she
wiped her hand over her eyes, smearing the dampnessthere.

She stared at the ship, an Endurance C-2 but so much better, with systems and capabilities that bordered
on brilliant.

“Shadow’ s Quest,” she said softly. It fit. Because in the end, she' d lose this Shadow, too.

~*

It was the second message she’ d received from Jagan since she' d agreed to work with T'vahr. But the
first to cometo her on Shadow’ s Quest. She sat in her office—smadll, but it was hers— behind the bridge
and ligtened to it twice.

Then she got hersdlf afresh cup of coffee from her replicator—her replicator—and listened to it again.

Jagan Grantforth seemed grestly disturbed she was no longer in command, and in possession, of the
Careless Venture. “I"m worried about you. Y ou must be devastated, Tril. You'redl alone. | know how
much that ship meant to you.”

Hedidn’t know diddlysquat. HE d never given adamn about the Venture before, except to make sure
the mattressin her cabin was soft enough for him.

“Did thistrangport company let you transfer al your map filesto this new ship? Make sure they know
how useful al your years of experiencein the business are. All those shortcuts you know.”

Map files? The Venture' smap files?

She couldn't place the term, thought for aminute it might be an acronym. MAP, with the M standing for
Major, Minor something. ..

Map. Charts. Navigationd charts.
The Venture' s nav banks.

She bolted out of her office, skipped down the stairstwo at atime. The lift would probably be quicker,
but she kept forgetting about it. Besides, her brain seemed energized by the pounding of her feet on the
resilient decking.

T’ vahr wasin engineering. A red engineering room. Two techsfrom the Razalka and one from Degvar’s
Opswere making alast minute ingtal. They had a deadline of 0600 tomorrow. Shadow’ s Quest would
officidly enter thefreighter business & that time.

She spotted him knedling on the floor, holding asmall datalyser into an access hatch. “ Vad,” hecdledin
approval to the gray-clad tech at the far end of the console. “ The signd’ s balanced now.”



She barely noticed that she understood his Z’ fharish response to the tech. She squatted down beside
him, grabbed hisarm. “It'snot me. It'smy ship!”

He sat back on his haunches and stared at her.
Shefdt dmost giddy with relief. Andidiotic for not seeing it before.

“It'snot me,” she repeated. “ Jagan. He' s not, he' s never been interested in me. It smy ship. The
Venture. He' shaving shit fitsin hislatest transmit because he thinks | junked her nav banks.”

The same nav banksthat held, not only the dataon al of her routes and runs, but the routes and runs of
every captain the ship had ever had in the past sixty-five years. All the old trade routes that no one used
anymore because the guidance beacons were outdated.

No one, maybe, except the * Sko.

*

T’ vahr followed her into the lift, and up three decksto her office. She turned her desk screen towards
him. He sat on the edge of her desk, sipped the coffee that she' d gotten for herself and watched the
playback of the tranamit.

“He could just be saying how sorry heis because he' strying to get back in your good graces.”

Yeah, you’ d know about playing those kinds of games, wouldn’t you? Sheleaned forward in her
chair. “ Jagan doesn't even know a ship has nav banks. Trust me. Someone fed him that line. He refersto
the shortcut in my map files. He couldn’t even get the line right. He' s an accountant, for the Gods

ﬂ(a ”

“Hisfamily owns GGA—"

“And he' s an accountant. Has no military or merchanter flight time. He goesto the depots on hisfamily’s
private yachts and takesinventory. He wouldn't know astar chart if it bit himin the ass”

She could see his mind working. He took another sip of her coffee. She wondered if he was coming to
the same conclusion she had. She couldn’t be the bait because she wasn’t what Jagan or the * Sko
wanted. The Empire could let her go now, if not in Shadow’ s Quest—and she didn’t remotely think
they’ d just hand her this ship, especidly if the mission were scrubbed—then at least with aone-way
shuttleticket in hand back to Port Rumor. There' d be plenty of people therewilling to help her find
Carina

But he shot her hopes down with his next sentence. “We can integrate the Venture' s nav banks onto this
ship. It will take us only another six, eight hours.” He dapped his hand againgt histhigh. “Bloody hell! |
should have thought of that.”

“But they’ re damaged—"

“The data sintact. Only theretrieval programs and some of the hardware integrators werelost.” He put
his empty cup down then pulled hislightpen from hisjacket pocket, tapped the end against his mouth
while he thought. “We could trap them. Set it up so they obtain the nav banks. But | can put in acode,
traceable by us. We can track who the data goes to, and how.”

He swiveled the screen back to her. “ Compose a message. Send it in an hour or two. Praise your new
employers, Vanur Transport, who had, of course, been more than happy to integrate your nav banks.



And paid you well for it.”
Hewas grinning but his smile had digtinctly fera undertones.

She voiced her supposition. “The * Sko are looking to use the old lanesto move in and out of the
Conclave undetected. And someonein GGA is supplying them with the means.” She couldn’t quite
believe what she was saying. GGA working with the * Sko. Isthiswhat Carinafound out, or maybe
Vitorio? Vitorio'd had contactsin GGA through Chaser, long before Trilby had met Jagan. She pushed
the ugly thoughtsfrom her mind.

T"vahr seemed to sense her discomfort. “| suspected that for awhile. Now | think we have proof.”

“Then why al the attacks on Rinnaker, on...?7" She shook her head. Stupid, stupid, stupid! It wasthe
one common thread she’ d seen but ignored. She answered her own question before he could.

“Mogt of Rinnaker’ sshipsare older.” She pointed her finger a him asif lecturing him. “They’ve beenin
businessfor amost eighty years. Longer than Norvind or GGA Only Herkoid was around longer.” Over
one hundred and twenty. And their ships, when they il traveled the lanes, looked it. “When Herkoid
folded, Rinnaker’ s nav datawas the oldest in the lanes.”

“Which the * Sko want. And GGA wants.” T’ vahr repocketed his pen. “ So they hit Rinnaker’sold
freighters, force them to sdll them as scrap.”

“To GGA Who dso gracioudy givesthem low cost loansto buy new ships” Thingswere Sarting to fall
into placein Trilby’ smind. But not everything. “But GGA’sgot Rinnaker’ s data. Why do they need
mine?’

“WE |l haveto take alook at that datato answer that.” He did off the desk then turned, planted his
hands on top of it and looked at her. “Y ou worked for Herkoid, didn’t you?’

She nodded. “ So did Vitorio. Carina’ s brother.”

“Y ou ever take nav datafrom their ships?’

Oh, Gods. She closed her eyesfor amoment. “ Shadow did.”
“ Shadow?”

She waved one hand inthe air. “This ship’ s namesake. Shadow was a genius. Even when hewas akid,
he could ve run circles around the stuff you create. We grew up together, Carina, Vitorio. Shadow.
Chaser. And me.”

“And hetook the Herkoid filesfrom you, or Vitorio?’

“No. He worked with me and Vitorio on aHerkoid long-hauler. Died onit, too. He started copying
Herkoid' s command files and nav files and the Gods only know what € se before he was killed. He had
this best-up old datapadd. He listed me as hissister in his personnd file. Herkoid gave me histhings,
including the datapadd after he waskilled.”

“And thefiles?’

“When | got the Venture, | dumped everything into her banks. Not just Herkoid nav data. Everything.
Everything Shadow ever crested, every program he ever wrote. | got somefail safes—"

“| saw them.”



Hell, of course he had. Sometimes she felt so naked around him! In more ways than one... Bad choice
of words, Trilby-girl.

“The origina fail-safe was his program. Some of my diagnosticswere, too. | just expanded them,
customized them to what | needed. And the programs hedidn’t finish, | did.”

“And Jagan knew about this?’

“He knew we worked for Herkoid.” She was thinking hard now. “He met Vitorio. Chaser. He heard
some of the old stories. It was common for one of us to brag about what Shadow had done. What he
could've been. But there’ sno way Jagan would know whét to do with information like this.”

“But somebody does.” He pushed himsdlf upright and ran ahand over hisface. “ And somebody ill
wants that data. Jagan’ sthe link. Send him that message about the wonderful people at VVanur Transport.
I"’'m very interested to see how he responds.”

He stopped as the door did open. “And by the way, also inform Jagan Grantforth you' re neither
heartbroken nor done. Tell him your fiancéis making sure you're well taken care of.”

“My fiancé?” For amoment she thought he was going to recruit Dallon Petruzius for that position. Or,
Godsforbid, Mitkanos. Then she saw his gy grin and wished she could wrench the screen from her desk
and chuck it a him.

“Yes, your fiancé. RhisVanur, C.E.O. of Vanur Trading.”
She shot to her feet. “Y ou are not!”

“Did | forget to tdl you about my promotion, darling? Y esterday a mere lieutenant. Today, a corporate
C.E.O. Hard work does pay off.” He shrugged, then ducked quickly. An empty coffee cup sailed past
his head.

~*

There was a papable hush in the Tactica Briefing Room. The overhead lights were dimmed, better to
see the data highlighted on holochart suspended over the middle of the table. Rhis strode quietly around
the table, glanced down at Jankova s padd. She was linked with Demarik’s. His Executive Officer had
returned to hisusua seet at the far end of thetable. A seat Kospahr occupied during their last meeting,
four days ago.

But Rhis had somehow forgotten to inform the Lord Minister of thislate meeting. Oddly, so had Demarik
and Jankova. Of course, they were delegated the duty of fetching the new team on board: Mitkanas,
Rimanava and Patruzius. When the Stegzarda Mg or offhandedly noted the |gpse with an undisguised
grin of pleasure, everyone exchanged glances and shrugs. Undoubtedly, they were al working too hard.
It was an understandable oversight. And the genera consensus was that the Lord Minister wouldn’t want
to be disturbed at thislate hour.

They’ d accomplished much in those four days. Thetransferd of thefilesto Shadow’ s Quest, and the
implementation of the tracking codes, delayed them only six hours. Vanur Transport would be up,
operating and—barring any other unforeseen revel ations—departing Degvar by 1200 hours tomorrow,
with Captain Trilby Elliot & the hem.

And Captain Khyrhis T’ vahr—Rhis V anur— in command.
He stopped behind Trilby’ s chair, smoothed awrinkled section of her jacket collar. She flinched away,



but not as much as she had yesterday, when he' d wrapped hisarms, briefly, around her waist. Or the
day before, when he' d rested his hand on her shoulder, then touched her face.

One gtep at atime. Hewould get her back, one small touch, one small step at atime.

He was ads0 sending a message. Not to Demarik or Osmar or Cosaros or Bervanik. Demarik and
Jankova knew what Trilby meant to him before he' d set foot on the Razalka. His Executive Officer often
received information that no one dse did.

And Jankova steam followed her lead. They had eyes, and brains, aswell.

Asdid Doc Vanko, who greeted Rhis sfirst appearancein Sickbay after Trilby’ s accident with two
words. “ Excdlent choice”

They’ d known each other along time. Nothing more needed to be said.

No, the message he was sending had two degtinations. The first wasto Trilby. He wasn't giving up on
her, nor on what he knew they could have.

The second was to Mitkanos and Patruzius, seated across the table from her. She'smine. Don’t even
think about trying to change that fact.

He was having second thoughts about permitting Dalon Patruzius on the team. The same easy-going
manner that marked the supply captain anatura on the freighter docks, and on thismission, also made
him anaturd flirt with Trilby. And Farra Rimanava. But Rhiswasn't concerned with Rimanava

Nor did he think Trilby or Mitkanos would find his objection valid. And they had an ETD of 1200 to
concentrate on, alittle more than ten hours from now.

“It issomething in Herkoid' s data, there’ sno doubt.” Mitkanos was shaking hisfinger at the holochart in
the same way Trilby shook her finger in Rhis sface earlier. And in response to the same information.

“Vad! Yasch— Yes, | have examined these stats from Rinnaker, too.” Osmar gave aquick nod to Trilby
as he switched from Z' fharish to Standard. “They dl reference aHerkoid route. Here, so to save you
time.” Osmar tapped his padd, sent his summation to Mitkanos steam.

Thiswasthefirst time Mitkanos steam viewed the totd picture. Rhiswasinterested in their input,
especidly Patruzius's, as much as he was reluctant to admit it.

Patruzius had come to Fleet out of the merchant sector five years ago. Before that he worked with
Fennik Import-Export, based in Saldika and, when the war ended, with runsto Port Rumor.

Patruzius had even, Trilby told him, been to Fly-boy’s. But not when she’ d been there,

“That' sHerkoid' s Black Star route.” Trilby pulled up Osmar’ s summation from her files. Rhisleaned on
the back of her chair, read over her shoulder.

“Srezza ebohr,” hesad in her ear. He knew she was learning more and more of hislanguage. He
wanted her to. Shewould need it.

Trilby touched her padd. The trade route shimmered into solidity to the left of the holochart. She dragged
her lightpen, superimposed it. It went from Marbo to an empty spot in the Y anir Quadrant. Imperia
space.

It should have gone somewhere else. Rhisdid into his seat, brought up Trilby’ sfile, checked the



coordinates. No, everything was correct. Except that it only had a Point A. Not a Point B. Not a station,
not a planet, not even an intersection with another trade route.

He heard Rimanava and Cosaros arguing the samething. In Standard, fortunately, for Trilby’ s sake.
“Mister Demarik, what are the oldest starcharts we have on the Razalka?’

Demarik looked at him through the swirl of colorsin the middle of thetable. “Five yearsin our banks, ten
inarchive, captain.”

Bloody hell. Sometimes he was too efficient for his own good. Herkoid went out of businessfifteen years
ago, but this datalooked to be at least thirty yearsold, if not older.

“We ve got older than that on the Nalika Gemma.” Dalon Patruziusleaned forward, looked at him past
the bowed heads of Mitkanos and Rimanava, comparing data on their padds. “L et me borrow your
ship'scommand I'll seewhat | can find for you.”

FarraRimanava s hand on hisarm stopped him from rising. “Degvar Ops—"

“Doesn’'t need to know what we' re doing.” Patruzius stood.

Rhis nodded his approva. Damn it! The man was good.

“Usemy office, Captain Patruzius.” Jankovaswiveled her chair around, roseto meet him.
“Ddlon,” hetold her, grinning.

Rhiswaited until the door did closed behind them before meeting Demarik’ s gaze. His exec shrugged.
Rhis went back to the data on his padd, scowling.

His shipbadge pinged. He answered with atap to his padd. His screen shifted to aview of the duty
officer at communications.

“Captain, aDdta Priority Onetransmit from Admira Vanushavor’s office.”

“Trandfer it here” Hedidn't like Ddlta Priority Ones, usually took them in the privacy of hisoffice where
he could swear long and loud without disturbing his bridge crew. But he didn’t think his bad habitswould
come asasurpriseto anyonein the Tactica Briefing Room.

“Disgturbing news, T’ vahr. Unconfirmed at thispoint.” Neville Vanushavor’s dark eyes narrowed. He was
inhisforma dress uniform, had probably been called out of some elegant socid function to dedl with this
latest development. Medal s glinted on his chest; gold braid dripped down hisleft shoulder. Hewasin his
late 60s, but il powerfully built. Still in control of the Imperid Heet.

“Sourcestdl usthat thereisan ‘open trade’ agreement being negotiated between the Beffa Trade Cartels
and the Conclave government. | know we' ve heard rumors before. I'm bringing thisto your attention
now because aname' s been mentioned. Garold Grantforth.”

Rhissaw Trilby dtiffenin her seat next to him. The Admird’ s messagewasin Z' fharish. He didn’t know
how much she understood, though he knew her vocabulary had grown in the past few days. However,
Grantforth’ s name needed no trand ation.

“I’m sending acopy of our information with this transmit. So there’ s no need to go into the details at this
point.



“Thismuch, however, | will tel you. Whatever your schedule iswith your current mission, it needsto go
into doubletime. Now. There' s no such thing as ‘ open trade’ with the * Sko. Once they devour the
Conclave, they will be coming after us.”

The screen shifted to an image of the sedl of the Imperia House of Vanurin, then flashed off.

There was a papable silence in the room. Rhis stood, jerked his thumb towards the door. “ Get
Jankova,” hetold Demarik, who was dready rising.

He glanced down at Trilby, saw her eyes dark and wary, her mouth pursed in distaste. “Did you
understand?’

“Some. Maybe too much. Grantforth’s bringing the Beffa cartelsin.”

He pointed to the holochart. “When Jankovaand Petruzius return, I’ll bring up that transmit. Then we will
talk about pushing up our departure time.”

“We can beready in two hours,” Mitkanos said with aquick glance at Farra Rimanava.
“Two hours” Trilby agreed.

Rhis drew adeep bresth, pushed down the sick fedling rising in his ssomach. Thiswastoo fast, too soon.
He had been so sure Grantforth would wait until his nephew met with Trilby, obtained the Herkoid data
he now knew they needed.

Something had changed their mind. He didn’t know what it was. And he didn't like that fedling one bit.
CHAPTER TWENTY

It would be adeuce to Port Saldika, then atrike to Port Rumor. A waste of five vauable days, in Rhis's
opinion. But to head straight to Rumor would raise too many red flags. They needed Saldikan transit
stamps on their manifests, Saldikan clearance codesin their personne files.

Filesthat made Khyrhis T'vahr into Rhis Vanur. And showed Farra Rimanava as recently hired out of the
Port Balara Freight Consolidation office.

Patruzius and Mitkanos s profiles needed only alittle muddying. Both had tiesto the freighter community.
And Mitkanos s contacts allowed Port Balaran origination codes to be added to the ship’ sregistry, no
questions asked.

But fivedays A full hand, he corrected himsdlf, knowing that’ s how Trilby termed it. He tapped the end
of the lightpen impatiently against the desk. Even with the rest of the Herkoid filesto unravel, and then the
addition of the final tracking codes, it was more time than he wanted to waste.

The door to the smdl office did open. A flash of gray beyond it. They dl had new uniforms: Vanur
Trangport gray. Trilby stepped in, laughing, then turned and took a playful swipe a aman just out of her
reach. Patruzius.

“Y ou watch yoursdlf, miger!”

“Aye, captain!” Patruzius sauted her, stuck his head through the open doorway. “ Captain.” He nodded
to Rhis, then disappeared. His heavy footsteps echoed down the corridor.

Rhisflipped the lightpen in hisfingers, rapped it against the edge of the desk in abrisk staccato.



Trilby sat inthe chair across from the desk, leaned casudly against the armrest. “We're clear of Degvar’s
outer beacon.”

He' d been on the bridge with her when Shadow' s Quest had departed Degvar over an hour ago,
wanting, if nothing e se, to watch his air-sprite handle her new toy. But there wasllittle for him to do once
the ship took aheading for Sadika. Viatrader’ slanes. Not military ones.

Histime was better used on recoding the Herkoid files. HE d told Trilby to join him in her office as soon
asthey hit the lanes. Hejust didn’t count on Patruzius being her escort.

“Y ou auditioning for the percussion section of the Imperid orchestra?’ She pointed to his lightpen. “ Or
sending a message in code?”’

He stilled the lightpen, then dropped it onto the desk. “Have you heard anything from Grantforth yet?’
Ancther individud hewasn't keen onin Trilby’ svicinity.

“Jagan? No. He probably figures he hastime, knowing we' ve got atrike to Rumor.”

“Not if someonedseisdictating histimetable” He d mulled over Trilby’ s earlier commentson Jagan's
transmit. It did look like someone was feeding the man hislines.

“Doyou think they’ll try to intercept thisship?’

It was apossibility he'd considered, after learning of the sudden negotiations with the trade cartels. It was
also why he ordered Mitkanos to have the wegpons systems on a cold standby. No heat signature to
pick up. But ready. Even though Grantforth had no way of knowing their exact location.

“Stage an ambush before we reach Sadika? It would surprise me. Y ou know your answers to him show
aPort Baaran code.” Courtesy of the Mitkanos family and atouch of Rhis swizardry. “Morelikely
between Sadikaand Rumor. * Sko activity, if that' s the route they take, is more prevaent there.”

It wouldn't be atruekill order, he knew. They’ d want the ship’s nav banksintact. And her captain dive.
They'd do aram boarding. Just like they had with Bella’s Dream.

He had every intention of |etting them have the dtered nav banks. He d kill every last one of them if they
even looked in Trilby’ sdirection.

Trilby tilted her head, peered at the data on the desk screen. “Isthat Hana' s report?’

Jankova had performed athorough analysis on a smal section of the Herkoid data from the Venture.
With the change in schedule, there hadn’t been time for her to do more. He nodded. *Y our Black Star
route integrated with the old chartsfrom the Nalika Gemma.” Old, but not old enough. Twenty-five
years, with sections going back twenty-seven. “It isaplaceto start,” he said.

“Agreed. Can | have my chair back?’

A small smile crossed hislips. Thefive dayswouldn't be atota wasteif he could enjoy himsalf with
Trilby. Helet athick Z' fharin accent lace hiswords. “Y ou may share it with me.”

“And you may get out of it, now.” She mimicked his accent, wrinkled her nose a him. Her tonewaslight
and teasing. Very much the Trilby he missed. Very much the Trilby he wanted to find again.

“Cometo the Ready Room, then.” Shadow’ s Quest had asmall one, complete with workstations, at the
opposite end of the corridor. “Work with me. We can trade afew wogs-and-weemlies.”



He could tdl immediately she didn’t like his suggestion. He' d only been thinking of the camaraderie
they’ d shared on her ship. She was remembering, probably, what he' d done to her primaries.

She stood, dismissed his suggestion with ashrug. “Dallon’ s using the Ready Room. Go work with him.”

Dallon. So Patruziuswas Dallon, now. Or had been for awhile, judging from the teasing going oninthe
corridor. He reached for hislightpen. Tap. Tap. Tap.

She leaned over the desk, snatched the pen from hisfingers. “Get out of my chair, T’ vahr. I’ ve got work
to do. And | don’t need an amateur drummer in my ear when | doit.”

He saw his chance, wasn't about to let it pass him by. He stood, feigning agrab for his pen. His hands
found her shouldersinstead. He pulled her onto the narrow desktop as he sat down onit, covered her
mouth with his own when she started to protest.

She wrenched her faceto the sde. “Damn you!” She swore softly at him, tried to pull back from his
kisses but was off-ba ance, ended up sprawling avkwardly on one hip on the desktop. He yanked her
againg him, one arm solidly against her back, the other threading into her hair.

He had no intention of letting her go until he wiped dl thoughts of Dalon Petruzius from her mind, until he
branded her once again with his own hest, his own scent. He kissed her through her squirmings, through
her hands pushing ineffectively againg his shoulders, trying to bresk hishold on her.

Then her struggles ceased, her body arching againgt his. Her scent of powder and flowersintoxicated
him. She nuzzled her face into his shoulder. He held her tightly, trailed kisses down her neck.

“Trilby-chenka... ow!”

Shebit him, hard, sinking her teeth right through his shirt into his shoulder.
He jerked backwards just enough to see her grin of triumph.

He was about to kiss that, too, when the office com pinged.

She twisted abruptly out of hisarms, leaned in front of him and tapped the flashing box on the desk
screen. “Elliot.” She sounded more than abit bresthless.

“Farahere. I, oh...!” FarraRimanava sface tilted on the screen to match Trilby’s odd angle.
“I’m on the other Side of the desk. Wait.” She swiveled the screen around. “What' ve you got?’

Rhis rested one hand on her waist, out of Rimanava sline of sight. Shetried to push it away but he
caught her hand, held it and knew she wasn't about to get into any further wrestling match with him as
long asthe screen was on.

“I am checking through this septi’ sfreighter schedule at Saldika. The dataisnow justin. Logs show a
GGA wide-body scheduled in depot. Firgt time,” Farraglanced back at her data, “in four months.”

Coincidence? Rhislooked over Trilby’s shoulder. Gods, he hated coincidences. “ On-loading or off?’
“Off-loading, gir. But | do not know what. She is Conclave. Manifest details are not public—"
“Resource code,” Trilby cut in. “Two aphas, one numeric. Right after their docking bay assgnment.”

“ EV'7.”



“Spare or replacement partsfor enviro systems,” Trilby said. “ Could be anything from link cablesto
containers of filters. Not ared profitable item for awide-body. Short haulers usually get those smdl runs.
Or they piggy-back them to something ese.”

Farranodded. “Very true. Does not fed right to me either.”

“Send the whole schedule to the Ready Room.” Rhisdid off the desktop, turning the screen with him as
he did so.

“Aye, dgr.” Farrd simage blinked off.

He held hishand out to Trilby. She flashed him a narrow-eyed look and hopped down from the desk.
There was atdltae blush of color on her cheeks. She may not have wanted to respond to his kisses, but

her body had.

Hetook that asasmadl point in hisfavor, for now. Changed the subject to the more pressing concerns.
They had time, yet, for persond things. A deuce, then atrike.

He palmed open the office door. “Why would GGA use awide-body for enviro parts?’

“They don’t. Wide-bodies have alot of mass, usealot of fuel. Bulky ashell.” Shefollowed himinto the
corridor, her hands clasped firmly behind her back, asif she didn’t want to chance brushing against him.
“They’refor moving big things. Pre-fab housing domes. The military likesthem for moving armored
ground tanks, like P-95s.”

He knew what the Conclave' s platoon tanks looked like. Massive, turreted, heavily plated. He could
house four fightersin the samebay as...

He stopped, grabbed her arm. “How many cargo bays does a GGA wide-body have?’
She shook him off, stepped back. “Six, if it' s B-class. Four, if it's F-class. Why?’
“Youtdl me. How many ‘ Sko fighters could awide-body haul 7’

He saw her eyes widen, saw her mouth open in disbelief, then close quickly asif to let the words escape
would damnthem all.

“No,” she sad findlly, sounding clearly unconvinced by her own denid. “They couldn’t. Someone would
notice on off-load. Customs inspectors, dockhands. Come on, T’ vahr, you can't believe they could
S’]@(—”

“Who said they’ re off-loading them on Saldika? Or any port? Why not drop them into the lanes, those
lanes that Herkoid loved to use, and then continue on to their scheduled destination with the small, easily
movable cargo of enviro parts?’

“Shit.” She said the word softly, dmost under her breath, then bolted down the corridor and squeezed
through the parting doorsto the ready room.

“Ddlon!”

Rhis strode after her. He stepped through the still open doors. Trilby wasin a sedt at the end of the table
and already had Farraon screen.

“Both of you, listento me. | don’t want to repest it twice.” She glanced at Rhis as he sat next to her.
“Threetimes,” sheamended. “Y avo, you lisgtening?’



“Here.” Yavo' svoice came from behind Farra simage. They were both on bridge duty.

“GGA might be hauling something other than enviro partsin that wide-body. Farra, pull from Saldikaall
GGA wide-bodies who logged through there in the past four—"

“Six,” Rhissad.

“Six months. Then, Yavo, | need the same from your people on Balara. | so need arriva times and
especidly, any delay advisories.”

“Anything else, captain?’ Farraasked.
“Not for now. Thanks.” Trilby tapped off the screen, looked a Rhis.

“They could dso just figuretheir delay for the drop-off into the ETA,” hetold her. It swhat he would do.
Consgtently late arrivals would eventualy raise someone s curiosity. If GGA were doing what he
suspected they were, they couldn’t afford questions.

“Someone want to cluemein?’ Patruzius asked.

Rhis swiveled towards him. * Grantforth’ s usng wide-bodies to transport low-volume cargo acrossthe
border.”

“Unprofitable”

“Unlessthey’ re trangporting more than cargo.” Rhis explained histheory briefly. Patruzius s previous
experience with the freighter industry didn’t require more than that.

Trilby tapped her fingerson hisarm, drawing his attention. “Bogus arrival times. Y ou said they’d just
schedulelater ETAS

That’ swheretheir discussion had left off when Patruzius had interrupted. He nodded.

“But they can’t ater their departure. | know, we know,” she made asmall gesture towards Patruzius,
“pretty accurately how long it would take afully-loaded wide-body to go from Rumor, or even Q' uivera,
to Sadika. Or an empty one, for that matter. | should be able to pick up departure times, or at least
out-system trangits at the border beacons on my side of the zone. Then compare thet to their arrivals.”

“Without aerting the Conclave government?’ Patruzius leaned forward. “Y ou can't be positive
Grantforth doesn’'t have someone watching for apull on that data.”

“The government,” Trilby told him, folding her handsin front of her screen, “isn't the only onewho tags
that data.” She arched her eyebrows dightly, looked at him with apatient expression, asif waiting for
comprehension to dawn.

“In the Empire, the border beacons are dl military,” Rhissaid, puzzled.

But Patruzius was nodding in agreement with Trilby. Rhisdamned hisown lack of familiarity with the
commercia freighter industry. And the too-dick supply ship captain’ sexperienceinit. It put Patruzius
and Trilby on the same Sde of thefence, if only for amoment. Hedidn't like that at all.

Patruzius rapped hisfist againgt hisforehead. “ Sorry. My lapse. Y our Intersystem Commerce
Department—"

“Sends dl their datato the Freight Traders Union aswell. And as amember of IFCA—"



“Independent Freighter Captain’s Association,” Patruziustold Rhis.

“I'm aware of that,” he sngpped, fingers drumming lightly on thetable. He'd just recently paid Trilby’s
outstanding dues, amending her licenseto Vanur Transport.

“Asamember,” Trilby continued, “1 have aright to that data. For marketing purposes, of course.”

“What' sthe downtime?’ Rhisknew that if ships movements across the border were collected only once
amonth, it might not be useful at this point. At least, not for this current ‘ coincidence’ .

“A cycle)” shesad. “ Twenty-four to twenty-six hours, depending on how you define your day. The
F.T.U. harveststhe lists every shift change, then it's massaged and sent to their offices at dl the portsand
depots. At theworst, we' d be adeuce behind resltime if someone' slatein posting it.”

“Pogting it?” The Z fharin military was an integra part of the Imperid government. Rhiswasn't used to
theideathat what he consdered government data might be hanging out therefor dl to see.

“Pogting it,” shetold him. “F.T.U. hasalink intherr Grid. But | can get . F.C.A’slink easer, hit their
archives, backdate my auto-grab command. | should be able to get the past four to Sx monthsin a
couple hours.”

“Doit,” heordered, but she was dready saying another word. A word that he didn’t like.
“If...” She heditated.
Bloody hell. What now? “1f?’

“If the Venture’s comm pack gtill has my authorization codes. If they werelost in my little encounter,”
shesmiled thinly, “then I’ ve got to pick up alink from someone el se through their code.”

“Petruzius, get what you can from Rimanava and Mitkanos.” Rhis stood. “ Captain Elliot and | haveto go
perform some |last minute surgery.”

*

Trilby recognized the tangled mass of data on her office screen as something that used to be her main
comm pack structure. Programs filled with direct links and passwords that facilitated the flow of
information every time she made port, or accessed amaor beacon in transit. And uploaded to her,
smultaneoudy, everything she needed to know to get to her next run: changesin trangit schedules, derts
onion storms, new tax structuresfor certain classes of freight. Everything I.F.C.A. and the government
thought she should know.

And dl, at the moment, totaly unreadable.

She pointed her lightpen at the screen. “How’ d you grab this?” She thought she knew but wanted to hear
T’ vahr’ s explanation. Wanted to keep him focused on the problem at hand and not that they were alone,
agan, in her office.

Heleaned againgt the edge of her desk, one hand on the back of her chair. “Remember that invasivefilter
we discussed?’

So. Imperid technology wasn't flawless. She suppressed agrin of satisfaction and nodded. “ That’ s what
| thought you did. Tried it through an internd link, right?’

“Obvioudy, it skewed afew things.”



“Obvioudy you forget that competition for contractsis tough in my neighborhood. That same captain
that’ s buying you beersis aso pumping you for information on your runs, your agent’s set-up. And
probably has some jump-jockey trying to tap into your ship’slogs at that very moment. Which iswhy
he' s got you off-ship and buying you beersin thefirgt place.” She shot anarrow-eyed glance up at him.
“You'remilitary. Y ou' re supposed to be used to espionage.”

“You had atrap set?’

“Wedl have traps set. And we change trap keys at random. Y ou never know who some dockhand' s
sgter-in-law might work for.” She tapped at the keypad, segued in aline of apha-numerics. The dataon
the screen shifted, but was still muddied.

“But | had your primaries—,” T'vahr began.

“Which | changed after | |eft Degvar. Of course.” She scanned for afamiliar linein the data, saw it, froze
it with atap of her light pen. She entered the final sequence and thistime permitted hersdf awide grin at
hishushed: “Wdl, I'll be damned.”

“We can pick up that F.T.U. datanow.”

Or rather, Trilby knew as she entered the request into the ship’s systems, she could reectivate her link to
the Grid. Hopefully they’ d have something to work with in ten to twelve hours.

For now it was back to awaiting game. And T’ vahr seemed intent to spend it by her sde. She didn’t
want him there, didn’t want to be with him any more than she absolutely had to. “Why don’t you check
and seeif Ddlon’ s got something more?”

“Patruzius knowswhere to find usif he needsus”

Hewasn’'t taking the hint. “I” ve got work to do, now that | know you rescued my old files.”

“I can help.”

“No. Leave medone, T'vahr.” Shejerked her chair around, tried to unsuccessfully to didodge his hand.

“What are you so afraid of 7’ There was aquiet note in hisvoice that didn’t match the tension in his body,
therigidness of hisarm that kept her facing him.

You! She wanted to throw that at him. I’ m afraid of you. But that wasn't quite the truth. More so, she
knew that admission would open aflood of other questions, requestsfor clarification on her part.

Shedidn’t want to say out loud why she was afraid of him. It was hard enough dedling with that in the
relentlesslitany in her mind. And in her heart.

Something about Khyrhis T’ vahr reached her, touched her deeply. She thought maybe it was because
shedill saw flashes of RhisVanur in him from timeto time. But over the past few days she discovered it
was more than that.

It wasn't the Rhis she saw in Khyrhis, but the Khyrhisin Rhis.

He' d dways been there. Remote, aloof, in control. That was the unwavering dedication she'd seenin
Rhis from the beginning, the competence. That rock-solid something that said to her, Leanonme. I'll
never fail you. I'll dways bethere.

No jump-jockey gossip ever tagged Senior Captain T’ vahr as unrdliable. Or aquitter. Or acoward. If



anything, it was acknowledged that T'vahr the Terrible didn’'t give up. Impossblewas'tin his
vocabulary.

It was Khyrhis—not Rhis—who siddined his physicd pain to get the Careless Venture up and running.
It was Khyrhis—not Rhis—who flawlesdy, expertly avoided the attacking ‘ Sko fighters.

And it was Khyrhis—not Rhis—who admitted to her that no one would believe he' d taken Trilby, a
beautiful air-sprite, to bed. Or rather, that such an air-sprite had gone, willingly.

Mitkanos thought the Razalka’ s captain had forced her into hisbed. Dallon, Lucho and Leesa assumed
hetook her ship by force, aswdll. That fit with theimage of the Captain T vahr. He entered a briefing
room or officers’ lounge and chatter died, shoulders straightened, faces became serious.

The competent, dedicated, tireless T’ vahr the Terrible. He wore those traits like impenetrable armor.

But Trilby’ d gotten through, and that’ swhat scared her. She' d gotten through, and when she did, it was
Rhiswho taught her to say yav cheron.

She avoided looking a him. “1’m not afraid. I’'m busy. Now go away.” She reached for the screen,
tabbed down aline of data.

She heard his deep growl of frustration, like arumbling sigh, then her chair shook dightly. He pushed
himsdf to hisfeet.

She stared blankly at the screen after her office door dlid closed behind him. A deuceto go to Saldika
Another trike at least after that. And then who knew how many more runs until they uncovered what
GGA was doing with the * Sko?

Thelast thing she needed was dl that time with T vahr. Thelast thing she needed wasto fal inlove
again.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

SddikaTermina was noisy, crowded. So she was didn’t know he was there until he grabbed her,
clamping hismouth, hot and wet, on hers, histongue thrusting like some kind of convulsing snake. She
heard T’ vahr’ s harsh growl come up behind her, astring of untrand atable Z’ fharish words that
questioned everything, from Jagan Grantforth’ slack of legitimate parentage to the location and
inadequate size of his reproductive organs.

Only much more graphicaly.
She pushed him away and fought the urge to wipe her mouth on her deeve. “ Jagan. What a.... surprise”
The sandy-haired man grinned lopsidedly down at her. “I’ ve dways loved surprising you, little darling.”

Little darling. She' d forgotten he cdled her that. It used to bring athrill to her senses. Now it only chilled
her, colder than the snowy landscape outside the termind’ s wide spaced windows.

It had just started snowing when she’ d brought Shadow’ s Quest in on approach, not quite an hour ago.
Cargo Hangar 47-L was covered and heated, a necessity on afrigid world like Chevienko.

Customs ingpectors, thanks to Mitkanos s connections, were amost as warm asthe large hangar. Ten
minutes |ater they’ d hopped a pod to the main termind, intent on finding out what Grantforth Galactic
Amalgamated was up to.



But it looked like Grantforth had found them. A trike earlier than anticipated, too.

“I didn’t expect to find you here,” Trilby said. But maybe she should have. Admird Vanushavor's
message detailed an unexpected move by Secretary Grantforth and the * Sko. Y e, she till had ahard
time believing Jagan wasin on any kind of conspiracy. Hirtations were more his style. Not political
mechinations.

Jagan' s gaze traveled past her shoulder, then up and down. T’ vahr was behind her. That would bethe
up. Mitkanoswas next to him. A dight down in height. Off to her right, she heard Farrd slilting laugh
over the chatter of freighter crew and dock techs moving hurriedly through the termina corridor. Out of

the corner of her eye she saw Farraand Dalon standing in the queue at a nearby newsstand that
displayed loca newsdisksthe Imperia Grid often didn't carry.

“I couldn’t wait to see you.” Jagan reached for her hand but Trilby turned away, hastily made
introductions as T’ vahr and Mitkanos flanked her.

“Yavo Mitkanos, RhisVanur. Thisis Jagan Grantforth, of GGA”

“Vanur, eh?Y ou speak Standard?’ Jagan had evidently caught, but didn’t understand, T" vahr’ s opening
diatribe moments before.

“Thebasics, yes” T vahr said.
“Vad,” Mitkanosreplied.
Both men spoke more than the basics, Trilby knew, but they wanted Jagan to think otherwise.

Jagan stepped closer to Trilby, held hishand out to T" vahr. “ So you' re the one funding your own little
shipping company. Well, | for one am glad to seeit. Risk takers, that’ swho make anamein this
universe. Risk takers.” His smile was picture perfect.

Trilby had forgotten how Jagan could do that, sound friendly and open while at the same time delivering
small cuts and barbs. Little shipping company. A cut buried under the hearty professional patter of an
entrepreneur.

If T vahr picked up onit, she couldn't tell. It was Mitkanos who responded firgt, his accent even more
pronounced than usud. “ True. Very true. There are big, how you say, profits to be made now between
Empire and Conclave. Little companies, asyou put it, can open doorsfor you.”

Jagan laughed, clasped Mitkanos on the arm. “ And we want those doors open, don’t we? Profit’ s profit.
Credits glitter asbright in apalace asthey do in awhorehouse.” Hewinked a T’ vahr.

“I bow to your knowledge of that.” T’ vahr’ stone was clipped. Shefelt hishand rest on her shoulder ina
move that was clearly proprietary. Maybe he was seeing the same Jagan she was, beneath the veneer.

Something dark flashed briefly through Jagan’ s eyes but then Dallon and Farrastepped out of the crowd.
Trilby shrugged off T’ vahr’s hand and introduced them.

“Market news,” Ddlon held up athin disk for Jagan to see, then handed it to Mitkanos.

“Right on top of things,” Jagan said. “That' s good to see. That'swhat GGA needs now. Someone who
knows trade on this side of the zone.”

He sounded so sincere. Trilby could dmost believe thiswas a genuine business meeting, and not



something with adeeper, hidden agenda. And one that possibly involved the * Sko.

She studied the man standing next to her. He was still handsome, in his expensively tailored dark suit.
Though now she clearly saw signs of stress and dissipation. His blue eyes were puffy and hisusualy
well-maintained tan, faded.

He seemed to notice her scrutiny, shoved his handsin his pockets and tilted his head down towards her.
His expression was sheepish.

“I redly need to spesk with you, Tril.” There was anotable hesitancy in hisvoice. “I’ ve made some
mistakes. I'd like to change that.”

“Jagan, I—" Next to her, T’ vahr shifted dightly. She glanced at him, saw his eyes narrow. He' d heard,
or heard enough. Best to keep the talk to business. They had to find out what was going on with
Grantforth and she didn’t need the Razalka’ s captain bringing hismae ego on line. *Y our transmits said
you were interested in ashipping contract.”

“| am. But—" Hisglancewent up again. T'vahr .

“Dagon Vanur makesthe decisonsin that regard. | just fly the ship.” She motioned towards one end of
the corridor. “ Should we find abar and st and discuss things? Or do you want to see Shadow' s Quest
firg?

He seemed to findly understand that he had only two options right now: business or business. The only
choice she gave him was location.

“A bar sounds good. Better. I, uh, | could use adrink. Y ou up for abeer or two?’ Jagan gave ashort
nod to Dalon, Farraand Mitkanos. He wastrying, Trilby noticed, not to look at T’ vahr.

She wondered briefly if Jagan recognized the Razalka’ s Senior Captain. No, he would' ve said
something, she was sure of that. She heard Dallon’ s enthusiastic response and agrunt from T vahr.

“I know pub of decent qudity, not far,” Mitkanos offered.

“Lead theway, my friend. And of course, I'm buying.” Jagan held up one hand. “Won't hear any
arguments about it.”

Trilby had afeding that if T vahr had hisway there d be plenty of arguments, the least of which
concerning who was paying for the beer.

*

The bar’ sname was also its location: Seventeen Blue. Sadika Termind’ s corridors were color-tagged
with awide stripe on the floor, and another on awall, designating Blue and Y dlow for commercia
freighter access, Red and Gray for passenger ship travelers. The pod deposited themin Y elow, where
Jagan had found them, not far from the intersection of Blue. Mitkanos wasright in that it was only a short
wak. But flanked on one side by Jagan and the other by T’ vahr, Trilby felt asif she were on aforced
march rather than aleisurely stroll in search of abeer.

The pub was t-shaped, the entrance narrow, but it opened to clusters of tables on the left and right. Farra
spotted an empty, round table on the left and there was amoment of jockeying for position when both
Jagan and T’ vahr made sure they sat next to Trilby. Mitkanos reached for the center of the table, tabbed
up the menu on acylindrical holoscreen. Hy-boys didn’t have such high-tech luxuries, nor did it have
liquid-image wallsthat rippled colors and shapes matching the cadence of the music. The soft but upbesat



tunefiltered down through aceiling covered intermittently with large panels of bluefabric.

Trilby looked around. Definitely not afreighter bar. At least not afreighter crew bar. Those patronsin
uniform looked like officers. Those out of uniform looked well paid and well fed. Sheleaned back in her
chair, encountered T’ vahr’ sfingers on her shoulder.

Sheglanced a him. He raised one eyebrow dightly. She sighed.

A ‘droid server whedled up, announced that the | ceberg was the drink of the day. Trilby understood but
let Mitkanos trandate the Z' fharish for Jagan’s sake, then glanced around the table. “ Perhapsjust beer
for now?’

“Chevienko brewsagood red de” Dallon said, pointing to the cylindrical menu.

Mitkanos glanced at Jagan, who nodded. “ Sounds fine by me. Two pitchersto start?” He handed the
‘droid his credit chip while Mitkanos relayed the order.

“Got our banking interests already started in the Empire,” he commented when the *droid returned the
chipto him. “GGA’s dways been aggressive in new territories, you know. Not as aggressive, of course,
asyour Imperiad Feet.” He chuckled. “But then, you didn’'t win the war.”

“No, peace was declared by amutual treaty,” Dallon put in.

Jagan tilted his head, seemed to look at Dalon asif for thefirst time. *Y ou speak Standard very well,
Petruzy, isit?

“Patruzius. Dalon Patruzius. I’ ve spent agood amount of timein the shipping lanes. Been to Marbo, Port
Rumor when | worked with Fennick I.E.”

“And now you' re with Vanur, en? Good move.” Jagan turned towards T’ vahr. “ Got yoursdf ared fine
captainin Trilby here. | hope you know that.”

“l do.”

“She knows Gensiiralike no oneelse”

“I value Trilby more than you know, Dagon Grantforth.”
“Jagan. Just Jagan. After dl, we' re going to be partners.”
T'vahr’ ssmilewastight. “ That iswhat we are here to discuss.”

“Businessfirgt. Then later,” Jagan reached over, patted Trilby’s hand, “time for some pleasure. Tril and |
go back along way. That’swhy thisis so important to me.”

T’ vahr leaned forward as Trilby pulled her hands away from Jagan, into her lap. “What can VVanur
Transport do for GGA?

Jagan sat back, crossed hisarms over his chest. “Heard some good things about you, you know.
Reliable. Honest. Even here, GGA hasaway of checking reputations. And that's

important to us. We have our own reputation to consider, especidly in something as new asthis.”

Trilby listened to the words flow from Jagan’ s mouth asif they were coated with oil. What an
unbelievableliar hewas! No. A very believable liar. He had the right tone, the right demeanor, the right



gmile. Hisonly problem wasthe facts. Vanur Transport wastotally fictitious, and hadn’t even existed two
septis ago, except for the falsfied history created by T’ vahr and Mitkanos. She knew damn well he
hadn’t checked out anything more than the fact that the Venture' s navbanks were now in the Quest’s.

“But we' re not the only oneswho know this,” Jagan was saying. “ That' swhy two things are important at
this point: one, that we be thefirst. And second, that we be the fastest. GGA was built on efficiency and
prompt ddlivery times. Once we bring along-hauler into a depot, we need those goods out and on their

way.”

“Not dwaysthat easy,” Dalon said, “when the workabl e routes between the Empire and the Conclave
are so few.”

“Right. My point exactly.” Jagan nodded. “Now Tril here—"

But the ‘droid server rolled up with atray and two pitchers and for the next few minutes, conversation
stilled as beer was poured, and frosty mugs passed around the table.

Jagan took alarge mouthful then continued. “Y ou know our problem. Asmy friend Dallon over there
said, because of past political incompatibilities, trade routes are few. There re dready complaints about
delays at the mgjor jumpgatesin Gensiira. And more problems with faulty guidance beacons. Seems your
technology just does't like ours sometimes.” He laughed.

Trilby glanced at T’ vahr. Hisface had aferd amile she' d seen before.

“But my little darling here,” Jagan motioned to Trilby, “well, | know she’ sgot sometricks up her deeve. |
worked some runswith her, you know. She can get from Point A to Point B quicker than anyonel
know, when she wants to. Even with her old ship. Not the fastest thing in the lanes.”

“Shadow’ s Quest isan Endurance C-2 that | have persondly modified,” T’ vahr said.
“Y ou an engineer, then?’ Jagan asked.
“I have considerable experiencein that area, yes.”

“Y ou ever see her old ship?” Jagan’ s question would' ve sounded offhand, if Trilby hadn’t known exactly
what hewas searching for. Her ‘map files . She held back asnicker.

“Yes” T'vahr paused. “I know her intimately.” He stressed the last word.
Jagan shifted in hischair. Clearly, he was catching an undercurrent and wasn't sure what to do withit.

“Dagon Vanur,” Trilby said, making sure she stressed the formality of the Z' fharish title, “worked with
me on some last minute upgradesto the Venture just before she was destroyed.” She wished T’ vahr
would remember their primary objective: find out what was going on with GGA Whatever relationship
she did—or did not—have with him was not an issue here.

“Sheloved that ship,” Jagan told T" vahr. “ Put everything she had into her. Five years, wasn't it, darling?’
Hesmiled at Trilby. “We had such good times, so many memories—"

“Shetook serious structural damage, but we were able to recover most of her databanks.” Let’s get to
the point here, Trilby pleaded. Jagan’ sfa se sentimentdity was starting to turn her somach. “ Dagon
Vanur and | amended all her datato the Quest. What the old Venture could do, the new ship can do,
even better.”



“That’ sjust what | wanted to hear.” Jagan beamed and raised hismug. “Thissignasthe start of a
beautiful and profitable rdationship.”

The second pitcher of beer was poured and numbers flew back and forth across the table. Percentages
based on turn-around times. The cost of insurance recognized by both the Empire and the Conclave.
Dock fees. T'vahr and Mitkanos lapsed into Z' fharish for much of it, with Dalon trandating. Trilby
followed it dl but let Jagan think she understood very little, savefor dharjas taf, viek—cold beer,
plesse.

Jagan drained the last of the defrom hismug. “I’ ve got ten containers herein port, if you' reinterested.”
T’vahr glanced a Mitkanos. The older man nodded.

“l am,” T'vahr said. “To Port Rumor?’

“No. Syar Colonies. But for certain reasons, | want to avoid the beacons at Marbo.”

Trilby saw Ddlon tilt his head in interest. Her conversations with him over the past deucetold her he
knew that many Marbo personnel had strong tiesto Norvind. And that GGA wouldn't want their
competitor to know what they were doing, just yet. Plus, if they had to deal with poke-nosies, better the
ones at a GGA-friendly depot, like Syar.

At least, she hoped that was Jagan' s reasoning.

“We can do that,” Trilby said.

But T vahr wasfrowning. “ Syar isa seven day run—"

“A full septi,” Trilby corrected him.

“—inmy ship. A long-hauler could do it in five. Why do you need usfor that?’

Trilby wanted to kick him. Jagan was | etting them into GGA, which was their sole purpose here. Trust
T"vahr to want to be astickler for regulations, and details. She shot him anarrowed glance. “ Because a
long-hauler can’'t bypass Marbo like we can.”

Jagan chuckled. “My little darling knows what she' stalking about, Vanur.”
T'vahr’ sface was expressonless. “Y ou are willing to pay for the extrafud, then?’
“I'm willing to pay whatever it takesto get from here to the Colonies”

T vahr made alazy gesture with his hand towards Dalon, posed aquestion in Z’ fharish. Hisvoice was
light. But hiswords, as Trilby trandated them, were not. “ The bastard is setting us up for something, and
it'snot just to avoid Marbo. Am | wrong, or isarun to Syar abit unusua for asmall ship?’

Ddlon’ssmilewas easy and, Trilby knew, false. “For asmuggler, no. But | can't see GGA working
contraband. He has an agenda. | just don’t know what it is.”

“Problems?’ Jagan directed the question to Dalon.

“We haven't worked that deep into the Conclave yet,” Dalon replied smoothly in Standard. “ Captain
Elliot’s clearance codes will get us past Marbo. But we' |l need an authorization packet for Syar
transmitted to us before we get there, or someone might realize we didn’t go through Marbo.”



Jagan answered Ddlon with awave of hishand. “Not required. Y ou'll beflying GGA'’sflag. Plus, you'll
have a GGA officer on board.”

“A GGA officer?’ T’ vahr asked tightly.
Oh, no, Trilby thought. No, no, no. Don’'t tell me. Don't say it.
Jagan beamed. “Me.”

*

Trilby leaned back in the captain’s chair, listened to Farraat communications as she went over schedules
with the portmaster’ s office looking for a preferable departure dot. While Trilby’s command of Z’ fharish
was good, it waan't sufficient for the kind of negotiations going

on now on the bridge of Shadow’ s Quest. Vanur Transport not only had to amend their ETD, but
arrange for cargo transfer aswell.

T’vahr, inthe copilot’ s seat, turned alightpen over and over in hisfingersin undisguised irritation.
At least he wasn't drumming it on the console.
Trilby’ s shipbadge pinged. She tapped at the square emblem on her collar. “Elliot.”

“Patruzius here, captain. We' ve got Grantforth’ s baggage. He' s checking out of the overnight now. We
should be back on board in thirty minutes, if the pods are ontime.”

“No rush,” T vahr growled out under his bregth.

For once, Trilby wasin complete agreement with him. “ Acknowledged. Farrd sfinalizing a departure for
early tomorrow right now. Lookslike 0700'sago.”

“I'll tdll Grantforth. But there's something e se you should know.”
Trilby saw T’ vahr sraighten in his seet, the lightpen tilling in his hand. “ Problems?” she asked.

“Not exactly. But while Yavo and | were waiting in the overnight’ slobby, thelocd * cast showed a
newsvid. The Conclave announced that trade agreement with the Beffa cartel.”

“Acknowledged. Thanksfor theinfo, Dallon. Elliot out.” She tapped off the badge, angled hersdlf
towards T'vahr. *Y ou think Jagan knew about this?’

T’ vahr thought amoment. “It would explain why he showed up here. We knew from hislast transmit he
wanted your nav banks. Now it looks like he wants to be the one who delivers the data. Perhaps
Garold’ sded with the* Sko hingeson that. And if heis Dark Sword, that datawill lead us right back to
him.”

It was hard for Trilby to believe that something she had could be so important to the likes of the * Sko. Or
be involved in destroying the career of Garold Grantforth. But then, Shadow had often hinted that he had
ways of making big money someday. He just died before he could explain what he intended to do.

On their deuce run to Port Sdldika, Trilby had examined the old star routes Shadow pulled from

Herkoid. A few she' d known about. Many she didn't. She could definitely seetheir utility, especidly, as
T’ vahr pointed out, their utility to an invading faction who wanted to move undetected. Shedidn’t haveto
read between the lines as he, Dalon and Mitkanos poured over the data. If the Z' fharin had those charts,



the war might’ ve ended differently three years ago.

Or at leadt, thingswould' ve favored the Z' tharin for awhile. But not forever. Even she could seethat.
Sooner or later, the Conclave would figure out the old routes had been resurrected. Trilby wasn't the
only one divewho still knew they existed. Thousands of people had worked for Herkoid.

But the only data the * Sko wanted was the one snatched by Shadow, the data she and Carinahad. And
asde from the obvious, neither she nor her shipmates could yet figure out why.

“But thisdoes,” T'vahr said, turning the lightpen between hisfingers again, “make me fed somewhat
better about having our friend Jagan on board.”

Trilby frowned. “Why?’

“Because at least | know they’ re not planning to have the * Sko ambush us between here and Syar.” He
rapped the pen twice againg the console. “He' s our babysitter, our guarantee of safety, if youwill. It's
only after he gets usto the Coloniesthat | am now worried about.”

Trilby was, too, though she said nothing for now. T’ vahr’s mission—the one that had dropped him in her
lap on Avanar—had taken him from the Syar Coloniesto S zed' ¢’'far. Now they were

headed back to Syar, again. She hoped S zed wasn't the next stop on thelr travel plans. The * Sko were
even more serious about finders keepers than shewas.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Loading ‘droids and anti-grav palets buzzed under and around Shadow’ s Quest. Trilby leaned againgt a
st of servo-dtairs and thought wistfully of Dezi. But it was Jagan’ s voice she heard, soft in her ear.

“Y ou don’'t need to supervise the loading, Tril. How about you and | hop the next pod to the termindl, do
some dinner, catch up on old times?’

Trilby turned. With al the clank and clatter, she hadn’t heard Jagan come up behind her. Last she'd seen
him, he was arranging hisluggagein the crews quarters, adeck below the bridge. Then Dalon was
going to show him how to use the comm termind in the Quest’ s small mess so he could send out his
contractsto GGA Lega on Ba grond. She'd left the ship, purposely to get away from him. But now here
hewas, dill in hisexpensve dark blue suit and pale blue band-collared shirt. All very trendy. All
completely out of placein agtar-freighter cargo hangar.

She crossed her arms over her chest, her fingers resting against the new ship’ s patches on her deeves.

“All of uswill go over inabit. But if you' re hungry, go on ahead. Dalon will give you a shipbadge. We ll
cal you when we re on our way.”

The eyesthat sudied her face spoke of adifferent kind of hunger. He patted his|eft breast pocket.
“Already got one. How about the others catch up with us, later?’

“Thanks, but no, Jagan.” There wasthe loud clang of a cargo bay door shutting. She turned away,
grateful for the distraction. She had no intention of going anywhere with Jagan Grantforth, done. It was
bad enough he' d be on the ship for a septi; tolerable only because, as T’ vahr said, he was their guarantee
of safety. At least until they got to the Colonies.

T’ vahr and Mitkanos were taking to aloading ‘ droid across the hangar. They had their backsto her, but
asif hefdt her watching him, or asif, even more, he knew who stood beside her, T’ vahr looked over his



shoulder in her direction. He reached for Mitkanos s arm, leaned over and spoke to the burly man.

Then he pivoted on his hedls, heading towards her. He wore the same dark gray service jacket she did,
the sametype of dark gray flightsuit. Badic, functiona freighter clothing. Definitely not trendy.

Y et on himit looked somehow... different. Asif the fabric knew it should aso bear a set of bright
captain’ s stars. Five of them. Senior captain.

“Y ou don’t want to go, or hewon't let you?’ There was a distinct peevishnessin Jagan’ stone. The last
time Trilby had heard that, he was saying, “Mother dwayssad...”.

She glanced back at Jagan. “How’ s your mother? And while we' re on the subject, how’'s Zdia?
“You don’t understand—"
“You'reright, | don't,” she snapped.

He dropped his gaze, chewed for amoment on his lower lip, looking decidedly uncomfortable. She
softened her tone, even though she knew he deserved her anger. “Y ou have your life. | havemine. Let's
keep it that way, okay?’

“And ishe, thisVanur, part of your life now?’ Hejerked hischinin the direction of the man striding
closer.

“Heownsthe ship. And he's... afriend.” Shefound hersdf struggling with the word. But shedidn’t
know what term to use in place of it. “He understands my goals.” That much wastrue.

Khyrhis T" vahr understood her love of her ship, thelure of Star trave, the freedom of lifein the lanes.
And her need to find out what happened to Carina, whatever the cogt.

“He s probably just using you, Tril. | mean, look at the facts. HE s got one ship, maybe alittle spare
money or someinvestor he' s bamboozled. And where d you meet him, doing runsto Degvar you said,
right?Y ou're out of your element. Hell, you don’t even speak the language. Then after your ship's
attacked, he' sthere with thisoffer. Am | right?’

As off base as Jagan’ s suppositions were, they sill rankled her. Possbly because, while the facts were
wrong, she remembered T’ vahr pretending to be Rhis Vanur. She had felt used. Bamboozled. She
pushed the hurt away. “ It redly doesn’t matter—"

“You let him fuck you before or after he offered you thejob?’
Her closed fist cracked hard againgt hisjaw before she was even aware she’ d sivung her arm.

Jagan staggered backwards, hisflailing armstangling in the servo-gtair railing. Heavy footsteps thudded
quickly behind her, coming closer.

“You bitch!” Jagan tried to jerk hisarm free of the metal stanchion. Therewasadight ripping sound.
“Y ou Gods damned bitch!”

“Grantforth!” T’ vahr shoved Trilby aside, grabbed a handful of Jagan’s suit jacket. Jagan struggled to
stand and push T’ vahr away at the sametime.

Trilby was breathing hard. She sucked on her raw knuckles and watched Jagan try ineffectively to
wriggle out of T'vahr’ sgrasp. Shit, but her hand hurt!



But hitting Jagan had felt good, so good.

“What'sgoing on?’ T’ vahr bellowed a Jagan. He had atwo-handed grasp on the man’ s suit. The front
of the jacket pulled away from the long tear in the deeve, reveding the lighter shirt undernesth.

Jagan glared up a T’ vahr. “Bitch hit me.”

T vahr looked back at Trilby, hisdark eyes glittering dangeroudy. “Explain.”
Shetook her hand out of her mouth. “It's personal.”

“Persona.” He clearly didn't like her response.

“Leaveitgo, T'v... Vanur.” In the heat of the moment, she dmost said T’ vahr. Damnation! She had to
watch hersdf. Shedrew in along, dow breath.

T’ vahr let go of Jagan, releasing hishold on the fabric asif he touched something dimy. Jagan took astep
to hisright but T"vahr’ sarm shot out, blocking him. “Wait. | am not through, yet.”

“Hey, friend.” Jagan twisted his mouth into afrown. “I’m the victim here, remember?I’m dso,” and he
raised hisfingersto gingerly touch the darkening bruise on his chin, “your employer.”

“A contract to haul freight doesn't give you the right to abuse someone,” T’ vahr said through clenched
teeth. He lowered hisarm.

“Shehit mel”
“But | guarantee you provoked her.”

Jagan stared past T’ vahr, directly at Trilby. She made sure she met his gaze, head held high. If he knew
what was good for him, he’ d shut up now. Questioning T’ vahr over his employment methods, and his
relaionship with her, just might get his other deevetorn.

Jagan seemed to finally redlize that as well. He dropped his gaze, studied the tips of hisboots, or the
streeks and stains on the hangar floor, for al Trilby knew. “Y eah, well, there was something between us
onetime,” he said when helooked up. “I’m sure shetold you.”

T’ vahr said nothing but Trilby felt, for thefirgt time, something very frightening in hisslence. It wasa
condemning, accusatory slence. She could imagine whole squadrons of ensigns quaking in their boots.

“Maybe | had it coming,” Jagan said finally. He massaged hisjaw. “\We were a pretty hot item for awhile.
Guess she hasn't forgotten that.” He voice held anote of bravado.

Trilby wanted to throw up. Or clock him again. She spun on her heel's and stomped back towards the
rampway.

~*

Rhiswatched Trilby head for the ship then turned back to Jagan. “ Stay away from her.” It wasclearly a
command, not arequest.

The blonde-haired man shrugged. “1t was just alittle lover’ s spat. She'll get over it.”

Rhis read Jagan’ s message loud and clear: | had her firgt. | can take her back again. If he didn’t need
Jagan to find out what GGA and the * Sko were planning, he would' ve gladly thrown him acrossthe



hangar. In pieces.

But Jagan dso, he knew, needed Trilby and the information from Trilby’ s ship. HE d have to make sure
Jagan wasn't planning any late night rendezvousto gain her cooperation.

“I will not repeat mysdlf. Y ou will stay away from her. Or | will have you confined to your cabin.”

“Y ou're not the captain. Sheis.” Jagan dismissed him with a danted glance, strode back towards the
ship. Back towards Trilby.

In three steps Rhis was behind him, his hand clamped on Jagan’ s shoulder. “Where do you think you're
going?”

Jagan jerked back. “To change my jacket. Friend. And then go get mysdf adrink.” Hisfists clenched,
then relaxed. He shrugged. “ Since Tril’ snot interested, I’'m sure | can find some sweet little thing who

IS

Rhis saw the shift in mood, the way Jagan’ s gaze darted impatiently over his shoulder. The man’sanger
smmered just below the surface. Hell, Rhiswas clearly provoking him. Stupidly. He could blow this
whole mission if heweren't careful. Because provoking Grantforth he was. But Grantforth wasn't rising
to the bait.

He wanted to. Thetense set of his shoulders, the clenching of hisfists, the way he bit off theends of his
words. Theway ‘friend’ sounded anything but friendly.

Jagan Grantforth wanted to fight almost as badly as Rhiswanted to fight with him. But something held him
back. He had, as Patruzius noted, an agenda. Rhisfelt that strongly now. Almost as strongly as something
else: that agenda was based on fear.

Rhis deliberately took a step back, gave Jagan some space. “ Chevienko has many long, cold nights. Y ou
should have no trouble to find some Saldikan lady looking to stay warm, no?’

Jagan seemed to accept that as the closest thing he was going to get to an apology. “That's my plan. We
have aseven o' clock departure?’

“Correct. But you will not be needed on the bridge, so if you choseto deep late...”
“Jugt aslong as|’m not in the captain’s cabin, right?” He laughed, but it had a brittle note.
Inspite of Al histraining, dl hismenta chagtisings, Rhistensed vishly.

“Just kidding.” Jagan raised his handsin mock self-defense. “It took me awhile but | caught on, okay?
You and Tril. Who am | to say anything about that? | mean, she's a decent piece of ass. Just be careful
when you findly get bored with her.” He rubbed his jaw. “ She’ s got amean right hook.”

In pieces. Torn, shredded, dismembered and strewn about the cargo hangar. Flattened into the
grit-covered floor by the whedls of uncaring cargo ‘ droids. Rhis held onto that image of Jagan for a
moment while he froze asmile onto hisface.

No, better yet, he’ d drag Grantforth back to the Razalka somehow. His ship had a specialy designed
training chamber with holo-amsthat exactly duplicated the harsh, jagged outcroppingsin the mountains
on Stegor. Hewouldn’t even bring aweapon. Just hisfists. The mountain sands were red. He d work on
Jagan Grantforth until the man’s body, and the ground, were virtudly indistinguishable.



Hisforced smile became aimost genuine. “I am glad we understand each other. And your adviceis
noted.”

Helet Jagan trudge back to the ship, unaccompanied. Let him think he trusted him, believed him or at
least, understood him, man to man.

But he' d watch him, very carefully. Jagan had an agenda. And Trilby was but asmall part of it.

*

Rhiswaited five minutes before climbing the ramp to Shadow’ s Quest. By that time, Jagan should be
down on the crew deck. He touched the CL S panel to theright of the main airlock on the cargo level and
keyed in arequest for Trilby’ slocation. She wasin her quarters.

He tapped his shipbadge. “Vanur to Captain Elliot.”
“Elliot.” She sounded tired. No doubt dealing with Jagan was astrain for her.

“It'sRhis. I'll betherein five minutes. | want to stop by the bridgefirst.” And his quartersaswell, but he
didn’t mention that. He tabbed off, without giving her achanceto say no.

Hetook thelift up, found Farrain her seat & communications, with aclear view through the forward
viewports of everything that had transpired between Trilby, Jagan and himsdlf.

“Dagon,” she greeted him. They dl knew not to use any other title while Jagan was on board. Just as
they al knew to pretend to speak less Standard than they did, with Patruzius being the exception.

They aso spoke to each other only in Z' fharish.

“Everything' sago for oh-seven-hundred?’ he asked.

“Affirmetive, Sr.”

“And the loading?’

“Uncle Yavo's code-sedling the lagt of the containersin Hold Three now.”

He nodded. “Dinner in an hour, my treat. | leave where to you and your uncle. Tel Patruzius, too. We'll
sedl the ship and meet at theramp a...” he glanced at the time stamp on her screen, “eighteen
forty-five”

“And Dagon Grantforth?’
“I believe he has dternate plans.”

“Probably for the best.” Farragrinned then motioned out the forward viewport. “ Our captain has good
reflexes”

InRhis estimation, Trilby Elliot had many, many fine qualities, reflexes not withsanding. Hestood in
front of her quarters, one hand hidden behind his back. He touched the palm pad on the side of the door
with the other. It chimed softly.

The door did open.

“Don't start with me.” Her eyes were shadowed underneath. She' d doffed her gray service jacket. It



hung haphazardly over the arm of the small couch in her Stting area.

Hefought the desire to pull her into hisarms, surround her pain with his hardness, his certainty that
nothing would ever hurt her again. But he had something to give her, firdt.

“May | comein?’
She stepped aside, nodding, motioned himiin.

He hesitated. Tenson and fatigue wrapped around her like a suffocating cloak. Histiming with his
surprise was either perfect, or abysma.

He pulled his hand from behind his back, held the small, plush fdinar out to her. Itsred ribbon dangled
through hisfingers

She gasped softly, reached for it, but at the last moment she hesitated. Brought her gaze up to his. He
could seealight film of tears shimmering in her eyes.

Hetried to smile. Histhroat fet tight. “1 thought you might want this” he managed to get out.

Her fingers closed around the small toy that had decorated her bridge. “ Thank you.” She clutched it
againg her chest, glanced up at him again. Therewas atinge of warmth in her eyes now, and asmdl flush
of color on her cheeks. She sighed. “1 mean that. Thank you.”

The thin screen on the low table in front of her couch was activated. He glanced &t it as he followed her
into the room: Z' fharish vocabulary lessons.

The small smile he permitted to play across hislipswas nothing compared to the warmth that spread
through his chest. He hoped that learning hislanguage meant she wanted to stay in the Empire. With him.
Maybe histiming with the toy was better than he' d realized.

She propped the plush felinar against one edge of the screen, picked up her empty coffee cup. “Want
some? | wasjust going to get arefill.” Her tonewas light, but without any real energy behind it.

“Yav chalkon garareling, viek.” He casualy requested a cup of teg, trying to sound, not teacher to
student, but asif speaking Z’ fharish to her were an ordinary occurrence. He wanted it to be.

She was dready turning. “ Y ellow teaor that black— oh! Sorry.” She shrugged. “I understand better
than | answer.”

He stepped closer. “It takes practice.” He wrapped hisfingers over hers as she held the cup.

She pulled away. “1’m surrounded with it here. But I’ll probably forget it al oncel get back to Port
Rumor.” She pushed her cup into the replicator, ordered coffee. “Y ou never said, black teaor yellow?’

“Trilby-chenka—"
“Don't, please.”

Hewas sllent amoment, tried to read her discomfort in the straight line of her back, in the set of her
shoulders. Shewas pushing him away again. “I’m not.” Asking. Prying. Condemning. “Black teaisfine”

She keyed in the request.

Hewaited until she handed him the steaming cup. “We will have dinner off-ship, tonight. Eighteen



forty-five. | told Farrato choose where,” he added, when he redlized his first comment sounded too
much like an order. “Grantforth’ s already |eft, for places unknown.”

Sherdlaxed alittle, sat in front of the screen on the low table. Picked up thelittle felinar again, smoothed
itsfur. “1 don't know if I'll last asepti without killing him.” She tabbed off the screen. It did from sight.

He grinned, eased down next to her on the couch. “You'd not lack in help.”

“The best the Imperia Fleet and Siegzarda haveto offer?” She leaned back against the overstuffed
cushions, awry smileon her lips. It faded. “1t'snone of my business,” she said after amoment, “but can |
ask you something?’

Heforced himsdf to reax, to ignore the one question he feared her asking. At least, asking now, when
things were so tenuous between them. He didn’t need anything else to drive her away. Or make her look
a himwith disgust, as Malika had.

“Ak,” hetold her easly, asif hisvery life didn’t hang in the balance.
“What' s the problem between you and the Stegzarda?’

He soundlesdly let out the breath he' d been holding. The Segzarda? That' sal she wanted to know? He
fet asif, for once, he' d received areprieve from his habitua spot on the Divine Shit Ligt.

“The Segzarda are primarily ground and security forces. The Fleet patrols Imperia space. When it
comes to certain outposts and stations, we share jurisdiction.”

“I know that. But what' sthe problem? And don’t tell meit’ sjust common rivary.”
Oh. That. He turned the cup around in his hands. “It’ s rather complicated.”
“Then just give methebasics. | can probably figure out the rest.”

She’ d been talking to Mitkanos. He could hear that clearly now, in the even tonein her voice, could see
itinthedight tilt of her chin. She d been given an opinion, astrong opinion. Hetried to keep hisrecita

impartial.
“The Stegzarda base, and academy, isin the Y anir Quadrant. Has been, for over two hundred and fifty
years. The Fleet was much smaler then. We didn’'t have ships with the long-range capabilitieswe do

now. Asthe Fleet expanded, especidly in the last ten, fifteen years, werightfully took over jurisdictionin
Y anir, aswedid with al the outlying quadrantsin the Empire.”

“We?’ she asked, raising one eyebrow.

He damned Mitkanos. “ The Razalka was assgned to Y anir. Our authority then superseded the
Segzarda’s.” Hisauthority, actualy. That had been amost ten years ago. He didn’t regard the transfer
of powers as one of the sterling momentsin his career. Looking back, he knew he wouldn’t have done
things any differently. But they could have been handled better.

She was nodding. “ So they’ d been very efficiently taking care of their quadrant for, oh, two hundred or
S0 years, and then you come in with your brand-new, shiny huntership and tell them you'rein charge

“The trangtion was not without its share of problems.”

“Did you know Mitkanos then?’



“Only by reputation, service record.” But he should have, he knew. The man had been chief of security
on gtation for three years, worked in security longer than that. The Razalka had stopped on Degvar
dozens of times.

“But you trusted him enough to bring him on thismisson.”

Actualy, hewasn't given much of achoice, as he remembered it. “ He has an excdllent record and the
necessary contactsin Imperia shipping.”

“I know that. | saw hisrecord, too. But | don’t....” She hesitated. “I would' ve thought you' d insisted on
al Feet personnd.”

“Hana steam was overworked, still on theinjury roster. And Gurdan' s people had tiesto Kospahr.”
She wrinkled her nose at the name. “ So you had no choice, isthat it?’

“Essentidly. Yes” He could tell shewas sfting through hisinformation. It wasimportant to her, but he
didn’'t know why. “Mitkanostell you differently?”

“Mitkanostold me very little. Other than he calls you an arrogant rimstrutter.”

He' d heard worse. A year ago, though, that evaluation might' ve angered him. It would’ ve warranted, a
least, amental check mark. Now, he amost understood it. “1’'m aso ahungry arrogant rimstrutter. We're
meeting them at theramp in,” he glanced at hiswatch, “ten minutes”

She grabbed her empty coffee cup, then his. “I need afew minutesto brush my hair. Powder my nose.
I’ll meet you there,” she said as hefollowed her to the smal galley area.

“I'll wait.”

She hesitated. He mentally lined up afew more reasons to keep her with him. So he was surprised when
she merely nodded, retrieved the felinar from the couch, then headed for her bedroom.

A few minutes later she returned, hair shining like pale moonlight, atouch of color on her cheeks. She
stepped by him to retrieve her jacket from the couch. Powder and flowers.

Shethrust her hand into the deeve. “Who's securing the ship?’

“Weare. We'll go to the bridge from here.” He studied her as she straightened her collar. Some of the
edginess he' d sensed in her since they |eft Degvar was disspating. He couldn’t say exactly how he knew
that; it might be in the way she waked or held her shoulders. Or just the lights that now danced in her

eyes.

Some of it was no doubt aresult of her well-placed punch on Jagan’'s jaw. Revenge, his people said, was
swester than the best Suralian honey. And maybe some of it was because of the toy felinar. A part of her
past, returned to her, safely.

But he dso had afedling that something in his answers about the Stegzarda aso played a part. Hewas
glad of that. He just wished he knew what in hell it was so he could keep on doing it.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

At 0645 shefinished her coffee and I eft the lounge for the bridge. T’ vahr wasin Engineering with Dallon.
She' d comm him once she was ready to bring the Quest’ sprimarieson line.



It was routine, yet it wasn't. She went through her pre-flight checklist as she dwaysdid: fuel mixture,
pumps operative, aux generator synched in on standby, cargo doors sealed and locked. But there was
other movement around her. Farra s oft voice, talking to Saldika departure. T'vahr’ s clipped accent
answering her comm. Mitkanos s burly form, ambling in with some last minute updates on atroublesome
ion storm by the border. Then he clomped off the bridge, down to the cargo deck, for one last

ingpection.
T vahr squeezed her shoulder as he did into the copilot’ s seet, strapped himself in. Strapped in hersdlf,

she couldn’t move away from histouch. She wasn't even one hundred percent sure she wanted to
anymore.

It was the oddest thing seeing him next to Jagan, first in the wide corridor of the termina, then on the
pod, and then later, in the hangar, as he hauled the shorter man up by hisjacket |apels.

She wondered how the hell she' d ever been attracted to Jagan Grantforth.
She wondered what in hell she was going to do about Khyrhis T' vahr.

Later. She'd dedl with that, and him, later. And try to forget she' d dept with the small felinar on her
pillow al night. “ Full power active. Initiating systems check.”

“Life support optimum. Fltersonlineg” T vahr replied.

Dezi’ svoice. That should be Dezi’ svoice. But she knew if it were, she’ d miss another voice, deeper,
with adigtinctly clipped Z' fharish accent.

She went down her list by memory. Farraanswered some questions, T’ vahr others. Mitkanos s deep
rumble replied over intraship confirming the status of the engines.

She heard footsteps and out of the corner of her eye saw Dadlon dideinto navigation. “He il dive?’
She knew he' d checked on Jagan.

“Snoring and deep in hangover heaven. But had the forethought to strap in.”
“Shame,” T’ vahr intoned. “ Ship’ s afterburners have anice kick.”

Farralaughed, but added in Z' fharish: “He s not that bad, redlly. Typica bureaucrat. All strut and
nonsense.”

“Mind your tongue, Farra-chenka,” Trilby quipped back in the same language.

She caught T" vahr’ swide grin and felt the hesat rise to her cheeks. He seemed to take it asapersond
triumph every time she spoke Z' fharish.

“We are cleared for departure,” Farraannounced, lapsing back into Standard. She relayed taxi
indructions.

Trilby fired the ship’sheavy air engines and eased out of the cargo hangar.
They werein thelanes within the hour, heading for Saldika’ s outer beacon.
“Rimanava”

“Vad, Dasjon.”



T’ vahr was back to Z' tharish again. Trilby took her attention from the siream of data on the distant ion
storm and leaned back in her chair.

“What' sthe status on Grantforth?’ he asked and Trilby trandated. His accent was easier for her to
understand than Farra sor Mitkanos's.

“Still in hiscabin, Dagon.”

“Keegp an eye on him. | want to update our conversation from dinner last night. I’ ve thought about some
of our theories. These are things he shouldn’t hear.”

“Assoon ashemoves, I'll tell you.”
“Jhev'd.”

Trilby heard T'vahr use theinformal term for thank you. Though he cons stently addressed Farra by her
last name, in military fashion, she noted overall his conversations with Farrawere more relaxed. With
Mitkanos or Ddlon, he' shave said Jhevdon. | am grateful.

T’ vahr glanced from Farrato Trilby, but dowed hiswords down dightly to allow for Trilby’ strandation
time. “1 want to keep the conversation in Z' fharish, just in case. Will you be able to follow?’

It took her amoment to form her answer, and she knew it wasn't perfect. “If | cannot, | can say this. Say
something,” she corrected.

“Patruzius?’ T’ vahr twisted around in his seet.

“Vad, Dagjon. Do you want Farrato bring Uncle Yavo in on closed intraship, or do you want him to
come up here?’

Ddlonsaid ‘Uncle Yavo' with agrin. There was a clear camaraderie between the two, in spite of thefact
that Dallon was Fleet. But not, Trilby suspected, an arrogant rimstrutter.

T’ vahr thought for amoment. “1 don’t want to risk intraship, even closed. | don’t know how much Jagan
knows about ship’ s communications—"

“Lessthan amizzet'sass,” Trilby put in, courtesy of an idiom she'd learned from Farra.

“Even so. Tell Mitkanosto get up here as soon as he can. But until then, let’ s go over what we know.
Make sure we' re not missing something important.”

Garold Grantforth had announced thefirst trade agreement with the Beffa Cartel and the* Sko earlier in
the day, which was, considering intergalactic distances and time considerations, more like a deuce past.
A few things they agreed were notable. The Beffawere coming to the Conclave, the Chief Secretary
sad, because their own government, now controlled by the Niyil military, was unstable. The rim worlds
of the Y csko Empire, which were predominantly Beffan, were left out in the cold, more than literdly.

The Beffan dlied worlds and stations said they feared retdiation by the Niyil. Garold Grantforth’s next
project was to get them military ass stance from the Conclave.

“And did you find out about the Dakrahl?” Trilby asked. There d been no mention of thereligious
powersin the‘ Sko Empire. T vahr told them last night he had waysto get some quick information on the
mysterious Sect.

“I sent those queries out when we got back to the ship,” T’ vahr said, with anod towards Dallon. “ On the



surface it appearsthey’ re staying out of it, for the moment.”

“But you don't believe that.” Ddlon swiveled back and forth in his chair, asfar as his safety straps
permitted.

“No. That' stheir officid posture.”
“Where does this put Secretary Grantforth?” Trilby asked.

“Officidly, asapeacekeeper.” T'vahr pulled alightpen from hisflightsuit pocket and toyed with it. “But |
think we have reasons now to suspect the link to Dark Sword is either in his office, or GGA I’ ve put out
arequest to intercept adl * Sko transmits on this. Something feels very, very wrong.”

“Everything involving the * Sko fedswrong.” Mitkanos stepped onto the bridge. He looked around,
chose the empty chair next to Farra, pulled one strap across his chest, | eft the other dangling. “What of
the Dakrahl?’ he asked T valr.

“Wewerejust getting into that. Right now they’ re saying little. But then, they’ ve dways played their
power games slently. I’'m more interested that my contacts say severa High Priestswere seenon S zed
recently.”

“TheNiyil,” Ddlontold Trilby, “have awdl-known didike of the Dakrahl.”

Rhisjabbed the air with his lightpen as he spoke. “But if the Beffa are working with the Conclave, that
could force the Niyil to consder the Dakrahl in adifferent light.”

Trilby held up one hand. “Wait amoment, please.” She formed her comments, trandated them into
Z fharish. “We believe Beffaworks with Grantforth. And Grantforth talksto GGA Then GGA uses
wide-body haulersto help Beffa bring shipsto the Conclave.” Their earlier investigationsinto the
movements of GGA ships near the border had showed, asthey al suspected, some significant and
inexplicable delays. “But the shipsthat attacked us out by Avanar were Niyil. What were they doing
there?’

“Looking to atack Beffan ships, to halt the ded?” Farrasuggested. “ That’ swhat the newsvid said. The
Niyil don’t want the Beffans dlying with the Conclave.”

“It'smorethan that,” Rhissaid. “If Grantforth’ strade deal was legitimate, Beffawouldn’t need the old
gar-charts. The Conclave would grant them entry. So we have to assume that something much larger,
much deeper isgoing on.”

“That Beffa s making the dedl asacover? That the Niyil areinvolved?’ Dalon looked a Mitkanos, then
at Rhis. “That would be suicide for the Conclave. The * Sko would overrun them first chance they got.”

“Usand them,” Mitkanos agreed. “Especidly if the Dakrahl get into the game. The Dakrahl would like
nothing better than to be in a position to make amove on the Empire, take back Faytari. With the
Conclave under their rule, they could do that.”

“Faytari?’ Trilby knew it was a section of Z'tharin space that bordered the * Sko. But it wasn't the only
section. “Why Faytari?’

“The Faytari Drifts” T’ vahr made abroad sweep inthe air with hislightpen, asif delineating the asteroid
belt deep in Z' fharin space. “It’ sthe Dakrahl’ s belief, and the other factions don’t hold to this, that the
Faytari consists of pieces of asacred world. Welet their scienceteamsrun al the tests they wanted, fifty
or S0 years ago. Just to try to settle this claim of theirs. Nothing ever proved the drifts once existed in



their space, or based on the laws of physics, ever could have. But the Dakrahl don’t want to give up.”

Trilby rearranged the words, trandated, and arranged them again. T'vahr waslooking at her. She
nodded.

“So | think we have to consider,” he said, glancing from Mitkanosto Farrato Dallon, “that they may bea
part of thisaswell.”

“But the trade agreement is pointing to the Niyil, not us, asthe oppressors.” Farraglanced at her panels
then back at T'valr.

“Givethemtime” her uncletold her sagely. “ Givethem time.”

A smadl light flickered on Farra s panel. She caught it, tapped her screen. “He s out. Heading for the
lounge”

Jagan was awake.

Dallon flipped open the harness buckles and stood. “1’ [l go listen to what glory-stories our friend hasto
tell.”

T’ vahr rapped the lightpen on the arm of his chair. “Make sure he knowsthe bridge is off-limits. Thenin
an hour, you're off duty. Y ou too, Rimanava.”

Dallon ducked his head, headed down the short corridor.

Trilby leaned her head back against her chair and closed her eyes. “How many daysto go?’ Maybe she
could drug Jagan, make him deep through them all.

“Seven,” T'vahr'svoice said. “ Six and ahdf, truthfully. And then we seewhat Syar hasto offer.”

She groaned as she formed the words she wanted to say. “Aslong asit isnot aone-way ticket to Club
‘Sko, | am happy.”

“I've beenthere,” T’ vahr replied. “Much overrated. Can’t recommend it.”
She remembered the bruises on hisbody. Hell of avacation memento.

Mitkanos unhooked his harness strap. Trilby noticed the man rardly liked to Sit in one place for long.
After the wide corridors of Degvar, an Endurance class sarfreighter must seem very confining to him.

“Y ou want meto take main or late shift?’ he asked T’ vahr. And there was no requisite Dagon. Even last
night at dinner, Trilby’ d noticed Mitkanos Smply spoketo T'vahr. No name, no title. Therivalry between
the Fleet and the Segzarda was still gpparent here. Though T’ vahr seemed less bothered by it than he
had on Degvar.

“I need you on aswing shift, because of our guest. At least for the next two days. I'll have Ddlon relieve
you after that. But | want to keep Grantforth always|ooking over his shoulder, not knowing who might
be in the corridor, or when.”

It was agood, workable plan that meant Mitkanos would be on duty for two hours before and after each
shift change. But she had afeding the Stegzarda Mg or would make his presence felt alot more than
that.

They dl would. With Jagan on board, the usud laxity of ‘tween timewouldn’t occur. T’ vahr might fed



Jagan was there to babysit them, but the redlity was that they aso had to babysit Jagan.
There were too many questions and too few answers.
An hour later, Farralogged off duty and |eft the bridge, but not before she offered: “If you need me...”

Trilby turned away from her console. “ Vad. WE Il cal.” Then shewas|eft donewith T’ vahr. She brought
up the specs on her new ship and tried to look busy, tried to look like she didn’t want any conversation
with a man who occupied far too much of her thoughts asit was.

He seemed to sense that, excused himself alittle while later, told her to lock the bridge. He returned with
two wide mugs of soup, spill-capped and steaming. It was past lunch. She hadn’t redlized shewas

hungry.

If he encountered Jagan, he didn’t say. But Trilby’ srandom glances at the ship’s CL S showed their guest
was spending most of histimein hiscabin.

“Soup isokay good for replicator,” shetold himin hating Z' fharish.

“Okay good?’ He grinned. “Listen to me. Good. Better. Best. Very good.” He went through the
Z fharish words, pronouncing them carefully, making her repest them in-between spoonfuls.

Then he went through alist of negatives. Bad. Horrible. Disgusting. Worm fodder. Shelaughed at the last
one.

The navcom pinged twice. They were picking up the Y anir-3 beacon. Trilby secured her mug, keyed in
course changes.

He wanted to work on verb tenses after that. | see. | saw. | will see. | have seen. It wasn't as difficult as
Trilby thought, and having ared person to work with, instead of program, helped.

The nav-com pinged twice again. Y anir-4 and ajumpgate. T' vahr primed the hyperdrive engines. Trilby
ran through a pre-jump checklist, then opened intraship.

“Thisis Captain Elliot. Jump countdown startsin five minutes. Secure and strap down, kids.”

Shadow’ s Quest took the jump flawlesdy, with hardly ashimmer. A thrill ran through Trilby just to have
her hands on the controls at the point, to feel the ship respond, to see systems' data cascade down her
screenswith an amogt artistic flow.

“Good, better, best. Good, better, best.” She added alittle tune to the Z’ fharish words, sung it under her
breath asthe ship settled in for its hyperspace transit.

“You. Want. Coffee?’ he asked her in Standard, but matching her tune with his deeper voice.

“Thanks. And no more language lessonsfor awhile. | think I'm abit punch-drunk.” It was more than
that, she knew. Shefdt safe on the Quest, safe on the bridge and in the past four hours, she hadn’t
argued or fought with anyone. It was dmost like an old * tween time on arun, with Dezi.

T'vahr leaned over her shoulder, pointed to a screen on her far left. “ Pull up the last download we had on
that ion storm. | want to look at it again when | get back.”

“Think it' saproblem?’ she asked as he stepped away.

“If our friend were not on board, | might. It would be agood cover for an ambush when we come out of



jump. But now, | want to show you away you can useit, make it into awog-and-weemly you'll like.”
“Soundsinteresting.” She heard the bridge hatch dide closed. Thelight on her panel showed it locking.
Five minutes later he was back, palm coding past the lock. The pungent aromaof coffee wafted in.

Hedid into the copilot’s seat. “Now, let me show you how to use storm interference to make guidance
beacons think you are someplace you are not.”

Trilby stood, stretched and leaned on the back of his chair while she sipped her coffee and drank in his
methodology. It wasintriguing, fascinating and abit humbling. Again, shefound hersdf thinking, If
Shadow had lived....

Hedid, inaway, through thisship. If only for alittlewhile.
Three pings from navigation.

They were through the jumpgate that quickly? She glanced at the time stamp, thinking enough time hadn’t
passed. But it had. And that, she knew, was a dangerous sign. She did back into her seat, rehooked her
harness.

She'dlost hersdlf for severa hoursin Khyrhis T vahr. In hisenergy, hisintellect.
Dangerous. The man was dangerous.

“Initiating exit sequence.” Sheran her fingers over the controls, saw his movements compliment hers. She
opened intraship. “Thisis Captain Elliot. Five minutes to mass and velocity dump. Secure and strap
down, kids.”

Shadow’ s Quest streamed through the jumpgate at the Y anir-Gensiiraborder, al systems optimal.
The bridge hatch cycled behind her. Trilby glanced at the time stamp. It was just about ‘ swing shift’.
“Mitkanos.” T’ vahr confirmed her supposition, pointing to the palm code ID readout on the console.
Trilby loosened her harness, swiveled around. “Y ou're alittle early. Get acup of —’

“Grantforth’ smissing.” Mitkanos stopped in the hatchway, his broad face mottled in anger. He looked
quickly from Trilby to T" vahr. “His shipbadgeisin his cabin. But the son-of-a Pillorian-bitch isnot.”

She heard the snick of T'vhar’ s harness but she was quicker, aready on her feet. “Y ou checked his
sani-fac? Thelounge?’ She glanced at the comm console. Jagan, or rather his shipbadge, hadn’t moved.

Mitkanos was nodding. T’ vahr stepped up to him. “ Stay here. With her.” He pointed to Trilby.
Damnit! Thiswasher ship. “No! [—’

“We don't know where heis, what heisdoing. | need someone, | need you on the bridge in case thereis
athreat to the primaries.”

“Jagan’ s not capable—" she called after him as he strode off the bridge, but T’ vahr was right. Someone
had to be on the bridge who could make decisions, take counter-measures. It was S.O.P..

Mitkanos did into the comm chair with agrunt. Shetracked T’ vhar’ s shipbadge icon down the
ladderway, saw Ddlon’ sin engineering. Farrawas il in her cabin, answering Mitkanos scal.



She turned, automaticaly initiating security procedures as she climbed back into her seet, placing the ship
on yellow dert. All entry passwords were closed access except to T’ vahr and hersdlf. The ship’s primary
system files went through double back up. Enviro was secured.

She re-strapped her harness, chewed for amoment on her lower lip.

Wherein hdl was Jagan? Shadow’ s Quest smply wasn't that large. Sure, there were nooks and
crannies, under stairwell storage area, maintenance tunnels. Five cavernous cargo holds. Large compared
to her old Venture. Still, it could be searched, thoroughly, in under an hour.

Sheturned dightly. “Y ou saw hiscabin, right?” she asked Mitkanosin Standard. Trandating everything
to Z' fharish wastoo much of agtrain at the moment. “ Anything odd?’

He thought for amoment. “ Suitcase open. Some clothesinsde. Bed dept in, not made. But nothing bad,
like someone had afight with him, no.”

Shedidn't think that. The only person he'd belikdly to fight with would be T' vahr. Or hersdlf. They'd
both been on the bridge.

Except T’ vahr had gone to the lounge for soup. Then coffee.

No. She found herself shaking her head at the thought. Maybe T’ vahr didn’t like Jagan, or didn’t like the
fact that Jagan had been her lover. But harm him, kill him because of it?

It wasridiculous. Besides, they needed Jagan to get them to Syar, to get them into GGA where someone
caled Dark Sword was working with the * Sko...

Who else, Neadi had asked, would be sleeping with the * Sko?

The Z' tharin. Or, perhaps, one Z' fharin in particular? Who had been left behind on the * Sko world of
S zed. Then miraculoudly escapes.

The thought made her handsfed icy, her throat tight. T vahr had insisted on coming aong. Even though
she and Dallon and Mitkanos and Farra, or any of Mitkanos s other candidates, could’ ve handled the
runjust fine.

Then Jagan shows up on Saldika. Shows up at her docking gate. Shows up at her docking gate at almost
the exact timethey arrived.

How did he know they’ d be there? Sure, he knew Shadow’ s Quest had to stop at Saldika. He' d find
that out from her flight plan. But ETAs varied widely. And gate assgnments often changed at the last
minute.

That'swhy al ports had public message boards. I'm here now. At gate such-and-such. Come meet me.
Common as mizzetsin acargo bay.

But she hadn’t posted anything. Damn, damn, double damn! She pinched the bridge of her nose. Were
there two agents, both * Sko double agents, working with each other? Against each other, for different

‘ Sko factions? She' d had ahard time accepting that Jagan could be part of any * Sko plot. He honestly
didn't havetheintelligence. The deviousness. But T'vahr... hefit the profile perfectly. Brilliant. Powerful.

With impeccable military
training. And aflair for deceit, for manipulation. Her somach churned, rebelling at her thoughts. For al



that Khyrhis T"vahr fit the profile, he

didn’t. In the short time she’ d known him, she knew that much. Knew it intimately. Innately. Khyrhis
T vahr would never betray the Empire. Moreimportantly, he' d never betray the

people who trusted him, depended on him. Like Hana Jankova. Or Zak Demarik. Or Trilby Elliot. She
forcibly stopped her thoughts a that admisson. Don't, shetold hersdlf, don’'t even start

thinking like that. Don’t trust him. Don’t depend on him. Don’t fall in love with him. He' s got
‘the’ plastered in front of his name, Gods damn it!

“Captain Trilby.” Mitkanos was leaning over, touching her arm. “Y ou okay?’ She had adeath-grip on
her harness strap, her fingers dmaost numb from where she’ d wrapped it around her hand. She released
it, shook out her fingers gingerly. “ Just thinking about things | don’t want to think about.” Shegavehima
half-hearted smile. “ Any news?’ He shook his head. “We can very much tell you where heisnat,
however. The Dagon is

searching Hold Two. Ddlonisin Three. Farrais—" Their shipbadges pinged s multaneoudy. Her hand
moved quickly. “Elliot.” “Captain! ThisisFarra. | have Dagon Grantforth. | need the team in sickbay, at
once!” T’ vhar' s response growled through her shipbadge. “On my way.” Ddlon’s acknowledgment
followed. Shetapped her badge again. “Farra, give me status.” “Heisdive, captain. Breathing. But not
conscious.” She closed her eyesfor amoment. Had she migudged T vahr? Again? “He sinjured?” “I
cannot tell. Appears not. But—" The sound of male voices rumbled in the background. The

comm link clicked off and on. “Thisis T'v— Rhis.” Gods, Trilby redized, even he was forgetting who he
was. Or wasn't supposed to be. “Assoon as | have answers, you'll hear.” The comm link went dead.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

She was running down the ladderway again, forgetting her ship had alift. T'vahr had commed her. “He's
awake.”

She sidestepped into the corridor, headed for sickbay. T’ vahr stood outside, arms folded across his
chest, brows danting in afrown.

Hisface rdlaxed when he saw her, but only dightly.

She stopped in front of him, caught her breath. “What happened?’ It had been over two hours since
Farrafound Jagan.

“Overdose”

“Overdose? Asin, suicide?” That didn’t sound like the Jagan Grantforth she knew. “Or did hislate night
partying finaly catch up with him?” That sounded more like Jagan. He d gone his own way on Sddika
He had the money, the looks and, even in the Empire, the Grantforth name.

T'vahr pulled asmdl vid from his pants pocket, handed it to her.

Sheread the label. “Motion sicknesstabs?’ She groaned. Space sickness. Jagan was used to traveling
on hisfamily’slarge, luxury yachts. Not freighters, built more for cargo capecity then comfort. He'd had
the same problem on the Careless Venture. But she d forgotten.

“That' swhat thelabel says.” T'vahr nodded. “ That is not what the andyzer tellsus”



She blinked. Hard. Looked a the vid again, then at T' vahr. The tension was back in hisface. “What was
inhere?’

“Zdcafreninerozide. Also known as Ren' zorc'a”

“Renwhat?’

He shook hishead. “1t'san Y cskrite term.”

At the mention of the * Sko language, she tensed.

“It means blood boil desth. Loose trandation, of course,” he added.
“Someone tried to poison Jagan? Why?’

“He doesn’'t know. At least, he' snot telling me.”

“Who gave him the pills?’ Trilby briefly wondered if Jagan’ swife knew he was meeting with her and was
jedous.

“He said he has a standing prescription at the company pharmacy.”

She glanced at the vid again, recognized the GGA Med-lab logo. She' d seen it often enough on
Chaser’ stranamits. “But you said thiswas * Sko—"

“Itis. lllegd inthe Empire. | have to assume the samefor the Conclave.”
“But he sdive”

“He only took one. Half adose.” Hetook the via from her fingers, put it back in his pocket. “ Full dose
and he would not be.”

In the past few months she’ d wished Jagan dead any number of times. But that had been a cathartic
exercise. Not theredl thing. Not like this could have been.

“Canl seehim?’

A moment of hard silence from T’ vahr and then anon-committal shrug. But hisface wore that same
closed expression she remembered from right after the * Sko attack, off Avanar. He was worried about
something and wasn't in the mood to shareit.

It wasn't Jagan, or the poison. It was her. A threat against hersalf. Like the * Sko attack off Avanar.

He knew more than he wastelling. That dmost stopped her, made her want to drag it out of him. Except
that Jagan Grantforth had nearly died on aship under her command— she was il captain, in spite of
whatever games T’ vahr was playing. Shefdt alevel of responsbility. And an odd pang of sentiment.
They’ d been lovers, friends. Sherealized now that if something had happened to him, she'd regret it.

Jagan was an incurableflirt and hadn’t ahumble bone in hisbody. But other than marrying Zdia—
marrying the money and position Trilby knew Jagan’s mother dwaysintended he would— hewasn't a
bad person. They’d had fun, lots of good timesin the almost two years they were together. The
restaurants, the clubs, the thegtre, the parties. He opened her eyesto away of life she had only dreamed
about, working the docksin Port Rumor.

With an unexpected clarity she knew he aso opened her eyesto something even more important. That



shewasasurvivor. He d raised her up to the glittering heights and then dropped her down— and she
survived. Was stronger for it. She found something inside hersdlf that was indefatigable and— finders
keepers— she’' d never loseit.

She stepped in front of T'vahr then turned, saw that hard, closed, worried but determined ook till on his
face.

What the hell. Maybe it was time to face another redlization. Something €lse she' d found, and wanted to
keep. Nothing ventured. ..

She stood on tiptoe and, grabbing ahandful of hisjacket for balance, brushed hislipslightly with her own
beforeleaning againgt him in adeeper kiss.

Hisarmslocked around her immediatdly, his mouth branding her with his heated response. She fdt asif
thousands of fluttermoths spiraled through her body. She stepped back, reluctantly, and more than alittle
weak-kneed.

That closed, worried look was gone from his face, to be replaced by one of surprise, and hopefulness.
Hisdark eyes were smoky with desire.

“Trilby-chenka...” He held onto her arms, tried to pull her back to him but she held up her index finger,
gdling him. But not without amixture of regret and trepidation.

Hewasdill the T'vahr. She was il taking a chance.
“Busnessfird.”

Hishand did down her arm and he drew her finger to hislips, kissed it lightly. “I’ll wait for youinthe
lounge. Dinner?”

Gods, they were supposed to be off-shift two hours ago. She nodded, found herself smiling even though
shewastired, and her emotionsfelt asif they’ d been dragged out the drive vents and in through the
aux-thrusters again. “ Sounds good.”

She squeezed his hand then stepped towards sickbay’ s door, activating its sensor. It did open as T’ vahr
strode away.

Farralooked up from the medi-stat when Trilby entered. “ Captain.”

“Saved my life, that little darling did.” Jagan’ s voice was hoarse but he was propped up in the regen bed,
Spping asteaming liquid from a spill-capped mug. A med-broche was clasped to hiswrist. Hisface had
apinched expression and he looked like he was fighting athree-bottle hangover. But hissmilewas

genuine.
Hdll, if she'd downed a*“ Sko poison and survived, she' d be smiling, too.

“Y ou did good work, Farra.” Trilby patted the young woman’ s shoulder as she stepped past her,
towards Jagan’ s regen bed.

“Segzarda training in emergency medical procedures. Uncle Y avo would never forgive meif | did not.”
Trilby leaned againgt the edge of the empty regen bed behind her, crossed her ams over her

chest. “You look like hell, Grantforth.” “Felt like I’ ve been there and back.” “1 know Rhis asked you, but
how do you think a* Sko poison ended up in your medicine?’ Jagan let out along breath. “I don't have



any answers. Other than | don’'t know if | should be

worried that someoné strying to kill me persondly, or trying to kill abunch of usin GGA What if my
prescription wasn't the only one dtered?’

Trilby’ sarmsfell to her side. She hadn't considered that. What if the pills had been switched in GGA’s
main pharmacy? Hundreds of GGA employeeswould be facing death. The main pharmecy ...

... was where Chaser worked. What if his meds were poisoned? What if he were the one... She pushed
the thought away. She’ d known Chaser her wholelife. “Y ou discuss that with Rhis?” “No. I... we...” he
glanced at Farra, “we were playing with someideasjust now. After Vanur

left to find you.” More good work, Farra. “Y ou think it'saplot against GGA?" He shrugged. “1 hope
not. But in caseitis, | think | should send amessage. A warning.” And hope thewarning' s not too late,
Trilby knew. “ Agreed. | s there someone you know you

can trust with thisinformation? Someone who can act onit, immediately?” “Besides mother, and | redlly
don’t want to upset her right now, it'd have to be Uncle Garold.”

Secretary Garold Grantforth. Trilby frowned dightly, her mind gill running over some possibilities that
wereless than savory. “ Sure you want to bother him? The news said he' sinvolved in trade negotiations.”
With the * Sko. And Jagan’ svid held * Sko poison.

“I think he d beinsulted if | didn’t contact him. Thisisavery serious metter.”
She pushed hersdf away from the empty bed, motioned to Farra. “Can you get him alink here

to record amessage?” “Vad. Isnot aproblem.” “I’m going to bein the lounge, having dinner. Cal me
whenit' sfinished.” “Vad, captain.” Farraflicked off the medi-stat and reached for her portable
data-padd. “ Jhev'd,” shereplied automaticaly. Then saw Jagan'sraised eyebrow. “I’'m learning. Hard

not towhenit’sdl | hear thesedays.” Shelay her hand on hisarm, squeezed it briefly. “I’'m glad you're
al right, Jagen.”

“ S0 you can take another shot at me with that mean right hook of yours?’ He was grinning, histone light.
Then hissmilefaded. “I’m glad I'm dive, too, Tril. And... I’'m sorry. For alot of things| did wrong by
you. | mean that. | know | owe you an explanation. 1—"

“Y ou need to compose that message and get some rest right now.” She put on her best ‘ stern captain’
tone. “We can tak, if you want, later. But you redlly don’t owe me any explanations.” “Wdll, yeah, |
reglly do, and you'll probably pop me oneinthejaw again. But | deserveit. And... | had no right to say
what | did, about you and Vanur. So | deserved that one, too.” “WEe Il cal it even, okay? Farra s got the
padd ready for you.” She gave him a amile as she stepped towards the door, caught his answering grin,
and the smdl dimplein his cheek. Thiswas the Jagan she remembered. The charming oneshe'd fdlenin
love with. She watched him turn his smile towards Farra. Better watch out, Farra-chenka. But no, Farra
had someone back a Degvar. A very speciad someone.

And | have a dinner date. With Khyrhis T'vahr. *The’ Khyrhis T vahr. But that’s okay. | can
handle that. Now.

The sickbay door closed behind her with amuted whoaosh as Trilby hurried down the corridor.

~*

Rhis heard the footsteps gpproaching in the corridor. Short. Definitely female. He grinned then hit the



re-heat button on the keypad. Dinner for two, coming up.

Hewould never understand women. At least, he probably would never understand one particular
woman, but that was okay. Aslong as she wasthere, tantdizing him, intriguing him, making him crazy ...

Gods, did she make him crazy!

Maybe he'd ask Rafi about it, sometime. Maybe not. At the moment, he was more interested to seeif
the Trilby who came through the wide lounge hatchway was the Trilby who grabbed him and kissed him
S0 ddightfully outsde sickbay.

Hedidn't redlize he was holding his breath until she spoke.
“Smellsgood, Rhis. Maybe | should hire you as ship's cook.”

Helet out adow sgh. Trilby-chenka. Ahh, Trilby-chenka. Yav chera. Touded hair the color of
moonlight. Impish amile. All soft curves under that zippered gray flightsuit that he could teer off herinless
than twenty seconds. Maybe fifteen.

But not yet. Takeit dow. Don't spook her. “ Anything smells good when you' re hungry. Even Y aniran
Rice Bolaf.” He reached behind the counter, brought out the bottle of white wine he'd chilled, poured her
aglass, then onefor himsdf. “This should help.”

The surprised look on her face pleased him. Well, he had other surprisesfor her. Thiswould do, for
NOW.

Shetook the glass. “ Getting fancy, are we?’

“We are off duty.” He stepped closer, touched glasses with her for luck. “And | think we both deserve
it

He studied her face, her eyes half-closed briefly as she tasted the wine. Maybe, he posited, something in
jumpspace had miraculoudy removed her animosity towards him. Hell, the Dakrahl worshiped the
Faytari Driftsfor something close to that reason. There were places there, their legends said, that could
cleanse aperson, hed them, ater them.

She certainly was dl prickly and standoffish and then they cleared the exit gate, and she mellowed.
Mélowing, he corrected himself. He could till see adightly wary notein her eyes.

Just as she no doubt saw his earlier and, bloody hell if she didn’t know that he was worried about her
and Grantforth. After al, she' d pulled him off the jungle floor, nursed him back to hedth. What if that
same compassion now resurrected itself- towards Jagan?

What if— and he didn’t totally discount it— Jagan’s whole overdose was a stunt to get Trilby’'s
sympathy? That was why he' d given Farra Rimanava strict ordersin Z' fharish before he' d commed
Trilby: Don't leave them aonein sickbay together.

He would take no chances.
But it looked like it hadn’t been necessary. Her kisstold him that much.

Would it again? Hetilted hisface down, captured her mouth with his own. She leaned into him, answered
hisdow, lazy kisswith lipswarm, willing and tasting of wine. Then the processor pinged. Food wasthe
last thing on his mind but they needed the sustenance. They had along waysto go before Syar. And the



Gods-only-knew what kind of trouble would greet them when they got there.

But more important, they had awhole six hours to themselves before they were back on duty. A lot
could happen in that time.

They might very well need the sustenance.
He grinned down &t her. “ Join mefor dinner, Daga?
“That’swhy I'm here.” Shetook another sip of her wine, turned towards the table.

He brought out the steaming casserole, some vegetables and two round Saldikan sausage cutlets. They
filled their plates, then Trilby leaned towards him.

“Jagan thinks his prescription might not be the only one poisoned. He' s putting together awarning
message to send to GGA”

Hisfork stopped in mid-air. “He did not say anything to me—"

“Because it was Farrawho got him talking,” shesaid. “I don’t know if that’ sthe answer. But it's
something we ve got to consder.”

“A moveagangt GGA intota?’ A warning, perhaps, from an associate who didn't like Garold
Grantforth’ strade proposal ? Possible, but to use a* Sko poison didn’'t make sense. He was shaking his
head and redlized Trilby waslooking a him, questioningly.

He explained. “ The only reason would be to stop Grantforth’ s dedlings with the Beffa. But then, why not
go after the Secretary himself? And why with a‘ Sko poison, if the * Sko are the very group he strying to
hep?’

“Not dl the Sko. The Dakrahl? The Niyil 7’

“TheNiyil are morelikely to shoot at GGA shipsthan use poison. The Dakrahl...” Hethought on that
while he chewed. The rdigious faction was often very cregtive in their methods. “Possible”

“Or?| hear an ‘or’ inthere”

He d thought of this, when he wasn't trying to figure out what suddenly changed hisair-sprite’ smind
about him. *“ Someone wanted us to show up in Syar with adead GGA accountant on board.”

She stared at him. “For what purpose?’

“We know the purpose. Someone wants your nav banks. Y our knowledge. What better way to get
control of thisship, control of you than to charge us with murder?’

“That’ s crazy!”
“Dark Sword hasn't been effective al these years because he' s sane, and kindly.”
Shetook aquick sip of wine.

Helowered hisvoice. “Dark Sword isthe one behind the kill orders. Which, until recently, were few
enough to look like happenstance. But with trade negotiations now on the table, and with people like
your friend, Neadi, questioning the unlikeliness of so many attacks on freighters, Dark Sword has no
choice but to change methods.



“More attackswill push Conclave opinion againg the trade agreement, no matter how influential Garold
Grantforth is. So there hasto be another way to insure * Sko presence in the Conclave, and acquire those
freighterswith Herkoid data. An impound and amurder charge is arather good way to accomplish the
second.”

“A ship under impound is sedled!”
“And her logs, al her databanks, are copied into the court system as evidence, no?’
She nodded.

“Andif Dark Sword is as well-placed as we think, he might be part of that system in the Conclave.
Someone whose access to such records wouldn’t be questioned.”

“So you think Jagan was set up?’

He nodded. “It is one possibility I” ve considered. | have been trying to figure out by what meansthey
were going to take this ship, and her navbanks, without arousing suspicion. And if it turns out no other
prescriptions were poisoned, it’sa strong possibility.”

“But if something happened to Jagan, his uncle would cal off the trade talks. He' d take it asa direct
threat.”

“That' sonly if it looked asif the * Sko killed his nephew. But dl Uncle Garold would know isthat Jagan
was poisoned while on aship operated by his nephew’ s girlfriend. Who probably has told more than a
few people heleft her heartbroken. And that she' d like to see him dead.”

“But I'm not in love with Jagan anymore!”

Hewas very glad to hear her make that statement, even if the circumstances diciting it were lessthan
savory.

“I haven't been sincel...” And she stopped, bit her lip self-conscioudy. “ Since | pulled your ungrateful
ass out of the swamp.” She leaned back, crossed her arms over her chest. But asmile played across her
lips, and achalenging light danced in her eyes.

“Y ou just maneuvered meinto admitting that, didn’t you?’

He reached across the table, pulled one hand out of the crook of her arm. He threaded hisfingers
through hers. “ Unexpected bonus. But I'm glad to hear that, yes.”

He saw the color riseto her cheeks.

“So you think someone will bewaiting to arrest me when we hit the Colonies?’ she asked. But shedidn’t
pull her hand away.

“I think someone iswaiting for amessage from Shadow’ s Quest about an unfortunate accident.”
“That's not the message they’ re going to get.”

“I' know. All the more reason thingswill be very interesting when we get to Syar.”

“Dark Sword' s certainly going to be surprised.”

“I learned along time ago, Trilby-chenka, that it is much, much better to be the one giving surprises, than



the one receiving them.” He thought of Kospahr, on the Razalka’ s bridge. No, he definitely didn't like
SUrprises.

She pulled her hand out of hisgrasp, but it was only to stab at her dinner. “ Are you going to tell Jagan
any of this? Or do you want meto?’

“Not until after he sends his message, and we know for sure if there are more poisoned prescriptions. If
therearen’t, I'll talk to him. Or we both can.” He wanted Jagan to know without a doubt where Trilby’s
alegiancewas. “1 don’'t want any of our suspicionsto be leaked through his message.”

Her shipbadge pinged. Shetapped it at. “Elliot.”
“Dagon Grantforth’ s message is ready.”

Rhistapped his badge on, switched to Z' fharish. He didn’t know if shewere ill in sickbay and if
Grantforth could overhear. “We re dmost finished dinner. Bring it to the bridge in five minutes. Get
Petruziusto stay with him.”

“Understood, Dagon. Fiveminutes. I’ll comm Ddlon.” The connection clicked off.
“Not even time for another glass of wine?” Trilby stood, clearing the platesfrom the table.
“Bedtime snack,” he said and thought her soft laugh sounded very encouraging, indeed.

~*

He watched Jagan’ s message twice before permitting its transmission. It was short, earnest and about
what he expected from a corporate accountant.

Neither was he surprised by its destination: Garold Grantforth. Go right for the top, when you want to
make things happen.

It would be severd hours, if not more, until they had aresponse.

He nodded to Farraand Mitkanos, then laid hishand on Trilby’ s shoulder. “We re off duty,” hesaid in
Z fharish. Then, in Standard, he asked her: “Nightcap?’

She blushed. Mitkanos turned away, grunted, and busied himself with the bridge scanners. Farra
swiveled around in her seat at communications and faced her console.

Rhis grinned, wrapped hisarm around Trilby’ swaist and pulled her through the bridge hatchlock. He
nibbled on her ear asthey walked towards the lift.

“Rhid” she pleaded, laughing softly.
His name had never sounded so wonderful.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Trilby stood in the middle of the smal gtting areaiin her cabin and watched Rhisasif shewere seeing him
for thefirst time. She watched the lines of his body as he uncorked the wine, then reached overhead for
two glasses from the galley cabinet. His gray shirt pulled across the width of his shoulders, the curve of
hismusclesin hisback and arm.

He glanced at her, briefly, with alopsided smile and aflash of something promising in hisdark eyes. Then



he concentrated on pouring the pale liquid. Hisface was relaxed but the line of his jaw was strong, his
cheeks dightly shadowed where they’ d not seen arazor since yesterday.

She remembered hisface the firgt time she’ d seen him, lying in the damp grass, theremainsof a‘ Sko
Tark behind him. His dark lashes had rested against pale skin; darker bruises blossomed aong hisjaw.

On her regen bed in sickbay, his naked form showed the muscles of aman who pushed his body hard, to
thelimits. And in those terrifying minutes when he first grabbed her, she'd fet his power.

The Khyrhis T'vahr. The Senior Captain.
The man who taught her to say yav cheron.

She took the ssemmed glass he held out to her. He' d said barely two words since following her to her
cabin. But then, she’' d said nothing either. The air around them seemed to speak, instead, charged with
that prima energy she remembered feding so intensdy on the Careless Venture. Every time he came
closeto her. Every time his eyes met hers. Every time he touched her.

If the decking under her boots caught fire right now, she wouldn't be surprised.
She dipped her finger in the chilled wine, touched it to hislips.
A low groan rumbled in histhroat. He brushed her pam with adamp kiss.

“Khyrhis” She said his name softly, tentatively. It was hisred name, one she’ d said over and over in her
head, and her heart, but never before, out loud.

He clasped her hand, hisfingers strong and sure as they threaded through hers.
“Yav cheron,” she whispered.

He pulled her hard againgt him, his mouth claiming hers, their intertwined hands for amoment caught
awkwardly between their bodies. Then their hands did apart. Hers went down the taut planes of his
chest, moved around hiswaist. Hiswent up, histhumb against her jaw, and his kiss deepened.

Her wineglassfdl to the floor with ahollow clink. She wanted to touch hisface, too, caressit ashewas
caressing hers. Then it was the thickness of his hair she needed to fed.

Hisfingers kneaded the small of her back, the swell of her buttocks. He pressed her into his hardness.
He sucked kisses from her mouth, grazed her lower lip with histeeth. Squadrons of fluttermoths soared
up her spine.

Sowly, ddiberately she moved her hand from hiswaist down histhigh, then up, feding him throb against
her fingers. Heinhaded sharply, pressed against her hand.

She teased his mouth with her tongue. Her fingers sought the zipper on hisflightsuit, found it, tugged.

He stepped back and suddenly his arm was under her knees. He lifted her smoothly. Her hands grasped
his shoulders as he turned. Four steps and they were through her bedroom’ s open door. Two more and
shewas on her back, in the middle of her bed, with aflushed and passionate

Khyrhis T'vahr— the Khyrhis T' vahr— kneeling beside her, unzipping her flightsuit, kissng her neck,
pulling at the thin strap of her t-shirt.

She nudged off her boots. They hit the floor with athud and she had the presence of mind to reach



blindly over her head for the console. “ Cabin lock, on. Privacy Code— oh, Godsl— One!”

Strong but incredibly gentle fingers found the heat between her legs. She arched into his hand. Her bregath
shuddered into his mouth as he kissed her.

“Trilby-chenka.” His voice was as raspy as his mustache againgt her cheek. “ Yav chera. | want you. |
cherishyou.”

He moved his hands up her body, stroking, caressing. She grabbed ahandful of hisflightsuit, now haf on
and half off. Shewanted it off. It was an impediment. She needed the warmth of his skin, the roughness
of hishair againg her.

A louder clunk of hisboots, then adight chill for amoment as he lifted off her and stripped away the last
of hisuniform.

When his body covered hers, she wrapped her legs around his hips. He nuzzled hisface in her neck, then
trailed kisses over her breasts.

She moaned, pulled his mouth back up to hers, wanting every inch of her body to touch his. Sensation
sizzled through her. His hands became more insistent, his kisses more frenzied.

She needed him inside her, now. “Please, oh Gods, please!”

She clung to his shoulders as he thrust into her. One hand cupped her bottom, lifting her hipsas he
stroked deeper. She could fedl his muscles tremble as his control dipped. But herswent firdt, an
explosion of fluttermoths and fireworks that |ft her gasping for brezath.

And sent him over the edge. “ Dagankira. My Lady, my love!”

She understood hiswordsin Z' fharish now. He was hoarse, his breathing ragged when he findly sagged
againg her. Their bodies were swesat-dickened. Her powdery perfume mingled with the heat of hismae
scent. She rubbed her face against the dampness of his neck, listened to hiswords.

“I loveyou, my Dagankira. My Trilby-chenka. Y ou are from my dreams. Y ou are what | cherish.”

Sheraised her face. “Khyrhis” Passion still smoldered in hisdark eyes. She couldn’t remember how to
say, in hislanguage, that she cherished him, loved him, too.

Shekissed him, hard, instead.
Hedidn't seem to mind.

~*

She woke with the fed of hislipson her shoulder, hisfingers stroking her breasts. She was spooned
againg him under the tangle of covers. She peered at the bedside console. They had forty-five minutes
before they needed to find coffee, perhaps breakfast. An hour before they had to be on the bridge.

She wriggled her bottom againgt him, felt histhrobbing response againgt her skin. And his soft chucklein
her ear.

They ended up bringing coffeeto the bridge. Breakfast wasn't even an option. Mitkanos vacated the
captain’s chair when Trilby stepped through the hatchway, with Rhis right behind her.

Mitkanos moved to the communications station. But Dalon wasin the copilot’ s chair, finishing asystems



check. Trilby knew he should' ve been off duty long ago. He shrugged when she mentioned it.

“| don't need that much deep. Plus | was hoping aresponse from Grantforth might comein.”

Rhisdid into the copilot’ s seat as Dalon stood, moving to an empty one a navigation. “ Anything?’
Dallon shook his head. “Nothing. But it’s been six hours. We should hear something soon, | think.”
“Unlesshe' stoo tied up with the trade negotiations.”

“Or,” Mitkanos said, “ someone e se intercepted the message.”

Trilby studied the command console, checking her ship’ s status as the discussion continued around her.
“How’sour patient?’ Rhis asked.

“Back in hisown cabin.” Dalon gestured towards at the CL S board behind Mitkanos. * Recovering
nicdy.”

Oh Gods. Trilby caught Dalon’s movement, redized that both her and Rhis' s shipbadges would have
given away their location— in her cabin— the past Six hours. Shefdt the heat rise to her face and looked
hurriedly back at her console.

Rhis brought up his supposition that Jagan was supposed to die on board. So that Dark Sword, and
whoever was working with him, would have access to the ship’ s nav banks.

“Devious,” Ddlon said. But Mitkanos disagreed. Too risky. They could have just as easily— if Jagan had
died— changed their flight plan to the nearest port as an emergency measure.

Ddllon leaned back in his chair, toyed with his half-hooked harness straps. “ Perhaps that’ swhat we were
supposed to have done?’

Rhis voiced more theory. Mitkanos dissented. Dallon added questions. Trilby stayed sllent, listening to it
al. Evenif she hadn’t known the voices, she could’ ve pick out ‘Fleet’ from * Segzarda’. Rhis's
questions, and answers, were broader in scope. He was't satisfied until he had examined every
possihbility, played out every scenario.

Mitkanos was more linear. His answer was the * Sko were aviolent people. Subtlety and subterfuge
weren't thar style.

“Ah, but the Dakrahl,” Ddlon said. He was the middieman, in Trilby’ s opinion. But hisresponses il
bespoke heavily of Fest.

The subject changed afew minutes later. “ The sub-lights are handling well, Since you resynchronized
them.” Rhisnodded at Mitkanos.

The burly man shrugged dightly. “Factory specsare usudly overcautious.” Thefact that the Razalka' s
captain paid him acompliment didn’t appear to interest him much. But it told Trilby something about
Rhis. About Khyrhis T’ vahr. As Hanahad said, he’ s not the same man who went on the mission with her
team.

Trilby looked at the drive readouts. Fuel optimization wasimproved. She glanced again at the scanners,
enviro, weapons. On-line but showing cold. Mitkanos, again.

And no response yet from Garold Grantforth. Or GGA



“Okay, boys.” She motioned with one hand to Mitkanos, then Dallon. “Back to your cabins. We |l take
it from here. And yes, as soon aswe know...”

Sheleft her voicetrall off. They were dl anxiousto hear about the dtered prescriptions. And if there
were anything left of GGA personnd a H.Q. on Ba grond.

Her thoughts flew to Chaser, standing next to her and Carinaiin the holo from Fly-boy’s. It was
inconceivable that he' d beinvolved. It was equally as chilling that he might’ ve seen something, and been
killed. She hadn’t heard from him since before Avanar.

But she had heard from Neadi. If anything werewrong, her friend would' ve said.

“Vad. Vad. | need dinner. Then deep.” Mitkanos patted the back of Trilby’s chair then ambled through
the bridge hatchway .

“Dagon. Cgptain.” Dadlon gave them arespectful nod, followed the Stegzarda magor into the corridor.
The hatch door clanked shut. Trilby keyed the lock. Rhis grabbed her hand, squeezed it.

Shegave him awry smile. “They knew. The wholetime. They knew you werein my cabin.” Shejerked
her chin towards the now empty comm station, with its CLS pand, to her |eft.

“That was unavoidable.”
“I don't think Uncle Y avo was very happy about it.”

Hedghed. “Uncle Yavo is Siegzarda, through and through. But that’ s not my concern.” Histhumb
stroked her fingers. “Areyou okay?’

Actudly, yes, she knew with mild surprise. Better than she thought she' d be. There' d been those regrets
born of uncertainty, thefirgt time. Then when she found out who he was, sheer panic, fueled by anger.

Now...
She squeezed hishand in answer. “Very okay.”

Helet out what sounded like asigh of relief. “Good. Now dl | haveto do is save the universe from the
evil *Sko and lifewill be perfect.”

Shelaughed. “It dl restson you?’

“But of course!” He raised on eyebrow. “1 am—"

“Z'tharin. | know, | know. You're Z' fharin.”

“And an arrogant rimgtrutter. Don't forget that.”

“And the embodiment of perfection,” she added.

“Actudly,” he said, hisvoice dropping to asexy growl, “I much prefer your body.”
“Doyou?If you'reniceto me, | may let you play with it from timeto time.”

“Tell mehow to beniceto you, Dagankira.” My Lady Love.

She pulled her hand out from under his, reached for his console. She keyed in the nav-link. “ Course



change coming up. Be niceto me and handleit.”
“No task istoo great...”
She groaned and turned back to her monitors.

They’d crossed Gendiira s border into Lissade while she and Rhis had dept in each other’ sarms. With
Jagan' s authorization codes they were bypassing the customs checkpoint on Marbo, heading directly to
the Colonies. She pulled up her charts. They were about thirty-five minutes from a secondary beacon. If
amessage waited, they might find it there.

She also toyed with the idea of sending oneto Chaser. Or Neadi. Or both.

Rhis had hislightpen out, flipping it in between hisfingers. Should she add to hisworries? She had to be
wrong. Chaser had no motives, no reason to work with the * Sko.

But he had known about Shadow’ sfiles. He knew about her and Jagan. He was often at Fly-boy’s.
She took a deep breath. “ Jagan’ s not the only one at GGA who knew about the old star charts.”
Rhis caught the pen in mid-air, regarded her levelly.

“Itdidn’t... | didn’'t even think of him until you found the poison in the prescription. Chaser worksfor
GGA Med-labs”

“Chaser.” Hefrowned dightly, then his eyebrowslifted. “ The red-haired man in the holo with you.”
“With me and Carina”
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“My wholelife. Our whole lives. We grew up together in Port Rumor: Carinaand Vitorio, Shadow,
Chaser and me.”

“Chaser ever work for Herkoid?”

He was the only one who hadn’t. She shook her head. “He went into med-tech training with the Port
Authority, worked as a paramedic for a couple years before he signed up with GGA”

She could see him processing the information. “But he knew about the charts Shadow took. And the
ones Carinahad.”

“Did he ever ask to see them, or ask you about them?’

She shook her head. “ Chaser hatesto fly, hates space travel. He' slike Jagan. He' s got to take meds or
he makes the whole trip with his head in the sani-fac.” She grimaced. “I don’t know if I’m more worried
he might have been poisoned, or if he...” Shelet her voicetrail off. She couldn’t say it.

“Or if hewere part of the plan,” Rhisfinished quietly for her.
She nodded. Damnation! Not Chaser.
“Could he have doneit, or helped?’

Trilby sghed, watched the dataflow over her monitorsfor amoment. “He worksin the pharmacy
building. He probably has access codes, sure. Or knows someone' s codes. But he' sjust abig, lovable,



goofy guy. | can't picture him ever wanting to harm someone.”
“The promise of power, and money, changesalot of people.”

Or thethreat of blackmail. “He had a problem, a couple years ago. With recreational drugs.” She
glanced a Rhis. He was nodding. “ Spent six monthsin rehab. GGA could velet him go. But they didn't.
| mean, it was pretty amazing, because he' sjust amed-tech and Garold—"

She stopped, hearing her own words.
“Goon,” Rhissad.

She swadlowed. “ Chaser said Garold Grantforth persondly took an interest in his case. He wasredly
flattered.” She closed her eyes, let her head fall back against the headrest. Chaser. Garold Grantforth.
Jagan. The ‘ Sko.

They dl had onething in common.
Trilby Elliot.
“Secretary Grantforth, not Jagan, helped Chaser?’ Rhis asked.

She opened her eyes, stared at the starfield dotting the forward viewport but saw nothing. “He wasn't
Secretary Grantforth then. Just aminor politician. Commissioner of something or other. But Chaser was
gtill flattered because Garold is synonymous with GGA”

“Did he know Jagan?’

“Chaser? Not that he ever said.”

Rhis picked up hislightpen, twisted it in hisfingers again.
“Chaser wouldn't hurt anyone,” she protested.

“If his addiction resurfaced, or it was made to resurface, he might do alot of things.” He reached for her
again, enfolded her hand in his. Histouch was warm, reassuring. “ And he also might not. There are,
what, hundreds of peoplein GGA Med-labs? How many hundreds morein GGA itsdf? But it'sgood to
play with these theories, Trilby-chenka. Because any one of them, or none of them, may be necessary
when we get to Syar. It' show we prevent unpleasant surprises.”

She squeezed hishand in answer.
It couldn’t be Chaser. Not Chaser.

The secondary beacon brought no answer to Jagan’s message. Trilby clicked off theincoming link,
watched Rhis scrolls through the usual news briefs and market downloads. “ Think maybe | should talk to

Tgan?

The look on hisfacetold her hedidn’t likethat idea. Or rather, ill didn’t like her with Jagan. “When the
time comes, we both question him.”

Trilby let it go at that for the moment. She wasn't redlly sure what she' d say, anyway. How do you ask
someoneif they'reatraitor, or if their family’ satraitor? And knowing Jagan’ s penchant for numbers and
propengity to avoid politics, she wasn't sure he’ d see any kind of dedl with the * Sko astraitorous.
Especidly if it meant profit.



And they wouldn’t come to another beacon for three more hours. Close to the end of their shift. Less
than a deuce away from the Colonies. She fdt Rhis sfingers massage the back of her neck. She hadn’t
realized she was so tense.

She closed her eyes, heard him unhook his safety harness, then unhook hers. She opened her eyes and
he pulled her to her feet. “Come here.” He sat back down in hischair, settling her in hislap. “I don't
know if you need this. But | do.” Shewrapped her arms around his neck, letting hiswarmth sink into her.
“I don'timaginethis

is acceptable behavior on the bridge of the Razalka.” *“1 may consgder an amendment to regulations.”
“Hanawould gpprove.” He chuckled softly. “Wéll, yes, Jankova has never been reticent in pointing out
my faults” “I didn’'t know Imperia arrogance was permitted faults” “It'snot.” Hewas slent for a
moment, hisfingerstracing patternsin the smal of her back.

“Trilby-chenka?’ “Ummm?’ She could fal adeep s0 easily right now. “Y ou were very afraid of me.”
She remembered Imperia Arrogance striding through the dingy corridors of the Careless

Venture. Standing stiffly at the base of her ship’sramp on Degvar. “ Y ou did try to kill me.” “No. Render
you unconscious perhaps, because | didn’t know where | was. What was going on. But after that. Y ou
were 0 afraid of me. Why?’

Why?Why. She had a hundred answers. And she had none. How do you explain an in-bred lack of
sdlf-worth to Imperia Arrogance? How do you explain ahard-learned distrust of authority to asenior

captan?

“Because | was named after ablanket.”
Hisfingers sopped. “What?’
“A blanket. Trilbyham Looms. When the Iffys picked me up, catalogued me, | didn’t have a

name. But | was carrying thistattered blanket with alabel that said Trilbyham Looms. So they

tagged mein as Trilby.” The massage resumed, dower thistime. “ And you think that would metter to
me?’ “You have ‘the infront of your name.” “The?” “The Khyrhis T'vahr.” He gave ashort, harsh
laugh. “1 thought that was after it. T vahr the Terrible.” “ That, too.” Shefelt him take a deep breath. “And
our... friend. He snot the Jagan Grantforth?’

“Of the Grantforths? Absolutely. | swore, you know, I’ d never get involved with another guy with athe
inhisname”

“And thismadeyou afraid.”
“Thismade meangry. At you. But redly at mysdlf.”

“Because awoman named after ablanket does not, what...fdl in love?’ He gently pushed her back so
that shewasfacing him. “Can | say that? That you love me?’

Hedidn't know. She could tell by the trepidation in his eyesthat he honestly didn’t know what shefelt
for him.

Well, she hadn’t been terribly straightforward. Or consistent.
Shegave him alazy smile. “Y esh, you can say that.”

A grin spread dowly across hisface. A corresponding warmth grew inside her. “ So now you' re not



afrad”
“Of you? No.”
113 Or lJSI?!

She had concerns. Normd, relationship concerns. But she didn’t fee anymore she' d be facing them
aone. “No. I'm not afraid of us.”

Histhumb traced her jaw. “Y ou should never have been.”

“I had to figure that out for mysalf.” Which wastrue. She didn’t know that until she saw the Rhisshe
hated was the same person as the Rhis she loved. She was the one who' d changed, placing labels on
him, interpreting his actions because of alack she thought wasingde hersdlf. A lack he didn’t know
about, and didn’t care about.

“Of course, Hana, and Doc Vanko, did try abit of persuasion on your behalf,” she added.

“I'll be sure to add commendationsto their fileswhen we get back.” He drew her forward, kissed her
lightly.

Shelet hersdlf enjoy it for amoment, then put her hands againgt his shoulders. “Y ou make it sound so

“Commendations?’
“No. Getting back. Y ou don’t seemed terribly concerned about what’ swaiting for usin Syar.”

“Honedtly, I’'m not. Or | would never have permitted you on this mission. Surely you know that by
now?’

“But thisman you call Dark Swvord—"

“Or woman. Or agroup of people. All of whom need you alive. And your nav banks, intact. The only
risk | see, and Demarik and | went over thisrather thoroughly, would be resstance. Whichiswhy |
structured thisas | have. Cooperation with GGA | fully intend to hand them your nav banks—your
atered nav banks—quite willingly. It would be the height of stupidity on Dark Sword' s part, or the
‘Sko's part, to harm us after that. It would raise too many questions.”

Rhis s plan wasamost reverselogic. Falling into their trap with atrap of hisown.
“So when we get to Syar—”

“We accept whatever reasons GGA givesfor acquiring this ship. Then we look for atri-hauler called the
Cosmic Fortune, who will just happen to be needing crew with our experience, and go home. Tracing
al thewhile, of course, the datawe gaveto GGA” He gave her asatisfied grin.

He had the whole thing planned, right down to aship waiting for them. “1 should' ve known,” she said
wryly.

“Yes. You should have”

Imperid arrogance. She kissed him quickly, then pulled out of hislap. “ There' soneflaw in your grest
plan so far. We missed breskfast. And are about to misslunch.”



“lt wasworthit.”

Her heart did alittleflip-flop at the undeniably sexy tonein hisvoice. But her somach was aso rumbling.
“I'll bring something back to the bridge.” Sheruffled hishair. “Don’t get uslost now, okay?’

“Last timel got lost, you found me. That turned out rather nicely,” hetold her as she palmed open the
bridge hatchlock.

Wil yes, it had. After afew twists and turns. “ Finders keepers. Remember that.” She stepped into the
corridor and the hatch cycled shut behind her.

She strode into the lounge just as the incoming alarms erupted through the ship. She pivoted, dashed
back into the corridor and pounded up the ladderway, her heart thumping wildly. Her throat wastoo dry
to bark questions through her shipbadge.

The hatchway was open and she could see Rhisin the captain’schair. Red and yellow lightsblinked ina
familiar crazed staccato.

“What isit?’ Her voice was raspy. She amost fell into the copilot’s chair as he banked the ship hard to
port. She raked the straps across her chest.

“*Sko.” Hisvoice was deathly flat. “Mothership. Two squadrons.”

She dapped off the darm, keyed the console mike to intraship. “’ Sko incoming. One plustwo. Red dert
dations, now!”

She heard Ddlon, Farra and Mitkanos confirm through the comm board behind her. She keyed the mike
again. “Elliot to Grantforth. Y ou' re confined to quarters. But if you know anything, anything about this,
migter, you tell me now!”

Jagan’' svoicewas aplaintivewhine. “1 swear, Trilby, | didn’t think they’ d—"

But the rest of his explanation was lost as an overhead pand exploded. And intruder alarms kicked back
on, filling the ship with adeafening wail.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SX

Strained voices shouted ordersin a mixture of Standard and Z' fharish. Rhiswasin command, but Dallon
trandated whatever he seemed to believe Trilby needed to know.

That helped, but for the most part Trilby reacted on ingtinct. Keeping the ship in one piece, dl systems
operating, needed no trandation.

“Torpedoes, incoming, portside.” Dalon barked out heading and speed. Rhisinitiated evasive
maneuvers. Trilby monitored shield tatus, ill holding at one hundred per cent in spite of severd direct
hits

But the * Sko hadn't fired torpedoes at them, before.

Farra, at communications, sent out repeated SUAS on both Conclave and Imperia channels. And
monitored for any answer from the Cosmic Fortune. Which was, Trilby guessed, abit more than an
average tri-hauler. But she could aso be as much as a deuce ahead of them.

The torpedoes veered away.



“Soppy shooting,” Mitkanos grumbled in Z' fharish.

“Don’t count onit.” Rhisdidn’t take his concentration from the board. “ That might just be awarning.
Farra?’

“Nav. Nothing yet, Sr.”

Trilby answered his question before he asked it. “ Comm pack till online. We' re sending.” But no one's
answering.

“Bloody hell.” Rhis s curse was hushed, tense.

The ship shuddered dightly as Mitkanosfired their weapons. Not the ion cannons, not yet. That, Trilby
knew, would be for the mothership. If she got close enough.

“They’re pulling back, regrouping,” Dallon advised.
Rhis shot aquick glance over his shoulder at the younger man. “ Jumpgate?’
“Noneinrangeyet, sr. We' rein one of those dead aress.”

Trilby caught Rhis s gaze, and unspoken command. Her fingers flew to the nav-link on her console.
“Which oneisthered file?” She waslooking at the Herkoid data Rhisintended to giveto GGA

He reached over quickly, highlighted aminor file tagged for enviro. “Here. Bring it up. I'll decodeit.”

She scanned the old star charts asthey filled her screen. Lissade. Syar. She grabbed all referencesto the
Colonies, ran through them quickly.

The ship rocked again, lights flickering. She glanced to her left. “ Shields holding at eighty per cent.”
“Jumpgate?’

“Not yet.” She paged through another chart. Damn it! There had to be something. She didn’'t care where
it went, aslong asit took them in hyperspace, gave them time to have someone meet them, and the * Sko,
when they exited.

The long-range scanner in front of Rhis beeped. Trilby looked at the board. Maybe the Cosmic Fortune
? Or aConclave patrol ?

But Rhis smouth hardened into athin line. “ Second mothership. * Sko. Thirty-five minutes out.”
That meant two more squadrons of ‘ Tarks.
“Why?" Trilby asked, feding it was afoolish question even as she asked it.

“Jagan’ smessageismy guess.” But Rhisdidn’t sound like he was guessing.

Mitkanos swore. “ Damned bastard.”

Ancther sckening shimmy, ancther flickering of lights.

“Shidlds at eighty and holding. Generatorson line,” Trilby said and opened the next star chart.

Two squadrons of ‘ Tarks were big trouble. Four were certain death. “Watch starboard flank,” Rhis
cdled out to Mitkanos. “ On them. On them. Inrange.” Trilby saw the cluster of ships part onthe
scanners. Rhis saw it, too. “They’re splitting up. ..



damnit! Class Five destroyer! They're screening a Class Five destroyer!” He banked the ship, hard.
Engine overload sgnasflashed. Trilby waswrenched againg her

harness straps then something dammed into the back of her seat. She jerked forward. “Bloody
fucking...” Rhisswitched to Standard. “ Get the hell off the bridge, Grantforth!” Trilby twisted around.
Jagan’ s hands were locked onto her headrest. He was half-knedling,

half-sprawling on the floor behind her. His face was pae, sweat-streaked. “No! Wait!” he croaked. Rhis
jerked histhumb at Dallon. “Get him off herel And lock the bridge thistime!” Jagan clawed at Trilby’s
am. “Tell them I’m on board! They can't... they won't... they just

want those map files” “Get below, Jagan!” Trilby told him tersely. “Uncle Garold needs those map files
to sedl the agreement!” “Those are Niyil ships, Grantforth.” Rhisturned in his seet, tried to push Jagan
backwards. “Y esl We re working with them, too!” Trilby caught Rhis' squick look of disgust. Then
Dallon grabbed Jagan under the armpits,

yanked him upright. “They’ ve got ion cannons primed,” Mitkanos said in Z’ fharish. “ Bring full wegpons
online!” Rhisordered. “ Destroyer’ s primary target. Fire at will.” Jagan wrenched againgt Dallon, reached
for Trilby. “What' s he saying? What' s happening?’ She looked up. “We rein trouble. Big trouble. Strap
himin a second nav, Ddlon.” Therewas

no time to drag Jagan below to his cabin. She needed Dallon on the bridge. And Rhis needed her
attention. “ Jumpgate?’ She turned back to the charts. “Working onit.” But there was nothing. Nothing.
The‘Sko

couldn’t have picked a better spot to ambush them if they’ d known... She glanced at the code trailing
down the side of thefile. Shadow’ s notations and a comment

by Vitorio. Thiswas one of the charts Carinahad. Trilby felt asif her heart stopped. “Khyrhis.” She said
his name softly. Dark eyesturned to her. She didn’t try to disguise the fear in her voice. “Thisisthe same

chart Bdlla’ s Dream had. There' re no jump gates here. They know that.”

He held her gaze for avery long moment, then turned away. His deep voice was emotionless; held the
hard tone of undeniable authority. “ Rimanava. Open achannel to Admira Vanushavor, Code Ddlta
Priority One. Copy to Captain Rafiello Vanushavor on the Vendetta, Commander Zakar Demarik on
the Razalka. Transmit dl logs

“ Append note to Demarik. On my orders, engage the First Fleet. Objective: Syar.”
Trilby understood. Rhiswas authorizing an invasion of the Conclave.
But Jagan didn’t, though he evidently recognized some names. “Vanushavor? Razalka? What

in hell areyou doing, Vanur? | told you, they just want—" *In range. Firing!” Mitkanos bellowed.

Rhis held the ship steady, then turned back to Jagan, his eyes narrowed. “ Our nav banks? | aready tried
that. They declined. Answered with two squadrons of ‘ Tarks instead. They want you dead. All of us
dead. Probably your beloved uncle aswell. Only foolsthink they can make deals with the * Sko.”

Jagan strained angrily againg his harness. “Who do you think you are to cal me—"

“T"vahr. Senior Captain Khyrhis T' vahr of the Razalka. That’ swho | am, Grantforth. Now shut up, or |
will et you talk to the * Sko. In person. Out the airlock.”

Rhis swung around. Hisfingers flew across the command console with avengeance.



And he missed the sight of Jagan’s mouth dropping wide open. But Trilby didn’t. Nor did she missthe
flicker of fear in hisblue eyes.

Hefindly noticed her scrutiny. “Y ou knew this?’ His voice rasped.

“Yes” Shewent back to her star charts. But an unexpected pride surged through her. The Khyrhis
T’vahr. It sounded very, very right.

“Mother Two, ten minutes,” Mitkanos intoned.

The ‘ Sko destroyer had pulled back, gathered its shield of * Tarks around it again when Mitkanos
returned firewith their ion cannons.

Shields were down to seventy-five per cent, but comm pack was still on line. That was critical. Someone
had to hear them. Someone had to answer their distress call. They might outrun a mothership, even two,
but not the * Tarks, who could refuel from the motherships. Time was not on their sde.

They needed a safe haven, but without ajumpgate, Trilby couldn’t find them one. There was nothing out
here in this section of the Syar Quadrant, not even an asteroid field. It was, as Dalon said, a dead zone.

The description chilled her. No. It would not be her dead zone. She refused to accept that.

“Trilby.” Jagan’ s voice hissed across the bridge, through the beeping of the monitors and curt commands
inZ'fharish. “Link meto the‘ Sko. | can, we can trade hislife,” he pointed at Rhis, “for ours. They'd love
T’vahr the Terrible”

Trilby flashed him adisarming smile. “Fuck you, Jagan.”
“Bitch!”
She shrugged, caught Rhis shaking his head at their exchange.

“Captain T'vahr.” Farraswitched to Standard. “1 am picking up a Norvind convoy, forty-sx minutes out.
They acknowledge our SUA”

Hope blossomed in Trilby’ s chest. Forty-six minutes. They could hang on that long, couldn’'t they? And a
freighter convoy, not heavily armed. But they might have an escort. It was better than nothing and might
buy them time until the Fleet— either Fleet— could find them.

Rhiswas aready relaying instructions, altering course to intercept.

“Coming inrange. Targeting.” Mitkanos s commands brought her back to the closer problem.

The ‘Tarks. In adifferent formation. She went back to her duties. “ Shields down to seventy. Unless—"
Héll. Jagan was on the bridge. Who needs enviro below decksif no one sthere?

She looked quickly a Rhis. He nodded. “ Cutting off life support to crew deck,” she announced. “ Thirty
seconds. Segueing power to shield generators.”

“Inrange. Fring!”
She glanced at the screens, saw two ‘ Tarks splinter apart. “Good shot, Yavo.”

Then something dammed into the ship. Trilby wrenched sideways, the chair’ sarmrest digging painfully



into her ribs. She heard Mitkanos grunt over the screeching of darms. A panel sizzled behind her,
punctuating Rhis slitany of cursesin Z’ fharish and Standard.

“Bloody Gods-damned ion cannon! Direct hit, starboard flank. Mitkanos!”
“Star... starboard torpedo tubes inoperational.”

Her screenswere no less encouraging. “ Shields down forty per cent.”
“Recdlibrating phasers” Ddlonsad. “ | need five minutes—"

“Wedon't have five minutes! Brace! Incoming cannon firel”

Trilby’sskin chilled as she tugged her harness secure with one hand. She raised the other arm over her
face, locked her feet againgt the lower pand. Only at thelast minute did she glance under her arm, caught
Rhis sdark and weary gaze asit flickered up briefly from the command console.

“Yav cheron,” shetold him.

Hiswigtful smile wasthelast thing she saw as the bridge exploded.

*

She woke to ared-tinged darkness and a bitter, metallic taste in her mouth. She recognized both. Power
was down. Enviro had kicked off, long enough for her to lose consciousness. Dezi must have gone down

to engineering—

But Dezi wasn't here. Thiswasn't the Careless Venture. She struggled againg something heavy, found it
wasn't her safety harness holding her into her seat but athick braid of conduit, cascading through the

caling.
She coughed, pushed it aside. The ship was eerily quiet, save for an ominous hissing noise from the

corridor. Ruptured enviro conduit. Her eyes adjusted to the dim light, caught shadowy forms, silent,
around her.

“Rhisl” She unsnapped her harness, lunged for his seet. It was empty.
Oh, Gods! She dropped to her knees, felt along the floor, her fingers finding debris but nothing more.
“Rhisl” She heard aclunking noise, but it sounded distant. Way below decks.

She pulled herself to her feet, shuffled to her right towards two forms. They were warm. She heard a
groan as sheran her hands over the smaler one. Farra

“Farra? Yavo?’

“Vad, vad. Thisisyou, Trilby?’ Mitkanos answered first.

“Itsme”

Farrawas coughing. Mitkanos worked on releasing her harness.

“Where' sRhis?’ Trilby asked.

“Here” Hewasleaning in the hatchway. “ Bloody, Gods-damned generators—"



She nearly sprang into hisarms, tripping over cables and warped panels on the way. He caught her tightly
againg him. Hisface was wet and covered with something gritty but she didn’t care. She kissed him until
Mitkanos stumbled into them, bumping her sdeways.

“Sviek noyet.” The large man grabbed a skewed section of bulkhead, tried to twist it Sdeways.
Ddlon. Gods, no.

Rhis moved, braced hisarms againgt the tal pandl, pushed with Mitkanos. Behind them, Farraworked
on the command console.

The red-tinged emergency lights brightened. Two smdl overhead white lightsflickered on. Trilby could
see Ddlon dumped in hisharness. Mitkanos grabbed hisarm, felt for apulse.

Dallon dtirred, raised his head groggily. “Bloody hell.”

“Don’'t move, yet,” Rhisordered and drew out asmall medi-stat.

“I’m okay, captain. Just blacked out. Enviro must have quit.”

“Itdid.” Rhisran the unit down Dallon’ssde. “Y ou’ re atough one, Patruzius.”

“Captain.” 1t was Rhiswho Mitkanos called to, but Trilby turned aswell, stepped towards him. And saw
Jagan’ sform pinned awkwardly in the chair, ametd rod protruding from his chest. Blood stained the
front of hispae shirt. His eyes were open, asif in surprise.

She closed her eyes, fdt her head start to spin, then Rhis sarm was around her waist. He lifted her into
his chair. “ Put your head down. That'sit. Deep bresath. Deep breath. It'sall right.”

All right. Wasit dl right? Jagan was dead, impaled by a conduit casing that must have shot through the
ceiling inthe explosion. A foot to theleft, and it would' ve hit Dalon. Or, at another angle, hersdf. Or
Rhis

She stopped staring at her boots—they were scuffed—and raised her face. “1’ll be okay.”
He kissed her forehead.
“Ship’sgatus?’ she asked.

“Wadl, enviro’sworking.” He glanced over his shoulder at Mitkanos, whose arm was wrapped around
his niece’ s shoulders. “1 don’t know about the hyperspace engines. Or the drives.”

“Only emergency systems are responding on the boards,” Farrasaid. “Lights, enviro. That isall.”

Dallon had moved to Mitkanos s station and leaned over the monitors, one arm clasped painfully against
his side. “Weapons are not responding. Not that I’ d expect—-"

The ship jerked suddenly, followed by several loud thunks. Farratottered against Mitkanos. “What was
that?’

“Tractor beam, maybe.” Rhisfrowned, glanced over Trilby’s shoulder &t his console. Most of the
screenswere dead. His hand moved to the small pistol holstered to his hip. “Or boarding ram.”

Mitkanos and Dallon mimicked his movement. Trilby patted her utility belt, felt her pistol and tools.



Another series of jerking movements and more thunks.

“Boarding ram,” Ddlon said, nodding. “ Can we lock the bridge?’
Farratapped at her console. “Nothing’ s responding.”

“We have to make astand here,” Rhissaid. “ That convoy’ sonitsway.”
“How many will board at once?’ Farra asked.

Trilby heard the muted click as Rhis unlocked hispigtol. “1 have no way of tdling. But they haveto come
through that hatchway one a atime.” He motioned to Dallon and Mitkanos. “ Either side of the doorway.
Then, slence. Let’ snot give them any advance warning.”

Trilby sat & communications, listened to her breathing, listened to the cresking and groaning of her ship.
Rhis stood next to her, leaning one hip againg the console. His pistol wasin one hand; his other lightly
massaged her shoulder.

Farrawas at Mitkanos s station, weapons. Usdless now.

Only command and co-pilot chairs were empty. They were the first things anyone would see coming
through the hatchway.

Sounds. Thumping. Then voices, high-pitched, nasal. Jarring. * Sko voices. Y cskrite words. Trilby snaked
one hand up to her shoulder, squeezed Rhis sfingers. He squeezed back, hard. Then released her.

No distractions. Not now.

Bootsteps, clearly bootsteps now. Coming quickly, but not asrapidly as her heart, thudding double-time
in her chest. How many of the * Sko had boarded? How many could they kill before their pistols went
cold?

What if the other mothership took out the Norvind convoy beforeit got here?

Forms suddenly appeared in the hatchway. She raised her pistol as Rhisfired. Shetook aim, squeezed
thetrigger in rapid succession. Laser fire snged through the air. Red-suited forms, tall, thin, flailed,
screamed. Behind them, others fired back.

Y cskrite words were shouted. Rhis pushed her to the floor, snugged her up against the console. She saw
Dallon drop to one knee, fire around a thin body jerking under impact.

Mitkanos backed up, drew Farrabehind him. Shefired over his shoulder.

The red-uniformed ‘ Sko kept coming. She could see gloved hands grab the wounded and lifeless bodies.
Muted thumps followed as they were shoved, out of the way, down the stairwell.

Trilby saw aflash of red, fired again.
“We need cover!” Rhisbarked harshly in Z' fharish.
Dallon jerked his head towards the bulkhead pandl skewed across the nav station.

Trilby understood. They had to move thelong metal pand diagonally acrossthe bridge. It would give
them afour-foot-high wall. They could wedge one end at the copilot’ s chair, the other at
communications. They wouldn't be trapped on the flanks, like they were now.



Their shots would be more accurate.
Trilby understood something €lse. They needed accuracy. Their pistols were running low on power.

“Mitkanod!” Rhis pointed to the communications chair. “Lock it down. Patruziusand | will shovethe
panel towardsyou.”

Mitkanos scrambled sideways. Farra adjusted her crouch, tapped off two more shots as he moved.

Rhis shifted hisweight. He was going to dash across the open bridge, right through the * Sko' s direct fire.
Trilby drew adeep breath. “ Say when. I'll cover you.”

1] WI,H]-”

She sprayed the hatchway with laser fire. Streaks of light blurred by, in answer. She couldn’t watch Rhis,
couldn’t take her eyes off the hatchway and the edges of red uniforms asthey cameinto view.

But shelistened and permitted herself abroad smile when she heard histrademark “bloody fucking hdll!”
from across the bridge.

Hemadeit.

She pulled back, looked towards navigation, saw only his boots moving behind the skewed pandl.
But so did the * Sko. Laser fire sizzled againgt it.

She saw Ddllon duck behind it, where Jagan’ s body still was.

Then alow growl from Mitkanos. He snapped open his pistol’ s power chamber, shook his head. The
first of their weaponsto go dead. And spare charge packs were below, on crew deck.

A ‘Sko pigtal, its powerlight green, was wedged against the bottom of the non-functioning hatch door.
There was no way she could reach it.

The pand tilted. But Mitkanos must have seen the direction of Trilby’'s gaze.

“Wait!” he cdled, risng. Helunged for the* Sko pistal. Trilby raised her own to cover him but two forms
surged through the doorway, clear body shieldsin one hand, laser riflesin the other.

Shefired at the shields just as Farradid. Their charges splattered, ineffective.
“Yavo!” Farrascreamed, reaching for him.

A * Sko whipped around, hisrifle pointed at the Stegzarda major. He fired. Mitkanos jerked backward,
blood spurting from hisarm, his shoulder. A roaring cry came from his mouith.

The other shielded ‘ Sko turned as Rhis rose from behind the panel, his pistal firing rapidly with deadly
am. He caught the closest one in the head and the * Sko’ s body wrenched backwards.

Then it was Rhis redling backwards, hispistol flying from hishand. Two more* Sko barged in, shielded,
firing. A dark stain blossomed in the center of Rhis sgray shirt. His body twisted as he dammed back
againg the nav console.

A harsh, keening cry rosein Trilby’ sthroat but she clenched her teeth and fired at the* Sko. Her vision
blurred as tears flowed down her cheeks.



No. No. No. She repeated the words, firing faster with every syllable. No. No. Nonono—
Her pistal clicked. Cold. Empty.

Oh, Gods.

There was silence on her right. Farrashook her head, her pistol drained.

Only Ddlon kept firing. Then ashielded * Sko raised arifle, pointed it at Farra s head.
“Your. Choice.” Thewords came out tinny through atrandator.

Ddlon’ swesgpon fell glent.

Trilby was bresthing hard, her knees aching from knesling on the hard decking. The narrow barrdl of a
laser rifle wasinches from her face.

“Up. Stand.”

Sheglared up at the * Sko. Sallow-skinned. Elongated face. Y ellowed eyes. Bright red uniformed
covering an equally éongated, thin body. The head wasbald, savefor athin braid of hair inthemiddle. It
could be mae or femae. She couldn’t tell.

Shedidn’t care.

“Fuck. You,” shetaldit.

“Up. Stand!” The voice whined insgtently through the trandator. The thin face jerked over one shoulder.
A rifle still pointed at Farra. Now one was against Dallon’s head, too.

She stedled hersdlf, turned her head allittle further.

Rhis

Oh, Gods. A sob escaped her lips.

His body sprawled across the nav monitors. The hooded screen of the tachyon sensor had caught under
hisarm. It wasthe only thing that kept him from diding to the chair, to the floor. His shirt was adark
stain, charred over hisleft pocket from the heet of the laser. Hisface was pae, hishead hanging at an
odd angle. Hiseyes...

... moved dightly. A blink?
She struggled to her feet, pushed away the barrd of therifle asit was shoved against her shoulder.

“Rhisl Oh Gods, Rhisl” She groped her way past the captain’ s chair, reached the copilot’ s station,
sumbled.

The barrd of a* Sko rifle dammed hard against her chest. She gasped for breath, felt her knees buckle.
She grasped for the back of the chair.

And saw Rhis seyes unfocus, his features go dack. His head dropped forward. Then, in what seemed
like an eternity to her, hisbody did dowly to thefloor.

Something cold trembled violently through her. She dug her fingernailsinto the pams of her hands. Her



arms shook.

The ‘ Sko grabbed her, wrenching her towards the hatchway. She tore her gaze from Rhis's crumbled
form and saw Farra, sanding near Mitkanos s body. Blood pooled around his shoulder.

She unclenched her figt, reached for her. Wordlessly, Farratook her hand.

Dallon was dready in the hatchway, blood dripping from along gash on hisforehead. Hisdark eyes
blazed angrily. He limped towards her.

“Dagas.” Hisvoicewas soft and full of pain. “1 am so sorry.”

Tearswelled up behind her eyes. She shook her head, unable to speak. She only held Farra s hand
tighter.

The* Sko shoved her forward. “Now! Go. Move.”
She stepped into the corridor and forced herself not to look back.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The cell was small and on alower deck on the * Sko mothership. She could fed the thrumming of the
drives through her body as she sat on the floor, knees drawn into her chest. There were no benches, no
beds.

It surprised her that the * Sko had put them together: Dallon, Farraand herself. She didn’t argue about
that. The cdll waswdl lit but cold. She needed the warmth of Dallon’s arm across her shoulder asthey
huddled together along the wall. His other wrapped around Farra swaist.

Theforcefield shimmered asickly orange-red across the front of the cell. * Sko officers stood on the
other sidefor along time, talking in Y cskrite. If they were waiting to see what their three prisoners would
do, or were waiting to hear what was said, well, they’ d have along wait.

By tacit agreement she, Dallon and Farra adopted total silence. Wait, watch and see.
Shewondered if the * Sko knew who she was and wanted her dive.
Shewondered if Rhis knew how much sheloved him.

She darted trembling again, stedled hersdlf, angry a her reaction. She was senior officer. She couldn’t
permit hersdlf to fal gpart.

Two of thethree‘ Sko watching them strode away. Findly, the third left, dowly, glancing back afew
times before she heard the buzz of aforce field activate in the corridor.

The brig was secure.

She turned towards Dallon. The blood on hisface was dried hard, crusted. His dark eyes glittered. She
knew hewasin pain. Hislimp had grown worse as the * Sko forced them through the corridors and into
the brig.

“Your leg,” she asked softly. “Broken?’

Hisgrin was strained. “Not completely.”



“Farra?’

“Only some cuts and bruises.” Her voice shook. But she was Siegzarda. Trilby knew shewouldn't
break down.

“Captain?’ Dallon’sdark gaze searched her face.
Wasit only atrike ago they’ d sat in the lounge on Degvar, Spping tea?

“Same. No seriousinjuries.” Her chest ached, though. She wouldn’t be surprised if the * Sko had
cracked one of her ribswhen it shoved therifle barrdl againgt her chest. “I can use my jacket, bind your
leg. But | don't have anything to make asplint.”

“You'll freezein here without ajacket. And my leg’ s not an issue unless we have to run amarathon.”
“Perhapsthey’ |l bring ablanket, something we can use.”

“Don’t count onit,” was histersereply.

But they did, about an hour later. Three blankets. A bucket with water.

She stood as the force field shimmered back on. “1 need abrace. Something to bind hisleg. It's broken.”
Shefaced the * Sko squardly, her eyes never wavering from itsface. She knew she should fed fear. But
shefdt nothing. Only emptiness.

Rhiswas deed.
The ‘ Sko chattered at her in its language, then reached for asmall object clipped to its collar. “ Repest.”

“I need abrace. A leg brace. Hisleg,” she motioned behind her but till stared directly at the * Sko, “is
broken.”

“Medic?’

“I amtrained,” Farrareplied.

The ‘ Sko'sthin face twisted quickly sdeto side. “ Can relay information. Not more.”
It departed.

“Think hewill bring something?’ Farra spoke softly.

“I didn’t think we' d get the blankets,” Dalon admitted. He wrapped one around Farra s shoulders
before pulling another across his outstreiched legs.

Trilby was till standing in the middle of the cell, arms folded tightly across her chest.

They want us alive. | don’t know why. But they want us alive. Shewondered if they’ d found Jagan’s
body. Redlized thiswas the ship Garold Grantforth was waiting for. Redlized that maybe, they’d made a
mistake,

Jagan had thought it was. She could still hear hisvoice on intraship: “1 swesr, Trilby, | didn’t think
thwi d_”

They would what? Attack, obvioudy. So he knew they’ d meet up with the * Sko mothership. He knew
they were involved in adeadly and dangerous game when he' d met her on Saldika.



But he thought he' d be spared, because of the nav files.
Rhis said he' d offered the * Sko the nav files. They hadn’t wanted them.
Maybe they were a different faction of the Niyil? Not the ones Jagan said were working with hisuncle?

Garold Grantforth was working with the * Sko. Working with the Niyil and the Beffa. But admitting to his
agreementswith only one.

His dedswith the Niyil werein secret. And, Trilby guessed, more than likely treasonous.

Sheturned, saw the crooked outline of Dallon’sleg under the thin blanket. The dark stain of blood
smeared on hisface.

“Closeyour eyes, Patruzius.” That's how Rhis had caled him.
“Huh?’

“Closeyour eyes.” She stripped off her jacket, began unzipping her shirt. “1 need something to clean the
cut on your forehead and | don’'t want to get the blankets wet.”

He closed his eyes. Shetook off her uniform shirt then pulled her t-shirt over her head.

The samet-shirt Rhishad did over her body before they went on duty. Eight, ten hours ago? He'd
dressed her, lovingly, teasingly, from her socksto her shirt, her jacket. Brushed out her short hair.

Shewas trembling again. Shethrust her armsthrough her deeves, yanked the shirt zipper up, then
donned her jacket. She wadded her t-shirt into aball.

“Okay.” She couldn’t say more. She didn’t trust her voice.

Thewater in the plastic bucket was clear and cold. She soaked part of her t-shirt, then knelt in front of
Dallon and pressed it againgt hisforehead.

Farrareached for her hand. “I can do this, captain. Uncle Yavo...,” she swalowed hard, “he made sure
| learn medic tech. Stegzarda. We are Segzarda. Thereis nothing we cannot do.”

Trilby handed her the wadded shirt.

“Vad. Lean back, tilt your head,” Farratold Dalon in Z' fharish. “I need to soak through the blood to see
how deep your wound is. Brave boy, ah, Dallon-chevo. Such abrave boy. Y ou’ ve done this before,
hmm? Promised a candy for being good?’

Trilby heard Ddlon’slow chuckle. Farra Rimanavawas awonder. Y avo Mitkanos had treasured her for
good reason.

Then the * Sko was back, arod-like contraption in its hand. Another guard stood behind it, rifle aimed at
Trilby. Thefirgt * Sko keyed off the force field from the pand in the middle of the corridor and tossed the
braceinto the cel.

“Brace. For. Leg.” It shook itsthin face rapidly.

That had to mean, Trilby decided, ether yes or no. Sherefrained from nodding. If she didn’t understand
its body language, she doubted it understood hers.



She aso refrained from thanking it. She wasn't in the least bit grateful. Nor would she ever be, to a
‘Sko.

“If it snot what we need, I'll let you know.”
She picked it up and brought it to Farra, not bothering to watch the guards leave.

Farra spent afew more minutes sponging Dallon’ s face, then inspected the wound. “Not too deep. But at
lead, it’'s cleaner now.”

“Thanks, Doc.”

“Hold your thanks, Dallon-chevo. | have to work on that leg of yours next.”
“Need meto take my pants off?” Hewas grinning & her.

“Regrettably, | must deny mysdf that pleasure.”

Trilby found asmall smile creep across her lipsat Farra s quick retort. She must’ ve teased the shy Lucho
mercilesdy back on Degvar.

Which was where Farra belonged. On Degvar with Lucho. Uncle Y avo was gone. Farraneeded L ucho.
And he needed her.

| will get you back there, somehow, Trilby promised her. | will get you back there.

*

It was cold. And dark. Someone must have turned out the lights.

Herolled over, or tried to. Found he couldn’t. Something hard pressed into his back. His chest ached,
fdt asif it was split in haf.

Oh. That’ sright. He' d been shot.

Rhisblinked his eyes again, hard. Hisvision wavered, then cleared. It was still dark, but ared-tinged
darkness. Emergency lighting.

Hisship. The* Sko.
Trilby.

Heforced his mouth open, unstuck his tongue from the roof of his mouth. Two harsh, breathy syllables
emerged. “ Tril—by?’

Nothing. Then agroan, low and gutturd. From the far side of the bridge.

He dragged his elbow under hisside, pushed. Pain seared through him, amost blinding him. “Bloody
fucking hdl!”

“T'vahr?’
A voice, weakly saying his name. He sifted through memory, tagged it. “ Mitkanos?’
“Vad.” A gasping, wheezing breath. “ Vad.”



“Hang on.” Stupid thing to say. He had no ideahow far apart they were. He had no ideaif he could even
walk. Or crawl.

He moved his head, looked down. Legs still there. Good. What he could see of his chest was adark
dan.

Oh, right. He' d been shot.

Hetried rolling over again, found the problem was not so much his uncooperative body asachair and a
goodly portion of the nav console wedging himin.

Hewriggled dowly, down towards the copilot’ s seet. Where Trilby had been sitting when—

Trilby. He saw her now, eyes wide with horror, hand reaching towards him, cheeks streaked with tears.
And the red-uniformed * Sko, damming the hard barrel of the rifle across her chest.

Bastards! He' d promised himsdlf if they even looked at her, they’ d die. They’ d done alot more than
look.

Y et she' d grabbed the chair, till tried to come towards him.
He was dying. Well, she thought he was dying. The * Sko, he had to assume, thought he was dead.
Surprise.

It took him afew more minutes to untangle himsdlf from the collgpsed console and crawl out from under
the copilot’ s station. He could hear Mitkanos breathing raggedly.

His medi-stat was il clipped to hisbdlt. If it wasn't crushed when hefdl, he'd need it.

He crawled over the debris, found the Stegzarda Mgjor flat on hisback. “Where reyou hit?’
“Chest. Shoulder.”

Hefdt for the medi-dtat, flipped it open. It hummed on. Good old reliable Imperia technology.
“Y ou' ve got a collgpsed lung. Collarbone s shattered. Significant blood loss.”

“Thisthrillsme”

“It should. Y ou' re not going to die.” There was an emergency med kit on the bridge. Communications
dation, he remembered. Convenient.

He leaned back, fdt for thewall pandl, popped it open. Emergency hand beam. Antibiotic med broches.
Painkillers. Synth-flesh compound. Bone regenerators. Good old reliable Imperia technology.

He dragged what he needed back to Mitkanos.

“T'vahr.”

“Um?" He placed two broches near the man’s neck. Antibiotic and painkiller.
“I saw them shoot you.”

Rhisraised his hand to his chest, touched it gingerly. It ached like hell. In alittle while, that damned itching
would start. He imagined that what Mitkanos could seein the light of the handbeam looked pretty bad.



“They did.”
“Then... it'strue. What you are.”

Hedid hishand carefully under Mitkanos back. “I need you to St up dightly. Thismight hurt alittle. |
want to get the bone regen strapped on before | look at your lung.”

Mitkanos grunted. Rhis quickly ripped off the remains of the man’s shirt, angled him up. He strapped on
the regen, securing it under his armpit. He lowered Mitkanos back down.

Mitkanos gasped shdlowly.

“Hurtslike abitch, | bet.”

“You.” Mitkanos raised one arm, pointed a Rhis s chest. “And you, don't?’
“Not asbad asyou, no.” Good old Imperia technology.

Mitkanos nodded, closed hiseyes.

Rhis opened the medi-stat, scanned the damaged lung. There wasn't much he could do about that, right
now. He needed to get Mitkanos to sickbay—if his ship till had one. If not, he could probably rig
something.

He stood, stepped carefully over to the command console. The computers were dead. He stared out at
the blackened viewport and wondered, for thefirst time, why he saw no starfield.

Weas heredlly, findly, dead, and didn’t know it?

He couldn’t be. He needed to tell Trilby how much he loved her. He needed desperately to hear her say
sheloved him. He needed to hold her, kissaway her tears...

Two lights suddenly flared through the viewport. Ingtinctively he ducked down, wrenching the wound in
his chest. Shit! Pain congtricted his breathing for amoment.

He eased himself up, peered over the top of the console.
Bloody hell. Hewasin afighter bay.
Two red-uniformed ‘ Sko trudged across the wide expanse of floor, dragging a servo-stair behind them.

They must have tractored the ship in. He remembered amothership. No, two. One of them had
tractored Shadow’ s Quest into afighter bay.

They mugt gtill need the nav banks.
Which told him Trilby wasdive.

Which told him the * Sko would be coming back on board. The ones dragging the servo-stair stopped at
the wings of asmal heavy-air recon craft. They weren’'t coming here, now.

But they would.

He had to get Mitkanos off the bridge, to a place of safety. He had to find Trilby, tell her heloved her.
Then dl he had |eft to do was save the universe from the evil * Sko, and life would be wonderful again.



He picked hisway back through the debristo Mitkanos, lay his hand against the man’s good shoul de.
“Yavo.”
His eyesfluttered open. “ Vad, captain.”

“We'rein a‘ Sko mothership. Hangar bay. | need to move you below decks. Sickbay, if it's till there.
Then!’vegot to find Trilby.”

“And Farra. Ddlon.”

“And Farraand Dallon, yes.”

Mitkanos struggled to push himsdf upright. “I think | can walk—"
“Wait. I’ll need help getting you down those dairs.”

“Hep?

But Rhiswas aready moving through the hatchlock, over the bodies of the dead * Sko. He picked out a
few pistals, till showing green, shoved them in the waistband of his pants. He had two laser riflesin his
cabin.

And help.

“Yavo? Think you can stand now?’
Mitkanos opened hiseyes. Blinked. “Thisishdp?’

“ThisisDezi. Dezi, Mgor Yavo Mitkanos. We need to get him down to the captain’s cabin.” Sickbay
had taken considerable damage.

The ‘droid cocked histarnished head. “ A pleasureto meet you, mgor,” he said in flawless Z' fharish.
“Though | must say these are unfortunate circumstances. Here, let me assist you. I'm much stronger than
| look.”

Rhis grabbed the burly man around thewaist, careful of his damaged shoulder. Dezi pulled Mitkanos's
arm across his shoulder, braced himself againgt the man’ sside.

“Ready?’ Rhisasked him.
“Of course, captain. It feels so good to be useful again.”

They madethefirst landing of stairs before Mitkanos could insert acomment. “Y ou built this‘ droid,
T vahr?

Rhis shook hishead, grinning in spite of hispain. “He s Trilby’s. | just was putting him back together for
her, after he had adight accident.”
Mitkanos grunted. “ Did you have to hook up his mouth?’

*

Trilby dozed fitfully, blanket wrapped around her. She watched the * Sko come and go through her



lowered lashes. They never stayed long. They’ d tap at something on the console in the corridor, then
leave.

She glanced at her watch. Almost six hours had passed since they were brought on board. Dalon was
adeep, hishead cradled in Farra slap. The young woman caught her gaze, nodded dightly. Dallon was
doing okay. Shelightly stroked hishair.

Trilby was exhausted, but deep frightened her. She' d see Rhis, his shirt stained, his dark eyes staring
lifdesdy. Shedidn’'t want to remember him that way.

Rhiswas Khyrhis, and Khyrhiswastall, commanding, gentle, challenging. With night black hair and a
body—

Her eyesjerked open. Someone said her name. A form stood in front of the forcefield.

“El.Li.Ot.” ‘ Sko.

She leaned her head back againgt the wall, regarded the * Sko impassively. “I'm Elliot.”

“Elli.Ot.” It raised one hand. The other held arifle. “Up. Stand.”

“Triloy—"

“It' sokay, Farra.” She stood, dropped the blanket at Farra’ s feet as she passed by. She' d wondered
when the * Sko would get around to asking her questions.

Theforcefield hazed. The * Sko motioned her through. “ Come.”

Shefollowed it down the corridor. They stopped at the second field. The * Sko touched something at its
waist and the field dropped.

“Come.”

For amoment she thought of disobeying, just for the sheer obstinacy of it. But she wanted to see more of
the mothership, wanted to find some way to get out of the brig. Shefollowed thetall form, glancing left
and right. There were other cdlls, dl empty save for an orange glow ahead on her left. She dowed her
steps dightly as she came dongside, looked quickly down.

And saw apair of brown eyes meet her gaze.

Her heart thudded and it took al her strength not to let the name escape her lips.
Carina

She amost stumbled but caught herself. Her escort didn’t seem to notice.

They were near the end of the corridor. There were no other orange tinged cells she could see. But
Carinawas here. Carina

And Vitorio... Shehadn't seen Vitorio. But he had to be dive. Carinawas.
Cainawasdive.

~*

Three more ‘ Sko joined them in thelift. They stared openly at her, making low commentsin their



high-pitched tongue. She till couldn’t tell the malesfrom the females. Or officersfrom crew.
But they were Niyil, Rhis had said. That meant they were military. She wondered how he knew.
The other * Sko exited afew decks later and she was | eft alone with her escort.

Then the doors did open and she was led into awider corridor, till bulkheaded and functiona like the
ones below. Likethe ones on her ship. Instrument panels dotted the walls at irregular intervals.

Doors here were painted blue. The Razalka’ s doorswere color-coded, signifying division and location.
She belatedly redlized the lift doors on the brig deck were green.

She’ d been too stunned by Carina’ s appearance to take note of it.

The * Sko stopped before a set of wide blue doors and spoke arapid series of harsh sounding words.
The doors parted.

“In,” it told her.
Her escort followed her in, surprised her by bowing to her, and then left.

An angular * Sko sat behind alow black desk, its wide shoulders stretching the red fabric of its uniform
like awire clothes hangar trying to forceitsway out. Its hands, resting on the desktop, were long
fingered, and it toyed with around, spiked ball of somekind of soft plastic materid. It had the same braid
worn by every other * Sko she' d seen, but its hair was darker, and flecked with bright green.

It was staring at her, just likethe * Sko in thelift. Sheredlized that it was also one of the ones that had
dtared at her through the orange-hazed forcefield in the brig.

Findly, it spoke. “ Captain. Elliot. Sit.” It motioned to ading-type chair.

She perched warily onits edge. She didn’t want to lean back. It would be too difficult to get out of,
should she have to move quickly.

Not that she thought the * Sko had brought her here to harm her.

Not that she thought it hadn't.

“I am K& I’ thren’ cad'ri. Thren. Easy moreto say.”

If it was hoping she' d say * pleased to meet you' it was going to be disappointed.
“Thren,” she repeated. “What do you want?’

Thren’s mouth twisted. It could be grinning or it could be arude gesture for al she knew. “Y ou. Know.
Grantforth.”

“Thewhole clan? No. Just two.” She'd never met Jagan’ s mother.

“Clan?’ Thren repested. The trandator onits collar clacked something a him. *Y es. Family. Y ou know
Grantforth.”

“1 know two Grantforths.”

“Lord Chief Secretary?’



The Conclave didn't usetitleslike Lord. Maybe the * Sko were looking to promote him for hisloyal
sarviceto ther cause. “ Garold Grantforth. Yes.”

“ And blood-kin?”’
Nephew, probably. “ Jagan Grantforth.”
“Lord Chief tak blood-kin. Blood-kin talk Elliot. Elliot has charts. Much old. Much secret.”

Anger surged through Trilby. Rhis had offered them the damned charts! Why didn’t they take them?
He d be dive now. Hell, she' d even givethem thered charts, if it would bring Rhis back.

But it wouldn't.
But it might freethem. And Carina.
“You are Elliot?” Thren repeated.

“Yeah, I'm Elliot. | havethe charts,” she said tightly. “ Both sets. One' sfase. One'sredl. I'm the only
oneleft dive who knows which iswhich. And how to decode them.”

She waited while the trandator interpreted her words.

Thren’'s head moved rapidly sideto side. “No two setsl No two sets! Lord Chief says Elliot woman has
al. Woman! Kill dl men!”

Kill al men. Trilby’ s suppositions were confirmed.

But Ddlon was till dive. They hadn't killed Ddlon; in fact, they responded to her requestsfor aleg
brace...

Ddlon Patruziuswore his hair long, in aponytail. Farra swaslong, too. Even her own short hair was
longer than Rhis smilitary crop. And Yavo's.

The*Sko couldn’t tell human males from females. Anymore than she could with them.

She kept her faceimpassive. “1 have two sets of charts,” she repeated. “ Both locked in code. | die, they
diewith me. Y ou want thered one, we makeaded.”

“Ded?Ded?
“Bargan. Agreement.”

Thren sat back, rolled the spiked ball under its hand. She fought the urge to grab the ball and cram it
down itsthroat.

“A ship. Freedom,” she continued. “For my crew, back in your brig. And another woman you have.
Caring, from Bella’ s Dream.”

Thren rolled the ball, back and forth, back and forth.

Trilby waited. For once, time was on her side. The SUA’ s had gone out. Someone in the Conclave had
picked them up.

And Rhis had issued an order to take Syar. Imperid ships could follow a‘ Sko mothership’sion trall.
Someone had to be coming after them, right now.



“You free. You bresk agreement. Y ou tell military. * Sko have charts.”

She shrugged. “But it will betoo late to stop you by then, won't it? Y ou' |l have the complete charts,
Thren. All thelost jumpgates. All the hidden meetpoints. The Conclave can guess, but they won't know
whereyou are.”

Thren switched the bal to the other hand, rolled it in acircular motion.
“Conclave not problem. Grantforth.” Thethin lips grimaced. “ Empire problem.”

The gtar charts showed meetpointsin the Empire, too. Demarik had a copy of the real onesfrom her
ship. But not Carina s. “ Compromise. Free us, give usaship and supplies. Y ou can escort usto asmall
world in Gensira. Disable the ship’s engines. No one uses the place. Poisonous. WE Il never contact
anyone. But with aship, we can survive. That'sal I'm asking. Four livesfor the charts.”

The ball stopped ralling. “Thren think much on this”

“Think al youwant.” She pushed hersdlf out of the chair, shoved her handsin the pockets of her
flightsuit. She glared at the salow-skinned creature toying with the spiked ball on the desktop, just asit
had thoughtlesdy toyed with their lives. “But every day you wait is another day you can't get control of
the Conclave. Another day that maybe Lord Chief Grantforth will change hismind. Or take hisdeglsto
someone ese. Like the Empire. The Conclave and the Empire, dlied againgt the * Sko.

“Think on that, Thren. Think on that.”
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Rhiswinced dightly as he dipped into his black Imperid-issue service jacket. Undernesth was his
shoulder holgter, with two pistols snugged againgt hisright and left side. He tugged on the wegpons,
making sure they were secure, then reached down to adjust the pistol strapped to hisright thigh. His
utility belt held four stun grenades. He tossed a spare belt with pistol and grenades to Mitkanos, Sitting
propped in a makeshift regen bed in Trilby’ s cabin. The captain’s cabin, designed with ahidden
emergency access to the cargo holds, one deck below.

Mitkanos caught the belt, lay it across hislap. Some color had returned to hisface but his breathing was
gtill labored. He wheezed when he spoke. “1 should be going with you.”

“Thisisdrictly recon. Y ou know the Fleet never makesamove until it'sstudied all anglesto death.”
Mitkanos snorted. “Invasion by committee consensus.”

“Usudly lack of,” Rhis agreed. He knew the Stegzarda’ s big complaint about the Fleet wasits
propendty to minutely review every possible detail before taking action.

Fat ot of good that had done him, thistime. He' d have to add one more dictum to histeam’ sreview
process when he got back to the Razalka: You're not as smart as you think. He'd put it right next to: |
don’t like surprises.

He grabbed the two short-barreled laser rifles, dung them over his shoulder. He glanced at hiswatch.
“Two hours. Maybe not even that.” He' d been on * Sko motherships before.

“Captain T'vahr.”

Something in Mitkanos stonetold Rhisthis delay wasimportant. That and the fact that for thefirst time,



the older man said his name with atouch of respect. He waited.

“Should you... ever decideto leave the Fleet, the Segzarda would be proud to have you in our ranks.”
“I'll keep that in mind.” He grinned.

“And, captain—"

“Magor?

“May the Gods bevigilant.”

That, Rhis knew, would be nice. But he' d prefer if they smply took him off their Shit List once and for
dl. "Dez, you reedy?’

“Absolutely, Captain T vahr. I’ m anxiousto try out my new invasive accessing programs. It should be
quite achdlengelocating * Sko primaries, don’t you think?’

No, that wouldn’t be the problem. Therea problem would be keeping the * Sko from noticing he'd
accessed their primaries until he could take total control of their ship.

*

He did through asmall maintenance hatch gill operative in the ruined engine room, and shimmied down a
landing strut into the darkened hangar bay. Dezi followed, joints well-lubed and barely squesking. His
metallic skin was coated with anon-reflective layer. If he stood ill, in the shadows, he might passfor a

pylon.

Rhis hoped the ‘ droid wouldn’'t have to. He intended to have them avoid ship corridors and stick to
maintenance tunnels. Even if he wereto acquire ablood-red * Sko uniform, his muscular build would give
him away.

Hangar bays were traditiondly cavernous, honeycombed with maintenance pits and tunnels. Thisonewas
no exception. Some of the hatchways were locked, others coded. Dezi spiked in at the first panel they
saw.

If his programs were flawed, they’ d fail now.
It wasthelongest sx minutes of hislife.

“Six minutes, fourteen seconds,” Dezi told him. “We should not encounter such adelay again. | now have
their root security code system in my databanks. Rather ingenious, actually. Based on an obscure musical
theory that—

“Lovdy, Dez. Later.”

The tunnd was cramped, dimly lit. He haf-crawled, haf-sdled down itslength, his chest aching. The skin
surrounding the med-broche on his sde itched. New skin matrix regeneration dways did. Annoying. He
should be used to it by now.

The tunnel widened at across juncture that held three square panels of databanks. Good, very good.
Dezi activated the screen and found the directory. Sub-directory, redly. The * Sko would never have the
ship’smain computers o easily accessible.

Helooked for blackout areas in the schematics, had Dezi note them. That’ s where he needed to go.



That’swhat he needed to find.
Assoon as hefound Trilby.

He' d lied to Mitkanos. Thiswasn’t recon. Thiswas the mission. He' d come up againgt the * Sko enough
timesto know he wouldn’t get a second chance.

“Deck diagrams?’ he whispered harshly to the *droid.

“Accessing. A moment, please.”

Rhis eased down on one hip, reached under hisjacket, scratched at his ssomach. Damned matrix.
“Partids, only,” Dezi said findly. “ Thisisasecondary data port.”

“Display.”

The monitor on thewall flickered, changed. Lower decks only. Recyc. Six hangar bays. Brig.
Brig. That had to be where they were holding her.

He sent asmadl prayer to the Gods, risked bringing Their attention to his plight. “ Are you into their
intraship?

He needed to infiltrate the * Sko’ s communication systems to do what he needed next.
“Affirmetive”

He reached into hisjacket, pulled out asmall datapadd, flipped it on. “Send out alow level power pulse,
onmy sgnd.”

“Standing by.”

He prayed she il had her shipbadge. That the * Sko would know it was usdless, with his ship’'scomm
system destroyed in the attack, the CLS lifdess. They wouldn't think to remove it from her, asthey no
doubt had her utility belt.

The badges should respond to asmall ping, keyed to anarrow frequency. At least, they’ d been designed
to do so, for emergency locate purposes.

1] NGN_”
A tiny beam of energy, dmost imperceptible, cascaded through the * Sko comm system.
One ping. Two.

He drew inaquick breath, read out the Ids. LRARMNVA. DLNPTRZS. Farra. Dalon. Inthebrig, as
he thought.

No Trilby.

Wherein hell was she?

Helooked a Dezi. “I’ve got Farra. Patruzius. Not Trilby.”
“Perhaps her shipbadge is defective?’



Or they’ d split them up, moved her to the other mothership.
Bloody fucking hdll. That would make life abit more difficult for awhile.
“Shdl | send another pulse?’

He studied the monitor. “No. Not yet.” There was athird option, one he preferred. She was on this ship,
but not in the brig. The diagram before him was truncated. Lower decks. If Garold Grantforth was
involved - and Rhis had no doubt he was - Trilby would be the one the * Sko would deal with.

She was, after dl, ship’s captain. And should the  Sko forget that fact, he aso had no doubt his gutsy
ar-spritewould be thefirst to remind them.

~*

Trilby sat in thelong table in the conference room and tried not to look at the dark stains smeared across
the remnants of the Quest’ s nav gtation. Shetold Thren where the datafiles were stored, in a sub-unit on
the bridge. But, perhapsintending to impress her with their efficiency, the * Sko had hauled back not only
the small sub-unit, but most of the damned nav console aswdll. Itswarped frame, complete with the dark
gplatters and smears that could only be Rhis' s blood, was propped aong the far wall. Conduit and optic
linestrailed across the decking. Monitors sagged in their cases. Keypads were buckled.

But the stains were what she focused on.

She wondered, briefly, painfully, what they’ d done with his body. Maybe she could add that to her
request list. A proper buria. The * Sko, except for the Dakrahl, had no such traditions. A dead body was
adead body. They trampled over their own crew when they attacked the Quest’ s bridge. Tossed the
dead and the injured aike down the stairwell.

Mitkanos s body, too. She'd ask for that as well. Bring them both to Avanar, bury them there. Rhis
would be with her then, forever. In thelarge cavein thejungle where shefirst met him.

She swiped at atear trickling down her cheek, turned her attention back to the screen inset into the
conference table. The Quest’ s nav banks were scrambled in the attack, but she expected as much. Told
Thren it would take awhile to untangle them. A careful while. There were, she warned, fall safes.

She' d put them in hersdlf.

“I'll need a destination directory, alarge area of blank file space to start downloading to.” She pasted her
most innocent, blank ook on her face. The same one she dways wore when she’ d look at Conclave
Customs Ingpectors and ask, “What illega cargo?’

She saw Thren hesitate. She was asking for accessto its ship’s computer banks, and the ‘ Sko knew it. It
leaned back initschair, at thefar end of the table. The spiked ball lay motionlessin front of it.

“Why not old unit?’ It pointed to the wreckage in the corner.

“Because, number one, it's damaged. Number two, that damage has severdly limited its capacity. And
number three, the files are larger than the remaining capacity. | could load them compressed, but then
we' rerisking mgjor data corruptionif | run out of space.”

It was one of the few things she told Thren that wastrue. If it didn’t believe her, it could haveitstechs
scan the unit.



It had, she knew, two options. It could let her load directly to the ship’s computers. That’ swhat she
wanted. Or it could wait, dig up a portable unit with sufficient capacity and lock her out of the systems.

Shedidn’t want that.

She needed into the * Sko's computers. Into their primaries. She was going to give them Herkoid' s star
charts, suitably customized by the late Captain Khyrhis T' vahr. But she was dso going to give them
something dse.

Surprise.

~*

Thren chattered on intraship. High-pitched, grating Y cskrite noises answered back. Trilby waited, stared
at her hands, at the tabletop, at the wide starfield through the circular viewport... anywhere but the
broken nav console.

They were moving on the sublight engines now, after one brief hyperspace jJump. Shedidn’t recognize the
stars, but then ‘ Sko space was not her territory. Thren had requested Avanar’ s coordinates. Evidently
they had their own ways of getting into Gengira

Carina s presence on this ship proved as much.

She had no ideawhy the * Sko had kept Carinadive. Or Ddlon and Farra, for that matter. Generosity
and leniency were not words associated with the * Sko. If they did something, it was because it benefited
them, and only them, in some way.

And when something no longer did, they were brutal. Ruthless.

It was questionable whether the * Sko would rel ease them, leave them dive on Avanar. Shefelt they
would only if they were sure—and once they saw the corrosive amosphere of the jungles, who wouldn't
be?—that they’ d never leave. Their survival would depend on whatever ship the * Sko gave them as
shelter. Even Shadow' s Quest would do. With the spare parts she’ d accumulated over years of salvage,
and that she had carefully sealed and stored in the cavern, she knew she—with Dalon’s, Farra’ sand
Carina s hdp—could rebuild the Quest. Definitely get her comm pack working. Someone, sooner or
later, would find them.

But if the* Sko didn't, if they reneged on their agreement with her—

It wouldn't matter. Rhiswas dead. But his handiwork, and hers, would live on forever inthisship’s
systems, destroying it and, she knew, every other * Sko ship it communicated with.

Thren stood suddenly, shaking its long face sdeto side. “ Chance? Chance. Trust. Need charts.” It
walked down the length of the table, leaned over her screen. It inserted onefinger into an ID dot, then
stroked three lines of code that appeared.

She watched the symbols flow by.
Y cskrite! Damnit, it wasall in'Y cskrite. Bloodbat droppings, for al she knew.
Thren pointed. “There”

She shook her head. “I don't read your language. | need to work with binary addresses. That'sthe only
way | can get the chartsto interface with your systems. At the binary level.”



It spun around, dapped at the intership on the table, clacked out along, angry-sounding sentence.

Within minutes, the conference room doors did open. Another tal, thin, red-uniformed ‘ Sko hurried in.
Itsbraid, ayellowish-green, bobbled.

Thren screeched, clacked, screeched some more.
Thetech—Trilby assumed it was atech—whined in response.

Trilby shut it out, practiced saying ‘ good, better, best’ in Z' fharish in her mind. Good, better, best. Good,
better, best. Shelooked at Thren.

Worm fodder.

Thetech wriggled itsthin face, scurried towards her. It motioned her out of her seat, did in when she
vacated it. Onefinger in the side of the monitor, 1D confirmed. Stroke, siroke, stroke.

Second ID input. More stroking.

Thren screeched.

Thetech looked startled. Stroked the screen faster.

Trilby stood behind it, arms folded across her chest.

And saw numbers. Lovely, beautiful, needs-no-trandation numbers.
The tech screeched happily, looked at Thren.

Thren looked &t her. “Now?Y ou do.”

The tech stood, moved out of her way.

Trilby sat. “Now. | do.”

She began to dowly, methodically open and decode the charts. Deliberately, she chose the longest, most
complex ones. Thren watched over her shoulder, and she hummed the tune to * Good, better, best” while
she worked.

After awhile, Thren began to fidget, shifting from foot to foot. Then, ashort walk to the viewport, look
out, walk back, look down at the screen.

Trilby continued her soft, hypnatic tune.
“Done? Done?’

She shat it the same look she' d bestowed on Rhiswhen they’ d first met, clearly questioning his
intelligence. Thren seemed to catch that, walked back to the viewport.

Findly, it stalked back to its chair at the other end of the table, brought up another screen. She heard the
screen begping and chirping and didn’t know if Thren was busy with ship work, or playing intergdactic
poker. But it wasn't, she knew, aware of what she was doing.

Or what she was about to do.

She moved files quickly now, tagged and hid two in a bogus directory. Then she looked for aroutinefile



link, found it, and rode it to the mothership’s main banks.
Good, better, best!

It took her afew minutesto find the primaries. She had to keep switching back to the star charts,
unpacking into the * Sko nav banks at the dowest possiblerate.

Then she had them, but there was something she needed to do first.
“Thren?’

It looked up. “Elli.Ot?’

“Got ared old chart for you. Want to seeit?’

Thethin face wobbled anxioudy.

“No, gt.” Shewaved one hand as he started to stand. “If | bring it up here, it’'ll dow medown. I'll send it
to you. What' s your terminal 1D code?’

It took her afew more questions, and screeching trandations, to get from Thren what she wanted. Its
persond ship link.

She keyed it in, tagged it ‘worm fodder’.

She sent it a chart showing a multitude of hidden jump gates, in and around Lissade. Big money, that. She
knew that would keep it drooling for awhile.

If ‘ Sko drooled.

A hissing sound came from its mouth asit stared at the screen. Probably the * Sko’ sway of denoting
pleasure.

Alwaysknew thelot of them werefull of hot air.

She went back to her screen, pulled up the primaries. And saw at the top of the file something she never
thought she' d see again.

Yav chera.

Her hand trembled as she reached out and touched the words on the screen.

Yav chera.

It wasn't ahdlucination.

She glanced quickly at Thren. It was hissing, its yellowed eyes transfixed on the screen.

Her heart pounded. She moved her hands to the keypad and for amoment her fingers fumbled, her skin
dick. Shewiped one hand down her pant leg, started again.

Yav cheron, Khyrhis-chevo.
A line gppeared immediatdy &fter it: Dagankira. Trilby-chenka.
Her breath was coming in short, rapid gasps. She didn’t believe in specters. Had Rhis keyed something



into his programs on board Shadow' s Quest to tease her? As ajoke? Was this nothing more than an
interactive program, unfolding for amusement?

She keyed in sentence an 1-A might not be programmed to respond to. Something Rhis couldn’t have
anticipated.

Carina’s here.

Nothing. So it was a program. Her input wasn't part of its response loop. Her spirits sagged.
Bloody hell. Where?

She gifled awhimper of joy.

Brig. Dallon, Farra, too.

Confirmed. | have Uncle Yavo.

Yavo? Alive?

Grumpy as usual.

She wanted to clap her hands, stand up and cheer. Where are you?

Coming through your back door in about five minutes. Shall you finish scrambling their primaries,
or shall I?

Gods. She had a sudden understanding of what had been going on though it was beyond comprehension.
Somehow, Rhiswas dive. And on board and probably crawling around in the maintenance tunnels,
looking for a data access pandl. Found a data access pandl. Found her doing the same thing. Duplicate
efforts.

She had to trust he was armed. Shewasn't. Let him concentrate then, on that aspect. She could do hers.
I’min the mood to scramble, shetold him.

Good. I'min the mood to kill .

He was definitely armed. And very, very pissed off.

She accessed the primaries, her hands shaking, called up the two hidden files, coded them to Thren’sID.
Then she closed the primary and skipped down to the system’ s backups, threw in an answering
parameter.

Back to the main primary. She scanned for a sequence of numbers Rhis had taught her to look for. They
were farther gpart than she anticipated. She' d have to create bridges.

Bloody hell.

Five minutes, Rhis said. She had five minutes to disable the * Sko control of the ship. She couldn’t write
al those bridgesin that time.

But shedidn’t have to. Sproings. Shadow called them ‘ sproings’ because that’ s the sound he said they’ d
make when they jumped, replicated and jumped again.

She could create abridge, sproing it and let it go onitsway.



Damnation! Thiswasamost fun!

Thren’snasd voice disturbed her. “Good! Thisisgood!” It pointed to his screen.

No, you motherless-son-of-a-Pillorian-bitch. Thisis best.

Her screen flickered, briefly. Thren’shead jerked up, its eyeswary, cautious.

“Oops,” shesad. “Redly big chart. Tota overlay of the Conclave. Sorry. Maybe | should delete it—"
“Tota? Total? One chart? All Conclave?’

“Yeah, but it' s unpacking too fagt. It'sgoing to drain your system resources for awhile unless you shut
something down.”

“Tdll”

She glanced at the screen. “ Closest resource is mechanica. Can you shut down ship’sliftsfor two
minutes?’

A screeching trandation. Thren barked into the intraship unit. “Two minutes,” it told Trilby. “No more.”

She smiled. Touched akey. Impenetrable blast doors, ‘air-tights', groaned into operation. And locked
down every deck on the ship.

Except for a code only she and Rhisknew.
Good. Better. Best.
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Rhiswas diding through amaintenance panel on bridge deck when he heard the air-tights grind into
action. She'd doneit. Hisar-spritewasin the primaries, controlling al functions of the ship.

Every deck would be partitioned, sealed. Liftsinoperative. ‘ Sko crew would be trapped in their
sections.

And he could let the air out, asection at atime, or whole decks at once. It was his, and Trilby’s, to
control.

He grabbed Dezi’ s hard shoulder. “Come on.” The wide blue doors of the conference room were just
ahead.

A noise behind them, a clacking screech. Heturned, both rifles at hip level, firing. The * Sko's body
jerked, fell. Another appeared through a doorway, just opening as hislaser fire burned down the
corridor. He shot it in the head.

“Move!” he ordered Dezi and sprinted towards the conference room.
Dezi’ sloping stepsfollowed.
Rhis stopped at the side of the blue doorway, rifles raised against his shoulders. “ Codein.”

Dezi inserted ameta finger in thewall panel. The doors did open and Rhis heard two sounds
smultaneoudy.



Onewas an annoying, clacking screech.

The other was awoman’ s voice that was the sweetest he' d ever heard. “Dezi!”
And he knew, from the sounds, exactly where each was.

He stepped in, rifles spitting white streaks of degth.

Thetall * Sko was caught halfway out of its seat. Bolts of energy impacted againgt its ches, its shoulders,
its head. Dark blotches exploded over itsred uniform. Its face skewed, its green-tinged braid whipped
up and, for amoment, seemed to stand Straight over its head.

Then its body arched backwards and tumbled, crookedly, over the arm of the chair.

Then, and only then, did Rhis permit himself to ook at Trilby. She' d dropped into adefensive crouch
behind her chair, a protective posture that would make any Stegzarda major proud.

Or Imperial Fleet Senior Captain.
“I am,” hetold her as sherose, “alot better shot than you' re giving me credit for.”

Sheran towards him, threw hersdlf againg his chest, her amswrapping tightly around his neck. He let
theriflesfdl on thelr straps, closed hisown arms around her. He held her tightly and managed to bark
out: “Lock the damn door!” to Dezi.

She was sobbing, laughing, kissng him.

His hands framed her face and for avery long moment he stared at her, drinking in every sparklein her
eyes, every soft curve of her lips, every sooty shadow of her lashes. Every tear glistening down her
cheeks.

Shetrembled under histouch.
He whispered her name. “ Trilby-chenka. Y ou have my heart.”

Then he kissed her, letting passion explode like astar going nova, searing her, branding her with
everything hefet. Everything hewas.

Everything hewaan't.
“Khyrhis. Khyrhis” Shewas crying, softly murmuring his nameinto hismouth.

He clasped her againgt his chest, hisfingers threaded through her moonlit hair, and held her, held her.
Held her.

He squeezed his eyes shut.
Shewasn't the only onetrembling.
Helet out along, dow breeth. “ Trilby-chenka. We ill have work to do.”

She nodded, backed away from him, wiped her hands down her face. But when she looked back up,
shewasgrinning.

He saw the screen at the far end of the table, where she' d crouched, pointed to it. “Y ou’ ve got access
from there?’



She nodded but was aready turning away from him, reaching for Dezi. The *droid took her outstretched
hand, pumped it in ahearty handshake. “It’ svery good to see you again, Captain Elliot.”

Rhisdid into the seet in front of the screen just as Trilby grabbed Dezi in ahug.
Then shewas behind him, still sniffling, one hand on his shoulder.

He tapped at the screen. *Y ou excluded the brig. Good. This hangar bay, too. Or Uncle Yavo will be
most upset.”

“I didn’'t know where the Quest was.”

“Not toworry. I’'vegot it.” He looked over the top of the screen, at the dumped form at the end of the
table. “Who' syour friend?’

“Thren something. Or something Thren.”

Thren?Hismind played with the name as he shut down enviro, deck by deck. The* Sko should be
feding extremely woozy right about—

Thren. “Kal’thren’ cad’'ri?’
“Something likethat, yes”

But he knew the answer before she even said it. Should have known. He saw the prayer ball sitting on
thetable.

“Dakrahl,” hetold her. He glanced up, made sure she saw his nod towards the spiked object. “High
Priest. Y ou must have scared the Seven Hells out of it.”

He looked back at the screen. Engineering, crew quarters, galley were shut down. Lifeformsflickering
out. They must be going crazy on the bridge. Probably trying to cut through the blast doors with their
pistols. Fools. The* Sko built shipsamost as solid asthe Z' fharin.

He absently scratched at the prickly itching on hisside. He d shut down bridge enviro in aminute. But
part of him wanted them to know, to watch their ship die. Deck by deck.

“What' sthat toy haveto do with it?” She pointed at the ball.

“Prayer bal. Officid toy, asyou say, of aDakrahl High Priest. Helpsthem commune with,” he waved
one hand through the air, “whoever they commune with.”

Helooked back at the screen. He' d have adead ship, save for the brig, the Quest’ sbay and this section
of the bridge deck, in about three minutes.

“But why would he be afraid—"

“Faytari air-sprite.” He leaned back in the chair, sudied aface he knew he' d never get tired of looking
at. “It'syour hair, your appearance.”

Sheran her hand through her hair. Moonlight shimmered. “ Thishaircut? | just chop at it whenever | think
it stoolong.”

“Faytari air-sprites,” hetold her with asigh, “are smdl, magicd creatures. Sweet-faced. With very light
hair. They look etheredl. And they rather glow.”



“I glow?’
He smiled, thought of her soft body curled next to his. “ Sometimes.”
“My glowing didn’t stop Thren from attacking us. Or throwing usinto that damned cold brig.”

“It didn’t know you were on the ship, probably, until you ended up in the brig. Did Thren, or any of the
‘Sko, try to harm you after that?”

He saw an expression of amazement cross her features. “No, actually. We got blankets. Water. A brace
for Dallon’sleg. It'sbroken.”

She gtared at him, hard. “And yes, pretty much everything | asked for, including accessto thisship’'s
computers, it authorized. It wasn't very happy about it. But it complied. | couldn’t figure out why—"

“The Dakrahl worship the air-sprites,” he repeated. He didn’t know why he hadn’t picked up on the
obvious likeness before. But then, he didn’t think they’ d be facing the Dakrahl. And the Niyil and the
Beffa. “He was duty-bound, as much as possible, to do what you asked.”

Shereached for the chair cater-corner to his, sat down. “But you said this ship was Niyil.”

“Theshipis. So’'smuch of the crew, from what I’ ve seen. But the Dakrahl are here, too. Which means
we haveto art taking the * Sko alot more serioudy when we get back to the Empire. They’renot a
fractured, divided force anymore.”

And the Dakrahl would pressfor recovery of the Drifts. The Emperor was not going to be happy.
“We are going back, thistime?’

The screen showed no viable life forms on the bridge. He reached for her hand, squeezed it, then pulled
her to her feet. “We re going home, Trilby-chenka. Thistime, we reredly going home.”

Rhiswatched over Dezi’ s shoulder as he spiked into a datapand on the conference room wall. Images,
icons blinked on, underscored by Y cskrite writings. He pointed to two flashing glyphs. “We ve got two
crew, probably officers, gill dive. Locked inther offices. But dive.”

He stroked the screen, read their names off to Trilby, standing next to him. “ A commander in navigation.
And adivison chief. Tactical. | can’t shut down enviro in their section without uslosing it in here. But
that’ s okay. They’re not going anywhere and they’ [| make interesting prisoners once we cross the zone.”

“They can’t get through the maintenance tunnelslike you did?’

“Not unlessthey’ re three inches wide. When * Sko blast doors go into lockdown, all maintenance tunnels
sedl with barred gates. Y ou could dip your hand through, but not much more.”

Sheleaned against the wall, reached out tentatively and touched his chest.

Bloody hell. He should' ve changed hisflightsuit. But there hadn’t been time. And he had other things,
more important things, to dedl with. Likefinding Trilby. Like kegping them dl dive.

“Y ou were shot.” Her voice was soft. “More than once. | saw them. | saw you.”

He clasped hishand around hers, brought it to hislips. “1 will explain everything. | promise. But later. We
need to get on the bridge, get this ship moving. The Razalka’ s out there, somewhere. And Jankova gets
nervouswhen I’'m late.”



He keyed in one more sweep of the bridge and, satisfied no one there could put up any resistance, told
Dezi to activate enviro again.

Five minutes later, he and Dezi unlocked the wide bridge doors and stood aside for amoment, letting the
gaeair and smdl of degth filter out.

He kept Trilby behind him, ordered her to wait in the corridor until he said otherwise. Surprisingly,
uncharacterigticaly, she obeyed.

He definitely should have changed hisflightsuit. There were questionsin her mind, now. He just hoped
sheliked hisanswers.

Madikahadn't.

Red-clad bodies were strewn around the bridge in various poses of collgpse. He and Dezi moved them
to the semi-circular room’s shadowed edges. A * Sko Imperid flag, and aNiyil one, hung from two long
beams. He ripped them down, threw them over the two largest pile of bodies.

It would haveto do. Though he didn't know why he was doing it. Trilby Elliot had seen worse. She'd
worked for, no, been abused by Herkoid. She' d fought for her life on the grimy back streets of Port
Rumor.

She' d watched Khyrhis T vahr get shot and die.

And that’ swhy hedid it. She' d seen enough. Too much. He could at least spare her some of this.
When he returned for her in the corridor, she was clutching the prayer ball.

“Hasit reveded al its secretsto you yet?’

“No. But then, | haven't asked it.”

He guided her onto the bridge and began the sequence to unlock the primaries.

“I threw areplicating weemly into the comm pack,” shetold him asthe monitorsin front of her flickered
tolife. “It' skeyed to Thren’sID, but it may activate on its own.”

“A weemly?’ He was delighted.
“It would ride on dl outgoing messages, link into the receiving comm pack and replicate again.”
“And?’ he prompted.

“The only thing they’ d be able to see on their screens would be a copy of my potato-cheese casserole
recipe.”

“Everyone has always enjoyed that casserolewhen I've served it,” Dezi said. “Though | don't think the
‘ S‘(O—”

“Will get achanceto tagteit,” Rhisfinished for him. “Can you disableit?’
She shot him alook that clearly questioned hisintdligence. “Of course.”
He returned to the command console, grinning.

More screensflickered to life.



“Intraship’son,” hetold her. “1 think Farraand Dalon need to hear from you. And Carina.”
He caught the bright glisten of tearsin her eyes. Then sheturned, keyed the closest unit.
“Ddlon? Farra?

“Captain?’ It was Dalon’ s voice, sounding distant. “Y ou okay?’

“I’'mfine. Ship'ssecure. Rhisis...Rhisisdive. Here. HE sfine. Hesays Yavo'sdive. Ligen, I'm
dropping the force fields. The brig' s blocked off by blast doors. We cut enviro everywhereelse. | can't
let you out onto that deck, yet. But go down the corridor, to your left. A friend of ming sin the cell there.
Her name's Carina. She might beill, or injured. I'm not sure.”

“Farra sgoing now.” Dallon’ s voice sounded stronger, closer. “T' vahr’ sdive?”’

Rhisflicked intraship on at hisgtation. “That | am. And be sure I’ m still the same arrogant, loathsome
bastard | alwayswas.”

A large blip suddenly appeared at the edges of long-range scan. He clicked off intraship, got Trilby’s
attention with awave of his hand.

She looked at the scanner and fear flickered across her face. “What' sthat?’
Heforgot she couldn’t read Y cskrite. “ The Razalka. She'll beaongsdein an hour.”
Her expression of fear changed to one of relief. Then she grinned, threw ahaughty look at

him from over her shoulder. “ Y ou just don't listen, do you, T’ vahr? 1 told you before. | never said you
were loathsome.” He remembered. But then, she hadn’t heard his explanations, yet.

CHAPTER THIRTY

The Senior Captain’ s quarters were nice. Very nice. Trilby ran one hand over the soft fabric on the
couch. In her other sheheld atall tumbler of iced gin. And two limes.

She heard the sani-fac door dide open in the room behind her, heard footsteps on the carpeted floor.
The shush of closet doors, the rustle of fabric.

She thought of her own cabin on the Careless Venture. Threadbare. Empty closets. And a man standing
there, surprised when she shoved apile of towels againgt his chest.

The same chest * Sko lasers had burned into.
Later, hetold her. He'd explain everything, later.

But then there was the bridge to unlock and the Razalka to dock with. Demarik to confer with. And
quick, ingstent tranamits between Imperid and Conclave Admirasuntil it was clear to dl partiesthat the
Razalka' s appearance through Gensiiraand into Syar was on behalf of arescue operation. Not an
invason.

Not yet, Admiral Vanushavor said later. They needed the data from the captured mothership first. To
prove Garold Grantforth’ spartin dl this.

In the midst of the politics, Mitkanos, Dallon and Carinawere transferred, carefully, into Doc Vanko's
care.

Not Vitorio. Her friend’ s drug-hazed recounting rambled, but Trilby understood, filled in what she knew



Carinadidn’t understand. The * Sko had kidnapped them both, took the navbanks from Bella’ s Dream.
Told them they’ d et them live, in exchange for the charts.

But they’ d killed Vitorio when Carinarefused, wrenching her away from her brother. And from theinsde
pocket of her servicejacket fell an envelope of holos she' d forgotten wasthere.

A holo of Trilby and Carina. Faytari air-sprite and friend, amin arm.
So they let her live, kept her sedated, unsure of what to do with her.
Another shush of acloset door.

Khyrhis.

Unsure of what to tell her.

But that, too, she dready knew. Lots of rumors surrounded T’ vahr the Terrible. More terrible to hisown
people, to whom family lineage decreed acceptance.

A boulashka, Mitkanos had caled him. A genetic manipulation. No family, no name, no lineage—
Sheknew wheat that felt like—

Only, incongruoudly, he had power.

That shedidn’t know. Nor did it interest her.

Hisfingers did across her shoulders as he moved around the side of the couch and sat down next to her.
His short hair was still damp. He wrapped his hand over hers as she held the tumbler, brought it to his
mouth and took a sip. Then lowered his hand, but didn’t release hers.

“Fedling better?’ she asked him.

“Immensdy.”

“Good. | much prefer you alive, to dead.”

He hesitated only a second. “I’ ve done dead. It’s overrated.”
“Y ou want to tell me abouit it?’

Helooked down at their hands, locked around the tumbler, then brought his face up. “Y ou thought your
medi-gtat on the Careless Venture mafunctioned, didn’t you?’

Well, that was the normad state of affairsfor most of her equipment on that ship.

“Y ou couldn’t get any true readings on me because there’ sabio-symbictic layer, amatrix, in my chest
and back. Sections can migrate anywhereI’minjured. It dso skews medi-gats. Unless Doc Vanko's
customized them.”

All she could think of wasthat it must have hurt like hell to have something like that inserted under your
skin. “What did they do, graft it in pieces?’

Hewasdlent. “No. It grew, it growsthere. It's part of me. I've dways had it.”

And he thought shewas magica? A continualy regenerating protective layer. Useful, for an Imperid



Senior Captain with a penchant to piss off the * Sko.
“There smore.” He closed hiseyeshbriefly.

She wanted to put down the tumbler, stroke his face with her hands but he had atight grip on her fingers.
He needed her touch. She didn’t want to break that contact.

“Because of this matrix, my body has agrester muscle mass, strength, dengity. Faster recovery ahility,
not only from injury, but poisons. Drugs. And | can memorize, record large amounts of data. In some
ways, I’'m not dissmilar from Dezi.”

He stopped. She knew he waited for her reaction.

“Because of thislayer that livesinsde you?’

“Because of what | am, geneticaly.”

“Whichis?

His mouth twisted into awry smile. “ Depends on who you ask.”

Pain. She heard it, clearly now. He was talking about abilities, attributes he had that had saved her life.
And hundreds of others. His voice was tinged with shame. And loneliness.

“Isthere anyone e selike you?’

“No. Thelab was destroyed by people who were afraid they weren't creating a new breed of soldier,
but soulless mongters that would eventualy dominate them.”

“But they let you live?’

“I survived. They figured there was asignificant amount of money aready invested in me. And they were
curious”

Bagtards. Worse than the Iffys. “ And have you met their expectations?’
He crooked one eyebrow in a salf-depreciating gesture. “The * Sko hate me.”

“But | don't.” She snatched her hand from under his, let the gin and the glass tumble to the floor. He
jerked back. She could see from the look in his eyes he was misinterpreting her actions as anger,
rgjection. She framed hisfacein her hands, brought his mouth to hers and kissed him, hard. Then kissed
him again, drawing hersdf up on her kneestill shewasadmogt in hislap. She kept kissng him, pushed him
backwards onto the soft cushions of the couch. She straddled him. He looked up at her with eyeswidein
amazement.

“I loveyou, Khyrhis T’ vahr. | don’t give amizzet’ sass what anyone else saysor thinks. | loveyou. |
found you. I’m keeping you. And there' s not a bloody damn thing you can do about it.” She braced her
hands againgt his shoulders. “ So you damn well better get used to it.”

He grabbed her by the elbows, pulled her dowly down towards him, stopping only when her mouth was
inchesfrom hisown.

“Trilby-chenka?’ he whispered.

“Umm?’



He kissed her dowly, with amost heart-breaking tenderness. “ Yav chera.”
THE END



