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Prologue

Welcome to the Devil’s Pit. Home sweet home. My name is Ulric Vonner and I run
The Web, the base of operations for Bounty Hunters, Inc. You need criminals found?
We will find them. The crime doesn’t matter. Remember that we don’t work for free —
our fees are high, but we always catch our man, woman, or whatever species it is that
you're after. Of course, catching them and bringing them in are two different things. We
may be scoundrels but we aren’t without conscience.

I started this business fifteen years ago. Hunters come and hunters go, but that’s
life. No one lasts forever, not in this business. Each of my bounty hunters has his or her
reasons for turning hunter. I don’t ask what they are and I don’t care. They war with
their inner demons, carve out a living for themselves, and then they move on—
provided they survive their stint as a hunter. I don’t get attached, and I don’t mourn
their loss. I learned long ago not to depend on anyone but myself. Keep your friends
close and your enemies closer, which is the primary reason I deal with the
Amalgamation.

Behind every great power is corruption, and the Amalgamation is no exception.
However, they do pay well, and I'm not without my own agenda. I fight to survive and
to hold on to what little I have left. Bounty Hunters, Inc. gives me a purpose and a
damn good excuse to move in the circles I do. It's said a man is judged by the company
he keeps, so what does that say about me? In a galaxy fraught with danger, Bounty
Hunters, Inc. will strive to satisfy all our customers —if it’s in our best interests to do so.
Though we may wear a veneer of legal process, we are bounty hunters and we hunt
those we are paid to hunt. If in the process we bring down those who would do harm to
others —so much the better.

What is a bounty hunter? We're just glorified rogues trying to make the best out of
what life tossed our way. The galaxy is not without its flaws or its bad seeds, and that’s
what we’re here for —to do the jobs no one else wants.

The best way to learn about Bounty Hunters, Inc. and me is to first get to know the
people who work for me. They are good people in their own ways, but if you cross
them, be prepared to face the consequences.

Let the hunting begin...

Prologue Copyright © 2007 by Heather Holland, Anh Leod and Eilis Flynn
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Glossary

Aboolan-The natural inhabitants of the Aboo System and its planets who moved on
after beings from Earth moved in to mine the planets for their natural resources.

Aboo System-Home of the Aboo mining planets. Crystolium-rich planets located
two Smith Gates from Earth.

Aboo Two-Second planet in the Aboo System where Amalgama, the capital city of
the Amalgamation of Planets, is located.

Aboolan War of 2112-War that broke out when Earthlings invaded the Aboo
System for the planets” natural resources.

Abyss, The-Section of The Web where prisoners are kept until transported to
another planet or prison facility.

Amalgama-The capital city and chief headquarters for the Amalgamation of
Planets. A large, dome-covered city located on the planet Aboo Two.

Amalgamation of Planets-The primary governing body of the galaxy.
Amaya-Cintealios capital city on the planet of the same name.

Aurelie-The Web’s day shift cook.

Azo Eta-Planet very similar to Earth, located in the Secundus System.
Bounty-hunter class-Class of small ships, specially suited to carry and operate with

only a small crew. Preferred mode of transportation of the bounty hunters, hence the
name.

Bounty Hunters, Inc.-Organization of bounty hunters set up and run by Ulric
Vonner. They work for large fees and at their own discretion and are neither good nor
bad, though they will break the law when necessary in order to bring in a bounty.

Bulkhead Disrupting Charge-Fired from a normal missile cannon, the charge
attaches itself to a target’s shields, weakens the shields, opens a hole through the
target’s defenses and fires a concentrated charge into the target’s hull. Inflicts major,
concentrated damage to a ship’s hull.

Cintealios-The warrior race. These beings are human/humanoid and live to
conquer those who are weaker. Largest opposing force to the Amalgamation.

Comm-tabs-Buttonlike communication devices that are pressed to the skin behind
the ear.

Constance O'Rourke-Supply handler for The Web.

Control-Small space station situated near the Smith Gate. Controls the energy field
that operates the gates and determines where a ship will emerge from the wormhole.
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Copper Arrow-Copper balls that expand into shafts of corresponding light; an
arrow that explodes on contact.

Devil’s Pit-Seedy neighborhood on Quartus Seven where The Web is located.
Location chosen specifically for its rough appearance and dangerous atmosphere.

Dexter Smith-“Dex”, The Web’s computer geek. If it’s electronic, he can figure it
out.

“Doc”-Holographic doctor in The Web’s medical wing. He has numerous robotic
shells that he can download himself into, to perform various functions.

Executioner-Ulric Vonner’s personal bounty-class cruiser.

Gold Arrow-Gold balls that expand into shafts of corresponding light and act as a
claw, anchoring target to whatever solid surface is behind it, such as a wall.

Halcion Cartiere-Top commanding officer of the Interplanetary Military Forces.

Hub-The heart of The Web, located at the very center. Also contains the Conference
Room where meetings are held.

Hunter Pack-Small backpack that holds more than it appears to hold.

Icsantheze Dagger-Daggers created on the planet Icsanthia. Sixty-six centimeters
total length from tip of the dagger blade to the end of the handle —fifteen centimeter
hilt, fifty-one centimeter blade. The blade is curved like a serpent slithering across a
surface, golden in color, with pale green streaks through the blade. Handle is wrapped
in emerald leather.

Interplanetary Military Forces (IMF)-The military power behind the Amalgamation
that works diligently to protect the Amalgamation and everything it stands for.

Intergalactic Security Agency (ISA)-The job of the ISA is to explore new worlds and
collect critical intelligence on any alien species discovered.

Interplanetary Senate-Body of five hundred representatives from across the galaxy.
Most major systems are represented in the senate—five representatives each—with a
few exceptions.

Jacobi Smith (deceased)-Discovered worm holes usable for faster travel times. The
worm holes became known as Smith Gates in his honor.

Jiborui-Home world of Krys Xan, the Amalgamation of Planets” leader. Exotic
planet that is home to humanoid, hermaphrodite beings who are tall and slender, and
have very sharp minds. Key in the production of many space travel inventions that
have made traveling throughout the galaxy and colonizing new worlds easier.

Jump Drives-Allows the vessel to navigate through nearby worm holes, effectively
reducing travel times significantly. (Note: Control must open the gate. Also controls to
which neighboring system the gate connects.)

Krys Xan-Hermaphrodite from Jurgia and leader of the Amalgamation of Planets.
He presides over the Senate and all its members.

Military Sciences Lab-Based on Earth, its purpose is to create and cultivate the
ultimate soldier.
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Nursotics-Robotic nurses.
Orbit Wisps-Spectral, universal snitches. They barter information for energy cubes.

PHD-Personal Holographic Device. When activated, it alters the hunter’s
appearance, aiding in acquiring a bounty.

Plasma Cannons-Can target an enemy ship’s deflector shield and will drain the
energy from the shield determinant to the size of the charge. If used on a small ship
without a shield, it can slowly deteriorate the ship’s hull.

Quartus Seven-Planet where The Web is located. Also known as The City Planet.
seventy-five percent of the planet’s surface is covered by one continuous metropolitan
area. The remaining twenty-five percent of the planet is covered in water. No
indigenous life forms or plant life exist here.

Replicators-Basic replication of items such as food and clothing. Complex
machinery cannot be replicated, though the replicator can retrieve items from storage
compartments.

Sa-Ro Five-Largest agricultural hub in the Secundus System. This planet supplies
food rations to many planets, including some from neighboring systems.

Scanners-Allow the ship’s crew to scan other ships, space stations or planets for
signs of life.

Sealy Garrison-Constance O’Rourke’s assistant. If Constance isn’t available, Sealy is
the man to see.

Secret Sciences Police (SSP)-Formed to ensure that no one toys with time travel or
biowar sciences, to protect the Amalgamation and its interests.

Secundus System-System to which Quartus Seven belongs. Similar to Earth’s
system, Secundus possesses nine planets, many of which are uninhabitable due to
extreme atmospheric conditions, though the use of atmospheric domes enables limited
habitation of some of the planets.

Silver Arrow-Silver balls that expand into shafts of corresponding light and only
work as a piercing weapon.

Smith Gate-Device used to access worm holes. It is located near the largest, most
advanced planet in the system and significantly cuts down travel times.

Smith Hole-Proper name for the worm holes used by Smith Gates.

Spectra-shades-Special shades used to see Orbit Wisps.

Super Soldiers-Bio-engineered super soldiers, produced on Earth as supreme
fighting beings.

The Web-Base of operations for Bounty Hunters, Inc.

Tomozava-A blue fleshy vegetable that is a cross between a tomato and a zava
vegetable.

Trang-ring-Ring that administers a dose of tranquilizer to a bounty/person/being
but does not affect the ring’s wearer.
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T-Sdei Delta-The party planet. Located in the Secundus System, neighboring
Quartus Seven.

Ulric Vonner-President and founder of Bounty Hunters, Inc.

Vanquiguard-Wristband that, when activated, creates an energy shield to protect
the wearer.

Zava-Blue, tomato-like vegetable that is indigenous to the planet Azo Eta. Also
known as tomozava.

Zeri-Night shift cook for The Web.
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Chapter One

Aleksia Matthews loved her job. Not many people could say that so she was doubly
blessed. As a geologist and assayer for the Federated Worlds, she traveled throughout
the rim worlds and got paid for doing it. It was like being on a permanent traveling
vacation. The best part was having her brother Sean with her.

The assayer ship she shared with her brother shone like a silver teardrop in the near
distance. It was small by modern standards and well out of date but it got them where
they needed to go. It was Sean’s expertise with the antiquated systems that kept them
running and they knew they should update to a newer one, but the ship was all that
they had left of their parents. Neither she nor Sean was ready to give up that link yet.
Their parents had been well-thought-of in both government and private circles. Their
deaths at the hands of pirates had shocked and saddened many but none more than
Sean and Aleksia.

Several times on their travels, she and Sean had come across camps that had been
decimated by the thugs. Every time they did, they sent the coordinates to security.
Several months ago, she’d started keeping track of the camps. If anyone ever asked,
she’d be able to tell them exactly where, when, and who had been hit. So far, though, no
one had asked.

She and Sean had been lucky, but luck could be fickle at best. Hopefully the new
security systems they’d installed would give them an edge. That and her charts. She
was beginning to see a pattern but didn’t have enough data yet. She’d rather not run
across any more, but if she did, she’d add it to what she had. Sean didn’t know what
she was working on, and she didn’t plan to tell him —that is, not until she had a plan
formalized. She was going after the pirates. They would pay for what they’d done to
her family.

Ali swallowed the sudden lump in her throat and went back to work. She chinned
on her mike. She needed something to take her mind off her thoughts. “Hey, Sean, you
there?”

“Of course. What can I do for you? You're not done yet, are you?”

“Not quite. But it's too quiet out here. I could use some conversation or music or
something.”

She winced as Sean started singing an old song he knew she hated. Although he
had a good voice, he was singing deliberately off-key. “Sean, don’t you dare. Stop right
now or I'll tell Susan where you were last week.”

The song stopped. “You wouldn't.”

10
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“Try me.” Ali jabbed her tester through the flaky surface on the rock. “How ‘bout
some trivia?”

“Not while I'm rewiring this damned console.”
“Again? You just did that two weeks ago.”

“Yeah and it shorted out again this morning. Ali, I know we said we’d never get rid
of the old girl but I think we need to give some serious thought to at least getting a
second one —hopefully one that works.”

“We can talk about it when I get in. Mom and Dad always said the ship would
bring us luck. She has so far. I'd really hate to give up on her. I'll let you alone to work
on her.”

“No prob. You about done?”
“Yeah. Another twenty minutes should do it. See you then.”

She and Sean were making a name for themselves. They were honest and charged
decent rates. In addition, thanks to their expertise with crystolium, they were in
demand. The crystal’s power and strength made it a desired commodity and its rarity
made those who found it extremely rich. It was the draw of riches that brought the
miners.

Two prospectors had managed to capture a large rock that was half a kilometer
across, but was virtually worthless in mineral wealth. In the fatalistic manner of most
miners, they had thrown caution to the wind, hollowed out a portion of the worthless
rock and set up camp. They’d spent their last credits on a cheap anchoring system and
pulled in a dozen of the smaller rocks circling nearby. It was those rocks that Ali was
currently examining.

Ali checked her test samples and let out a low whistle. She chinned on her helmet
mike. “Sean?”

“What you got?”
Ali could just imagine her brother, his head probably stuck inside an access panel, a

lock of dark chestnut hair falling over his eyes. She kept threatening to take a pair of
scissors to it but he laughed at her. He said it gave him an edge with the ladies.

“The info should be downloading into Posi now. I'm afraid we’ll have to tell them
they don’t have nuclears or even much in the way of precious minerals.” Ali bit her lip
as she tried to rein in her excitement.

“Come on, Ali, this is me. I know you. You have that tone in your voice. I can hear
it even over your mike. What's up?”

Ali was disappointed that she hadn’t been able to pull one over on Sean, but not
surprised. Five years her senior, he’d taken over after their parents” deaths and knew
her almost better than she knew herself. They were close before the tragedy and had
grown even closer afterward.
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“Take a look at the raw data and you'll see. I think the gods of luckless miners must
be smiling on this pair.” She waited a moment and this time wasn’t disappointed as
Sean’s excited voice came back.

“Does this mean what | think it does?”

Ali heard a thud and rich swearing. He’d probably dropped the access panel on his
foot—again. Sean was a genius when it came to electronics and business, but grace and
agility weren’t two of his stronger assets. She bit back a laugh.

“Yep. At least three of these rocks are almost pure crystolium. These guys are going
to be so freakin’ rich that they’ll never be able to spend it in several lifetimes. And our
cut should be more than enough to get us those upgrades to the ship with some cash
left over. Why don’t you go ahead and tell them?”

“I'll wait until you're here so we can tell them together,” Sean said.

Ali hesitated just a second, but it was enough. She could hear the disappointment in
Sean’s voice.

“I don’t understand you sometimes, Ali. I can see you not wanting to share bad
news, but this...God, they’ll love you forever.”

Ali knew he was waiting for her to say something — anything. She didn’t.
“That’s all right. I'll take care of it. Come on in. You're getting close on air.”
She heard the sadness in his voice.

“Be there in a few.” Ali chinned her mike off and activated her jets. Since she’d gone
into business with him, she’d insisted that he handle the clients as well as the business
end. She handled the physical end. She was much more comfortable that way. She
knew Sean didn’t understand her reluctance to meet with their clients. How could he
when she wasn’t sure she understood it herself?

When she’d awakened in the med-center, he’d been there. He’d been with her
through rehab as they rebuilt her body, but nobody could rebuild the part of her mind
that refused to remember who’d attacked her. Sean had even understood —and backed
her —when she decided to switch from a straight science track at the academy to the
military-science track, standing proudly when she graduated at the top of her class with
honors in hand-to-hand combat techniques. What he didn’t understand —and she
couldn’t explain—was her continued reluctance almost a decade later to meet anyone.
Oh she went out, usually with old acquaintances and even dated on rare occasions, but
strangers always made her uncomfortable.

Ali pushed off from the asteroid and jetted to the ship. A few minutes later, she
cycled through the airlock and entered the hold. It wasn’t much, as far as holds went
but everything was neatly labeled and stowed as efficiently as possible. The floor to
ceiling racks that ringed the outer walls currently held samples from several dozen
miners. This was the last stop before she and Sean headed to Delphi station to unload.

The draw of wealth was the same in this century as throughout history. It brought
men and women of all sorts to the rim worlds just as the gold rushes of ancient times
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had taken men to California and Alaska. Unfortunately, just like those old miners,
many of the new ones weren’t prepared for the rigors of mining in space and were
lured to their deaths. For every miner who found the rich life, a hundred others failed —
many of them fatally. Space did not forgive mistakes.

Ali pulled off her gloves and helmet, ran her hand through her short, curly hair and
grimaced. It was plastered to her head with sweat and felt as if she hadn’t washed it in
days although it had only been hours since her shower.

“First things first,” she muttered. “Posi?” She called to their Portable Systems
Intelligence. Posi ran the ship as well as her and Sean. The Al had been programmed by
their mother and still had some of her protection protocols in place even though Sean
had tried to get rid of them on numerous occasions.

“Yes, Aleksia?” Posi’s deep maternal voice echoed in the room.

“My suit is in desperate need of a thorough check.” Ali stripped out of the
offending suit and hung it in the diagnostic locker. “It smells like a Denebian blood
worm died in there. I think the filters are malfunctioning.”

“Hook the suit up and go get yourself cleaned up. I'm sending a servo to your cabin
with a tray.”

“Thanks, Posi. You're a doll.” Ali hooked the diagnostic outlet to her suit and
sealed the locker. On the way to her cabin, Sean caught up with her.

“Whew. What died in here?” Sean pinched his nose and grinned at her.

Ali punched him lightly on the chin. “Not funny. My suit filters must be
malfunctioning. It's worse than usual.”

Sean palmed open her cabin door. “Get thee to a shower —quickly, please.”

Ali laughed when he ushered her into the cabin. Her laughter dissolved when she
caught his next words.

“Oh, and put on something nice ‘cause we’re going to a party and no excuses.”

The door swished shut. She rushed over and hit the open button but it refused to
budge. “Posi, unlock this door. Now.”

“No can do, Aleksia. Sean’s orders.”

“And I know as well as you do that you override orders all the time. Now open it.”
“Sorry, Aleksia.”

Ali stripped out of the thin under-suit she wore all the while cursing her brother.

“If your mother heard that garbage spewing from your mouth she’d be ashamed of
you,” Posi said.

Ali winced at the censure in Posi’s voice and sighed. “I know, Posi. But he shouldn’t
have done that. I've got a good mind just to stay in my room.” A sudden blast of frigid
air from her vents disavowed her of that idea.

13
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“All right. All right. I get the picture.” Maybe she could fake a headache. As soon as
she thought it she discarded the idea. She was rarely ill. Sean would never buy that.
“Shower. Hot.” She stepped into the tiny cubicle.

A real water shower on board a small ship like this one was a sign of decadence,
but it was a luxury her mother wouldn’t do without and Ali thanked her every time she
took one. She leaned her head against the wall and let the water slide over her.

“I can do this. It’s just a couple of miners. No big deal. And Sean will be there. It's
perfectly safe.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was time she got over this
ridiculous fear and got on with her life. A few short minutes later her allotted time was
up and the water shut off. She shook as much of the wetness out of her hair as she
could. The shower was built to recover as much of the precious moisture as possible
and she didn’t like to waste a drop.

She quickly toweled off and picked out a pair of dark blue trousers and a lighter
tunic trimmed to match the pants and embossed with gold embroidery. A pair of soft,
black demi boots completed the outfit. She ran her hand through her hair, fluffing out
the natural curls, finishing just as there was a tentative knock at her door.

“Ali? You ready?”

“Open up, Posi,” Ali said. “I'm ready.” When the door opened, all she saw was
Sean’s hand holding a single pale peach rose. “Oh, Sean.” She gently took the flower
and sniffed its delicate fragrance, her former anger almost but not totally forgotten.
“Where did you get a rose? It's beautiful.”

“You're welcome. As to where I got it, let’s just say I pulled in some favors. I sent
your results on a priority beam. It seems our prospectors’ little find is quite pure. Their
claim is the richest ever filed in this sector and they gave us a bonus. Am I forgiven?”

Sean was wearing soft gray slacks and a dark green shirt that showed off his eyes.
Her brother was an extremely handsome man, she thought. But then, she could be just a
little prejudiced.

“No. But thank you.”
“I'll take that. Let’s go. We have a party to attend.”

o F H N X

And what a party it was. Ali had to admit when she fell into her bunk several hours
later that she’d had a good time. The miners she’d been so afraid of had turned out to
be twin sisters, their mates and multiple children. When they’d first arrived Ali had
held back, letting Sean go into the group first but when a tiny blond-haired, blue-eyed
child toddled up to her and took her hand, she was lost. The little boy, the youngest of
several, was adorable and he stayed with her until he fell asleep and she laid him in his
makeshift crib.

The family had managed to put together a good spread of food. She was surprised
they’d been able to do it so quickly. They’d had fresh melons, apples, pineapples, and
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even the huge, sweet rainbow fruits she was particularly fond of as well as a vegetable
salad that they claimed contained every vegetable available in the sector. One of the
women had even baked a multi-tiered rich chocolate cake in an oven that looked like it
had been cobbled together with scrap parts from the engine room. Once they’d eaten
their fill, the older family members had pulled out some antique but well-maintained
instruments and played some remarkably good music. They’d danced and sung and
told stories until none of them had any voices left. Ali had been surprised by how much
she’d enjoyed the entire evening. She fell asleep with the memory of laughter and music
in her mind.

ol R N I

Aleksia’s ears popped and she grabbed the side of her bunk as gravity disappeared.
Ingrained habit took over even before she knew what woke her and she pushed off
toward the shower cubicle and safety. Hands shaking, she sealed the door and jabbed at
a small button on one side of the frame. Another door slid open to reveal a narrow
space she slipped into. Her parents had drilled her and her brother in emergency
procedures from the time she could crawl. They’d told her “Safety first, then figure out
the problem.”

“Posi, emergency encapsulate.” Ali waited for a count of three seconds but nothing
happened. She hit another button and the emergency environmental suit surrounded
her. The readouts in her helmet all showed green. “Posi? Are you on?”

There was no answer from her Al.

Ali attempted to control her panic and touched a second button on the wall while
waiting for the telltale light on her helmet display to tell her Posi’s backup had
transferred to her suit. For the time being, she’d keep the file in storage. Her suit didn’t
have enough power to run too much and she didn’t know what she’d need. She
disconnected her suit from the ship, floated back into her cabin and punched up the
system display on her terminal. A troop of pirates swarmed over the small ship. She
counted at least a dozen with more coming from two dark ships flanking hers.

Sean. Where was he? He’d been on the bridge when she went to bed. Where was
her brother? Then she saw him lying on the bridge.

Pain ripped through her chest, denial holding her immobile for a precious second.
She grabbed her sidearm and spun toward her door, then stopped. Sean’s words echoed
in her mind — " Assess first, then kick their bloody asses.”

Going in half-cocked and angry might get her a few of the pirates. It would most
certainly get her dead. If she wanted justice for Sean she needed to stay alive. Ali
slipped back into the hidden space and touched a series of buttons on the wall. She
waited in the dark, certain the raiders could hear her heart beating. After an eternity
that was actually less than a couple of minutes she hand cranked the emergency hatch
open and peeked outside. There was no one on her side of the ship so she slipped out.
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When she was certain the path was clear, she shot into open space steering toward
the dark side of one of the half-dozen asteroids surrounding her ship. She crouched in
the shadows on one of the smaller asteroids, praying she hadn’t been seen and risked a
quick look.

Besides the ships, she could see figures in dark suits moving from them to the
nearby miners’ camp and then to the asteroid furthest away from her. All six were still
anchored to the largest central one, their legal mining operations beacons still flashing.
She and Sean had space-anchored above the miners” camp.

A plume of white vapor flowed from the far side of her ship. Figures, visible in the
lights from the other ships, tumbled from the camp’s airlocks.

A tiny body floated past her position. She bit her lip until she tasted blood. The
features were unrecognizable, but she knew. Oh gods, she knew — the little baby she’d
bounced on her lap a few hours ago during her visit to the camp. Her head dropped
and the mike toggled on.

“The woman. His sister works with him. Find her. She has to be on the ship.”

Ali clenched her jaw as the voice came over her headset. They were looking for her.
She turned off her telltales and systems and considered her options. There weren't
many.

She hated hiding. Hanging back was the action of a coward and went against
everything she’d learned at the academy. She’d been trained to fight and held the rank
of a Battle Captain. Waiting and hiding was not something a BC did. But neither did
they go into a battle without a plan.

She forced back her grief for Sean. There would be time later for tears, for the
chance to mourn her brother and friends. Now was the time for thinking, for planning.

Ali studied the activity again. She couldn’t go to the camp and the ship was out of
the question. She had enough air for an hour, maybe two, but with her emergency
systems off, she was going to get very cold, very soon. As she watched, the ship nearest
the camp started harvesting the asteroids tethered to the home ‘roid. It wouldn’t take
them long to get to her hiding spot.

Another body, this one larger and wearing a standard gray-issue jumpsuit common
to most miners, tumbled past her. She didn’t want to know who —didn’t want to think.
But the bodies gave her a gruesome idea. She thrust slightly toward some drifting
debris and forced her body to go limp, pretending to join her friends on their last
journey. After all, what was one more body floating around?
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Chapter Two

Jason Cole studied the remains of what had once been a family’s living quarters.
There wasn’t much left. He tramped through the destruction looking for something—
anything to help him nail down who’d done this. A patch of bright blue cloth stuck out
from under a broken chair and he bent to pick the scrap up. Instead of a piece of
material, he held a child’s doll. The implications weren’t lost on him. He kicked aside
the chair with more vehemence than necessary to clear the path.

“Jason?” The voice in his helmet belonged to his Al, Sami.

“What?”

“Your vitals took a huge spike. Is everything okay?”

Jason stared at the toy in his hand. “Oh yeah. Everything’s just great. Except we
were too late —again.”

“No survivors?”

Jason sighed and gently laid the doll on top of an undamaged chair. “Not down
here. You got anything on your sweeps out there?”

“Just debris. Wait. I might have something.”

Jason headed back toward the camp’s access. He wasn’t going to find anything here
so he’d better be ready for whatever Sami had.

“Sami?” He climbed the ladder and exited through the broken airlock.

“I've got a warm body. The ones I managed to gather were all drifting away from
the damage but this one is in the ship.”

“That doesn’t sound right. An injured pirate? Can’t be anyone else. They don’t
leave survivors. You said the body was warm?”

“Yes, but barely. I'm reading borderline on all systems and unlike the others this
one’s in a suit.”

“Maybe we got our first break. I'm on my way.” Jason climbed into his jets and
powered them on. A few minutes later he cycled into the airlock on his ship. “Where is
it?”

“Coming up on the ship now. My sensors can’t detect anything within. Either
they’ve got some really sophisticated shielding, which is unlikely for a ship so old, or
there’s nothing left alive.”

Jason settled his helmet back on his head. “But maybe not beyond saving. Give me
an emergency exit.”

The airlock swooshed open, yanking him out into the vacuum of space. He got his
bearings and aimed for the huge hole in the side of the little ship.
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It was darker inside than outside and he turned on a hand light to add to the lights
on his helmet. The corridor to his left was empty. He turned right and thought he
caught a glimpse of bright yellow floating at the edge of his light. He shrugged out of
his jets and thrust toward the object. As he drew closer, he could see an emergency suit
with someone inside. He checked the gauges on the air supply. Empty. But for how
long? He took several deep breaths and unhooked his supply, attached the hose to the
suit, and towed the body to the breach.

“Sami? I have the body. No life signs. The systems are off and the air is exhausted.
I've temped it with mine.”

“You’ve got one minute to get your butt back here. I'm in as close as I can get.”

Sami’s locks winked at him from a short distance away. He shoved the body
through the breach, keeping one hand on the suit so it wouldn’t float away. Once he
was out, he grabbed his jets, gathered the bundle into his arms and kicked off from the
ship straight into Sami’s lock. The door slammed shut and the emergency air flooded in.
Almost before the inner door opened, he’d removed his gloves and helmet. Sami had a
med-cart waiting for him. He dumped his now heavy burden on the cart and removed
the helmet. The vision almost made him pause, but years of training kicked in.

He stripped the suit off the woman and yanked the diagnostic canopy over her.

“She’s in!” Jason rushed the cart toward the cabin that also served as his sickbay.
Lights flickered as the displays came online.

“Get the cart hooked into my systems as soon as you can. Remotes aren’t going to
work well enough,” Sami said. “Wish my avatar was here.”

“Dex should have the upgrades ready in two weeks. We'll pick him up next time
we're at the Web,” Jason said. He hated to admit it, but he missed Sami’s avatar too.
The robot was handy to have around —especially at times like this. And unlike humans,
was most undemanding of his time or attention.

Jason positioned the head of the cart against the front wall and hooked in the leads.
“Ready.”

He studied the overhead display, nodding when the flat-lined heart rate spiked
then settled to a steady beat. “What do you think, Sami? Did we get to her in time?”

“Brain activity is good. All vitals are looking good. Do you want her awake or
asleep?”

Jason cocked his head. “Asleep for now. I'd like to check over that ship. I wonder
why the pirates left it more-or-less intact. What was different that they left this one
behind? More important, who is this woman and why is she still alive? And how did
she escape? Or did she? Was she one of them? In all these months, they’ve never left
more than pieces of ships too small for even salvage and they’ve never left anyone alive.
Why now? And why her?”

“Maybe they saw us coming?”
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Jason snorted. “They were long gone by the time we got here. Keep her asleep until
I get back. Then we'll try for some answers.”

“No problem.” A fine mist flooded the unit.

Jason took a minute to study the woman inside. She was tall and lean with curves in
all the right places and had the pale skin that marked her as a spacer, but not the
roughened features of most miners or grubbers. Her white-blonde hair was cut short
and curled softly around her face — the length was another mark of a spacer. It looked as
if her nose had been broken sometime in the past and her chin was a little too angular
for her to be called a classic beauty, but he thought her face beautiful anyway. He
fingered his own nose and wondered why she hadn’t had hers fixed.

“While you're looking, do an ID scan on her and her ship. Let’s see if we can find
out who she is. How’s she doing?”

“I already did the ship —there’s nothing there. The ship’s ID has been wiped clean.”

“Odd. Okay. See what you can find out about her. I'd like to talk to her —find out
what she was doing out here. How about her?”

“She has a touch of frostbite, but that’s minor and I've detected higher than normal
levels of CO2 in her bloodstream. That’s consistent with her systems being down. I
contacted Doc at the Web and got his input. I've already started the remedies. Are you
leaving, or are you just going to stand there and stare at your Sleeping Beauty?”

Jason jerked his head. “Okay, okay. I'm going. Slave driver.”
“One of us has to keep things moving. And that includes you.”

Jason grumbled, but got out a fresh airpack and locked on his helmet. A few
minutes later he was back on the scuttled ship. He did a check on the systems but
nothing was left. No wonder they couldn’t ID the ship. The pirates had trashed the
bridge. The breach had been in the hold so that was worthless. Amidships he found
four small cabins and a gathering area. Had there been others on this ship? If so, where
were they?

The first two cabins were empty, almost like guest cabins. Nothing more than the
basics. The third one was a mess. Personal items floated around, mixing with data disks
and bedding. He snagged several of the items and studied them. Men'’s things. Was the
woman married? There was nothing feminine about anything here. If she was married,
she didn’t share quarters with the man. He grabbed the data disks and stowed them in
a bag to take back to his ship. The rest he ignored.

He closed the door on the room and floated to the last one. The door wouldn’t open
and there was nothing to brace against to force it, no way to get a grip.

“Sami? A ship this old, where would the controls to the door release be?”

“Should be one meter up from the floor and one centimeter to the right of the
opening.”

Jason removed a small laser torch from his tool belt and aimed the beam at the spot
Sami indicated. He sliced through the paneling, exposing the catch. He ripped the wires
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out then shoved at the door. The opening widened centimeter by centimeter until he
had enough to slip through.

Unlike the other cabin, very few things floated around. He snagged a silky shirt and
smiled. The woman wasn’t a grubber if she wore stuff like this. Although she had the
looks, he didn’t think she was a member of the Magdalene Guild.

He studied the cabin. So who and what was she? He opened a few drawers.
Everything was stowed neatly, in a specific manner he was familiar with. He hesitated,
his hand on the drawer under the washbasin. “Comb and brush on the right, oral
hygiene in the middle, scissors and clips on the left.” He opened the drawer. The
interior was exactly as he’d said.

“Sami?”

“Yes?”

“Have you found out who our guest is yet?”

“I'm waiting for the data to come in. There’s an ion storm disrupting
communications with the Web. Why?”

“Check her out with IMF. Unless I miss my guess, she’s had some training, maybe
even graduated.”

“Interplanetary Military? Interesting. I'll let you know as soon as I get through.”

Jason continued through the room, confiscating the data disks he found and
packing a small bag for the woman. He went through the rest of the ship but found
nothing of substance.

“Jason?”

“Yes?”

“Comm’s back up and you've got an urgent summons from Ulric. We're wanted at
the Web.”

“Damn. Can you put him off? I'd like to do some more checking around here.”

“No can do, boss. He was rather adamant. Big job on the board —he wants everyone
in.”

Jason sighed. “Okay. Set non-salvage buoys in the area. I'll tag the ship as private
until we can figure out who the owner is, although I'm certain it’s the woman we have
with us. We can drop her off at the station.”

“You're not taking her to the Web?”

Jason pursed his lips. “No. If Ulric’s got something big cooking, he might not
appreciate us bringing in a floater. Plus, I don’t think she’d be happy if we took her so
far.”

“Travel time is less than two days, boss.”

“I know. Call it a hunch. There’s a station outside the asteroid field. We'll drop her
off there and alert whoever’s in charge there’s a possibility pirates are raiding nearby.
Tell Ulric we're on our way.” He paused. “Let’s make the tags official. There might be a
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bounty or award for her. As long as I'm taking the time, I might as well make the trip
worth my while.”

“Aye, sir. If I may, why a mild warning about the pirates instead of something
stronger?”

“The camp was trashed, but not the ship and the woman is alive. The pirates don’t
do that. This was probably some locals trying to look like they’re big bads. Either way,
local security needs to know.” Jason finished his work and cycled back into his ship. “Is
she still out?”

“Yes. Doc said it might not be a good idea to bring her out in unfamiliar
surroundings — especially if she was on that ship.”

“Agreed. Did you alert medical on the station?”

“Yes. They’ll meet you at our docking station. She’ll be in sleep mode for another
two hours.”

“What did you find out about her?”

“Her name is Aleksia Matthews and you were right, she’s IMF, currently on
Reserve status. Works as a freelance assayer. Parents are both deceased, has one
brother, Sean, who works with her. Her uncle, Rod Matthews, is Station Manager for
this quadrant. There’s more, but I'll let you see the file for yourself when you have
time.”

Jason stood over the medical cart and stared down at the woman. “Hello, Aleksia
Matthews. I can’t wait to hear the story you have for me.”

He laid his hand on the canopy. “What's our ETA?”

“Docking now. Medical is ready for her. I've sent her uncle the files of what we
found and where the ship is. He’s going to send out a team to take care of it. Docking
complete, Jason.”

Jason unhooked the cart from the wall, activating the portable controls and guided
it to the hatch. Two med-techs stood outside waiting for him. He turned the cart over to
them.

“My Al has sent his report to you. I'll be back in a few days to pick up my
equipment.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Cole, we’ll take good care of her. We've known Ali for a long
time. Any idea what happened to her brother?”

“No. I didn’t find anyone else.” A low buzz came from the comm-tab behind his left
ear. “Okay, Sami, 'm coming.”

He watched the techs take the woman away, and then ducked back into his ship. A
minute later, he slid into his seat on the bridge as the station faded into the distance.

“Did Ulric say what the emergency was?”
“No. Just that we were to get our butts back there ASAP.”
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Chapter Three

“You can’t stop me, Uncle Rod. Those pirates murdered everyone at the camp and
laughed while they did it. They should be spaced.” Ali spread her hands on
Commander Matthews” desk and tried to rein in her temper. “Why can’t you
understand what this means to me? Sean is dead and you're acting like he’s just another
statistic, like Mom and Dad. They were your family too. The gang is terrorizing every
mining camp in this belt. Nobody is safe from them.”

Ali didn’t remember much beyond drifting with the debris. She’d woken up in the
station’s sickbay, thanks to some passerby. According to her uncle, the man was a
drifter looking for a quick reward. The commander had paid him a hundred credits and
the man had disappeared, most likely to drink his profits away. At least that was what
he’d told her. She wondered though. She’d seen a bounty hunter credit on his monitor
with her name on it but her uncle had quickly deleted the page, telling her it was a
miscommunication.

Her ship had been stripped and damaged almost beyond repair. Sean’s body hadn’t
been found, but that didn’t matter. He was dead. She knew it. When she’d last seen him
over the view screen in her cabin, he was unconscious but she’d seen his chest rise with
several breaths. His handsome face was a bloody mess. But nobody had ever survived a
raid and from what she’d seen of Sean, he couldn’t have either. At first she’d wished
her savior had left her to die along with the others, but then her anger had kicked in.
She would bring these murderers to justice or die trying.

She’d tried to get her uncle to rescind her reserve status and make her an official
part of the hunt. Almost a week later, he was still arguing with her. She’d rather go after
the pirates officially, but if she couldn’t, she still intended to stop them.

Her uncle had complained he couldn’t send someone whose diapers he’d changed
after one of the most ruthless gangs in the quadrant. In her mind, his reasons didn’t
make any difference. She couldn’t sit around and do nothing while they got away with
murder.

Rod Matthews shook his head and frowned at her. “Do you hear yourself, Leksi?
Nobody knows better than I do what they’re capable of.” He indicated his cloned arm,
the result of a botched attempt to chase the pirates down.

Ali winced. He always brought up his arm when he didn’t want to do something.
The limb was as real as his other arm and nobody else would know the difference, but
he made sure they did. She was one of the few people who knew he’d lost his arm
while asleep on duty in the cargo bay of the IMF ship he’d been on. The injury had put
him on the fast track to promotion —something that should never have happened. She
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knew his superiors had been on his back about the raids, but they hadn’t sent anyone to
help. She could help, but he refused to let her.

Ali sighed and sank into a nearby chair. “I'm going to find them, Uncle Rod.”

What she left unspoken was her private vow they would pay for what they’d done
to her and to her family. First her parents and now Sean. All gone.

Rod leaned forward in his chair, brown eyes focused on hers. “What can you do
that I haven’t already done? You'll end up dead and I don’t want that. I promised your
parents if anything ever happened to them, I'd take care of you. How can I if you're out
there chasing these killers?”

“You don’t have to worry about me, Uncle Rod, and you know it. Besides, I've put
out a net summons. With the right partner, I can follow them — perhaps even find their
base of operations. Sooner or later, they’ll make a mistake and I intend to be there when
they do.”

“A mercenary? They’re nothing more than criminals themselves.”

Too tense to sit still, Ali jumped up and paced the small office. She thought about
the fast raid on her ship. They’d come out of nowhere. And the alarms had been
curiously silent. Laughing, handsome Sean never had a chance. Nor did the miners. She
should have fought, but at least this way, she’d have a chance to get them. “Not a
mercenary —a bounty hunter.”

The story was the same all over the asteroid belt. The pirates came in fast and hard,
took everything worth taking and left no witnesses. The raids were happening more
and more often. She’d made a chart of the raids and had the beginnings of a pattern.
Rod had refused to even consider her analysis, but she was right about this. She knew
she was.

Her uncle’s eyes followed her short path. She hated the detached look he sometimes
got. It meant he was thinking about her mother, Lynette. With her pale curls, Ali was
physically almost an exact duplicate of her mother, but she had her father’s
temperament and his unusual golden eyes. Sean had gotten their father’s dark hair and
gold eyes, but their mother’s sweet temper and fun-loving attitude. Ali clenched her jaw
against the wave of grief that threatened. She wished her family was here, but that
would never happen again.

Sometimes her uncle slipped and called Ali by her mother’s name. While flattering,
at the same time the slip gave her a chill and the lapses were getting worse. If she didn’t
know better, she’d say he was on some kind of drug, but that wasn’t possible. The
telltale all active IMF personnel wore on their wrists would turn red and his glowed a
healthy green.

She faced him, her hands clenched at her sides. “I have to do this, Uncle Rod.”

“You're not turning vigilante on me. That’s against every regulation you swore to
uphold. Why can’t you wait until I get some extra help? Headquarters is supposed to be
sending me some more people in a few weeks.”
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Ali clenched her jaw until it hurt. She forced herself to relax. “In a few weeks, this
entire quadrant could be overrun. We need to move fast.”

Rod shook his head. “I've got everyone I can spare out looking for them, but this is
a big area. Even with help, you can’t go running after them. What makes you think
someone you can trust will answer your summons? You’'d be alone out there with a
total stranger, parsecs away from any assistance. After he’s done with you, he’ll
probably hand you over to the pirates and join them himself.”

“What if he turns out to be a woman? Would you feel better then?” Ali wasn’t above
teasing her uncle. Sometimes he had the most outdated ideas about her and her
abilities. Yes he was her uncle and he wanted to protect her but there was a limit.

“Have you had any women apply?”
“Well, no. But that doesn’t mean one couldn’t.”

“Any smart woman wouldn’t. What if your would-be partner is already one of the
pirates? As far as we know, you're the only person who ever survived one of the raids.
Why can’t you stay here, where you're safe? I can protect you here.”

Ali stared out the porthole at the bustling activity outside the station. Small, boxy
shuttles moved passengers and supplies from a wide variety of ships docked nearby.
Were the pirates in one of them? Did those baby killers walk through the station’s
corridors? Her uncle wanted her to be safe, but how could she be while the enemy was
still out there?

The entire IMF hadn’t been able to stop them. In her opinion, they hadn’t even
tried. After all, the rim planets didn’t hold much influence. They were too far from the
seat of power in the Aboo system. But the recent discovery of crystolium in the asteroid
belts was getting them attention—most of it unwelcome. The locals were forced to
protect themselves so she had to try. She owed as much to her family and friends.

“Uncle Rod, you know I'm not stupid. I've already turned down several applicants
because I didn’t like them. I won’t pick just anyone, but I can’t sit around and do
nothing. You know I can take care of myself.”

“I haven’t forgotten, Leksi, but you're only fooling yourself. You're well trained —
and I'll even admit, you're one of the best I've ever seen—but these are cold-blooded
killers. You're lucky you didn’t see their faces so you can’t ID them.”

She chewed her lip. She hadn’t told her uncle—hadn’t told anyone—but she had
seen the pirate’s faces. She had the data wafers to back her up thanks to the specially
shielded security cameras Sean had installed. They’d destroyed everything else on the
ship but had missed the cameras—thank the stars. Fortunately, she’d been able to
retrieve them once medical had released her. She’d watched the playback of the raid
until she saw them in her sleep and she knew their voices intimately. If she told her
uncle, he’d come up with some excuse to keep her from doing what she had to do. The
data disk and her charts had her pretty sure she could track them down. The problem
was time, and if what she suspected was true, she was running out.
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“T'll be careful, Uncle Rod,” she said with more confidence than she felt. “I won’t
fall into a trap.”

“Your plan is so full of holes, I could fly a battle cruiser through it. And that
ridiculous reward you're offering, you're wasting good money. Where’d you get that
kind of credit? I thought everything was still tied up in probate.”

“I have my sources—mostly from private funds.” Let him think she had other
backers. Coming up with the credits had taken all of her savings and most of the trust
fund left by her parents. If bringing the pirates to justice took everything she owned,
she’d give up everything and more.

“What's to keep your hired help from taking the credits and leaving you stranded —
or worse?” Rod continued.

His concern touched Ali, but his arguments were getting tiresome. “He can’t collect
without my authorization.”

Rod shifted his eyes from hers. “You know we’ve tried getting the pirates. The odds
are against us. If I left here, who would protect the station? A dead commander isn’t
any good to anybody.”

Ali knew her uncle wasn’t the man for the job, but she didn’t want to hurt his
feelings. He was most definitely not a fighter.

“Uncle Rod, you know I don’t blame you. You're only one man with many
responsibilities. You don’t have the time or the resources to track down the pirates.”
She smiled, “I think you have a hard time staying here when you could be out there
looking for them. Since that’s not an option, I need someone who knows this quadrant
inside out, from the asteroid fields to the planets. Someone who thinks like the raiders
and can help me track them down. Someone who’s honest and well trained and can live
by his wits.”

“You're talking nonsense. Nobody like that exists.”

“Oh, he exists.” She headed for the door.

Rod laughed, a short derisive sound. “You've read too many fantasy stories. I told
your parents they would regret indulging you. This isn’t one of your silly novels where
the good guys always win and everybody lives happily ever after. This is deadly
serious,” he warned. “What you're planning is too dangerous and I won't let you go. If
nothing else, I'll throw you in the brig until you come to your senses.”

Ali’s training was the only thing that kept her face from showing her shock. “You
can’t stop me, Uncle Rod and, if you try, I'll disappear. We both know I'm quite capable
of that. I'm going to do this with or without your approval. I'd rather have your
support, but the choice is yours.”

She closed the door before he had a chance to answer. She’d heard enough of his
doubts, especially when they mimicked her own.
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Rod looked up as an elegantly dressed man entered his office. “What do you
want?”

“Our little Leksi is becoming a problem. I'm beginning to wonder if you can handle
her.”

The stylus in Rod’s hand snapped in half and he looked at the pieces in surprise.
“I'll handle her. Leksi will listen to me. Give me time.”

“Time is what we don’t have. The final ships will be ready in less than a week.”
“Then nobody will be able to stop us. We'll have everything we need,” Rod said.

“Ah, yes, we. Take care of Leksi, or I will.”
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Chapter Four

Deep in thought, Ali wandered the corridors of the space station, not paying
attention to where she was going. The station was busier than usual as word of the
marauders got around. Miners were moving their families to the station and banding
together in order to protect their claims. Everyone was doubling up. She was lucky to
get one of the last single apartments but the place was so far out on the ring, it was
almost in another quadrant. Her uncle had offered her room in his apartment, but she
preferred her solitude —especially with the way they’d been arguing lately.

She stepped into a doorway as a large, noisy family passed by. Each one was
weighed down with multiple bags and packs—probably all they owned in the world.
They were complaining about the crowded conditions and she bit back a laugh. Even
crowded with refugees, the station was opulent compared to most mining camps. There
was a merchant district with restaurants, clubs, and shops where you could buy
anything from the latest clothing styles to foods shipped in from any of the federated
worlds. The designers had even had studies done on the best colors, textures, and
scenes that made up the corridors for optimum social tranquility. If you couldn’t be on
a planet, this was the best place to be.

As she passed by one of the many grocers in the merchant section, a display of
newly arrived fresh fruit caught her eye and her stomach grumbled. She couldn’t
remember the last time she’d eaten. Ali turned to head into the market and crashed into
a man carrying an armful of bags. His packages went flying. Ali fought to keep her
balance but despite her efforts, gravity won and she landed on one of the bags with an
ominous squish.

“Are you all right?” The man reached down to help Ali up.

“Yes. I'm fine.” After a second’s hesitation, Ali accepted his hand and rose to her
feet. She looked around at the scattered merchandise and at the bag she had landed on.
Thick, iridescent orange goo oozed from a break in the bag and an uncomfortable
dampness spread across the seat of her jumpsuit.

The man looked from the ruined bag to the bright stain and grinned.
Ali frowned as she followed his gaze. “Let me guess, Altarian rainbows.”

The huge, spherical, sweet fruit wasn’t cheap and it looked like she’d squashed
more than one. The stain was also impossible to clean out of any material. She looked
from her suit to the man and stopped. Their gazes locked and the silence grew. Even
with the influx of new people, Ali knew most of the personnel on the station and this
hunk was definitely not anyone she’d ever seen. Nor did he look like a typical asteroid
miner. But there was something about the way he looked at her, as if he knew her. She
shivered in spite of the warmth of the station and backed up a step to give herself room.
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He looked away, breaking the spell binding them. “I'm sorry. That was careless of
me. Are you all right?”

“I'm fine, just wet and stained.” Ali hoped her voice wasn’t shaking as much as she
was. She picked at the wet blotch on her suit as the material clung to her, trying to still
her hands as she studied the stranger.

His coal black hair was cropped close like most spacers and his eyes were a clear
shade of sky blue ringed with a darker hue. He had long thick lashes that ought to be
illegal on a man. Rather than the typical station jumpsuit, he wore a deep blue vest over
a creamy shirt that fit as though molded on him. His dark pants matched the vest and
fit like the shirt, leaving nothing to the imagination. Knee-high black boots completed
the outfit, but something was missing. He reminded her of a hero in the fantasy stories
she liked to read. He looked like he ought to be wearing a set of pearl-handled guns,
slung low on his hips. The dark shadow shaving couldn’t erase gave his face a
mysterious, sensual look that set her heart to beating faster than normal.

“I guess I'd better go change. I'm a mess.” She picked at her suit.
“You're a little iridescent, but you look fine to me,” he said.

As she tried to compose herself, Ali studied him further. He looked very relaxed,
but she believed he was alert to everything going on around them. Though subtle, the
movement of his eyes told her he saw everything.

While he seemed pleasant enough, there was no way to tell what lay under the
veneer. Who was he? Where was he from? His arrival had to be logged in on the station
database. She’d have to check the records for new arrivals. Sometimes there were
advantages to being the only niece of the station manager.

“Will you let me pay for the damages?” he asked. “If I remember correctly,
rainbows don’t wash out. I have to stop by station security, but I could see you to your
place first.”

Ali eyed him, wondering what business he had with her uncle. “No, but thanks.
This wasn’t completely your fault. I can’t even say for sure who ran into whom. What
about the rest of your stuff? Is it all right?”

With her help, he gathered his scattered supplies and checked them. He chucked
the smashed bag in the nearest refuse chute. “Everything else seems all right. If you're
sure you're okay, I'll be on my way.”

Ali watched him stroll down the corridor until he disappeared around a corner.
Shamelessly, she followed. Since she knew where he was going, she took a little-used
maintenance corridor to her uncle’s office. She slipped in a side door and listened, out
of sight, to their conversation. The office door was open and she could hear every word
being spoken.

“Commander, I was told you could help me. I'm looking for A.K. Andrews. I
understand he’s staying here.”
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Ali bit her lip. A.K. Andrews was the name she’d used on her net summons, but she
hadn’t given any location. What could the strange man want with her? She listened as
Rod asked her question.

“This is about a job he advertised on the net.”

The summons had specified she be contacted through her advocates. There was no
mention of the station. How had the man traced her here? Now she was even more
intrigued than before. It would take someone very cunning to have found her base. She
made a quick decision and strolled into the office.

“Uncle Rod?” she said as she entered, “I forgot to give you a copy of the salvage
schedule for my ship.” She met the stranger’s eyes. “Oh, I'm sorry. I didn’t realize you
had someone in here.” She stuck out her hand. “Hi. We weren’t properly introduced
before. I'm Aleksia Matthews — Ali to most people. And you're...”

Jason had been aware of her in the outer office. He’d heard her come in and had
caught the smell of crushed fruit. “Jason Cole. I'm looking for an A.K. Andrews. You
wouldn’t know him, would you?”

“I do. I'm him. The name is to protect my privacy. The job is still open, if you're
qualified.” She looked him over, making it obvious she was judging him.

Jason wasn’t accustomed to making mistakes. He bit back a smile as the woman
studied him. His heart beat a little faster as he stared into her unusual gold eyes and he
forced himself to control unwanted emotions. He’d recognized her immediately in the
corridor but held his tongue until he knew the situation. No one could forget a face like
hers. Her short white-blonde hair curled softly, framing a face delicate and strong all at
the same time. However, it was her eyes that drew his. They reminded him of rare
amber —gold and brown and infinitely beautiful. He wondered if somewhere in her
background, she had some Aboo blood. Though taller and slimmer than an Aboo, her
coloring reminded him of the original natives, before the Amalgamation of Planets took
over and corrupted everything on the central planet.

Jason continued his scan. Her lips, soft and full, were made for kissing. As his eyes
traveled lower, he noted the swell of her breasts and the gentle curve of her hips and he
thanked whatever lucky stars had guided him to that camp.

“Oh, I'm qualified, but,” he looked her up and down, raking her with his eyes, “are
you? I won't take just anyone with me.”

“That’s not what the notice stipulates. Please don’t tell me you're from one of those
backward planets where they don’t believe women can do this sort of work.”

Jason thought about some of the women he’d worked with over the years and
smiled. “Not at all. I've known some incredibly talented women, but I work alone.”

“I'm afraid in this case, that’s not possible. The notice specifies the reward is to help
me locate and destroy the pirates. I intend to be there when that happens, or there’s no
deal.”
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Jason could tell from her face he’d played the arrogant bit just right. He’d gotten a
rise out of her —made her unsure of who was in charge. He didn’t need some vigilante
going off half-cocked. Though he didn’t think she was one, she had to find out he was
the one with official power, not her. He glanced at the commander then back at Ali.
There was something more going on here, but he wasn’t sure what. “This is no job for a
neophyte. This isn’t a training run we’ll be on.”

Ali ra