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      The two prisoners, surrounded by almost a dozen Partherians, walk down the corridor of the battleship. There’s no mistaking its design as Partherian: octagonal halls with harsh white lighting and bare metal grates for the floor, a faint odor of moss. The entire entourage is making their way towards the small prisoner’s galley for the prisoners’ afternoon meal.

      “Excuse me,” a voice from behind the group.

      As the group turns, prisoners and jailers alike, they come face-to-face with a single biped standing in the corridor. The stranger is wearing a long brown coat over some type of spacesuit with integrated body armor. Their head is completely covered by a form-fitting helmet and face-mask. The entire faceplate is mirrored and outlined in a blue glow.

      The intruder raises two pulse pistols into the air—blasts ring out, dropping six of the Partherian guards. As the rest scatter, the two prisoners fall to the floor, the metal grating pressing against them. The stranger is still standing in the center of the corridor, the faint sparkle of a personal energy shield visible. Blaster bolts are striking the shield, causing it to ripple and flicker. The personal shield is absorbing more hits than most off-the-shelf models are capable of—it’s clearly a modified version meant to handle serious abuse.

      The mystery figure leaps from one side of the corridor to the other, then runs straight at the remaining guards, leaping up and over them, firing with every step, guards dropping left and right. Within ten seconds, the remaining Partherians are unconscious.

      “You know, you could have helped,” the stranger says, moving to stand over the two prisoners, who are still lying prone and partially hidden by an unconscious Partherian.

      The prisoners crawl out from under their previously conscious captor. “With what—our shackled hands? A harsh rebuke maybe?” the female prisoner asks, frowning as she helps her companion up. “Who are you? What are you? What do you want?”

      Both prisoners are wearing standard Partherian prisoner coveralls: a single jumpsuit with pockets, a zipper up the center; numbers printed on the back and the right breast. Prison jumpsuit designs are apparently universal.

      The masked figure looks up and down the corridor, holding up one finger for quiet. “We better go. I didn't go to the trouble of busting you two out just to get zapped by Partherians. More are coming, and they’ll be more prepared than these goobers.” The stranger turns and walks quickly down the corridor.

      “Hey, wait!” the female prisoner shouts. “Where are you going?” She and her companion run after the stranger, following the strange spacesuit around a corner and into a side corridor. Here the deck plating has been lifted up and away, revealing a distinctly fresh burn-hole in the hull. The edges are still faintly red.

      The stranger turns to the prisoners. “Lucky the Partherians keep their brig on the lowest decks. Watch the edges here, they’re still hot.” Without another word, the intruder jumps down the hole.

      Hearing shouts from down the corridor, the two prisoners exchange a glance and then follow the stranger into the hole, one after the other.

      Partherians aren’t known for their intellect, but what they lack in the brains department they make up for in size. Two meters tall and at least a meter wide, their corridors are wide because they are. To most other races, Partherian warships are distinctly ugly. Apparently made with function in mind rather than form, they are angular and blocky, with thickly-armored hulls and weapons everywhere. They resemble a child's toy block, with engines set into one face and weapons mounted on all the rest.

      This particular battleship is in deep space, transiting between a Partherian outpost world, and the home system. Not sure it is good luck or not, that this is the ship tasked with transport, vs a faster courier class ship.

      Landing with a soft thud—thanks to the gravity field around the boarding tube—the intruder steps to one side. “Ghost, get ready to go,” they say quietly, deactivating their personal shield and smoothly retracting the face shield on their head gear. He is human: somewhere in his thirties, and about six feet tall.

      “Working,” a sterile male voice replies.

      The prisoners land softly next to him. The woman looks at him. “Human?” she says, sounding as shocked as if their savior was a goldfish—if she knew what a goldfish was. While she does know what a human is, they’re not exactly commonplace in this sector. Her tall companion looks just as confused.

      “Do you want explanations, or do you want to be as far from that Partherian ship as possible?” the human calls over his shoulder, as he heads off, the prisoners hot on his heels. “Our stealth systems will keep them confused for a bit, but the hole in the floor will be a dead give away—more so if we’re still at the other end of the hole.”

      From hidden speakers, the same cool male voice says, “Boarding tube retracting; airlock sealed. Ready to depart.”

      “Great, thanks!” the stranger says, as the trio arrives at the bridge of the ship. He plops down into the pilot/command station, and begins working the console, “And away we go!”

      The ship lurches and tilts to one side as it increases the distance between them and the now fully-alert battleship. The stranger flips a few switches, just before the ship rattles and shakes. “That’s weird, they must have gotten some upgraded sensors from someone. Partherian sensors shouldn’t be able to lock on to us that well. Ghost, deploy weapons and fire aft guns, keep them busy.” The ship lurches as the human pilot twists the ship this way and that, avoiding blazing plasma blasts from the Battleship.

      “Acknowledged.” The sound of hull plating moving and mechanical parts adjusting and shifting can be heard throughout the ship, followed by the tell-tale whine of energy weapons firing and recharging. The ship lurches again.

      The prisoners are holding on to the railings. “What’s going on? What can we do?” the woman asks. Sparks erupt from a nearby station, and she rushes to it, her training taking over, to check the position and extinguish any fires.

      The stranger is whipping the ship back and forth, evading the more powerful weapons fire. “Damn it!” he shouts. “Hold on to something!” He grabs a slide lever and pushes it forward to the stops.

      On the main display, the stars that were careening past steady, then stretch out into a flash of light. Their rescuer lets out a whoop and leans back in his chair. “Well,” he says, grinning. “That was exciting!”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          The Ghost

        

      

    

    
      Once the ship has stabilized, the stranger/pilot turns to his guests. “Okay, now we can chat. Those big dummies won’t be able to track us at FTL, so even if they’ve got better sensors than I expected, we’re clear.” He stands up and offers his hand. “I’m Wil—Wil Calder. You’re on my ship, the Ghost.” When neither of the prisoners reach for his hand, he holds his arms out expansively, spinning in a slow circle.

      The female prisoner, who has been walking from console to console in the crowded space, now turns. “This is an Ankarran ship.” It is less question, and more of a statement.

      “You're good.” Wil smiles broadly, clearly impressed. “I’d be surprised if you didn’t identify it, but yeah, the Ghost is an Ankarran raptor, though modified a bit over the years.”

      Ankarran Raptors are essentially pocket warships: small, fast, and agile and with enough firepower to take on ships many times their size. The Ankarran are master shipbuilders, supplying many different races with warships, science vessels, and even commercial ships. Ships of all classes and sizes are made in the Ankarran shipyards. They are expensive, so they’re usually rare outside of militaries—whether corporate or government-run—and well-funded research outposts. The Raptor spaceframe was popular for a time, since it only required a small crew to operate, but could travel for extended periods of time and cover vast distances between supply stops. For years, the Ankarrans sold to anyone with enough credits to pay their fees, until the GC and the Peacekeepers insisted on a more exclusive agreement.

      “And you're Zephyr,” Wil says. “No last name because that's what you peacekeepers do. And your big friend here is Maxim—also no last name. You're both Peacekeepers, or were, until recently. Now you’re fugitives of the Partherian Hegemony.”

      Maxim finally speaks up. “We were set up. We’re innocent.” His voice is as deep as one might expect from a person as big as he is. His stoic appearance matches his tone. Everything that has happened so far, doesn’t seem to have phased him.

      “He’s right, we're innocent. We were framed.” Zephyr looks Wil up and down. “Are you really human?”

      Shrugging Wil glances at the console behind him. “Honestly, I don't care—and yes, I am.”

      “Typical bounty hunter scum.” Maxim takes a step toward Wil.

      “I wouldn't,” Wil warns. “One word and Ghost will send a few thousand volts through you. Won’t kill ya, but you’ll wake up with a killer headache.”

      Raising her hands, Zephyr turns from Maxim to Wil. “What can we tell you to make you believe us? Handing us over to Peacekeeper Command is a death sentence for us both, and I assume you’re not going to hand us back to the Partherians. Is there a bounty? How much is it? Maybe we can pay more? Work off the debt or something?” She pauses, before looking at Wil again. “And really, you’re human? Since when are humans out here? I didn’t even know you had space flight—has the GC lifted the ban?”

      Wil stands and walks over to another station. “Bounty? There’s no bounty on you, in fact, there’s no record of you, other than a news blurb buried in the feeds about two rogue Peacekeepers captured by the Partherians for trafficking in contraband. The Peacekeepers didn’t even try to negotiate getting you back. Hate to break it to you, but you’ve been disavowed. As for your other question, yes, I am a human, flesh and blood—red blood, in case you were gonna ask. As to how I got out here, it's a long story; I’m pretty sure I'm the only one, which suits me just fine. And no, the GC hasn’t lifted the ban.” He starts flipping switches and adjusting settings. Zephyr assumes he is getting ready to make a call to Peacekeeper Command.

      “Look,” she says, “whether you believe us or not, or even care, it doesn’t matter. We're trying to stop a war. The Peacekeepers are planning to stir up a few regional brush fires to force unaffiliated systems to join GC. We found out and got set up. I’m guessing the Partherians got an anonymous tip that a Peacekeeper shuttle was carrying contraband through their territory and, what do you know, they found us. Our superiors hid something—we were never told what it was we were accused of carrying.”

      Wil looks up from what he’s doing. “Go figure, right? Group calls themselves Peacekeepers, works for the hugest galactic government—you’d think they’d consider it a job well done, with the peace and all, but nope, always looking for more reasons to exist and expand your power base. Y’all are a lot like humans, know that? Remind me to tell you about my bank.”

      “There's no need to insult us,” Maxim says, a sour look on his face. So far he has not moved from where he stopped a minute before: arms crossed, eyes scanning the small space.

      He’s a big one, Wil thinks.

      “What he means, is that greed is universal,” Zephyr says, staring hard at Wil. “So if there’s no bounty, why did you rescue us from the Partherians?”

      Turning away from the display, Wil gestures to the nearest seats and walks back to his pilot station. “Tell me the whole story—we’ve got a while before we get there.”

      “Where?” Maxim asks, taking a seat.

      Zephyr sits, too, and turns to Wil. “It’s not that long a story, but here goes. Maxim and I are... were part of a special operations detail. Our commander was a Centurion named Janus.” At this, Wil makes a face, but Zephyr presses on: “I was working on some signal intercepts from... from non-Peacekeeper sources, when I stumbled across a feed that was Peacekeeper in origin, from the command complex I was in. Somehow it had been collected and bundled in with the intercepts—likely due to its destination. When I opened it, I saw that Janus and several other high-ranking officers in Peacekeeper Command were planning several attacks throughout the frontier… but not attacks by Peacekeepers. They were funding rebel groups to destabilize independent systems, attacks with the goal of creating panic to increase the need for Peacekeeper services, and—more importantly to them—Peacekeeper ships, in these systems. Nearly ten in all—systems, that is. Ten new systems joining the GC would be huge, obviously.

      “The data files must have had meta data tracking on them, because no sooner had I read the transcripts than I was summoned to Janus’ office.” The look on her face is pained.

      “I take it you didn't go to his office,” Wil interjects, wryly. “How’s the big guy here fit in?”

      Zephyr looks at Maxim. “No, I didn't. I called Maxim—he's my partner.”

      “Wait, like work partner? Or you two are bumping uglies?” Wil says, looking more interested than he has for the whole conversation, leaning forward. “This is getting interesting.”

      “Bumping what?! How dare you!” Maxim leaps out of his seat, and before he can remember Wil’s earlier warning or take the five steps needed to cross the distance between them, Wil utters an unfamiliar word and a bolt of blue current arcs from the ceiling, cutting through Maxim to the deck plates, and dropping the huge Peacekeeper to the ground.

      “Maxim!” Zephyr is out of her seat and at his side in the blink of an eye.

      Wil barely even reacts. “Okay then, that answers that. Oh, and he’ll be fine—it’s a very mild shock, especially for a Peacekeeper. I did warn him; you were there, you heard me. This isn’t my fault.”

      As he speaks, Maxim starts to stir, and Zephyr helps her colleague back to his seat. After a few muttered words—something, something human—she turns to Wil. “Yes, he’s my lover. I told him what we’d found, and we agreed to flee, to take the information to Tarsis. We were en route when the Partherians attacked us.”

      Wil looks Zephyr in the eyes. “Cool. I actually don’t care, but it’s good to know as much about your crew as possible.” To say his smile is broad would be an understatement. “Ghost, please show our new crew to the crew quarters, one of the larger births.”

      “Acknowledged,” the cool male voice of the ship replies. The door to the bridge opens, and a wall panel lights up. “Please follow the illuminated wall panel.”

      Helping Maxim out the door, Zephyr turns back to face Wil. “Thank you. Are all humans as… well, weird, as you?”

      “You’ve no idea,” he says, already turning back to the pilot console, as the door to the bridge closes behind them.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          BREAKFAST

        

      

    

    
      The ship’s central crew space is made up of a lounge area, a kitchenette with a table—built into the side of the room—and a few other bits and pieces to make the space somewhat “homey.”

      “So… where are we going?” Zephyr asks, from across the table. She and Maxim have been holed up in their quarters since the previous night. Their quarters aboard the ship aren’t half bad, considering the type of ship it is. Wil had the computer keep an eye on them when he finally went to bed, and when he woke up, they were both in the galley, cooking.

      “Good morning to you too,” Wil says, punching buttons on a machine. “We’re going to Fury…” he holds up his hand as both of their heads snap around to face him, mouths making what would be in other circumstances a comical ‘o’ shape. “Hey, don’t burn that bacon, it’s the last until I get more.”

      “What’s bacon?” Maxim asks, before Zephyr makes a signal to cut him off. “Fury is a hell hole, even the Peacekeepers don’t like to go there,” Maxim mutters, going back to shoving the bacon around in the pan.

      “He’s not wrong,” Zephyr says, not taking her eyes off Wil. She is still in her prisoner jumpsuit, just like Maxim, are but at least it looks and smells like they’ve showered.

      “No, he’s not,” Wil says calmly, still focusing on the machine. “And I completely agree. Unfortunately, that doesn’t change anything. We’re going to Fury. We’re going because you two need new identities and there aren’t many better places to do that. You also need gear. I’ve got some spare this ‘n’ that, but you’ll need your own stuff too. Especially things that need to fit right, and weapons you like to use.” The machine he’s harassing finally makes some grumpy-sounding beeps and a few thunks, before beginning to dispense coffee. “Now we’re talking,” he sighs.

      Sliding bacon onto a plate in the center of the table, Maxim turns to Wil. “We have no money.”

      Zephyr, who had gotten up, now sits down next to him with a bowl of something Wil doesn’t recognize, and starts scooping steaming piles of it onto her and Maxim’s plates. Where’d that come from? he wonders. She looks over at Wil, eyebrow raised. He nods. Why not? She drops a pile of the steaming something on a third plate.

      Maxim grabs some bacon, putting it on his plate. “We have no money,” he repeats. Then he takes a bite, and his eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “This is delicious!”

      Wil smiles. “I know, right? On behalf of all humanity, you’re welcome. We don’t have much to offer the galactic community, but we do have bacon. As for the money—consider it a loan against future payment, future cuts, whatever. I can’t use you if you’re easily tracked, still running around in Partherian prisoner jumpsuits.” He sniffs the pile of something on his plate and then digs in, shoving a piece of bacon into his mouth with it. “I don’t know what this is,” he says, “or where you found it in my galley, but it’s not bad!” He takes a moment to chew his food, then adds, “There’s a few shops I trust down there, and a hacker I know who can get you new wrist comm and idents.”

      They watch as he shovels a few more bites of the mystery stuff and bacon into his mouth. Then he takes a sip of his coffee and continues, “There’s also someone I need to see. We’re gonna need some money—it wasn’t cheap figuring out where you’d be, plus now outfitting you as well. It’s not my first choice for work, but it’ll pay well, whatever it is, and as far as things go, I trust the source.”

      Trust might be a strong word to use, Wil reflects ruefully, but he doesn’t have many friends in the sector.

      Zephyr grabs another strip of bacon. “This really is quite good. Bacon, you said? What’s it made of?”

      Wil grins and stifles a laugh. “Ask me another time.”

      “Humans…” Maxim says, watching the display, before turning to his food.
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      Fury is one of those planets that no one wants to be on, but is still somehow overcrowded. A mix of people are to be found there—some are there to prey on others, some have been left behind for various reasons, and some simply don’t know any better. Then there are those who fall into none of these categories, who tend to be the most dangerous of all.

      Each time he comes to Fury, Wil tries to carry himself like he is part of this fourth group. It mostly works—like walking through a tough neighborhood as a kid, trying to look like you belong, like you are tougher than those around you, hoping that everyone buys it. Or in the very worst cases, just acting like the craziest person around.

      Wil has had to do both, on Fury.

      The Ghost sets down on a landing pad near the outer edge of the spaceport. Even though it is by no means a large ship, its size means that it can’t fit closer to the center, where the smaller personal yachts and mini cargo haulers dock. Also, Wil has noticed that its very nature tends to make spaceport controllers want to keep it tucked away from most foot traffic. Warships—even small ones, even sitting on the ground—make folks nervous, so they usually try to keep them out of sight.

      As the cargo ramp hits the surface with a soft thud, Wil walks out, followed by Zephyr and Maxim, who’ve finally changed out of their prisoner jumpsuits. Zephyr has found a pair of maintenance overalls to wear, likely left over from before Wil took ownership of the Ghost, and Maxim is trying to make do with some of Wil’s clothes. This is barely working, Wil realizes, looking the Peacekeeper over.

      “Okay, you two. Take this.” He hands them a PADD, or PersonAl Data Device—at least that’s what Wil assumes it means. H’s never actually asked anyone, but everyone he’s ever met knows the name. “It’s a map and list of places to go. It also has your allowed budget. And it’s tied to the Ghost and my wrist comm. Meet me back at the ship in 6 tocks.  If you get done early, then when you get to the ship just ask for access—it’ll call me, and I can let you back in. I assume this doesn’t need saying, but I’m saying it anyway: the flight deck and engineering spaces aren’t accessible to you without me around.” He looks at them both. “Also, don’t do anything to draw attention to yourselves. The Peacekeepers here on Fury would rather not deal with issues, but if anyone has been paying attention to the wanted bulletins, you could end up in trouble. Also, don’t get killed.”

      “And where will you be?” Zephyr asks, already thumbing through the list on the PADD. “Aren’t you worried we’ll run out on you? Not come back?” She glances up from the list, looking Wil straight in the eyes.

      “By all means. I’m still not entirely convinced you’re going to be worth all this effort, but I’m curious, and bored, so…” He shrugs. “Oh and also, where would you go? You’ve only got the funds I gave you, which the PADD will only disperse at the locations assigned, and will lock down if I suspect anything and send it the necessary command. And even if you run out on me, after your shopping spree, where would you go? No ship. No friends. Wanted by the Partherians, and by extension the Peacekeepers. As for where I’ll be? None of your business.”

      “He has a point,” Maxim says, before turning and walking away. Zephyr stares at Wil a moment longer, then follows after the large ex-Peacekeeper.

      Wil watches them go, turns to his wrist comm and dials up a comm listing. He whistles a tune, singing under his breath, “Walk like an Egyptian. Duh duh dih— Oh! Hi, yeah, is Xarrix there? Tell him it’s Wil Calder. Yeah, he’ll know me—just do it, jeez! Cool, I’ll be there in half a tock.” He closes the connection and whistles a little more: “Blond waitresses take their trays, they spin around, and they cross the floor…” He chooses a different exit out of the spaceport than the two ex-Peacekeepers took.

      It’s a fifteen-minute walk from where the Ghost is docked to the nearest pedestrian exit. The spaceport is designed like every other spaceport Wil has ever seen: essentially a massive stadium-shaped hangar, with no roof. The structure itself is a mix of government offices and for-rent commercial space—mostly import/export businesses, some tourist companies, and the like. This spaceport is only about five stories tall, but is at least a kilometer in diameter, with several hundred ships spread out around the interior space.
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      The two ex-Peacekeepers walk through the crowded streets of the spaceport shopping district. Wil had no clothes to fit either of them on board the Ghost, and Maxim is eager to get out of his two-sizes-too-small outfit. The first stop on their list is a clothier. The note attached to the map reads: Don’t get fancy — love, Wil.

      The shop isn’t overly impressive, though it has a front door, which itself is quite an accomplishment for Fury. As soon as the two enter, the shopkeeper emerges from the back room. It is a small creature; Zephyr isn’t sure exactly what race, but it’s definitely bipedal, and has all the right body parts she expects in all the places she expects them—at least as far as she can see.

      “Well hello there, travelers, you’ve come to the right place!” it exclaims, suddenly revealing two sets of arms, all four of which wave emphatically. It looks them both up and down. “Don’t we have our work cut out for us! I’m Mordo, owner of this fine establishment, and master clothier!” He points to Zephyr, and then to one of the dressing rooms: “You, in there.” Then to Maxim, “You in that one—my you’re large! You know there’s an extra fee for using so much fabric.”

      Two hours later, the two leave the shop and a waving Mordo with several bags under each arm, clad in entirely new outfits. Zephyr looks over at Maxim. “This might become difficult if each stop ends with this much merchandise—and clothes are likely the lightest of our purchases.” Zephyr is not sure she’s ever owned this many clothes, and they have spent less than three-quarters of what Wil assigned to them.

      Maxim grunts his agreement. He looks left and right, then lets out an ear-splitting whistle, and a small cargo bot comes trundling towards them. It stops a few paces away and opens a hatch in its cargo area. “Please place items inside the cargo area!” it chirps. “Will this rental be a one-stop fair, or shall I follow you for more shopping?”

      The hatch closes, and Maxim moves to place his thumb on the small biometric reader, and stops suddenly, looking at the bot. “Passcode only,” he says. “No biometrics, and follow us. There’ll be a few stops.”

      The bot takes a moment, then replies, “That method is less secure. Please verbally accept the updated terms, then provide the passcode.”

      Maxim sighs. “I accept the updated terms; your passcode is terminus, bravo, nine, one, eight, four, four, delta. End passcode.”

      “Accepted,” the bot replies.

      “Follow us.” Maxim looks at Zephyr, smiling. She enjoys seeing him like this; it’s so rare. He waves both hands at her. “See? Problem solved.”

      Zephyr checks the PADD, crossing off the first item on the list, clothes, and looks at the next item. Smiling, she holds the PADD up for Maxim to see, he smiles too. “Finally.”

      They head off in the indicated direction, to find a weapons dealer named Prux.

      Prux turns out to be an old and scarred Quilant, who—aside from being an arms dealer—owes Wil a favor or two. The two ex-Peacekeepers are like children in a candy shop. They start in the front of the pistols and grenades, picking things up, holding them, aiming them. Some get put back on the wall; others into a small bin Prux is holding as she follows them around her shop. After the pistols and assorted small arms, they move on to the rifles and, as Maxim puts it, “the fun stuff.”

      After an hour of happily grabbing weapons, comparing them against others, changing what’s in the in the bin and then changing them back again, Prux leads them to a back room. “I have something special,” she says, “that I think just might be right for you.”
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      Wil walks confidently into the bar—at least, he thinks of it as a bar. It kind of looks like a TGI Friday’s, except instead of tchotchkes everywhere this place has animal skins, weapons, and various bits of technology he can’t readily identify. The crowd is what you’d expect at a shithole bar near a shithole spaceport, on a shithole planet. As such, Wil is armed, with his personal shield charged and ready to activate at only a simple hand gesture.

      The place is dark, but it isn’t hard to know where Xarrix will be. He’s usually in the back, at a booth with the privacy screen active, two guards of unidentifiable race and gender standing ready on either side.

      Sure enough, straight back from the door, Wil sees exactly that. He heads to the bar, and makes eye contact with the barkeep. “Gimme a grum.” He touches his wrist comm, sending the payment, as the barkeep hands him a glass of something that looks and tastes a lot like beer. Wil has never figured out how grum is made or what it’s made from. If he's honest with himself, he doesn’t want to know, since real beer is nearly impossible to get without a trip home, and that’s not high on his list of things to do anytime soon.

      He takes his drink to the back of the bar, in the direction of the booth and the two goons. They watch him coming and don’t move until he’s right in front of the booth’s privacy screen. Then they each take a step towards the middle, creating a wall of goon right in front of him.

      “Hi, goons,” Wil says, cheerily. “He’s expecting me.”

      One of the goons lifts its wrist comm and whispers into it. Since the thing isn’t speaking standard, it could have shouted—Wil wouldn’t have understood it any better. A few seconds pass, then something chirps in an earpiece; one goon looks at the other goon, and nods. Without a word, they part, and the privacy screen fades away with a shimmer.

      Wil slips into the booth. No sooner has he scooted to the middle of the bench than the privacy screen reactivates with a slight pop-sizzle. He can still see out through the hazy energy barrier, but now no one can see in, he knows.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t my favorite… what are you again?” The being across the table from Wil, Xarrix, is an Trenbal, and a particularly ugly one at that. Standing about two meters tall, with two arms, two legs, a prehensile tail, and a face like a velociraptor, the Trenbal are a pretty scary race. Most are pacifists; Xarrix is not. Wil had met him shortly after acquiring the Ghost, when he needed some funds in his account and he’d been happy to take whatever jobs Xarrix needed doing. Some of them still woke Wil up at night, even now.

      Wil took a sip of his grum, never taking his gaze off Xarrix. Trenbal have wide-set eyes, so looking one in the eyes is often impossible. Wil chooses instead to stare at a spot in the center of the crime boss’s head.

      “I’m human, you ugly lizard.” He smiles at the look of incomprehension on Xarrix’s face. “You have work?”

      Xarrix shakes his head, making a combined hissing and clucking sound, which never fails to freak Wil out. “I didn’t think you were taking those types of jobs anymore?”

      “Well since I was in this sector, I figured I’d say hello, and check. I’m not looking for anything too out there, but I picked up some crew—I could use an easy win to get the bank accounts back up to where I’m comfortable.”

      Xarrix makes a show of consulting his wrist comm, as if he keeps a file called “super sketchy and illegal things to hire out for.txt” on it. Then looks up at Wil.

      “Well, you’re in luck, my human friend. I do have something not too ‘out there’, that might be just the right thing for you and that ship of yours.”
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      “Mission control, this is Discovery One, do you read?” Wil Calder, NASA astronaut, is looking at a dead console. “This is not good,” he mutters, before repeating his call.

      The mission had been going smoothly, with his small experimental spacepod operating within all expected areas. The small revolutionary powerplant was running; the energy field emitters were all properly charged leading up to the experiment, and the navigation settings were locked into the beacon orbiting Jupiter. So what had gone wrong?

      The pod is now drifting in empty space. Wil can’t see any planets, anywhere, which might mean he was just past Earth or Jupiter… or somewhere in deep space. If he can just get the power plant rebooted—it had scrammed when whatever-it-was had happened—then that’d be a start in figuring out where he was. The navigation system is, in theory, so advanced it can pick out his location just by comparing the visible stars until it finds a familiar constellation. But that has only been tested in limited ways back home, so…

      Unfortunately, NASA opted to send a moderately smart but very skilled pilot on this first mission, instead of an engineer or physicist, or astronomer. All of which are skills that would be valuable right about now. “Okay, here we go,” Wil mutters to the pod, as he wiggles around in his seat to get access to the small hatch into the reactor compartment. He silently crosses his fingers that he doesn’t have to spacewalk. I hate spacewalks.

      Discovery One was never designed to be worked on in situ, but certain allowances had to be made, given the unknowns. Wil hadn’t thought much about it before, but he is happy for those allowances now, wriggling around in the cramped access space behind his seat. He is fussing with a component when something clicks—and boom, lights start turning back on.

      “Mission control,” he says, quickly. “This is Discovery One, transmitting in the blind. I’ve got the reactor restarted, and am waiting for it to complete its spin-up cycle before I try any other systems.” Wil knows this broadcast is likely a waste of time, and possibly air, if he can’t get the scrubbers up and running—but it’s policy. Apparently, it has helped astronauts in this situation to stay sane longer. Wil has his doubts, but he follows protocols. The console in front of him beeps, then one by one, lights and displays start to wake up. “It’s so good to see you all!” Wil says, slapping the console. “I hope you have good news for me!”

      Within minutes the entire pod is back online: reactor at 100%; life support at 100%; navigational sensors at 100%; maneuvering thrusters at 100%; FTL field generator, offline. “SHIT!” Wil punches the console with the FTL Field generator controls on it. “Well hell. Mission control, this is Discovery One. All systems have successfully rebooted, except one. The FTL Field generator seems to be offline. I’m going to try and restart it again, see if it’s just a software bug. I honestly don’t know what I’ll do after that.”

      Two reboots later, and the computer still reports that the highly experimental device, designed to create an energy field around the ship to propel it faster than light, is offline. Over one hundred automated drone tests had gone perfectly: all the way to Jupiter and back. This is only the second manned attempt, and Wil is now adrift somewhere around the orbit of Neptune. Very far from Jupiter. He’s tried all the diagnostics he can try from inside the pod; it might be spacewalk time, to get out and check the exterior of the pod. It’s difficult to imagine something is wrong out there—there have been no collisions, and technically the FTL field generator had worked the first time, since it got him here to the outer edge of the solar system. But what else is there to do—sit here and do nothing? Wil knows no rescue is coming.

      At least with life support working, he’s able to cycle the air out of the cockpit and store it, versus having to lose it, which would mean opening the pod up to space. Unfortunately, that’s as far as the good news goes: the pod is fine. All the emitters are where they should be and look undamaged.

      “Well, shit.” Wil stands on the pod, his magnet boots holding him to its surface. There’s nothing to see in any direction but stars.

      “There are worse views, that’s for sure,” he says, debating whether it’d be better to die standing here atop his crippled craft, or go back inside and have a few more days of life with the rations and life support system running. Tough call. He climbs back into the pod and closes the hatch. At least for now, he’s not completely without hope. But there’s still time to change his mind, of course.
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      The last stop on their shopping trip is the one Zephyr has been dreading ever since they left the ship. They’re standing in front of what might be considered a storefront—except there’s nothing to indicate that it’s open for business or ever has been, and a lot to indicate, or at least trying to suggest, that it’s presently abandoned. But the address is on Wil’s map, so this must be the place. She looks around, then knocks on the door.

      After a minute, she knocks again. Still nothing. Looking at the PADD, she sees a note from Wil attached to this entry: knock three times, then two times, then five times.

      “Oops, did it wrong.” She looks up at Maxim, then knocks the pattern in the file. She shrugs.

      The door opens a crack. It’s dark inside the store. “Who are you?” a high-pitched voice says, from about Maxim’s waist level.

      “Wil… uh, Maxim, what did he say his last name was? Wait—I remember. Calder, Wil Calder sent us. He’s a human, says he knows you.”

      The door opens wider. “Come in then.” A small three-fingered hand waves them in. As soon as the door closes the lights come up, slowly, so it’s not too blinding, but Zephyr immediately sees that they’re standing in an ante room behind the storefront—one that’s apparently well-protected. The fields she can see shimmering are far more powerful-looking than just privacy screens. Behind the door is a small creature, green, about a meter in height, wearing a multi-pocketed jumpsuit with various tools tucked in here and there. Brailack, she thinks their race is called

      “So… what do you want?” the creature asks, walking back toward one of the screens, which shimmers as he passes through it. “I’m busy.”

      The field stays powered down, so Zephyr and Maxim follow, finding themselves in a workshop. Screens and wrist comms are lying everywhere in various states of disassembly. Parts from things Zephyr can’t identify cover most of the workbench surfaces. “We need new identities,” she says. “New wrist comms. The works.”

      “You got credits?” The small creature hops up on a stool in front of a bank of monitors. “The works ain’t cheap, and there’s no bulk discount.”

      Zephyr accesses the section of the PADD marked for this part of their shopping trip, and sends the funds. “We’ll need our records completely wiped, everywhere, even in Peacekeeper datasets.”

      “You came to the right guy then. I can do it, will take about a tock. You can wait over there.” The creature points to what looks like an attempt at making a comfortable lounge. Zephyr catches Maxim grimacing.

      One at a time, they are asked over to the bank of consoles and displays, to rest their palm on a reader. They have no idents; the Partherians had taken them.

      “Woah, you two are in some deep dren. Wil is certainly hanging around interesting company these days. Partherians and Peacekeepers… Grolack, that’s a lot of trouble.” The creature looks up from his array of screens. “Wil hooked you up, Ben-Ari is the best!” Zephyr assumes he means himself. “You have wrist comms?” He holds out his tiny green hand.

      “No, sorry, we’ll need new ones. Wil rescued us from a Partherian battleship, all we had on us was the jumpsuits they put us in. The funds we just transferred should be sufficient.” When the small being looks like he’s about to start negotiating, Maxim does his best menacing growl.

      “Fine, fine! Go pick out what you want from the Fabricator!” Ben-Ari waves his hand towards the opposite corner of the room.

      The Fabricator is an older model, but is still loaded with plenty of designs. Maxim picks out one that is as close to a military design as he can get, all angles and bulkiness. He places his arm in the scanning area, and watches as a beam of light passes up and down his forearm. Zephyr selects a more sleek design, contoured to her forearm, lets her arm get scanned.

      From across the room, Ben-Ari says only, “Excellent choices.” Then he gets back to work.
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      Ben-Ari is working at his terminals muttering to himself. Maxim and Zephyr are sitting in the “customer lounge”, watching an episodic vid-drama set on a space station. Suddenly the diminutive alien jumps from his stool, knocking over a piece of equipment that neither ex-Peacekeeper recognizes.

      “Were you two followed?!” he shrieks. He taps on his wrist comm and energy fields spring to life around the front entry area.

      Maxim and Zephyr look at each other. “No, and we didn’t even leave our cargo bot outside—we sent it to the spaceport to wait. Why?” Both are standing now, looking tense.

      Ben-Ari runs back to his primary workstation and tosses them each a wrist comm. “These are done. We have company, someone musta spotted you!” He waves his hand in a gesture that must have been a trigger motion, as several screens light up suddenly, showing external views of the storefront. At least a dozen Peacekeepers are standing in the street outside the front door. One of them is holding what looks like a doorbuster, a device designed to hack into any door’s security protocols, and failing that, to generate a explosion to blow said door in.

      Maxim and Zephyr both draw their newly-acquired sidearms, looking around for defensible positions. There’s no shortage of junk in the space, but none of it seems like it’ll stop a blaster bolt, and certainly not a dozen or two of them.

      “Good luck!” Ben-Ari screams from a doorway that neither ex-Peacekeeper could say was there a moment ago. It is already starting to close after him.

      “Wait!” Zephyr calls, racing toward the closing door. She reaches it just in time to jam her pulse pistol into the gap. “Come on, Maxim!”

      He rushes over, and they both pry the door open just enough to slip through. The door clicks closed behind them, and up ahead they see the small Brailack trundling along a secret hallway.

      Ben-Ari groans loud enough that they can hear, then shouts over his shoulder, “Come on then! You better not slow me down, or get me noticed and killed!” Somewhere along the way, the small green-skinned being has grabbed a scaled-down energy rifle. Maxim decides to ask about that later. They’re in a hallway, running along the back wall of the store, which reaches well past where the store ended. Does this hallway go into the shop next door? What is next door? Maxim can’t recall. He’s getting sloppy; he can’t remember whether it was open or closed, or just an abandoned shop. He’d never have made that mistake a cycle ago, when he was a Peacekeeper. Lives depended on knowing these things.

      They’ve barely run five meters when the building shakes. Through the wall they can hear shouting. The breach team is following Peacekeeper protocol: announcing themselves loudly while stunner grenades explode all around. The sound of failing energy shields can clearly be heard too—it is doubtful Ben-Ari that expected his defenses to come up against Peacekeepers. Is this hallway shielded? If not, the Peacekeepers will pick up their body heat in seconds.

      Seeming to sense Maxim’s thoughts, Ben-Ari calls back, “Don’t worry, I’ve reinforced this hallway. We should be clear for at least another few ticks. Then you two are on your own—I don’t want you dragging me down, or getting me shot.”

      Maxim growls under his breath.

      Without warning, Ben-Ari breaks left through a hatchway that’s barely visible in the wall. Suddenly they’re in the alley behind the shops, about four stalls down. There’s trash on both sides of the door, and Zephyr realizes that this is intentional. Behind the piles, they’re clear of the secret hallway, and able to look up and down the alley without being seen by anyone else in the alley—a good thing, because six Peacekeepers are standing around the back door of the store Ben-Ari recently called home.

      “Okay, bye,” the creature whispers to them, before heading off in the opposite direction.

      Maxim isn’t even sure he knows the name of the spaceport or the city that surrounds it, but he assumes it’s a common name, to match the nondescript nature of the place. All that’s visible is run-down buildings, shops, and residences. Nothing looks new. Certainly, nothing shines, as it’s all uniformly covered with a layer of grime, which he can only hope is just dirt.

      “You know they know who you are, right?” Zephyr whispers after the retreating hacker. “You’re not safe either. Help us get to the spaceport, and we can keep you safe. Wil will keep you safe.”

      Ben-Ari stops, and stands there a few seconds, considering. Then he turns his head. “Fine, come on.” He continues on, this time at a run.

      The three are soon running as fast and as quiet as they can, the small green-skinned hacker in the lead, winding this way and that through what feels like progressively more disgusting alleyways.

      “Where are we going?” Maxim whispers. Luckily, his Peacekeeper training means that even as fast as Ben-Ari is running, it’s no more than a fast walk for Maxim. “The spaceport isn’t in this direction.”

      “I know that! You think I don’t know that? I’ve lived in this piece of crap joint for the last five cycles. You think I don’t know where the spaceport is?!” Ben-Ari screech-whispers, without turning his head. “I have a cache a few blocks from here. We’ll stop there, then head to your ship.”

      As far as the two ex-Peacekeepers can tell they’re not being pursued. There’s no indication they were seen leaving Ben-Ari’s workshop. Knowing what to look and listen for, both are as certain as they can be that no drones are following them. It isn’t a 100% certainty, but it is the best they can manage. Peacekeeper drones are meant to be quiet, but not silent, which is a good thing. Peacekeepers don’t launch drones unless they need too, so it’s possible they aren’t taking this issue seriously, given the location.

      Ben-Ari comes to a stop, brushing dirt and grime off a control pad next to a door that looks nearly rusted shut. He punches in a code and with a louder-than-ideal groan the door slides inward. Squeezing through the gap, the little hacker whispers back, “Come on, push that closed when you get in.”

      When Zephyr and Maxim enter the small space beyond, they find themselves speechless. No more than 3 meters wide in each direction, the room is packed with shelves, and piles of equipment and weapons. Ben-Ari is running from rack to rack—climbing, grabbing, tossing. He’s swapping out things he had in his pockets for new things, none of which Maxim or Zephyr recognize. The pockets of his jumpsuit are beginning to bulge, and there’s a large pack in the middle of the room, nearly full. “I just need another minute,” he pants.

      “What’s the rush?” Maxim asks, just as the lighting shifts from harsh white to red. A speaker hidden somewhere in the room emits three sharp beeps then goes silent. “What was that?” Maxim and Zephyr are looking all around the chamber.

      “That, you big jinx, means they’re here. Well not ‘here’ here, but on this block. Someone tripped one of my early warning sensors—they’re placed around the ends of the alley.” Ben-Ari climbs down one set of shelves, drops something in the pack, and is immediately up another set of shelves rummaging around for something else. “They must have had a drone or two in the area and it spotted us leaving. The alarm means they’re in the alleyway we just came from.”

      “How are we going to get out of here? Is there another exit?” Zephyr asks, looking around the room, not seeing any other door or hallway, other than the one they’ve come from. It’s not an ideal space for a last stand, but at least the doorway is a natural chokepoint.

      Dropping back to the ground and slipping another unidentifiable piece of tech into the pack, Ben-Ari closes the pack and looks at the ex-Peacekeepers. “I hope your sense of smell isn’t very strong.” He hefts the bag, and shoves some things aside to reveal a grate in the floor.

      “Oh no,” whispers Zephyr. “Please no.”
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      Wil is walking back through one of the food vendor alleys when he sees a troop of Peacekeepers crossing at the next intersection, heading for—among other things—the shopping district. It could be anything. Peacekeepers aren’t exactly commonplace on Fury, but seeing them isn’t unheard of. Even on a planet like Fury, if the criminal is valuable enough, the Peacekeepers will show up.

      “Oh shit,” Wil mutters. As casually as he can, he whispers into his wrist comm, “Ghost, begin pre-flight procedures.” He drops his arm back down without even waiting for the voice of the ship to confirm his order.

      Wil turns down a street that will take him more directly to the spaceport. If his two new crew members are in trouble, they need to figure it out on their own. If they can get to the Ghost, he can get them off planet, but there isn’t much he can do against a full squad of armed Peacekeepers, especially when there is likely far more than one squad. If word has got around about his new crew members, they’re screwed.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” he mutters, as he winds his way through the crowd and the stalls hawking all manner of food—or things that might be food. He has his sidearm but a fat lot of good it’d do him in this scenario. As he crosses from the city into the spaceport proper, he sees two large Peacekeeper troop transports sitting on the tarmac.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” he mutters, as he walks as fast as he can, trying to look as inconspicuous as he can. Each transport holds two squads, so there are at least four full Peacekeeper squads in the area. The downside of being the only human in the sector—at least as far as Wil knows—is that you stand out in a crowd. Plenty of races look a lot like humans. Peacekeepers, for example, look pretty close, except for the spots, and the entirely different internal arrangement of organs, and the cranial ridges where their hair should be. Ankarrans are similar too, except for the blueish tint to their skin, and the dexterous tail. A few others look similar—but no one seems to be an exact match, and so a human walking fast across the spaceport isn’t that easy to ignore.

      “Hey! You there! Stop!” an amplified voice rings out.

      “Shit,” Wil mutters again, and slows down. He concentrates on looking as innocent as he can. “Who? Me?” he says, slowly raising his hands away from his side, the universal gesture for don’t shoot me.

      “Where are you going?” A Peacekeeper walks up to Wil, rifle at their side. With the face shield down Wil can’t tell one trooper from another, which is likely done on purpose. Faceless armies are more terrifying, after all. “What’s your business here? Show me your ident, please.”

      “Oh, uh. Me? I’m just going to my ship, officer. Did I do something wrong?” Wil tries to look sheepish, as he transmits his ident from his wrist comm. Well, it’s an ident—one of many Wil has purchased over the years. This one is for a small-time cargo hauler who’s barely making the payments on his cargo ship. Hopefully, the trooper won’t be too nosey, since there’s no actual ship here at the spaceport that would match the record in the ident. Wil is now rethinking his previous frugality when it comes to buying fake idents.

      “What kind of name is Han Solo?” The opaque face shield moves from the PADD the trooper is holding to  Wil’s face.

      “Well, I certainly didn’t just make it up. Is there a problem here?” They seem to be just harassing people at random, so Wil decides to play the umbrage card—see if he can’t speed things along. “Look, no offense, officer, but every fraction of a tock I spend with you, I’m not billing.” He’s tapping his foot now, doing his best to casually keep his long coat over his pistol. A weapon on Fury isn’t illegal, and it’d be more suspicious to be unarmed, but there’s no reason to give this trooper any reason to start asking more questions or to dig deeper into Wil’s identity.

      The trooper holds up their PADD so Wil can see it. “Seen either of these two? They’re considered armed and dangerous.”

      Well, at least Wil knows for sure now why the Peacekeepers are on Fury. Someone must have spotted them on their shopping trip, because right there in living color, using what’s likely the prisoner intake photos from the Partherians, are Maxim and Zephyr.

      “Nope. Never seen ‘em. They’re Palorians? Didn’t know you guys ever went rogue, or whatever,” Wil tuts as the trooper lowers the PADD.

      “No one is perfect. They were last seen in the shopping district beyond this spaceport, so be careful—and if you see anything, call it in. Don’t engage them.”

      “Sure thing, I’ll do that. That all?” Toe still tapping, one hand on his hip, Wil is looking as put out as he possibly can.

      “That’s it. Carry on, citizen.” The trooper turns to walk away, and Wil spins on his heel to head toward the back of the spaceport. It’s going to be tricky, if not impossible, for Zephyr and Maxim to get to the Ghost.

      “Well, shit. All that money down the drain.” He shakes his head. “Now I gotta start looking for new sidekicks all over again. Fuck.”
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      “I might have to have my nose surgically removed after this,” Zephyr says, her voice sounding nasal as her fingers pinch her nose. “This is disgusting.”

      “You two can’t turn your sense of smell off? That sucks—makes this much easier. Maybe try breathing through your mouth?” Ben-Ari suggests from the front of their little group, as they trudge through the sewers under the spaceport. “You sure you know where this ship is? Once we pop back up to the surface, I doubt we’ll have more than a few fractions of a tock before a drone or some sharp-eyed trooper spots us. I’m still not sure being with you two is really the safest bet, but running around a spaceport is definitely a bad idea.”

      “If your map of the facility is accurate, the ship is where we pointed,” Maxim says, doing his best to breathe only through his mouth, but somehow still smelling the foul mix of—well, he doesn’t know what, and doesn’t want to—and also somehow tasting it. As it is, he’s convinced they’ll be burning their boots and possibly their pants the moment they get to the Ghost. Such a waste of brand new clothes.

      A few minutes later, they come to a halt. The faint light from above is filtering down into the drain from a metal grate overhead. Ben-Ari looks around, and then back down at the PADD he’s holding. “Okay, I think this is as close as we’re gonna get to Wil’s ship. Big man, you hoist me up—I’ll take a quick look around before we make a break for it.”

      “And if you don’t see his ship?” Zephyr asks.

      “Then we’re well and truly grolacked,” the little being says, for the first time sounding as deadly serious as the situation warrants. “There are plenty of other grates, but I somehow doubt your ride is going to wait around forever for you to return—especially if he’s picked up on the Peacekeeper presence. I can’t imagine he likes you that much.”

      Maxim lifts Ben-Ari up over his head, and they hear the scraping of metal as the small hacker lifts the grate and looks around. “You said it was an Ankarran Raptor, right?” he whispers down.

      “Yes,” Maxim answers, as a small foot kicks him in the face. “I’ll never be clean again,” he mutters, spitting something onto the ground.

      “Then it’s right there. Good job on the location, you two. It’s maybe a hundred meters away. Smart to park this far out—I don’t see any troopers, and drones would be a flight hazard. Okay, ready?” He looks down at Maxim under his feet and Zephyr next to him. Both nod.

      Ben-Ari slides the metal grate aside, and leaps off Maxim’s shoulders. He doesn’t reappear.

      “That little slime weasel!” Zephyr hisses, as she climbs up Maxim’s back and out of the hole. Seconds later, she leans down, bracing herself to help the much larger man climb up out of the sewer. About halfway to the Ghost, a tiny green being with a huge backpack is trotting as fast as his little legs will carry him.

      Maxim climbs up and out of the opening, and slides the grate back into place. The two take off at a run for the relative safety of the Ghost. As they overtake Ben-Ari, they lift him and his huge pack up off the ground. Zephyr takes the bag, while Maxim takes the wriggling and screeching Ben-Ari. “Don’t make me drop you,” Maxim hisses, and the little hacker goes quiet.

      As they approach the Ghost, Zephyr sees Wil sitting in a chair at the top of the cargo ramp, reading something on a PADD. He puts the PADD down on his lap and looks up at their approach, slowly raising a blaster pistol. “You know, I didn’t think I’d see you two again. I’m pretty impressed. Oh, hey, Bennie,” he waves, as they stop at the foot of the ramp. “Why’d you bring him with you?” He points the pistol at Ben-Ari.

      Ben-Ari wriggles free of Maxim’s grip as they enter the cargo area, dropping with a thud. “You burned me, you krebnack! Peacekeepers stormed my workshop, then followed us to one of my caches! I can’t stay here now!” He stomps off up into the crew compartment of the ship, shouting back, “Oh, and I saved them! You’re welcome!”

      Wil looks at Zephyr and Maxim. “Three things. First, unlock your bot, and I’ll get it unloaded, since you can’t be seen.” He points to where the dutiful little cargo bot is sitting near the edge of the Ghost’s cargo ramp. Maxim hadn’t even noticed it there in their haste to get on board. “Then take those clothes off, toss ‘em out on the tarmac, and go shower.” He throws them some coveralls, much like the ones Zephyr had worn into the shopping district.

      Maxim walks back down toward the bot, reciting his authorization code, and begins stripping out of his utterly disgusting brand-new outfit. “I liked these boots,” he mutters as he tosses them, grime-encrusted, out of the hold.
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      Wil has been sitting in his crippled space pod for a day, transmitting his automated distress call, watching the on-board diagnostics fail—then fail again, then again. He’s debating his next steps: stay here adrift for another, what, two days, based on his supply levels? Or sit on the hull until his suit air runs out?

      Or there’s always the small pill in a pouch on the chestplate of his suit. A pill every astronaut, ever, has taken with them on their missions; a pill none have ever had to use. Not exactly the first I was hoping for.

      He’s reaching for the pill when a blinding light fills the small cockpit. “What the..?!” He can’t see anything but the light. He’s looking all over, trying to understand what’s happening, as the light gets closer and closer, until he finally sees the edges of it, lowering down over his craft… or is he rising? It’s hard to tell in space, with no other objects relative to him.

      As the light fades, he feels his pod settle on… something. He looks around, and sees he’s in some type of ship—that much is obvious. It must be a cargo hold or shuttle bay or something. There are no other vessels around, and it’s not that large a space, so he decides it’s a cargo hold. Why is he in it?

      He seals his suit—who knows what the atmosphere is out there? Neither his suit or the pod were designed to look for breathable atmosphere, let alone test it. Then he pops the hatch on the cockpit and crawls out. Damn this flight suit, he thinks. No external speakers or mic, so he can’t talk to anyone he does find without opening the visor, so if they breathe methane, he’s definitely toast. Shit. He can’t see anyone. Maybe the ship is automated.

      Then he feels the deck plates rumble a little and can feel footsteps. He spins around and sees three… aliens, standing in front of him. Two have weapons pointed at him; the other looks unarmed, but is wearing a long coat and some kind of spacesuit under it. None of them have masks on, or any type of breathing equipment, but they’re all very clearly different species. So they all breathe the same atmosphere. While Wil looks at the trio, a fourth alien appears and walks over to his pod. It crawls up into the cockpit, and connects a hand terminal to it. Aliens use Thunderbolt?

      Wil looks at the three in front of him, then the alien crawling around his pod, and back to the three. They’re talking—he can see their lips moving—but his suit isn’t set up for audio once sealed, so he can only hear muffled sounds. He’s trembling, standing in front of four aliens, two of which are armed and pointing their weapons at him. The one he assumes is the leader waves to get his attention. He, she, it? Wil isn’t sure but assumes the alien is male. It makes a gesture that looks like he wants Wil to remove his helmet.

      “Well, I was about to commit suicide, so I guess if they breathe methane the end result is the same,” he says to himself, as he unseals the helmet and lifts it up off his head.

      “Hi there,” the lead alien says. “I’m Lanksham, the captain of this ship. And you are?”

      “Uh. Hi.” Wil blinks a few dozen times. “I’m uh…”

      “Think it’s damaged?” one of the armed aliens asks Lanksham, who elbows it in the side and makes a growling sound.

      “I’m uh. Wil, Wil Calder, from Denver. Denver Colorado… in uh, America, the United States of America… uh, on planet Earth,” Wil stammers. They speak English?!

      “Okay, well hello Wil Calder from Den-var Cah lore addo, planet Earth. As I said, I’m Lanksham, this is my ship the Reaper, and we picked up your beacon.” He looks over at the smaller alien still pawing at Wil’s craft. “Anything we can use or sell?”

      The small alien pops up out of the cockpit and waggles one hand. Apparently, this is the universal gesture for not really. “Not a lot, pretty primitive stuff. Surprised this one lived—looks like maybe a first attempt at FTL?”

      It looks at Wil, who nods. “Second, actually.”

      “Yeah, nothing here we can use, but we can probably strip it down for materials to melt down.”

      Wil turns at that. “Hey, that’s my ship you’re talking about!” He starts to move toward the craft, and the two aliens surrounding Lanksham snap their weapons up, stopping Wil dead in his tracks.

      “Actually, it’s my ship, such as it is. It’s salvage.” Lanksham’s voice is calm. “Technically, of course, you have to be dead for it to be salvage, so take care what your next words or actions are. They could be the difference between us taking you with us, or us leaving you here.”

      Lanksham is a little over two meters tall. His skin has a bluish tint, and his eyes are larger than humans, and are a bright, startling yellow. Otherwise, though, he’s remarkably human-like: he has four fingers and a thumb on each of his two hands on his two arms, and a head about the size of a humans’. There’s no lanky, skinny body and oversized head, like in the abduction movies. He’s got white hair, too. The other three in the room are all sort of similar. The small one is a bit more alien-abduction-movie looking: bigger head, little body, frail-looking limbs. It seems like this one has three fingers, not five, and he’s only a meter or so tall. Okay, Wil decides, the other two aren’t that similar. They’re a little taller than him, and muscled; one is red and the other a milky white. The red one has small horns running upwards from its nose, right over its bald head, while the white one has greenish hair done up in a top knot on its mostly shaved head. Yeah, not similar at all.

      Wil looks the alien captain in the eyes. “Oh, uh, okay, yeah. Sorry.” Sorry NASA, don’t think you’re gonna get your spacecraft back. Hope it’s insured. For that matter, am I insured?
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      Leaving Fury was easier than Wil had expected, largely thanks to an indignant hacker named Ben-Ari.

      “You know, you’re pretty damn handy to have around Bennie,” Wil snickers. “Maybe you can stay if you’re always this useful.” Bennie turns and scowls at him from one of the stations on the small bridge. He’s only been on the ship an hour, but the station has already been disassembled and rebuilt to suit the diminutive Brailack’s needs.

      “It’s your fault I’m here, you idiot. I had a good thing going down there, and you and your goon squad screwed it up.” Bennie swivels around in his chair. “Why would I want to work with you, anyway?”

      While Bennie was ranting, Zephyr and Maxim have arrived onto the bridge. “We saw your place, this, such as it is, is an improvement.” Zephyr spreads her hands expansively.

      Bennie glowers at her. “It was my own place. I had clients that paid well. Those caches don’t come pre-stocked, you know? It cost a fortune to set up and secure each one. Plus, what about my clients? They depend on me.”

      Zephyr looks him in the eye. “They depend on you for illegal hacking. I’m sure they’ll find another hacker.”

      Growling and jumping off his chair, Bennie storms off the bridge. “Whatever!”

      Maxim turns to Wil. “What’s his problem? This ship needs some work, but it’s not even a competition. His workshop was a pile of crap.”

      Wil walks over to one of the auxiliary stations and inputs some commands into it. A Peacekeeper intel file appears on the screen: Ben-Ari’s. “You’ll get used to Bennie. He’s a Brailack—they’re all like that, acerbic little assholes. But they’re amazing with technology, like crazy amazing, like Tony Stark amazing. Rumor has it they’ve all got tech embedded into their brains at birth, to help them operate computers faster. Something about near-field communication, or something. So we’ll live with him.” The file vanishes, to be replaced with the default view of the star field at FTL. “We’ve got a few days travel time ahead of us. You two might as well go get all your stuff sorted out and put away.”

      Zephyr leans over to Maxim. “Who’s Tony Stark?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      As they walk to the hatch leading out of the bridge, Zephyr turns around. “We’ll be in the cargo hold, if you need us.”

      Wil waves one hand, distractedly.

      Walking down the main corridor of the ship, Maxim lets out a low whistle. “Who’d have guessed this is where we’d end up?”

      Zephyr looks up at him, then gets on her tip-toes and plants a light kiss on his cheek. “At least we’re together. And yeah, I thought we’d die in a Partherian labor camp, but now here we are, adopted crew on a warship owned by a crazy human, of all things. Strange times for sure.”

      They cross through the main crew lounge, stopping in front of the hatch that leads to the upper section of the cargo hold. “What should we do about the GC and the Peacekeepers? They’re still plotting to take over some of the unaffiliated systems.”

      Zephyr opens the hatch, letting Maxim through. “I don’t know. We’ll have to try and convince Wil to do something. What that something is though, I don’t know. What can two ex-Peacekeepers, a Brailack, and a human, of all things, hope to do against the GC?”

      The big Palorian nods. “Do humans have any super powers?” As they take the stairs to the main cargo hold deck, he adds, “It would definitely seem like we have no options. No one would believe us if we went public, especially after escaping Partherian custody and being disavowed by the Peacekeepers.”

      They reach the pile of stuff they had bought: bags and boxes of clothing and equipment, also weapons. Zephyr pulls a pulse rifle out of a box, examining it. “You know, this is almost as good as the one I had in the service—who’d’ve guessed.”

      Maxim looks at her and her weapon. Then he pulls a large multi-barreled weapon out of its box. “I can’t wait to use this,” he grins.

      Putting down her rifle, Zephyr walks over to a corner of the hold and grabs a hover sled. “Here, let’s put all the weapons and tech on this, and take it to the staging room.” They quickly load the sled, then just as quickly leave for their quarters.

      Thirty minutes later, looking a little disheveled, the two Palorians come back to the hold and guide their grav sled through the ship back to the staging room-cum-armory that sits between the two airlocks on the forward section of the ship.

      Looking at one particular box, Zephyr nudges Maxim. “He’s really going to freak when he sees what’s in there.”

      Maxim nods. “I can’t wait.”
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      The engineering space of the Ghost isn’t somewhere Wil visits often. Not only is this a testament to the engineering prowess of the Ankarran shipyards, but also to how little knowledge he has about most of the stuff in there. Whenever the computer had indicated a problem, he’d simply paid to have a trustworthy shipyard work on the problem.

      This isn’t the most cost-effective solution, but Wil hasn’t yet met an engineer yet he’s liked enough to let live on his ship. As it is, the sudden addition of three new crew members is having unexpected side effects. For starters, his habit of walking around in his boxers had to come to a screeching halt the day Bennie saw him and fell into an uncontrollable fit of laughter for nearly ten minutes.

      But Wil’s in the engineering space now, looking around while listening to Bennie prattle on about something he’d done to the computer to improve the efficiency of something, the details lost in the noise coming from the computer access crawlspace. The main processor core is also located in the engineering area, making it almost impossible to hear anything.

      “You did what?” Wil kneels down and shouts, then falls back with a yelp as a small green face is suddenly an inch from his.

      “I said,” and Bennie crawls out of the access, and replaces the cover, “that I was able to adjust some of the learning protocols, as well as some of the… are you listening?” Wil is standing there, his eyes not focused on anything, certainly not focused on Bennie and his explanation.

      “What? Oh, sorry, no. No, I wasn’t. Gimme the short version, please.” Wil hands Bennie a power tool, to secure the access cover.

      “The computer can react faster to what’s happening now; it’ll learn faster from experience, and is a tad more sentient.” Bennie has been in the engineering space for hours—Wil’s not sure if that’s good or bad.

      “Oh, okay then. Was that what you wanted to talk to me about? Nice work, by the way.” Wil starts moving toward the hatchway.

      “Well, no. I coulda sent you a report on these upgrades, or just not told you, since I doubt you’d have caught on anyway. I wanted to inform you that if I’m gonna be here on the ship, we should get a few things straight. Namely my role, my pay, and—more importantly—my shopping list. The computer lab, if that’s what you’d call it—which I wouldn’t—is so weak. Are those computers from your planet or something? I’ve seen more power in kid’s toys.”

      Bennie begins to tidy up some tools that Wil has never seen but clearly belong here, since Bennie puts them away in a drawer. The engineering space isn’t huge—or at least the part of it that’s supposed to be occupied by people. There’s a main engineering systems diagram against one wall, a multi-function table-cum-work area in the middle of the room, and two identical configurable workstations over by the engine.

      The engine itself is a massive—well, good-sized—reactor mounted at the back of the chamber. Wil is thankful that the entire system is largely automated. When he took control of the ship, he’d have been screwed if he had to know how the engine worked. Since then, he’s picked up the fundamental theories, but that’s about it. Having Bennie around might be more of a blessing than not—assuming Wil doesn’t end up spacing him in frustration.

      “Like I said after we broke orbit, you’re welcome to hang out here. I think having someone with your skills might be a huge win for us. As far as anything else goes, there aren’t much in the way of roles here. It’s my ship, my rules, and you and the Palorians are crew. If that’s not okay, then after we’re done, I’ll drop ya off anywhere ya like, so long as I’m already going there.

      “And as for pay… well, here’s the offer the other two are getting, take it or leave it: fifteen percent of whatever we make from any job we do.” Wil holds up a hand when Bennies’ mouth opens wider than Wil would have thought possible for a Brailack. “The ship account gets thirty-five percent, and I get twenty percent. That’s how it works. Close your maw, your teeth are freaking me out. Again—you can take it or leave it.”

      Bennie closes his mouth, and Wil can see him thinking it over. Then, slowly, he nods. “Good. Last thing, your shopping list—lemme see it. If you’re gonna be here and be useful, I understand you need gear, and we’ll get what we can. No promises on everything, but we’ll see. Fair?” Wil stands up and heads over to the hatch, slowing just enough to let Bennie answer.

      “Fine, that sounds fair.”

      “Then welcome to my crew!” Wil shouts, as he exits engineering into the main crew space.
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      When Wil walks out of Engineering, Maxim is sitting in the crew area with a fully disassembled pulse rifle on the coffee table.

      “Having fun with your new toys?” Wil asks.

      Maxim doesn’t look up from his task. “Yes. It feels good to have equipment to work on. Thank you,” he adds.

      “Don’t mention it.” Wil falls into a seat opposite the big ex-Peacekeeper. “Where’s your girlfriend?”

      The big Palorian finally looks up from his task, making a low kind of growling sound. “Zephyr is on the bridge.” He looks back down at the rifle.

      Wil looks up at the ceiling. “Computer, please have Zephyr and Bennie join us in the lounge.”

      “Sure thing, captain,” comes the reply. It’s the same voice Wil had heard since he first got the Ghost, but now it has… personality?

      “Um, what’s that now?” Wil is looking around.

      Maxim looks up and shrugs. “That’s new.”

      “Computer, are you working properly?”

      “I am functioning at 100% efficiency. All ship systems are normal. Why do you ask?”

      This is getting weird, thinks Wil.

      At that moment, Bennie comes in from the engineering space. “Pretty cool, huh? Like I was telling you before, I upgraded the learning algorithms and sentience protocols.”

      “You… told me about this?” Wil looks at Maxim, who’s still looking at him, and who shrugs, again, before looking back down at the rifle.

      Bennie sighs and drops his tiny frame into the chair next to Wil. “Yes. Yes. I told you about this, then you got this goofy… well, goofier than normal, look on your face, and kinda zoned out. Then I think you then changed the subject. Sir.” Bennie gives a fist-pounding salute of some sort, or at least Wil assumes that’s what it’s supposed to be.

      “Okay, one? Never do that, whatever that is, again—jeez dude, you look like a green Nazi. Two, do you mean the computer’s smarter? More interactive?” Wil is leaning forward, interested. “Like, is the ship alive now?”

      Bennie almost falls out of the chair from the convulsions he’s suffering, laughing as hard as he is. “Oh, gods. I can’t breathe. ‘Is it alive?’ Yes, you dumb… what are you again? Whatever, doesn’t matter. No, it isn’t alive. It’s just slightly more interactive now, has a rudimentary intelligence.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s good I guess. Kind of a let down, but whatever. Cool.” Wil is a bit red. He mumbles, “I was going to call it Jarvis.”

      “What’s all the laughing about?” Zephyr asks, coming in from the corridor connecting the bridge to the main body of the ship. She pushes Maxim over and slides in beside him at the kitchen table. Then she pulls out her own pulse pistol and starts to break it down.

      Bennie, in between deep breaths, wheezes, “Wil thought I made the ship’s computer into an AI.”

      She looks from Bennie to Wil. “Really?”

      Wil just shrugs. “Okay, look, whatever, the ship isn’t a super cool, super smart AI, it’s just a little more personable. That’s fine, whatever. Moving on.” He walks over to a wall-mounted display, and brings up an admittedly crude drawing of the team. He hits a button, and it comes to life. He starts narrating: “This is us. I’ve told Bennie this, but wanted you two to hear it too.” On screen, the animated crew goes through some kind of heist, robbing oddly-drawn aliens with tails and long teeth, then dancing around with bags in each hand.

      “What the hell is that? What’s in the bags?” Maxim is leaning forward over the table, watching the movie. “Is that supposed to be me?”

      Wil pushes another button. Now the animated crew is walking up the cargo ramp, depositing their bags in the hold next to a little piggy bank, the counter going up in increments with each bag dropped.

      “I’m so lost,” Bennie says, looking from the display to Wil, then the ex-Peacekeepers. “Are we feeding that big pink monster the money we just stole?”

      Zephyr looks at the Brailack hacker. “Money? Is that what’s in those bags? What’s that symbol mean? That’s money? What’s the pink thing?”

      Wil shuts off the display, letting out an exasperated sigh. “Fine, I’ll explain it the old-fashioned way.”
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      The Galactic Commonwealth has been around for a few hundred years. Someone likely knows exactly how long, but the galaxy is comprised of two groups; those employed by the Galactic Commonwealth, and those who do their best to never think of the GC and do everything they can to avoid it. Technically there’s also a third group: those who resist the GC, remaining independent. But this group gets smaller every year.

      The GC is made up of dues-paying star systems, spanning right across the sector. Dues are mainly used to fund trade programs, pay the Peacekeepers to police the sector, and other things along those lines—typical government concerns, only on a galactic scale.

      The planet Tarsis is the home of the GC; rich and opulent, or proud and snooty, depending on who you ask. Tarsis has spent hundreds of years being the center of the sector, the shining light of justice, government, and—to some—society. Where the Palorians are robust and aggressive, the perfect species for galactic cops, the Tarsi are the perfect bureaucrats. They’re only a meter tall, Olive colored, and stand on four legs with antennae protruding from their bald heads. They’re preternaturally calm at all times, and love to argue. Their size has usually—at least until the last few hundred years—made them the victims of other, larger, species. As a result, they rarely leave Tarsis, preferring to exert their considerable power over the rest of the sector via their police force and army, the Peacekeepers. Why leave your comfy, luxurious world, after all, when you have the strongest army in all of space at your disposal?

      For most, the GC is just an annoyance which takes some of their taxes; they’ll never visit Tarsis, and never (if they’re lucky) have a run-in with the Peacekeepers. They’ll live and die on their worlds, or in their ships, no more than a blip to the GC. The GC is just a part of life.

      Unless, that is, you’re one of the free systems. Systems with enough money, power, and allies not to need what the GC has to offer. Fewer and fewer systems like this exist. The GC—while espousing peace and goodwill among all—hates these gaps in its influence. While there are worlds like Fury, which the GC doesn’t want to waste the resources needed to rule them, there are other more attractive worlds and systems that the Tarsi want nothing more than to control.

      Possibly the only benefit that everyone agrees the GC can offer is their protection of underdeveloped planets. Long ago, the GC realized that races who haven’t yet left their planet’s orbit—let alone their star system—are at significant risk of exploitation, easily preyed on by pirates, slavers, and conmen. After a few races were wiped out in this way and their planets looted, the GC realized that it had to step in. Now, when new races are discovered, their entire star system is put under protected status. That status is enforced by the Peacekeepers, who randomly patrol protected systems. Their protection is strongest around the orbits of any inhabited planets, but extends to the system as a whole.

      Vessels caught within protected systems are shown no mercy. If they fight, they are destroyed; if they surrender, their ships are impounded and their crews imprisoned. No mercy, no exceptions—this is the only way the GC has found to protect these burgeoning systems and their delicate populations. Other punishments the GC had tried were sometimes deemed worth the risk, as the potential payoff could be huge.

      Earth was discovered by a scientific exploration team chasing a comet. They picked up radio transmissions and followed them to the source. This was in the mid-1960s, when Earth was first putting things—and men—into orbit, and on the moon. As soon as they discovered Earth, the team put in a call into Peacekeeper command, registering the location of the system. From that moment on, the entire Sol system has been off limits to everyone. This will continue until the GC lifts the ban, or the occupants of the system venture far enough out to make contact.

      After that, Peacekeeper patrols have only ever caught two ships trespassing near Earth. Both were pirates, hoping to loot some treasures from a protected world. Both were punished, severely. No other ships have been found in the system.

      The Reaper and her captain knew better than their unlucky counterparts, staying in the outer planets’ orbits, where the Peacekeepers were less likely to scan or observe ships coming and going. It helped that Lanksham only used the system to hide or wait for meetings. And that is exactly how he found Wil.
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      Two days into FTL, Wil has the computer assemble the crew in the lounge again. When he arrives, everyone is already there, waiting.

      “Okay, right,” Wil says. “We’re all here. I have to say, this is the first time since I got the Ghost that it’s been more than just me for more than a few days. It’s kinda nice, so, you know, don’t screw that up.” He looks right at Bennie, who affects a stricken look on his large-eyed face.

      “What? What did I do?” Bennie screeches, then dodges a pillow launched by Zephyr.

      “Settle down, you animals!” Wil raises his voice. “And Bennie, whatever you are, you’re part plant right?”

      “Because I’m green!? You racist prick!” Bennie plops down into his chair, glaring at Wil, then Zephyr and Maxim, and back to Wil again.

      “Kidding! Calm down. You’re so sensitive.” Wil smiles at the two Palorians, then winks at Bennie. “Look, we need talk about the job I accepted.”

      Zephyr and Maxim look at each other. “What job?” They say, simultaneously.

      Then they look at Bennie, who just shrugs. “I was with you two on Fury, remember? How would I know?”

      “It’s the job I took while you two were shopping,” Wil says. “Before getting chased by your former colleagues. The job we’ll need to do to get the ship’s accounts back to a point that doesn’t make me lose sleep, and that lets us get ramped up with what we need, now that it’s not just me.”

      “Ok, so what’s the job?” Zephyr is leaning forward, hands clasped, interested.

      “A snatch-and-grab from one of our employer’s rivals. There’s a small station in the Barsoom sector, mostly a depot for folks to store things, away from the prying eyes of the authorities.”

      “What authorities?” Maxim asks.

      “All of them,” Wil answers, dryly. “Apparently most of the major crime bosses and syndicates rent space on the station. Only they know where it is, or how to get aboard.”

      “What’re we stealing?” Bennie seems interested. “Valuable? Tech?”

      “No idea. I try to ask as few questions as I can where Xarrix is concerned. Here’s what I know: the station is in the Barsoom sector, sitting out in open space. From what I’m told there’s a central reception area, well guarded by a private security firm, that answers to none of the clients. Whatever it is that Xarrix wants, it’s being kept on the station, in a section one of his competitors owns.” A hologram begins hovering over the coffee table, and then rotates and zooms in. Wil continues: “Xarrix gave me a transponder ID that, once we’re in the hold, should help ID the crate we want. But first we’ll need to get to the right hold. Apparently, there’ll be trace isotopes we can scan for, but only in close—and I mean like at each door close—proximity. We’ll have to go door-to-door to find the right one, before breaking into it.”

      Wil looks at Bennie. “That’s where you come in. I thought I’d have to hire a hacker when I took the gig, but thanks to a lucky turn of events, you’re here.” He smiles at the surly Brailack.

      “I can do that.”

      “You don’t even know what’s involved,” Zephyr says, looking over at Bennie.

      “Doesn’t matter, I’m that good.” The little hacker leans back in the chair, crossing his arms behind his head.

      Wil smiles. “That leaves the three of us. We’re the muscle. I can get us into the central reception area, but from there, Bennie will have to hack in and lead the way. If possible, I’d rather this be more a burglary than a fight. If it turns into a fight, we’re screwed.”

      Zephyr and Maxim look at each other, then at Wil. It is Zephyr who speaks up. “Well, I doubt you were worried, but we’re in.”

      “I wasn’t, since it wasn’t optional. Okay then, step one: we case the joint.” Wil zooms in further on the hologram. “This map is as accurate as any that exists, I’m told. Technically none actually exist. This was pieced together from various visits.” He points to a lower portion. “This is the docking section—the station can handle four ships at once, but according to Xarrix, the protocol is only to allow one ship at a time to dock.”

      Maxim points to something. “Looks like only one lift connects the two sections. That’s a dangerous choke point.”

      Wil nods. “Agreed. Hopefully, if needed, Bennie can hijack the lift controls.” At this, Bennie nods.

      The view moves up to the reception and vault area. It’s a large circle, two levels tall. In the center is what looks like a control console, marked as ‘security.’ The lower level has eleven vault doors; the second tier has twelve, equally spaced around the perimeter. The two levels are connected by a staircase.

      The team spends the next three tocks looking over the plans, talking through ideas. Then a beep comes from Wil’s wrist comm. “We’re getting close. Let’s go see our prey.” He stands and heads toward the bridge, and the others follow.
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      The Barsoom system isn’t a very well-known one. It doesn’t contain any habitable planets, and there is only one gas giant, so it’s not worth fielding a mining effort. In other words, it’s exactly the place you’d want to hide a secret storehouse of criminal loot, so it’s precisely the place a secret storehouse of illegal loot is.

      The station, for obvious reasons, isn’t listed on any of the navigational charts, and its reactors are shielded so that a passing ship—should one ever venture into the Barsoom system—wouldn’t even notice the station. As if that wasn’t enough, it is painted black, because why not.

      “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” Zephyr asks, from her position on the bridge, where she is serving as unofficial first officer. Her station is configured to manage ship systems as well as the sensors and communications.

      “It’s there. We’re still stealthed, right? I don’t want them seeing us lurking around the outer edge of the system.” Wil looks over at Bennie, whose station has been heavily modified in the last two days. The small Brailack is hardly visible behind all the equipment.

      “Yup, we’re fully stealthed and running passive right now,” Bennie answers. “I’m looking for signals, but their game is good—not a thing out here but background radiation.”

      Wil adjusts the ship’s heading and gooses the sub-light drive a little, to get them heading along a tangent to the station—or, at least, the supposed location of the station. The Ghost has two modes of propulsion. The sub-light drive, which works in space, but not in an atmosphere, can drive the ship nearly to the speed of light. Just off the center of the body of the ship on either side of the sub-light engines, the atmospheric engines are immensely powerful and can provide enough of a push to propel the ship. The design of the Ghost doesn’t provide for atmospheric lift, so the forward section of each FTL engine boom has a repulsor field generator, which provides the lift to keep the ship in the air.

      “As long as the stealth systems stay active, we can skip a cold coast, but keep an eye on it.” Bennie nods in response. To Zephyr, Wil adds, “Keep an eye on the passives. This gets a lot harder if they’ve seen us before we arrive.” She nods too.

      It might not have been a cold coast, but it still takes four hours before they see anything to make them suspect they are in the right place. In theory, they should be a billion or so kilometers from the station, with it down well  and themselves up well. Not that it matters this far out in the system, somewhere around the orbit of the fifth and second-to-last planet in the system. At this distance from the system’s sun, it’s easy to hold a position with minimal effort.

      “Got something!” Zephyr announces, looking up from her station to check the main display, which she’s sending data to. The screen shifts from the default view (forward, just stars as far as Wil can see) to what she is looking at on her own screens. It looks like infrared, and the whole screen is almost entirely black, but in the dead center there’s a slight red-orange-black color, no bigger than Wil’s fist. “We’re still pretty far, so can’t get much without going active, but this is from our infrared sensors. That’s got to be the station. They shield the reactors so you can’t pick up the radiation and energy, but it’s hard to dissipate heat completely. Though I admit they seem to have gotten a pretty good system going.”

      Wil squints at the screen. “Wow, yeah, that’s pretty impressive heat management. Ok, that’s gotta be our target. Bennie, anything yet as far as signals? We’re close enough to see their reactor heat—surely there’s something?”

      Bennie looks up from his console and shakes his head, “Nothing. Not a stray wrist comm ping, or unsecured transceiver. That place is a black box.”

      “Ok, that’s not good. Might have to adjust our plan.”

      Maxim has been silent for hours, so silent that Wil jumps when the big ex-Peacekeeper now speaks. “Why does the plan change?” Maxim is sitting at the weapons station, which in the ship’s current state is purely for show—all weapons are completely powered down, including targeting scanners.

      “Might have to get you a bell to wear!” Wil says. “If they’re keeping that tight a lid on signals, I’m guessing they’ve got the whole place set up as a Faraday cage. The instant we’re aboard, we won’t be able to communicate with Bennie here on the ship and vice-versa. The whole plan revolves around him getting into their system and guiding us.” Wil leans forward in his chair, staring at the main view screen and the bruise-colored smudge in the center.

      “I might have a solution.” Maxim offers.

      [2] This refers to the gravity well, with “down” being closer to the star, “up” being further away.
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      Wil looks at the big Palorian. “Go for it, big man. What ya thinking?”

      Maxim looks over at Zephyr. “Remember the mission to the Dralobian embassy? We had to have our hacker guide us through.”

      Zephyr nods, understanding crossing her features. “Yes, I think that could work! Let me look over the plans Xarrix provided Wil.”

      Wil looks at one, then the other. “Mind sharing?”

      Zephyr gestures to Maxim to continue. The ex-Peacekeeper shifts in his chair. “Our squad was sent to infiltrate the Dralobian embassy on Rostham Four. We didn’t know the layout of the structure, since they imported an all-Dralobian workforce to build it, and the only known plans were in the secure server, on the inside. The Peacekeepers wanted to bug the facility and get a complete blueprint, so we needed to infiltrate the building, access the server, and copy the files. Our squad hacker faced the same problem we do: the embassy was immensely secure, so the onsite security forces would detect our comms instantly. That meant she had to be onsite, too.”

      “So?” Wil asks.

      “So we engineered a minor disaster in the building—something to do with the plumbing. That way the embassy had to allow our hover van onto the property. From there we were able to park close enough to a data access junction and splice a hardwired connection.”

      Wil roll-waves his hand, in what he assumes is a universal gesture for keep going.

      “So, since we’re going to have to dock with the station anyway, unless there’s a shuttle bay on this thing, I haven’t found…” Wil shakes his head. “Perfect. And when we’re docked, it shouldn’t be that hard to find a data access junction somewhere near the docking section. Bennie can access the station that way. On top of that, then he can likely hide our comms inside the system, so there are no extraneous signals to raise suspicion.” Wil looks over at Bennie. “Will that work?”

      The little hacker grins evilly—an immensely disturbing sight. “Yeah, that’d be just fine. I can do a lot more with a hardline connection. As long as there’s a junction.”

      “Yes, here we go.” Zephyr updates the primary display with the plans Xarrix has provided. “If this is accurate, the central docking section has four docking arms. Since we assume we’ll be the only ship there, the entire section will be empty, save us. We’re lucky Xarrix was thorough—these plans are quite detailed.” The image zooms in. “Here you can see a primary data access junction. I’m sure it’s locked, but that shouldn’t be an issue. From there we can set Bennie up just inside the docking arm.”

      “What about cameras? Surely the central docking section isn’t that insecure.” Wil uses his station to zoom the image back out and pan it around, looking for the symbols that would indicate a camera or sensor cluster.

      “You’re not thinking like a criminal, Wil,” Zephyr says. “This station is super secure, super anonymous. There are guards in the reception area, which other than the docking section is the only public space. The guard’s silence can be—and likely is—bought. Digital evidence of customer comings and goings would be bad for business. If just one customer hacks the station, they’ll know who all the other clients are, when they come and go, and what type of crates they’re moving. I wonder how Xarrix accomplished this.”

      “Good point, and you probably don’t want to know. Okay, I think we’ve got a workable plan here, lady and gentlemen… Bennie, you’re a male right?”

      The already surly Brailack turns a deeper shade of green. “The hell do you mean, ‘am I a male?’ What the hell did you think I was?!?”

      Wil raises both hands, palms out. “Okay, okay, you know, just trying to be sensitive and not make assumptions.” He ducks just in time to keep from getting a PADD to the face.
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      The voice comes clearly over the bridge loudspeakers: “Unidentified craft, you have thirty fractions of a tock to transmit your identity and access documents.”

      “Friendly,” mutters Maxim.

      “Bennie, you have the doctored ID ready to go?” Wil asks, from the pilot seat in the center of the bridge.

      Bennie looks over at Wil and gives a thumbs up. At least, Wil assumes that’s what it’s supposed to be—it’s harder to tell on a three-fingered hand. Wil reaches for the communications controls on his own station. “Station, this is transport Serenity, transmitting ID and access documents now.” Wil looks at his new and untested—at least as a unit—crew. “Here we go.”

      It takes the station about five minutes to go over the transmitted documents. All the while the Ghost is getting closer and closer. “They’re still targeting us,” Maxim warns from the weapons station. “Should we target them back?”

      Wil shakes his head. “No, we’re transmitting doctored-up ID docs, as well as a doctored sensor image. Unless someone looks out the window, we’re just a mid-sized transport. If we start painting them with all kinds of targeting scans, they might look closer. Besides, I have to assume any transport trusted enough to come out here would know how it works, and wouldn’t worry about it. I hope.”

      “Reassuring,” Maxim grumbles.

      The speakers crackle slightly. “Serenity. Everything checks out; you’re clear to dock at Docking Collar Three.”

      “They’re no longer targeting us,” Maxim reports, with visible relief.

      Wil begins guiding the ship to its assigned docking collar. “Okay, you two: go get ready.” He nods at Maxim and Zephyr. “Bennie, you too.”

      As the ex-Peacekeepers exit the bridge, Bennie turns to Wil. “You know, this would be easier if we’d done my shopping first. Just saying.”

      Wil doesn’t take his eyes off his displays. “I haven’t decided if you get to stay on my ship, and I’m not wasting a single credit on your green ass until then.”

      Bennie scowls at the back of Wil’s head, and leaves the bridge.

      Ten minutes later, Wil walks the short distance from the bridge to the portside airlock, located on the forward section of the ship, just behind the bridge. The main receiving area between both airlocks has been modified to be a more military-grade staging area. A few racks of weapons and body armor line the front and back walls, with short walkways to each side, leading to the airlocks.

      Walking in, Wil finds two Peacekeepers in full Peacekeeper combat armor. “What the… we’re sneaking aboard the station, not storming Normandy!”

      The larger armor-clad form asks, “What’s Normandy?” Then the visor snaps up revealing a slightly grinning Maxim.

      Wil shakes his head. “Where did you even get all that? I know the budget I gave you wouldn’t include weapons AND two full sets of Peacekeeper armor.”

      The smaller armored form turns to Wil, and the faceplate snaps up, revealing Zephyr. “We got creative with the budget. Also, the weapons dealer hadn’t found a buyer in three cycles, so was a bit desperate to get rid of these. They’re not current gen, but they’re good enough. Also, if you want to sneak, this is what you want.” She taps a few controls on her gauntlet, and fades from view, as the faceplate drops back over her face, sealing her into her armor. “Prismatic, adaptive camouflage.” At best, Wil can just make out a faint wavering outline.

      “Okay, one: kudos on the creative budgeting. Two: Zephyr, stay in yours. Max, sorry, but I need you to be visible muscle. Remember our cover is we’re here making a drop for Xarrix. We’re gonna have to have a cargo crate to lug around, and we need to look like lowlife cargo runners.”

      “Maxim. My name is Maxim,” the big Palorian grumbles as he begins disassembling his armor. Zephyr returns to visibility and moves to help him.

      Wil puts his hand on the big man's shoulder. “Next time, I promise you get to wear armor, deal?”

      Maxim nods. Wil turns to the section of the room where he keeps his own gear, and grabs his utility belt and an extra sidearm. He also takes a gauntlet designed to go over his wrist comm—not only protecting it but adding to its abilities. “Where’s Bennie?” Wil tilts his head up to the ceiling. “Computer, where’s Bennie?”

      “I’m right here!” Bennie says, coming from the direction of the main corridor. “I had to gear up.” He’s loaded down with—well, Wil has no idea what, but every pocket and pouch on the jumpsuit the little guy likes to wear is packed with stuff. Also, he’s buried under a large backpack.

      “What is all that? You’re going to be 5 meters from the ship, at most. Not stranded on a deserted island.” Wil shakes his head, but decides it’s not worth arguing about. “Okay, everyone ready? Remember the plan?”

      Nodding all around.

      “Okay, then. Let’s go rob somebody.”
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      Wil has no idea what’s going on; his head is swimming, he’s got about a million questions, and he doesn’t know what’s happening around him, with so many aliens moving. He’s following along behind Lanksham, and his two—what? Guards? They still haven’t spoken, but they haven’t left the Captain’s side, either. Wil is between them, as they walk together down a corridor of some type.

      Ahead, a hatch opens, sliding apart. They walk into what Wil guesses is the bridge. There’s a central seat and stations all around it—some of them are occupied, some aren’t. The two guards take positions at two of the stations. Guess they’re more than just muscle, Wil thinks. Lanksham sits in the center, in what looks like a cross between Captain Kirk’s chair and the cockpit of Wil’s pod, sans the pod itself. The captain must also fly the ship.

      Pressing a button on his console, Lanksham says, “Gartrath, is the hold secured?” A yes comes back over the bridge speakers, and Lanksham pushes some buttons and takes the controls. Wil can see the stars moving in the display at the front of the room. A second later, the stars vanish and a swirling effect replaces them. Lanksham gets up from his station and heads for the hatch they recently entered through. “Come with me,” he says, pushing past Wil and making a gesture to his two crewmen—crew beings?—that he doesn’t need them this time.

      They walk back down the same corridor, which must be the only way to the bridge, Wil guesses. A turn and then they’re in a largish space, not the cargo hold. Wil has no idea how big the ship is, or its layout. He had thought they were going back to the cargo hold and his pod, but somehow they have ended up in this lounge area.

      Sitting in a large overstuffed chair, Lanksham points to a smaller chair opposite his. “Most would have either left you in your pod to die, or brought you aboard, then spaced you and kept your pod.”

      “Uh, thanks?”

      “You’re human, ya? This system is where your home planet is.”

      “Yeah, Earth. Third planet from the sun, our star.”

      “Yeah, so I’m breaking a ton of rules, but figure that’s better than letting you die. Fact is, this system—especially the inner orbits—are off limits. No ifs, ands, or buts. Get caught here, and the Peacekeepers take your ship, toss you in one of their holes, and that’s that.” Lanksham strokes his beard—it looks like hair, but who knows. “Since we were here and I’m not a complete block of ice, we grabbed you on our way out. That’s the good news; you get to live. The bad news is you’ll probably never go home.”

      Wil opens his mouth to protest, ask questions, possibly scream incoherently. Lanksham raises a six-fingered hand to stop him. “It sucks, I know. I can’t take you home, and no one else ever will either—the punishment is too severe, especially going that far in system. Maybe one day you’ll have a ship, but what then? You go home on your own? I don’t know much about your people, but if they’re anything like 98% of the other races in this sector, your government will have no end of questions. They’ll likely dissect you, and then just as likely either use the ship you come in, or reverse engineer it. In either of those cases, the moment your people start venturing out of your system the GC ban is lifted. That means your people are as likely to find pirates and slavers as peaceful well-meaning folks. Best not accelerate the process until your people are ready.” Lanksham stands up and walks over to some refrigerator-looking thing and grabs two bottles. Sitting back down, he leans forward and hands one to Wil.

      “Life sucks, and yours is about to get worse before it gets better.” He takes a long pull on his drink. Wil sniffs the top of the bottle and follows suit. Tastes kinda like beer, he decides. “Until I get tired of you, or find someone to pawn you off on, you’re part of my crew. The Reaper isn’t a big ship, but we get by. Oh, and in case you haven’t put it together, this,” waving to encompass the entire space, “is the Reaper. She’s an Ankarran Raptor, which I know means nothing to you—but believe me, that’s impressive. We do what we can to stay flying. Smuggling, a little piracy, but never slaving, that dren is despicable. We haul cargo sometimes when it pays enough. Sometimes we do mercenary work. Like I said, whatever keeps us flying. Everyone pulls their weight; everyone shares the risks, everyone gets a cut of the action.” Taking another drink of the beer like drink, he asks, “Any questions?”

      Wil sits there for a beat, holding his beer-like drink, staring at Lanksham, and then he screams. When he stops Lanksham smiles. “Feel better?”

      “Not really, but if I didn’t let that out, I might have exploded. I don’t even know what to say or what to ask. It sounds like I don’t have much say in the matter, so, you know, I don’t know what else to say.”

      Lanksham nods. “You’re handling this better than I expected, I won’t lie. Maybe because you’re one of your planets explorers, this is all easier to grasp. I don’t know, but I’m glad you’re not a blubbering mess. This type of thing isn't exactly routine, but it’s happened enough, there are stories. Sad—mine will be boring, come to think of it.”

      Wil rubs at his face, thinking. “Okay. My first question is, how are you speaking English, or am I speaking your language? Do you have a universal translator?”

      “That’s a weird name, but quite accurate. You’re speaking whatever you speak; I’m speaking my language. The computer is translating. That’s why it’s a little laggy. The rest of us have translator microbes.” Lanksham gestures vaguely toward his head. “You’ll get some soon, and it’ll be easier.”

      “That’s good; this has been a surreal and terrifying kung-fu movie, so far.” Wil sets his bottle down. “Am I a slave?”

      “Weren’t you listening? I don’t do that. It’s despicable. No, you’re not a slave. You’re crew. Low-ranking for sure, like a cabin boy. You have to earn your place, but you’re crew.”

      Wil thinks about it for a second. “Well, that’s good. I guess.”

      Over the speakers, a voice: “Captain, we’re almost to Gupta. ETA point five tocks.”

      Lanksham looks to the ceiling. “I’ll be there shortly.” Turning his attention to Wil, he says, “We’ll continue this later, but for now we have business to attend to. Come with me. You can stay on the bridge and watch, but don’t touch anything.”
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      “Okay Bennie, you’re gonna be on your own. You got this?” Wil is kneeling in front of the little hacker, just inside the airlock of the Ghost.

      “Yeah, I got this,” Bennie snaps. “You guys do your thing. Remember to keep the channel open so that I can reach you. Also, you know I’m probably older than you— what’s with the kneeling down like I’m a kid?”

      The three walk out of the airlock. Wil glances back over his shoulder. “We’ll be waiting for your signal.” Then the lift door closes.

      Bennie looks around the docking area. “Time to get to work,” he mutters to himself, and runs over to where the blueprints indicate the primary data access junction is located.

      Except there’s nothing there. “Oh, grolack.” He looks around, frantically. The docking area isn’t especially large—just a circular room, with a lift and four identical docking collar hatches. Three have a red light over them, while the one attached to the Ghost has a green light.

      “OK, Ben-Ari, calm down. Think this through. We know there was a primary data access junction in this area. Even if they got rid of the access panel, those data conduits are still here—they have to be. So, where are they?”

      He looks around, but the wall where the panel should be is perfectly smooth. Whatever modifications they’d made included a complete replacement of the bulkhead, not just welding the panel shut. His eyes slowly roam around the room.

      “The floor!!” Bennie goes back to where the panel  should have been and examines the floor. It’s a mix of solid metal plates, and grates. Grates! Sure enough, about a meter from the bulkhead is a metal grate—and beneath it, data conduits! He drops to his knees and grabs at the grate, attempting to lift it. It’s heavy; well, it’s not so much heavy as Bennie isn’t strong. Grunting and straining, he moves the grate inch by inch, until it’s moved enough for him to reach into the opening.

      He grabs his gear and starts getting set up. He’s glad that when he fled his workshop on Fury, he’d taken his portable deck since the equipment on the Ghost is woefully inadequate for this task, and not at all portable. Reaching into the opening in the floor, he clips a few jack clamps to various conduits—better safe than sorry, so he’ll tap everything. The sound of the jack clamps burning through the conduit soon comes from the floor, followed by the faint smell of burnt plastic. Jack clamps are a hackers dream; each one, once connected automatically, begins burning through the conduit insulation, and attaches a lead to the exposed data cable. The edges of the clamp then super-heat and form an airtight seal so that the tap is completely secure.

      “Ok, here we go.” Bennie connects the opposite ends of the jack clamp cables into the back of his portable deck, and lights come on around each port, indicating a stable connection. “Excellent.”

      Sitting cross-legged on the floor, the little hacker gets to work. The security systems in place around the station are numerous. Whoever designed this station did a great job of making sure the data core was well protected. The first hurdle will be getting past the firewalls around the main docking area. This was clearly something someone was worried about when they designed the system. Bennie chuckles as he watches his firewall countermeasure routines dismantle and reassemble the firewall around the chamber—leaving a nice wide opening for him to get one level up, into the main reception area, while outwardly still looking completely intact.

      This second tier, however, is much more involved. Not only is there a firewall protecting data access on that level, there’s one on each vault door, and another protecting the central guard station. From what Bennie can see, the vault doors will be easier to deal with if he can take over the guard station. “This might be harder than I expected. Hold on, guys,” he says to himself, since he hasn’t cracked the internal comm system yet.

      He frowns, concentrating on the guard station.  Clearly whoever built and designed this station was familiar with the most likely vectors of system attack. “You’re good, that’s clear, but I’m better,” the Brailack chuckles, as the first level of the guard station computer defenses crumbles under the onslaught of various viruses  that Bennie is unleashing. The trick is not to simply brute force the attack, because then the system will realize that it’s under attack and raise the alarm. While the viruses are cracking the defense systems, Bennie is busy attacking lower-level systems like communications, to keep the guard kiosk systems from raising the alarm. So far so good.

      “Yes!!!” The little hacker throws both arms in the air. “You can’t beat Ben-Ari! Oh, dren!” His hands fly back to the console. “Okay, okay, I see what you did, that’s clever.” A few tabs on the deck, and the guard station, now belong to Bennie. His smile is huge and slightly evil looking.

      “Okay, got the guard kiosk, so… where would you… Ah! There you are. Internal comms. Okay, just need to find a channel that’s unused… there we go.” Some tapping and working menus on the deck. “Okay, now, to be extra safe, ensure there’s no buffer storage, then... Right, here we go, channel encrypted.” He taps some more, then taps the comms button on his deck. “Is this thing on?”
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      The lift doors open into the main reception area, Wil and Maxim step out, the former pushing a heavy looking crate on a grav-sled. Two well armed and armored security guards are waiting for them

      “This way.” The taller of the two says, pointing towards the center of the reception area, where two more guards are sitting at a central kiosk.  If the reception area were a clock, the lift from the docking area would be the six o’clock position, and every hour would be a secure vault door, stacked two high, twenty-three vaults for Zephyr to check.

      Wil and Maxim walk toward the center of the room, the first pair of guards falling in line behind them, not noticing a slight shimmer that slips out of the lift once everyone’s back is turned.

      “Hey there, guys!” Wil exclaims when they get to the central guard station. “How’s it going? Quite some station you have here. Do you live here or is there some kind of shuttle service or something?”

      The guards look at each other, then back at Wil. One puts his hand out, “Documents.”

      Wil hands over a data chip with the forged and hopefully believable documents Xarrix had provided. Luckily, as with all good lies, there was some truth. Xarrix has a vault on this station and has the right to send anyone he likes to make deposits and withdrawals.

      The first guard looks up from the terminal in front of him, “Your documents check out. You know what to do?”

      Wil looks around, “Uh, actually no, this is my first time doing this run.” He looks at Maxim behind the crate, “You know what to do?”

      Maxim shakes his head.

      “Mute, can you imagine how boring the trip out here was. I mean, I don’t mind talking to myself, but this place ain’t close to anything. It was a long flight, and of course, since it’s a secret and all, no other crew. Boring is too gentle a word.” Wil says, shaking his head, “You mind showing us the process?”

      The guard grumbles and gets up from his seat, “Come on.” Wil goes to follow, and Maxim, with the crate, turns as well. Two steps and the grav-sled makes a weird and not at all good sounding noise, and drops six inches to the ground with a loud thud. “What the hell?! I thought you fixed it?” Wil looks at Maxim, who shrugs and shakes his head. Wil punches him in the arm, then jumps back at the glare he receives. The guard has spun on his heals and is eyeing the two suspiciously. The other guard, at the kiosk, is also standing.

      “I don’t believe this.” the nearest guard says to the other. “How does this dren always happen to us? Jareth and Boxter grolacking read, and we get these two idiots.” He turns to Wil, “No offense.”

      “None taken.” Wil smiles and kneels to work on the grave sled. “That said, this would go faster if you helped, or at least have tools? I could go get them from the ship, but I’d have to find ‘em.”

      The least angry guard grabs a small pack from the guard kiosk and walks around to help Wil and Maxim.

      From Wil’s earpiece, “This thing on?” Wil barely manages to not jump out of his skin. He’d forgotten Bennie was going to do that. Just then there’s a clang. Everyone stops moving. The guards all react like professionals, weapons up, visually scanning the room. The two from the elevator head for the stairwell that leads to the second level.
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      As soon as Wil and Maxim have stepped out of the lift, Zephyr has darted out after them, sliding to the side of the room. Now she’s standing in front of the first of the vaults, realizing the size of the task ahead of her. Luckily, she knows she can’t be seen. Peacekeeper combat armor—even older models like the one Zephyr is wearing—are state of the art, compared to what almost anyone else can get their hands on. Being designed and built in-house, the specs never leave Peacekeeper control. In the field, damaged units internally self-destruct, destroying all internal components, rendering the suit a weighty piece of trash— how this suit and the one Maxim has survived that, Zephyr doesn’t know. The internal systems are completely self-contained, and the suit and its occupant can survive just about any environment for several hours. Peacekeeper armor—regardless of class or mission parameter—is designed to hide the wearer’s identity. Once a Peacekeeper is in their armor, you can’t tell gender or even height, as most armor is the same size, internally cushioning shorter operators. The Prismatic adaptive camouflage allows a Peacekeeper to walk right past security systems effectively.

      

      The lift arrives at the reception deck and the doors open. There are two guards right by the lift, on each side of the door, “This way,” one of them says to Wil and Maxim. They follow the guards toward the center of the room. Just as the lift doors close, Zephyr slips out.

      

      Since the identity of the vault owners isn’t known to anyone on the station, there’s no record of who owns which vault. Zephyr needs to identify the target vault with a small scanner that should—from what Xarrix told Wil—identify some trace isotopes he slipped onto his competitor the last time they were in the same place. Apparently, shortly before, said competitor had headed for this station. That’s a lot more ‘ifs’ and ‘shoulds’ than Zephyr is comfortable with.

      

      She slips out the lift to one side and heads for the first door. This is going to take some time, she realizes. Fortunately, she was able to confirm the isotopes presence in the lift, so that was good—so far, Xarrix’s intel is correct. Unfortunately, however, the isotope is too weak to leave a trail from the lift to the vault she’s looking for. Likely she’ll only be able to find a small trace of it, on the vault control pad.

      

      “Hey there, guys!” Wil exclaims from across the room. Now the hard part: he and Maxim have to do as much as they can to slow things down, while Zephyr looks for the right vault, and Bennie takes control of the station’s systems.

      

      She moves to another vault door—nothing on the scanner, dren. The scanner can’t pick up the isotope unless it’s within a limited range, which means she has to stand in front of each door while the scanner works.

      

      She’s almost done with the first floor when she hears a loud thud, and sees the grav-sled and crate crash to the ground. She watches Wil and Maxim flail about, and lure all four guards in closer. So far so good. Time to head upstairs. She’s about halfway up the steps, when without warning she hears: “This thing on?” Despite years of Peacekeeper training, she’s startled, and her foot catches the stair, making a clanging sound as she catches her grip. She freezes.
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      Wil and Maxim exchange glances when the guard helping them turns away. “Uh, ya’ll got space rats or something?” Wil asks.

      “What the grolack is a space rat?” the helpful guard asks.

      “You know: small, furry, tail, beady eyes, lives in space. Space rat.” Wil is holding his hands about six inches apart. “Sneak aboard ships, eat wires, shit everywhere.”

      “Be quiet!” the angry guard snaps. He and the helpful one have spread out around the lower level. Wil and Maxim trade glances again.

      The guards are moving fast—the first two are already at the stairwell now, heading up. The other two are doing a circuit around the outer level of the reception area and first level of vault doors. They stop near each door, probably interfacing with the door mechanism, so see if any of the doors are reporting an error or alert.

      Using the subvocalization capabilities of the comms gear, he whispers: “It’s on, Bennie. But I think you startled Zephyr—gods knows you scared me. Guards are doing a circuit around the place. Hold tight.”

      “Oops, sorry about that! I guess I shoulda had the comms do a tone to let you know it was coming online. Next time,” Bennie replies. “So, I’m through most of the firewalls. I’ve got control of the guard kiosk and all its systems. I’m trying to figure out how to open the vault doors, for when Zephyr finds the right one. How long can you stall?”

      “Uh, what? Not long, they’re already getting pretty pissy. As soon as they’re done making sure there’s nothing going, which I hope happens soon, they’ll be pushing to get this grav-sled fixed and get us moving.”

      Just then Zephyr chimes in. “Sorry for the noise. Bennie’s isn’t a voice that should suddenly pop into your thoughts. I’m on the second level—I was able to get the rest of the way up the steps before the guards came up here. It looks like they’re almost done. I’m starting my sweep now.”

      On the second level walkway, Wil can see the two guards nearing the stairwell from opposite sides.

      “Okay, go as quick as you can—I don’t think we’re gonna have long. The vault we need being upstairs is gonna be a problem. How quietly can you move, when you’re moving fast?”

      A faint beep comes over the line. “Not that one, still looking. I guess we’ll find out soon on the fast and quiet thing.”

      The guards that stayed on the same level are back. “Hey, you get that thing working, yet?”

      Wil bangs around for a few minutes, grunting occasionally. He holds a hand up, one finger extended in the universal one more minute gesture. After another few bangs, he closes the hatch on the grav-sled, and looks up, no idea if it’s angry guard or helpful who’s waiting for an answer. “Yeah I think so, what was it? Space rats?”

      No answer—and with the face masks being jet black, no indication the guard even registered the question beyond a slight tilting of his head.

      Wil hands Maxim the tools, and presses a button on the control panel. The sled beeps a few times, then slowly lifts. Since the grav-sled was never actually broken, just cleverly modified to fail on command, fixing it was easy. “Voilà!” Wil says. Too easy, suckers.

      “What?” That must be the helpful guard.

      Maxim re-assembles the toolkit and hands it back to helpful guard. Angry guard points to Wil. “Make your deposit and get out.”

      “So rude.” Wil makes a show of pulling out a PADD and thumbing through it, looking for the door he’s supposed to go to. He looks up, then left and right, then heads toward the door that belongs to Xarrix, Maxim following, pushing the sled ahead of him.

      “Bennie, Zephyr,” he hisses into the comms unit. “Time’s just about up. Status?”

      Nothing.

      “Anyone?”

      Then, over his comms, comes Zephyr. “Yes! Found it.”
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      Zephyr hears Wil trying to defuse the situation—something about space rats, whatever they are.

      As the guards approach the staircase, she knows there’s no way they’ll pass her on the stairs without noticing. One of them will bump or brush against her, or pick up the telltale shimmer from the cloaking system—it’s good, but not that good, up close, especially at only a matter of inches away. She has to move. Where though?

      The guards are at the bottom of the stairs now. Zephyr is only five steps above them. Carefully, she times her steps with theirs, to mask the sound. She assumes that they’ll split up when they hit the top of the stairs, which leaves only one place to go…

      As soon as she reaches the top of the stairs, she leaps over the edge of the walkway. Relying on her years of training, she grabs the railing with one hand to control her trajectory and slow her fall. She pivots and catches herself with her other hand; thankfully the armor enhances her strength, as she hovers ninety degrees out from the railing. Quickly, she instructs the armor to go rigid, letting her relax her arms. The two guards hit the top of the stairs, confer briefly then split up and start slowly moving from vault door to vault door.

      Zephyr waits until both guards are three doors away before she hauls herself back up and over the railing as quietly as possible. She heads for the nearest vault door, speaking quietly into the comms unit. “Sorry for the noise...”

      She turns to the door nearest the top of the stairs: nothing. Then she moves to the next. The guards are both almost opposite her. They’re not on the alert for anything, other than generally looking for things out of place, which mostly means just glancing at the control panel for each vault door, confirming its display information, and then moving on.

      Over the comms Wil says, “Okay, go as quick as you can—I don’t think we’re gonna have long. The vault we need being upstairs is gonna be a problem. How quietly can you move, when you’re moving fast?”

      Another door, negative on the scanner. Zephyr hisses in frustration.

      Glancing down at the reception area, it looks like time’s up: Wil and Maxim are moving toward what she assumes is their door. “Dren,” she mutters. She can only move so fast without making any noise. Her armor can warp light but doesn’t muffle much sound. At least the guards that had been up on this level are back on the stairs now, heading down together.

      She moves to another door: nothing. The next door: nothing.

      Wil, on comms: “Bennie, Zephyr, time’s just about up. Status?”

      Next door: nothing. She keeps moving—fearing the door she’s looking at will be the last one she hits; knowing there’s nothing she can do about.

      “Anyone?” Wil’s voice asks.

      She moves to the next door, and the sensor makes a different noise. “Yes! Found it.”
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      Bennie hears Wil asking the guards, “Uh, y’all got space rats or something?” and snickers to himself.

      Humans say such goofy things, Bennie thinks. He wishes this place had cameras on the upper levels; he doesn’t like not being able to see what’s going on.

      “How long can you stall?” he asks, looking through the various directories in the guard kiosk. Whoever designed this place didn’t trust their clientele, and didn’t trust their hired goons, either. The systems are heavily shielded, both externally as well as internally. Bennie’s respect for the architect of this station’s security and computer systems is growing by the moment, as is his determination to beat those same systems.

      While Wil and Zephyr talk Bennie, tunes them out and focuses. He’s got to be ready when she finds the right vault, but these systems are so spread out and locked down, it’s not as easy as he’d assumed.

      Muting his wrist comm, he mutters to himself, “This is promising—there’s no direct per-vault override, but… Hmm, yeah, this is promising.”

      Bennie digs into the systems he’s exploring, setting aside programs for later use, burying routines throughout the data core, and assigning hot keys and macros.

      Crucial minutes pass, and he’s still buried in the various systems—admiring the craftsmanship, taking note of clever bits of code, and well-crafted subroutines, dismantling things as politely as he can.

      Then he notices the comm light flashing. “Oops!” Quickly, he clicks it on.

      “Anyone?” It’s Wil, sounding panicked.

      “Sorry, I’m here. I think I have something that will work.” Bennie taps a few more commands into his deck, nods to himself. “Yes, this will work. Say the word.”

      Just then Zephyr comes over the comms. “Yes! Found it.”
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      Wil’s voice comes over the comms: “Okay—then, go!”

      Bennie hits a button on his deck, mapped to a series of commands he has programmed in. He knows exactly what will happen now.

      First, his routines will take over the environmental controls, making the system think there is an environmental emergency. Then a series of viruses take over the guard systems, killing all the sensors, while plunging them into an unending feedback loop.

      Even though there aren’t sensors in the vaults to monitor what goes on, there are standard safety sensors—which can, luckily, be tricked into thinking there’s someone trapped in each vault and that the oxygen is leaving those vaults. This triggers the doors to every vault, snapping them open.

      Despite the anti-intrusion and privacy setup, the creators of this station either forgot to eliminate these safety protocols or hedged their bets, deciding that clients dying in one of their vaults wouldn’t be good press. Killing the main power is even easier—those systems are protected, but not well—so killing the lights is easy. Putting the life support into a forced reboot interrupts that for at least a few minutes—more if he can keep on interrupting the system.

      That’s only part of the problem though, the easiest part. The four guards are all in self-powered armor, which will have night vision and advanced sensors. The lights being out won’t do much to them; they’ll still see Wil and Maxim if they try anything. Not good.

      The solution took as much doing—more, maybe—as the hacking of the environmental controls. Bennie had found, buried deep in the guard kiosk protocols, a data link to all active guards. This link was intended to allow the guards to all share data with the kiosk, including sensor feeds and so forth, allowing the station’s computer to monitor input from each guard as they patrol, compiling the data into an accurate picture of the station overall.

      It is all the crack in the armor Bennie needs.

      He rapidly executes another set of routines that make quick work of the weak firewall protecting the data pathway to the guard uniforms. And then… he’s in.

      He immediately accesses all four guards’ armor, specifically their helmet systems. He’d simply lock their whole suit down, paralyzing them, if that wasn’t too obvious. So instead, he’s going to crash their helmets. They won’t die—their life support systems will still be active—but the rest of their armor will be effectively dead, temporarily.

      Without warning, up in the reception area, the guards’ helmet systems go dark: no comms, no visual feeds, and—to make sure they don’t take them off—the guard kiosk tells the armor that a deadly airborne pathogen has been detected, so the suits seal up completely, switching to internal life support. The guards are now blind, deaf, and locked inside their armor. Bennie can imagine all four guards immediately reaching for their helmets, trying to disengage the locking mechanisms in the collars.

      “Go!” Bennie yells into the comms unit.

      With part one done, he focuses on the harder part: erasing all evidence of this ever happening. Harder by far than Phase One, Phase Two is something he rarely has to worry about—he’s always been able to hide his identity when hacking a system, but never bothered to erase the evidence of his trespass. Who cares if the victims know they’ve been hacked? Maybe next time they’ll be more prepared. This time, however, it has to be as if none of this has happened—with only the guard’s word to go on if the computers don’t back it up. The guards won’t want to lose their jobs, and likely either won’t ever report this, or if they do, they’ll withdraw their report when they find out there’s no actual evidence of the incident.

      “Bennie, you almost ready?” Wil asks, amid a lot grunting from someone on comms; Bennie hasn’t been paying attention.

      “Almost, give me a tick.” He’s typing furiously. It’s a good thing this whole covering-your-tracks thing isn’t something he usually worries about, or he’d have found a different vocation a long time ago.

      “Okay, I’m ready when you are. Everything will come back online together, so be ready,” he warns.

      “Do it,” Wil orders. Bennie hits a command on his deck, and every system he’s captured is released. Quickly, subroutines he’s embedded begin to erase logs, overwrite data, and do whatever else is needed to remove any evidence of his presence in the system, before deleting themselves too. He has to hurry, since Wil and the crew will be returning shortly—possibly with company. Finding him sitting there in the docking area would blow the whole operation.

      He’s busy erasing files and pulling back his routines when he sees the guards start to access systems. They’re looking for an explanation. “Suckers,” he snickers, while finishing up. As a precaution, he made sure to clean up the armor and the guard kiosk first, knowing that’d be where the guards would look first. The guards will no doubt ask the computers in their armor for a status report, and be confused when the armor reports nothing anomalous. But what’s happened up there? Did they get manage to get the goods?

      “Okay, that’s it,” he says over the comms, beginning to power down his deck. He starts unplugging his data taps. Unfortunately, if anyone looks too hard, they’ll see the ends of the jack clamps that fused to the conduits. They’d have to be in ‘tear the station apart’ mode, though, and without a single shred of evidence to back up the guard’s story, there’s no reason to think that’ll happen. Bennie slides the grate closed and hears the faint tone the lift makes. The doors are about to open!

      He grabs his deck, and scurries as fast as he can to the airlock, turning the corner of the boarding corridor just as the lift doors open.
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      Suddenly, Wil’s voice is on the comms: “Okay—then, go!”

      The entire reception area is plunged into darkness. Zephyr’s armor switches to a combination of enhanced night vision with LIDAR overlay, as the low rumble of the station’s life support fades. To ensure she isn’t detected, her armor has been on internal life support mode from the start—no sense letting the station's computer detect extra CO2.

      The door right in front of her snaps open. Zephyr doesn’t wait—she races in, as Bennie’s voice yells over the comms: “Go!”

      The vault is larger than she expected, packed with crates of various sizes, and a few statues and other knick-knacks. This crime boss or crooked politician is doing well for themselves. If this is all the stuff they don’t want anyone knowing about, then they must have much, much more than is publicly viewable. She sighs and gets to work: moving from crate to crate, scanning for the isotope. She’s thankful that stealth isn’t an issue right now. She’s able to move quickly, and somewhat loudly, from crate to crate.

      “I’m in and scanning,” she reports. “There’s more than I expected—going as fast as I can.”

      “You can move as fast as you like. The guards are blind and deaf right now,” Bennie says.

      She shakes her head, choosing to not reply to such an obvious comment.

      “Which vault?” Wil asks over the comms. “We’ll get in position.”

      “Fifth from the top of the stairs to the right,” she answers.

      Thankfully, whoever owns this vault is organized: no crates blocking other crates, very few stacked more than two high, nothing likely to topple if touched. Zephyr moves in a methodical search pattern, passing her scanner over each crate, looking for a trace of that isotope.

      If time weren’t an issue, she’d love to look around a bit more. This vault is a true treasure trove! There’s a solid platinum statue of some noble figure from the past, at least three meters tall. In the corner is what looks like a sarcophagus holding who knows what, or whom. In another corner, on a set of shelving that reaches to the ceiling, are stacks and stacks of ingots, all arranged by type of metal and lashed together in sets.

      Beep. “Found it!” she reports to the team. It’s a crate about half as big as the one Wil and Maxim brought in, which is good. She moves to open it. “Dren, the crate’s locked.”

      “Gonna have to take the whole thing! Can you carry it?” Wil asks.

      She grabs both sides and lifts. It’s heavy, but her armor can handle the strain, at least for a little bit. “Yes, coming to you,” she huffs.

      She’s careful not to drag the crate. Moving it isn’t easy, and she wouldn’t be able to without the strength augmentation her armor provides. Leaving drag marks would be a clear piece of evidence for the owner, whenever they eventually realize they’ve been robbed. Right below her are Wil and Maxim, and their crate. She slowly makes her way to the vault door and the railing beyond.

      “Drop it,” Wil calls over the comms. “Max will catch it.” The two talk, then Maxim comes back on. “Okay, Zephyr, I’m ready.” She lets the crate slide over the edge.
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      As Wil and Maxim get to the door, the helpful guard is about twenty steps behind them, watching.

      “Okay—then, go!” No sooner has Wil subvocalized the words do the lights go out, every single one of them. The rumble of the life support system dies off.

      And every single vault door snaps open.

      Then Bennie’s voice on comms: “Go!”

      Wil and Maxim both grab night-vision goggles from pockets in their outfits. Maxim sets about opening the crate they’ve been moving around this whole time; it’s empty inside.

      Over the comms, Zephyr reports, “I’m in and scanning. There’s more than I expected—going as fast as I can.”

      “You can move as fast as you like. The guards are blind and deaf right now,” Bennie says.

      Wil looks up. “Which vault? We’ll get in position.”

      “Fifth from the top of the stairs to the right.”

      Wil and Maxim get moving. Wil can see the guards spinning around: one of them has their rifle up and is waving it around. Hope he doesn’t get trigger happy, Wil thinks. Two others are still grabbing at their helmets. The helpful guard is standing exactly where he was before, slowly turning his head. Wil looks right at him; his entire body is rigid. Wil figures he doesn’t know what to do, so is staying where he was in case others are moving around. Sound idea—the other three are not that disciplined, and the two from upstairs have collided and are now floundering about on the deck.

      Dodging one flailing guard, they get the crate set up under the door Zephyr has reported from. “We’re in position.”

      A few minutes later, they hear her: “Found it! Dren, the crate is locked.”

      Wil looks at Maxim. “Gonna have to take the whole thing! Can you carry it?”

      “Yes, coming to you,” she says.

      “Drop it,” Wil calls back over comms. “Max will catch it.”

      “I will?” the large ex-Peacekeeper asks.

      “You have to at least slow it down.” Wil points at the crate and the sled. “Otherwise, it’ll hit too hard and likely blow out the grav-sled.”

      Maxim groans and takes his place. “Ok, Zephyr, I’m ready.” He can see the crate above, seemingly floating over the railing. It falls right at him. He grunts and sags below the weight of the crate as he catches it. Turning, he slides it—not quietly, but that doesn’t matter now—into the larger crate.

      “I’m coming down,” Zephyr says, before there’s a thud on the grating. Wil sees two of the guards spin in his direction, probably feeling Zephyr’s landing through their boots.

      Knowing she’s somewhere around him, he asks, “Will you fit in there? I think it’ll be easier if we don’t have to worry about you.”

      The grav-sled bobs a little then settles. “It’s tight, but I’m good. Close it up.”

      Wil watches Maxim shut the lid to their crate and seal it like it was never open. “Bennie, you almost ready?”

      “Okay, I’m ready when you are. Everything will come back online together, so be ready,” the hacker warns. He’s either excited or nervous, his voice a bit higher-pitched than normal.

      Wil looks at Maxim, who nods and removes his goggles, and then jogs over about ten paces from the grav-sled. “Do it.”

      Immediately, the vault doors snap shut, the lights come back on, the life support system is up and running, and all four guards are flailing, pulling their helmets off, shouting—even Helpful Guard, who had stood stock still until now.

      Wil turns toward Helpful Guard, putting on his best frantic expression. “What the hell was that?! What happened? Are we under some kind of attack?!” he yells.

      Angry Guard interrupts him. “What do you mean? You did this!” The guard’s rifle is pointed right at Wil’s face. Helpful Guard also has his rifle up.

      “The hell you talking about?” Wil shouts back. “We didn’t do dren! We were about to enter my boss’s vault, and all hell breaks loose—how is this our fault?” He looks at Maxim, who just shrugs and looks all around.

      “You know what, you can grolack yourself, we’re out of here! Our boss can send another team, I don’t care, but something ain’t right here—and I’m not leaving this crate here, to get stolen, or vanished, or whatever the hell just happened here. No thank you, not worth my life.” Wil motions to Maxim, who turns the grav-sled back to the lift leading to the docking area. “Come on!” he shouts, mid-stride.

      “Wait a second.” It’s Helpful Guard. “I don’t know if you should leave until we figure out what happened.”

      Angry Guard seizes on this. “Exactly, you sit tight! No one leaves until we know what happened!” He and Helpful walk over to the guard kiosk, where they’re joined by their other two colleagues. They huddle over the computer terminals for a bit, arguing, but too low for Wil to make out what they’re saying. Probably afraid of a repeat incident, none of them have put their helmets back on.

      Helpful Guard, who turns out to be a young Palorian—Wil guesses they all don’t become Peacekeepers—comes over. “You’re free to go. We don’t know what happened.” He looks around, “And we’re not telling anyone about it, since there’s nothing to back us up on the computer. You do what you have to do with your boss, but there’s nothing to back it up.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” Wil is laying it on thick. “The lights went out, I think the life support system shut down, and there was a bunch of loud noises!” He’s waving his arms, which usually helps distract people.

      “We don’t know, there are no logs of anything at all happening, so as far as we’re concerned, nothing happened.” The guard’s face is emotionless; Wil sees he’s a pro, maybe ex-Peacekeeper. “I’ll escort you back to your ship.”

      Wil turns and motions for Maxim to follow. He knows the guard will feel better if they’re escorted out, and knows too that if he’s as freaked out as he’s pretending to be, he’d welcome the escort. He nods to the guard, and the trio walk to the lift.

      It takes less than thirty seconds to get to the docking section. As they descend, Wil hopes Bennie isn’t anywhere to be seen.

      When the doors open, Wil and Maxim step out. Helpful Guard follows, looking all around, scanning the room. Definitely a pro, Wil thinks.

      “Well, have a good journey back to where ever you came from.” One last scan of the room and the guard steps back into the lift, but the doors don’t close. He’s waiting for them to enter the airlock corridor.

      Wil and Maxim walk to the airlock corridor. “Well, this was a mission for the books,” he says loudly. “No one’s gonna believe this one!” He slaps Maxim on the shoulder as they enter the corridor, and turn the corner to the Ghost’s airlock. Behind them, he hears the faint whisper of lift doors closing. He finally exhales.
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      As soon as they close up the airlock, Wil and Maxim hurry to the armory/prep area. Wil tilts his head up to address the ship. “Computer, we’re back. Begin pre-flight diagnostics.”

      “Sure thing, captain,” the ship’s voice chirps.

      Wil looks at Maxim. “Still not used to that.” He pats the big man on the shoulder, smiling. “We did it.”

      Suddenly, the crate in the corner starts to thud from inside.

      “Oh dren, Zephyr!” Maxim rushes over and unseals the lid. Zephyr, back to being visible, jumps out.

      “Did you forget about me?!” she growls, looking at them.

      “No!” both answer at the same time, blushing slightly. To avoid her, they start changing out of their outfits, Wil removing one sidearm and some of the armor components from his long coat. “I’ll be on the bridge; we should get on our way ASAP.”

      Maxim had changed from one bland uniform to a slightly less dull jumpsuit, which has become his shipboard uniform. “Aye sap?”

      Shaking his head, Wil walks out of the staging room and toward the bridge.

      Zephyr begins to strip down out of her Peacekeeper armor, taking each piece off and assembling it on a rack for storage. Shaking her head she mutters, “Humans.”

      On the bridge, Bennie is at his station. “We’re all set.”

      Wil takes a seat at his pilot station. “Great. Computer, open a comm channel, voice-only, to the station.” There’s a low beep, indicating the channel is now open. “Station, the Serenity ready to depart.”

      There’s no response from the station, but through the hull, the loud clank of a releasing docking collar can be heard. The view on the main display lurches slightly as the ship drifts away from the docking collar.

      Bennie snickers. “Guess they’re glad to see us on our way.”

      Wil eases the ship away from the station and brings her about. Once they are safely distant from the station, he fires the main sub-light engines. Keeping his speed to a calm-looking pace is tough, but shooting out like a bat out of hell would be suspicious, and part of this plan hinges on Wil and the crew of the Ghost—and the Ghost itself—being just a ship and crew, nothing much to recall.

      Maxim and Zephyr walk through the hatch and take their stations. Zephyr turns to Wil. “Where to now?”

      Wil works the controls for a few beats, then replies, “We’re heading to Malkor. Fury would be too hot, even if you three hadn’t caused a stir there. It’d be the first place anyone who catches on to this little heist would look. Xarrix has an operation on Malkor and said we could make the delivery there, get paid, and be on our way. On the upside, we don’t even have to deal with Xarrix, which believe me is a plus.”

      Bennie nods his head vigorously. “Yeah, Fury’d be hot, and Xarrix is a scum lord. The gray market on Malkor will have all kinds of tech. Can’t wait!”

      Wil turns back to his station, as the ship starts the jump to FTL. “Three days FTL, folks—time to relax. I’m getting a grum.” He stands and heads for the bridge hatch. “Who’s with me?”
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      A little while later, sitting around the table in the small galley area, the crew are happily exchanging stories about their parts in the heist. For the first time since taking possession of the Ghost, Wil feels like the ship is more complete—he feels more complete. The fear of being alone in space for the rest of his life is finally starting to fade.

      Wil smiles. The funk he’d been feeling and fighting off has diminished slightly.

      Maxim is relating how hard it was to stay silent the entire time, when Bennie interrupts: “You hardly ever talk, suddenly you wanted to get chatty?” Everyone laughs, including Maxim. Wil smiles.

      Zephyr takes a long swig of her grum. “You both had it easy! I had to jump off that railing, catch myself and hang there, all without making a single sound!” She mimics holding herself on the railing, while Maxim nods and grins at her. “You know the suit makes me nearly invisible, not soundproof!”

      “We’re lucky I wasn’t doing your part—you know I’m no good at the silent stuff, special armor or not,” Maxim replies.

      Wil laughs. “Yeah no offense pal, but you are not the limber gymnast type.” Bennie guffaws, a loud high-pitched braying laugh. Everyone turns.

      He stops. “What, that was funny! Now I’m picturing Maxim in some type of gymnastics outfit, prancing around.” A punch in this tiny arm ends that mental image. Maxim grins.

      Zephyr takes in the scene, and looks the group, then at Wil. She asks the question they’ve all been wanting to ask. “So, what’s in the crate?"
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      “Coming to you live from Studio Seven at GNO, I’m Mon-el Furash. Reports are beginning to trickle in of a conflict in the unaffiliated system of Harrith. A rebel group has—apparently out of nowhere—risen up and is demanding… well, many things, with sovereignty for one of the moons in the system being the primary goal, it would appear. It’s unclear if this rebel group is new, or merely an escalation of an existing issue in the Harrith system.” The newscaster, a heavyset female Malkorite, is reporting from behind a desk at GNO, the Galactic News Outlet. “As viewers may know, Harrith is located near the outer frontier of the Galactic Commonwealth, and, while not an official member, does engage in trade with many of its neighbors, who are GC members. Until recently, there have been no reports, official or otherwise, of trouble in this remote system—but something has changed. It seem these rebels are now well armed, and well equipped.” She looks off screen, then back. “I’ll keep you posted as things develop out on the frontier. I’m Mon-El Furash, and good day.”
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      The crew is standing around the crate, now placed in the middle of the cargo hold.

      Wil looks at each of them. “You know we shouldn’t be opening this, right?”

      Bennie looks up from where he’s kneeling next to the crate’s control panel. “Did Xarrix explicitly say not to open it?”

      Wil sighs, “No, he didn’t. He also didn’t say ‘go ahead and rummage through the thing I’m paying you to steal’ either, so you know, maybe don’t.”

      Maxim chips in: “Then it’s settled, we open it. I think it’s only fair to see what we risked our lives for. Also, I’m bigger than you.”

      Wil shrugs. “Fine. Bennie, can you open it? Ideally so that we can close it back up, and there’s no evidence we touched it.”

      Bennie scrunches up his face, in what is presumably a look of indignation among Brailack. “I just hacked an entire space station—a super secure, secret space station, including the armor suits of the guards. You know what, though? This shipping crate might be too good. I might not be able to crack it.” He shrugs.

      Wil kicks him. “Don’t be a dick.”

      Bennie rubs his leg. “So undervalued.” He plugs his wrist comm into the data port on the crate.

      Two seconds later, with a hiss, the crate opens. The lid slowly lifts up and away from the top.

      Bennie backs up, trying to look inside. “What’s in it? What’s in it?”

      Wil, Zephyr, and Maxim look up from the crate to Bennie. Together, all three say, “A robot.”

      Inside the crate, is a matte black robot, curled into a fetal position. That is the only way it would fit inside the crate, its legs are long and thin. It must stand just over two meters. The entire thing is black, except it’s joints, which are the dull gray color of whatever material the thing is made out of.

      Bennie waves his arms and nearly screams. “COOL!” He takes a running leap and lands on the edge of the crate to look down into it. “Can we keep it?!” He looks up at Wil.

      “No! No, we can’t keep it! Close the lid. We saw what was in the box.” Wil stalks out of the cargo hold.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Maxim asks.

      Zephyr shrugs. “Who knows.” She looks down at the form inside the crate. “What do you make of this?”

      Maxim frowns. “Looks like a service bot of some type, definitely upgraded. Look here—that’s not standard.” He points at a module welded to the bot’s shoulder, the only other thing on it that isn’t matte black. “Wonder why it’s in a crate?”

      “And why it’s so valuable,” Zephyr adds. “And what that thing does.” She too looks at the shoulder attachment.

      Bennie looks at the two Palorians, “Let’s find out.” He reaches in and activates the robot.

      All three take a step back. The bot inside the crate begins to make noises: faint whirs, and clicks. Slowly, it stands up inside the crate. Its featureless face rotates to each of them in turn, yellow optical sensors spinning and focusing. Once standing, it’s just over two meters tall, with long thin arms and legs, and a sleek but boxy body, a mix of angles and curves. The head is roughly oval-shaped, but the only features are the eyes—nothing else. Most bots the team have seen look distinctly more biological, presumably to help make their owners and operators more comfortable. This one was clearly not designed that way. There are two shorter arms tucked up against its body, perhaps for more fine motor control than the larger arms and hands are capable of.

      “Hello.” It again turns to face each of them, one at a time. “I am engineering service bot GBE-102002.” Its voice is neutral and largely genderless, slightly deeper than Zephyr’s voice. “Where am I? Who are you? I am not detecting any Peacekeeper comms; I am no longer on a Peacekeeper vessel.” This is not a question, more statement of fact.
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      “What part of ‘no’ wasn’t clear?” Wil is furious and pacing the common area, while the crew sits in silence. GBE-102002 is standing in the corner of the galley, head tracking Wil as he paces the small space. “I didn’t not answer. I didn’t give you a vague answer. I very clearly said ‘no’ when I left the hold.”

      Bennie looks at Wil. “Technically, you said we couldn’t keep it, not that we couldn’t turn it on.”

      Wil grabs a pillow off the chair next to him and hurls it at Bennie, who yelps and just barely avoids a pillow to the face. “Why would you think it was okay to turn it on if we weren’t keeping it? What if it was some kind of killbot, or something?”

      The robot raises one hand. “Excuse me, but I am not a killbot. For what it is worth. Also, if it helps, you may use male pronouns when speaking about me. I have found selecting one gender or another helps biological beings more easily interact with me.” The robot’s voice is oddly accent-less, and could easily be a low pitched feminine voice, or a slightly high baritone. If you weren’t looking at a robot it would be nearly impossible to tell the gender or race that belongs to the voice.

      “Not talking to you!” Wil yells, not even turning around. “Now we have to turn it off and get it back in the crate. Xarrix is waiting for our delivery, or at least one of his goons on Malkor is. We need the money—that gear Zephyr and Maxim bought wasn’t cheap. Bennie needs gear, too. We can’t stiff Xarrix on this. Even if we didn’t need the credits, stiffing Xarrix isn’t a good idea.”

      Zephyr sets down her cup of coffee. “Do we know if Xarrix knows what he’s waiting for?” She turns to the robot. “GBE-10022, do you know why you were in the crate? Do you know what modifications have been done to you?”

      “First, to be clear, my designation is GBE-102002. Since awakening, I have been running every diagnostic I possess. All that I can say is that I am fully operational. I was designed to work aboard larger vessels in an engineering capacity. The modifications you ask about, however, are a mystery to me.” It reaches back and touches the piece of equipment welded to its back and shoulder. “This device is a mystery. It is integrated into my power systems, yet all of its functions are firewalled from my primary systems. I can also identify an encrypted block of data in my central databank that I do not possess the key for.”

      Maxim looks thoughtful. “Xarrix must want that data, or whatever your add-on does—or both.”

      “I do not know this Xarrix. My previous place of work was the Peacekeeper Carrier Pax Magellanic, in the primary engineering space. I reported to Lieutenant Ablex.”

      Zephyr and Maxim both look aghast. “You’re a Peacekeeper bot?” they ask in unison. Zephyr looks at Wil. “Do you think this could be related to why we were framed?”

      Wil collapses down into the nearest chair. “Fuck, I don’t know. Maybe. Certainly seems like a weird coincidence otherwise. Damn it, I knew this wasn’t going to be easy. Nothing with Xarrix is ever easy. What’s he gotten me tangled up in? Hell, what’s he gotten himself tangled up in? Why’s he trafficking in stolen bots?”

      Bennie stands up. “look. I know you don’t think we should have turned it on, but obviously that ship has gone FTL. So why don’t we figure out what’s going on? We’re still a few days out from Malkor. I can dig around in BGE-8675309’s databanks, maybe decrypt the data block, or break the firewalls on his additional hardware. Worst case: I can’t. Best case: we know more when we get there and can make better decisions.” Bennie spreads his hands wide. “Come on, you know you’re curious.” He smiles, which is slightly off-putting, given all those pointy teeth.

      The bot raises its hand. “Excuse me. It is GBE-102002.”

      “Okay, okay. Fine, GBE… I can’t keep saying all that. Gabe, Gabe is your name. Would you mind going with Bennie to engineering, Gabe?”

      “Thanks, Wil.” Bennie heads for the hatch, and Gabe turns to follow.

      “Don’t thank me yet. We’re in deep shit here, you guys. I can’t emphasize this enough.” Wil sighs and stands up, heading to the galley and food storage area. “I need a damn grum."
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      For Wil, the last week has been both the most exciting of his life and complete hell. The Reaper is still sitting at the spaceport on Gupta, its crew coming and going, while some type of cargo is being loaded onto the ship. Wil has had some freedom to move around the ship, but Lanksham has made it clear he wasn’t to leave the Reaper, so the closest he’s gotten to this alien planet they’re on is looking at the tarmac from the upper level of the cargo area—which is not much of a view. The Reaper doesn’t have any windows, which seems like a major design flaw to Wil.

      Space is limited on the ship, so Wil’s been assigned a small closet with a bed in it. Thankfully, he’s not bunking with anyone else, which is a minor plus based on what he’s overheard from the rest of the crew. Jax and Rolo, the two goons he met on his first day, are apparently an item, but bicker more than any married couple Wil has ever met. Luckily, his bunk—such as it is—isn’t near their shared quarters. Apparently when they make up, it keeps their neighbors up.

      Lanksham hasn’t given him a role yet, so Wil’s mostly a cabin boy, which—while cool and exciting in kid’s books—actually sucks, at least when the pirates are space pirates. The crew lounge makes the worst hostel in the Third World look luxurious by comparison, and it’s Wil’s job to keep it clean, which apparently is a source of great amusement for the crew, who seem hell bent on doing their best to destroy the place on a daily basis.

      He’s scrubbing something off the table when Lanksham enters. “Wil, come with me.” Without another word, the captain turns and heads back out of the lounge area.

      Wil drops his sponge and follows the tall alien. “What’s up?” he asks, catching up with Lanksham halfway to the bridge.

      The captain slows down and looks at Wil. “We’re done here on Gupta. The last of the cargo is here and being loaded now. Rolo and Jax are seeing to getting it stored.”

      Wil nods. “Okay, cool.” Why am I being told this?

      “It’s time for you to decide what you’re going to do.” Lanksham looks Wil in the eyes. “You can stay here on Gupta, find work. There are plenty of opportunities.”

      Wil looks down at his hands. There’s grime and whatever that was on the table on them. “I don’t want to leave the ship. I don’t know you any better than I did a week ago, and I know more about Jax and Rolo than I ever wanted to… but now that I’m stuck out here, in space, and can never go home, I want to see it all.”

      Lanksham smiles. “I thought you might say that. Good to hear. This planet sucks, but I wanted it to be your choice. Be clear: this isn’t a cruise ship. If you’re crew, you work. We do what we need to, to keep flying. We don’t do always do nice things.”

      Wil isn’t entirely sure what that means, but knows this ship, its crew, and its captain are all part of some kind of space piracy. “I understand.”

      Lanksham smiles. “I doubt it—but you will, eventually.” He continues toward the bridge. “The crew lounge isn’t going to clean itself.”
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      Wil is sitting in the lounge he’s just cleaned when Rolo-- the taller of the two aliens—enters. “Hey tiny creature, this place looks nice.”

      Wil lifts his grum in a toast. “Thanks, Rolo. Where’s Jax?”

      The big alien—Wil still doesn’t know what his race is called—plops down into the seat next to Wil. “Finishing up in the cargo hold. The last load is bigger than Lanksham planned. It’s taking some extra work to get it all to fit. Jax’s okay—he’s great with making things fit. Grab me one of those.”

      Wil grunts, swallowing the reply on the tip of his tongue. He gets up and grabs a grum from the kitchenette, tossing it to—or at—Rolo, who snatches it out of the air with one clawed hand. Wil falls back into his seat. “So where are we going next? Where’s the cargo going? What is the cargo, for that matter?”

      Rolo looks at him. “None of your business, none of your business, and, none of your business.”

      Just then, Jax walks in. Rolo stands up. “Everything good to go?”

      The less large of the pair grabs the bottle of grum and takes a gulp. “Yeah, we’re good. I let Lanksham know.” The two walk over to the kitchen table.

      Wil is still sitting in his chair when the small green alien who hacked his pod comes in. Apparently, his species is called Brailack. “Hey, Pink-skin. What’re you doing?”

      “What’s it look like, Ulgo? Sitting here, enjoying a grum after cleaning this lounge after you filthy animals destroyed it. Again.” Wil raises his bottle. “Say, you know where we’re headed? Tweedledee and Tweedledumb won’t tell me.”

      The annoying Brailack barks out a laugh. “We’re going to Zel’yr. I don’t think you want to know what the cargo is, but trust me when I say, Zel’yr isn’t a friendly place. I think Lanksham took this job so we’d have a few more credits in the ship’s accounts.”

      “Do we need the money?”

      “Who doesn’t need money?”

      “Huh, I guess. But if it’s that dangerous…”

      “You worry like this all the time Pinky?” The small hacker is leering at Wil.

      “You know, I’m literally twice as tall, and… mmm, probably three times as strong as you. Right?” He reaches over and punches Ulgo.
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      In engineering space, the banks of equipment blink steadily. “Come on, sit over there.” Bennie points to a spot on one of the small workbenches.

      “Very well,” the bot says, sitting down on the slightly-too-small bench. Its small secondary arms twitch slightly, fidgeting.

      Bennie starts getting things ready. “So you know where you used to work, but don’t recall why you were in the crate or what led to your being in the crate? Or how you got off your ship?”

      “I am afraid that is correct. I do not. The last thing I remember…. The last thing I remember is… The last thing…” The bot tilts its head. “I do not know the last thing I remember. There is apparently a large segment of corrupted memory blocks. The corruption is near the encrypted blocks. That is interesting.”

      Bennie reaches out to access the front panel on Gabe’s torso. “You’re telling me!”

      Gabe’s head tilts. “Telling you what?”

      Bennie shakes his head. “Well, you obviously have a secret. Those are always exciting, but it sure looks like you’re connected to whatever Maxim and Zephyr found out about the Peacekeepers and their plans to mess everything up in the sector so they can make more money and take over. Grolacking Krebnacks, I hate Peacekeepers.” He jumps up and down. “So! Exciting!”

      “Why do you hate the Peacekeepers? They serve a noble purpose, dedicating most of their population to helping keep order in the galaxy.” Gabe looks down at Bennie, who is now attaching data cables to the open access panel on its chest. The terminal on the bench next to Gabe begins displaying diagnostic data.

      “That’s what they want you to think. The reality is they’re bullies who’ve tricked the sector into thinking they’re this wonderful organization that keeps everyone safe. Except they extort those that don’t pay up directly, and they stomp all over everyone’s privacy with no consideration whatsoever. They keep technology for themselves, so they always have an advantage. Plus they do the bidding of the Tarsi first, above all else.” Bennie walks over to the terminal, still talking. “They’ve destroyed entire colonies and not paid for it. They fake crimes so that they can kidnap people to feed their war machine. There are even rumors that the war with the Confederacy of Trib was started by the Peacekeepers, to demonstrate their value before that last tax increase the Tarsi rolled out. Now, from what Zephyr and Maxim say, they’re doing it again—or at least trying. Krebnacks.”

      “I had no idea. The engineers I worked with seemed so nice.” Gabe turns to look at Bennie, his optic sensors spinning to focus on the small hacker. “Are you and the crew going to stop them?”

      Bennie looks up. “Beats me. I just met these drennogs—well, the two Peacekeeper ones at least. I've known Wil since he got the Ghost. He doesn’t seem to want to get involved, and I can’t blame him. You don’t last long out here fighting fights that aren’t yours. It’s the fastest way to suck vacuum. Or blaster barrel? Whichever is worse.”

      “Both sound like bad things.”

      Bennie looks at his terminal. “Okay, let’s see if I can’t help you get your memories back, and maybe see what that doodad on your shoulder is.” He watches the data scrolling by for a moment, frowning. “What the..?”

      Gabe turns its head. “What did you find?”

      “Someone dug around in your data banks and encrypted a day or so’s worth of data. Immensely poorly, I might add. They botched it up real good. Like, they just took a chunk of memory and encrypted it in place, not bothering to copy it to another location or anything. No wonder you’re having trouble.”

      “Can you effect the needed repairs?”

      Bennie looks over at Gabe. “I won’t take offense at that, since we just met.”

      “Thank you. I think.” Gabe turns and stares at nothing.

      Bennie continues to work for a few minutes, whistling a tune that’s presumably popular on Brailack. “There we go!” He looks over at Gabe. “I need to put you in sleep mode so that I can access the data. I think that’s what they did wrong in the first place, messing with your memories while you were online. When I wake you up, everything should be integrated properly.”

      “Very well,” Gabe says. “Entering power save mode.” His optic sensors go dark and his head droops forward.

      “This is some grolacked dren right here,” Bennie says to himself. He reached for the comms panel on the wall. “Hey everyone, get down here.” He gets back to work, furiously tapping commands into the console with one hand, while touching various parts of Gabe’s insides with a probe.

      A few minutes later, Wil, Zephyr, and Maxim enter the engineering space. “What’s up?” Zephyr asks. “You figure out its memory issues?”

      “Sure did,” Bennie nods. “I just decrypted them and am re-integrating them into his main databank. Once he boots up, he’ll have full access to whatever it was they wanted to block out.” Bennie looks up from his console. “Ready?”
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      With a few whirs and clicks, Gabe’s optic sensors begin to light up. They spin and focus, and then the tall robot looks from face to face, before settling on Wil.

      “I remember now,” it says. “All of it.”

      Wil turns and opens the hatch behind them. “Let’s go back to the galley. I get the feeling this will warrant some coffee, and maybe popcorn.” He leaves the room, and Zephyr follows.

      Maxim looks at Bennie. “What's popcorn?”

      The hacker looks up at his much taller crewmate. “Beats me. Come on, Gabe.”
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      When they are all seated around the galley table, a cup of coffee in Wil’s hands, he says, “Okay, Gabe. Let’s hear it.”

      The tall robot looks around. “Very well.

      “As I told you already, I am an engineering bot. I was assigned to the Peacekeeper Carrier Pax Magellanic, in the main engineering compartment.

      “I was assigned the task of de-ionizing several of the secondary purge systems, located in a smaller sublevel of engineering. It was there that I got into trouble. I was working on the third of my twelve purge valves when I heard voices.

      “Usually, I would not have cared about that; conversations took place all day in the engineering spaces. However, these voices weren’t any that I had a voice print match for, meaning that they were not part of the engineering crew. As such, they were accessing locations and possibly systems they were not cleared to access.

      “One of my secondary protocols is to protect the ship, and its crew, to the best of my abilities. If there are saboteurs aboard, it is my duty to stop them. I stopped what I was doing, and went to investigate.”

      Wil holds up a hand. “Time out.” He gets up and refills his cup. “Anyone want some popcorn?” He presses a few buttons on the food processor, and a bag of popcorn plunks out onto the tray. “Sorry Gabe,” he says, sitting down again. “Go on.” He takes a handful of popcorn, and passes the bag to Maxim.

      “As I was…”

      “Oh, my gods! This is delicious! Zephyr, try some!” Maxim grabs another handful of popcorn, then passes the bag to his companion. He looks at Wil. “Your planet is full of wonders!”

      Wil nods. “Truth.”

      Zephyr takes a handful and hands the bag to Bennie who also reaches in, but not before licking all his fingers. He moves to hand the bag back to Wil, who waves it away. “Keep it dude, so gross.”

      Bennie looks around. “What?”

      Gabe makes a coughing type noise, or at least what it might sound like if a robot could cough. “As I was saying… I followed the voices through the engineering space. While not as large as the main engineering compartment, secondary engineering spaces on board Peacekeeper carriers are still quite large. I heard the conversation long before reaching the speakers. They were talking of a plan to undermine the governments of four different star systems, sowing dissent through rebellions and encouraging neighbor systems to get involved. Once one or two of the systems erupted into chaos, the Peacekeepers could come in, stabilize the region, and establish their presence in systems they’ve been unable to invade legally as yet. It seemed like a rather well-thought-out plan. It occurred to me that perhaps it was best not to confront the perpetrators directly, but rather to report the issue to someone above me.

      “Unfortunately, as that thought was processed, I accidentally kicked a pipe that some careless crew member had left laying in the walkway. I reached down to move it safely out of the way, and when I stood up, one of the perpetrators shot me. I assume it was a stunner, since the next time I came online, my diagnostics reported no physical damage, yet I noted a lapse in my internal clock of four tocks.”

      Zephyr and Maxim look at Wil. “Wil, this is related! This is proof of what we discovered! We can expose the plot!”

      Wil raises his hands to quiet the table. “Woah, woah, woah. Let’s all just take a breath here.”

      “I am not done with my story. Should I continue, or..?”

      The others all fall silent. Wil looks at Gabe. “Yeah, keep going.”

      “Very good. As I said, when I came back online I was undamaged, except that I could not move. My motor control systems had been disabled. One of the men I had observed plotting was in the room, as was a Peacekeeper ensign. They were discussing disposing of me. The first man was of higher rank, a Commander. The last words the man said to the ensign were, ‘Just get rid of the bot, it better not exist by morning,’ and then he left. I never saw that man again. Neither person seemed to realize I was back online.”

      “Oh gods, this is grotesque. What’d they do?” Zephyr is leaning forward, a rather horrified look on her face.

      “Thankfully for me, the ensign had other plans. From what I overheard, he owed someone large sums of money, and was able to broker a deal selling me, and the data I contained, to that party.”

      “Xarrix’s competitor, I assume,” Wil offers.

      “Possibly. The ensign never used a name. All I overheard was the negotiation. The ensign was to trade me, and the data I had recorded about the coup and some modifications… which explains this,” he says, touching the modification on his shoulder, “in exchange for the wiping clean of his debt. Shortly after that, the ensign encrypted my databanks, not realizing I was still online. That would explain the degradation.” Gabe looks around the room, “The next thing I recall is being activated inside a crate in your cargo hold.”
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      After two days of FTL, the Ghost is entering the Fel-lor system, home of the planet Malkor. Everyone is on the bridge, including Gabe.

      “Are you sure about this, Wil? We could turn around, find work… I don’t know… somewhere.” Zephyr is sitting at her station, looking concerned.

      “Yeah, there’s no getting around it. If we screw Xarrix, finding work will be next to impossible—at least work that doesn’t turn our stomachs. I don’t mind bounty hunting, but I’m not getting into cartel work.” Wil is at his pilot station, guiding the ship down the gravity well toward Malkor. They are still a good hour out from the planet.

      Maxim is at the weapons management console. “Do you think he will accept the deal you plan to offer him?”

      Wil shrugs. “I don’t know. He’s not a complete psychopath or anything, so he can be reasoned with. I’ve had to negotiate my way out of trouble with him before… but yeah, this is a big one. We don’t know what he agreed with to load Gabe up with, and Gabe can’t access those systems without the passcodes the ensign is supposed to provide on payment. Payment he isn’t going to get now.” He shrugs again. “Anyway, here’s the plan once we get down there.”

      Wil looks at each member of his crew.

      “Zephyr, you and Bennie are tackling his shopping list.” He looks at Bennie. “Yeah, I don’t trust you—not one bit, even a little. She’ll control the money; you tell her what you need, and sell her on it, and she’ll pay. Zephyr, if you think he’s bullshitting, don’t pay. End of story, Bennie. This job, even if it pays, won’t be enough for everything as it is.”

      He looks at Maxim. “Which brings me to you, Max. Take Gabe and go grocery shopping. I’ve sent a list to your PADD of things we need, things I’d like to have, and things that would be cool if you can get ‘em cheaply.”

      Gabe, who’s standing near the back of the bridge, by the hatch chimes in. “Are you certain it is a good idea for me to leave the ship?”

      “Yeah, I think it’ll be okay. This will either work or not. Whether you’re on the ship or out shopping, it probably won’t matter much. You know, things were a lot easier when it was just the Ghost and me, and I wasn’t almost broke.”

      Zephyr smiles. “I think I speak for everyone here, when I say we appreciate it. You’ve given literally all of us a new lease on life.” She looks down at her console, which is beeping. “Incoming comms from Malkor space control.”

      Wil turns to the primary display. “On screen.”

      The display switches from the stars to a gruff-looking Malkorite female. “Incoming vessel, please identify yourself and state your purpose in this system.” She sounds bored.

      Wil smiles. “Hi there, Malkor space control, this is the Millennium Falcon. We’re a small cargo service, here to drop off a crate for a customer, and then look for some work taking us out-system.”

      The bored Malkorite space control operator looks down at her console, then back up at the screen. “Very well, Millennium Falcon, you’re clear to approach and land at Gel-nor spaceport, pad… forty-two.”

      Wil, still smiling. “Gel-nor spaceport, pad forty-two. Roger that, Malkor space control. See you soon.”

      The space control operator tilts her head; then the screen goes blank.

      Wil turns back to Zephyr. “Send that info to the comms account we were given.”

      “On it.”

      The Ghost weaves its way through the traffic around Malkor, finding a spot in the approach line between two large mass cargo haulers. Thirty minutes later, they’re burning through the upper atmosphere. “Switching over to atmospheric engines,” Wil says, as the main sub-light engines disengage. There’s a moment when everyone’s stomach, except Gabe’s, lurches slightly, before the boom of the atmospheric engines kicking in, and the press of forward motion returns.
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      Zel’yr is a binary star system, composed mostly of gas giants. But sitting right in the gravitational sweet spot is Zel’yr Prime. It is a rocky world, covered mainly by ocean. The civilization that originally dwelt on Zel’yr Prime is long since gone, leaving nothing behind but ruins and ghost stories. No one knows what happened to them. They were clearly a technologically-advanced race, but they vanished, their world crumbling to pieces.

      Then the Hulgians found it, the perfect world to create a base of operations for a crime syndicate: hard to reach, mostly unknown, and haunted—if you believe in that sort of thing.

      The Reaper is approaching a space station. Or at least Wil assumes that’s what it is—he’s never seen one, besides the International Space Station, and compared to that this thing is a freaking Star Trek starbase. Lanksham is in his chair. Wil is leaning against the bulkhead by the hatch, and Rolo, Jax, and Ulgo are all at their stations.

      “So, who are the Hulgians?” Wil asks.

      Jax turns from his station. “Just the most dangerous crime syndicate in the sector. I’d list some of the things they’re rumored to be guilty of, but I don’t want to give you nightmares.”

      “No need to be rude.” Wil sticks his tongue out.

      Lanksham glances back over his shoulder. “Imagine the worst criminals your world has to offer, and multiply that by a hundred. They’re involved in everything from slaves and drugs to weapons.”

      The Reaper slides into a large landing bay, next to another ship—only about half as big, but clearly a ship meant for fighting. Wil lets out a low whistle. “That looks mean.”

      “It’s another Ankarran vessel. Earlier model than the Reaper, but no less mean. The Hulgians have a fleet of ‘em. Even with the Peacekeepers keeping the Ankarrans on a short leash, the Hulgians have quite a few of their best.” Lanksham stands, as on the forward display a party is visible walking towards the ship.

      The lead Hulgian is a hulking being. Wil can’t determine its sex from the screen, but it’s huge, and mean-looking. Sort of like a seven-foot-tall triceratops, sans tail. It’s not wearing any armor, or weapons that Wil can see, but he supposes that makes sense if this station—and for that matter, the entire planet below—are part of the criminal empire this being runs. Don Corleone didn’t wear armor either. Slightly behind and to the right of the massive crime lord is another being, one Wil knows only from the newscasts he’s seen on the ship: a Peacekeeper.

      “Uh, hey, Lanksham? Isn’t that a Peacekeeper?” Wil asks.

      “Wil, you stay on the ship.” The captain raises his hand to stop Wil’s protest. “The Hulgians would exploit your world in a heartbeat, and if they find out I have a Human on my crew, they’ll demand I turn you over. That Peacekeeper down there won’t help and will likely do what he can to hide the complete enslavement of your people from his superiors and the GC.”

      “What?” Wil asks. “Enslavement? Why? How?”

      The captain looks at him levelly. “Do you really want to find out?”

      Wil slumps down in the nearest chair. “Fine.”

      “There is one thing you can do. Our agreement states that they pay on delivery. The transfer should take place the moment we start moving cargo. Keep an eye on the ship’s account. If you don’t see the payment, hail me.” Lanksham pulls up the account on a secondary display. Wil nods.
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      Ten minutes later, Wil watches as the number on the ship’s accounts increases. He nods to himself—no need to call Lanksham. From the camera in the cargo hold, he can see the captain heading over to the large party, while the crew starts moving crates. Everyone is involved, even the two engineering crew members, who Wil hardly knows.

      As the crew offload the cargo, Lanksham and the head Hulgian watch. The Peacekeeper is keeping his distance from them, but not helping with the cargo. Wil takes a seat in Lanksham’s chair, looking at them through the various visual feeds from outside the ship. Rolo and Jax are helping to unload, with a few Hulgians pitching in. Ulgo is sitting on a crate watching and—from the look of things—making jokes; Rolo and Jax are trying to stifle laughs, and it seems like one of the Hulgians is too. Everything seems pretty friendly.

      Lanksham and the lead Hulgian, meanwhile, are having what looks like a heated discussion. Wil zooms in on the feed; Lanksham looks mad. That mysterious Peacekeeper has moved to stand beside the Hulgian crime boss. Wil hasn’t known him long enough to read his expressions, but he looks worried too. Wil pans the view to Ulgo, who’s not making jokes now. Rolo and Jax have stopped smiling. All three look anxious, as do the other two crew members at the top of the cargo ramp.

      Wil leans forward in the chair. “What the hell is going on?”

      Things are looking more and more tense between Lanksham and the lead Hulgian; the other Hulgians are moving away from the crew of the Reaper. The Peacekeeper has also stepped away a few paces and is working his wrist comm.

      Wil looks up at the ceiling. “Computer, can you identify that Peacekeeper?” A small red square appears over the Peacekeepers head, then flashes and stays green when the alien looks up from his wrist comm.

      “Peacekeeper Sub-Centurion Janus,” the sexless voice of the ships computer replies. “Commanding officer of the fifth strategic division, first fleet.”

      Wil reaches for a button on the panel in front of him, to open a comms link to Lanksham and the crew. But before he can press it, all hell breaks loose on the screen. The Hulgians are running all over; the crew is falling to the ground, writhing in pain. Jax has his blaster out, getting off three shots at the Hulgians before falling to the deck.

      Wil hits the button. “Lanksham, Rolo! Jax, Ulgo! What’s happening?” All he hears from the other end is coughing and gagging. He can see them on screen; they’re dying. The Hulgians seem fine though, slowly moving out from behind their cover. Commander Janus is still standing where he was before, smiling, also unaffected. Some type of biological agent then—but how could that be? All six members of the Reaper’s crew are dying, but they’re all different races. This doesn’t make sense! “Lanksham! Can you hear me?” Oh god, what do I do?

      Wil can see Lanksham, writhing on the deck, his hair falling out, his skin turning white. The lead Hulgian is standing right next to him laughing, before saying something Wil can’t make out. Ulgo isn’t moving at all.

      “Reaper….” —there’s a cough— “Authorization code… Lanksham four three Bravo four four five eight seven.” Another fit of coughing, wetter now. “Transfer all command… codes to… crewman… Wil… Wil Calder.” Wil sees Lanksham cough up blood. “Emergency protocol… runaway. Good…” Coughing and gagging. “Good luck, Wil. I’m sorry…” The line doesn’t cut out, but Wil doesn’t hear anything more, until the lead Hulgian orders his goons into the ship to search it.

      “Oh fuck. Oh fuck.” On the screen, Lanksham collapses. The others are already dead, or at least not moving. Probably dead—foam is running out of Rolo’s mouth. The Hulgians are walking toward the ship. Oh fuck. They have their weapons drawn.

      Suddenly the ship is rumbling, the cargo ramp is lifting, and the weapons systems are coming online. “What the hell?” Wil says, startled. The lights on the bridge have shifted to a red color, and the station Jax occupied—apparently tactical—has come to life and is running through a list of targets. “Computer, what’s happening?”

      On the screen, the Hulgians sent to search the Reaper are tumbling down the ramp, scrambling away from the ship. Wil has never actually interacted with the computer, but has no choice but to now. On-screen, the ship is lifting off the deck. “Self defense protocols enacted,” the voice of the Reaper says. “Evasion of capture protocol enacted, Captain.”

      “Captain?!” The ship is lifting up and spinning to face the opening of the docking bay. Blasters have deployed from the underside of the ship, and are firing at the Hulgians. The shots seem more intent on keeping the Hulgians occupied than harming them. The next thing Wil sees is that the ship has cleared the docking bay. He switches the view aft and sees the Hulgians all standing at the edge of the docking bay; the other Ankarran ship looks like it’s powering up.

      With no warning, the Reaper leaps into FTL.

      Wil is standing in the middle of the bridge, looking around, as the stars spin and blur. “Well, shit,” he says.
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          GEL-NOR SPACEPORT

        

      

    

    
      Malkor—and the entire fel-lor system, for that matter—are at best mid-tier as far as population and prestige are concerned. Fel-lor has only two habitable planets. Malkor is the largest. The other, Gilkor is one of the moons orbiting a gas giant. Gilkor is more industrial than its larger cousin: mines, refineries, and so on. Malkor, while boasting a substantial industrial zone, is mostly commercial and residential in nature. Cities that span dozens of kilometers cover the larger continents. The single ocean is covered in small floating towns. While not a major tourist attraction, the planet sees a lot of business and commercial traffic, as well as being a popular stopover for ships and convoys on long-haul, cross-sector trips. In other words, Malkor does alright.

      That level of doing ‘alright’ sometimes leads to ego issues with the elected officials and upper class, who feel their world, and system, are far more important than they truly are. This can result in over-zealous law enforcement of criminal activity.

      Which is why Xarrix is not on the planet, but maintains an operation there. While there’s no shortage of hoity-toity citizens who like to think crime isn’t something their cities and planet have to deal with, there are plenty of others who engage in just about every known vice there is. So Xarrix’s operations on Malkor are quite profitable—just a bit risky.

      Gel-nor spaceport is situated on reclaimed swampland outside the city of Gel-nor, a mid-sized city for Malkor: several million people contained in a few square kilometers of glass and duracrete. Hundreds of high-rise dwellings create a moderately impressive skyline. If it were the first alien city Wil had ever seen, the skyline would leave him breathless, putting New York, London, Los Angeles and Denver all to shame. Having been on Tarsis, it’s only slightly impressive. Having been on Malkor before, it’s not even worth a second glance.

      Pad forty-two is along the outer ring of landing pads, essentially in the low-rent district. Once the Ghost touches down and the atmospheric engines spin down, the cargo doors open and the boarding ramp drops down.

      Wil, Zephyr, Maxim, Bennie, and Gabe walk down the ramp, looking round carefully. The spaceport is busy, to say the least: hundreds of ships on the ground, dozens in the air, coming or going. There are thousands of beings from all over the sector going about their business.

      “Okay, you all know your jobs. Go get ‘em done, then meet back here. Comms me if you have any trouble.” Wil lifts his wrist comm. “Computer, lock up the ship—self-defense protocol bravo.”

      “Acknowledged, captain. Ship is secure.”

      The spaceport is just outside the city, connected by a wide bridge that houses the first of many shopping districts. Those nearest the spaceport tend to offer the worse selection at the highest prices, since many who land only have a short time on-planet and can’t get much further. The experienced spacers walk right through the shopping district, never slowing down to let the buskers get their hands, claws or tentacles on them.

      The easiest way to get through the shopping district is to rent a ground car—or, if you’re feeling flush, rent a sky car. Wil is feeling neither flush, nor inclined to part with even a single credit he doesn’t have to. He heads off in the direction of the nearest pedestrian exit, at least a kilometer away from the Ghost.

      “We’re walking?!” Bennie complains, falling in line with the rest of the crew. “You know my legs are literally half as long as yours? AYE, WHAT THE!?” he screeches as Gabe reaches down and picks him up, depositing him not too gently on its shoulders.

      Without missing a step, the robot lifts Bennie’s hands off its optic sensors. “Problem solved.”

      Bennie slaps the top of Gabe’s head. “This is embarrassing!”

      “Would you rather walk?”

      “Carry on, but don’t jostle me!” Bennie sniffs, and one hand slips back over the robot’s optic sensor.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          BENNIE AND ZEPHYR

        

      

    

    
      Arriving at the pedestrian archway of the spaceport, the crew of the Ghost comes to a stop to one side, so as not to interrupt the flow of foot traffic.

      Wil looks around at them all. “Okay, meet you all back at the Ghost. If you get there first, the computer should let you in as long as you have your wrist comm. Gabe, until we get a proper comms unit built into you, you’ll have to stick with Maxim to get back onto the ship. If everything goes as planned, I’ll only be a few tocks. Zephyr, remember you’re in charge of the funds. Don’t spend it if you don’t have to.”

      “Does that mean we can steal things?” Bennie chimes in.

      Both Wil and Zephyr answer together. “No.”

      Wil pauses then. “Well... no, you know what. No, no stealing. Too risky."

      The rest of the group splits up, heading into the shopping district, leaving only Zephyr and Bennie.

      Looking down at Bennie, she extends a hand before them. “Lead the way.”

      Bennie stalks off down the main walkway of the shopping district, head up, marching with purpose. Zephyr shakes her head, smiling. It feels good to have friends, even annoying ones.

      The walk through the first shopping district takes Zephyr and Bennie some time. As they leave the bridge shopping district, they hit a fork in the main road. Off to one side is a mass of stalls selling clothes, food, and other goods. The other fork leads to the technology sector, as is evident from the neon and holographic buskers.

      Bennie makes a kind of cackle-laughing noise, and increases his pace. Zephyr follows.

      The small hacker ducks into a shop that clearly sells something electronic, but Zephyr can’t tell what that might be. She follows him inside, and sees Bennie deep into a negotiation with the store owner—he had maybe a fifteen tick lead on her, how was he already negotiating?

      “This isn’t even this year’s model multiplexer,” he’s saying. “Why would I pay the list price?”

      “Because it’s brand new,” the shop owner replies. He’s some type of lanky thin being, Zephyr sees, with four arms and not a single hair on its body. Oh, and two tails.

      “It’s brand new and old,” Bennie counters. “Take twenty percent off and it’s sold.”

      The shop keeper crosses both sets of arms, uncrosses them, then does this two more times. “Fine, you little monster, twenty percent off. BUT… You also buy your data cables from me.”

      Bennie smiles. “Deal.” He looks over to Zephyr, clearly signalling pay the being. She sends over the payment from her wrist comm.

      The shopkeeper hands Bennie a bag, and looks at Zephyr. “Thank you.”

      As they leave the shop, Zephyr looks down at Bennie. “So, what did we just buy?”

      Bennie laughs. “A state of the art, albeit last years’ model, multiplexer. It’s the …”

      She raises a hand. “I won’t understand, will I?”

      He looks at her, and smiles. “No.” He turns and heads deeper into the technology shopping area.
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      A few stops later, Zephyr has her hands full of bags, a box under each arm, and is looking around frantically. She whistles. “Hey! Cargo bot! Come here.”

      A cargo bot rolls over, queries Zephyr’s wrist comm, then answers. “Hello, the charge for cargo services is one credit per tock. Would you like to pay by the tock or for the entire day?”

      Zephyr looks to Bennie. “How much more do you need?”

      “How much credit do we have left?” he grins, and rubs his hands together.

      Looking at the cargo bot, Zephyr sighs. “We’ll pay by the hour. Follow us.” She looks at Bennie. “One more stop; make it count.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          MAXIM AND GABE

        

      

    

    
      After Wil, Zephyr, and Bennie walk off, Maxim and Gabe look at each other, then head into the nearest shopping district. They take in the sights around them: unlike those closer to the city, this district covers a little of everything, catering to just about any need a traveler with limited time might have—technology, food, clothing, and more, all mixed together. Maxim enjoys markets like this one, compared to the more orderly style closer to the city. This is mostly because he enjoys window shopping, so these kinds of districts give him a little of everything.

      Even though his face doesn’t show anything, with its two optic sensors, Maxim can’t help but feel like the bot is also enjoying the scenery. “Have you ever been to a shopping district before?” he asks. “Or a spaceport, for that matter?”

      Gabe turns to look at him. “I have not. Up until this moment, I have never been outside the Peacekeeper Carrier Pax Magellanic. More accurately, the engineering spaces aboard that ship. I came online the first time there, and never left.”

      Maxim shakes his head. “We have much to show you.”

      They continue walking for a while, Gabe taking in and cataloging everything he sees: every species, every type of food and piece of equipment. He’s been online for over fifteen cycles and has never set foot outside the engineering spaces of a Peacekeeper carrier, and he never once gave a single CPU cycle to thinking about leaving. Now, however, watching so many different species all conversing and engaging in commerce, he has a hard time understanding why. There’s such wonder in the universe.

      Finally, they reach the end of the first shopping district and make their way towards the food stalls. Maxim accesses his wrist comm to check their shopping list. Wil has made notes next to some of the items, presumably indicating acceptable alternatives.

      Since Gabe doesn’t have the list and has no idea what most of the things on the list are—other than ‘food’—he’s basically along for the ride. Maxim assumes that Wil simply didn’t trust the robot alone on the Ghost. If Maxim were in charge, he’d feel the same way. The newest member of their little crew seems pleasant enough, for a bot, but they know only what it’s told them of its past life. The fact that it’s been modified is also peculiar, and a little worrying. Wil didn’t seem to give it much thought, but Maxim knows what kind of Peacekeeper tech can fit in the space available on Gabe’s shoulder.

      The shopping is slow going. Maxim doesn’t know what a lot of the things on the list are, let alone their Wil-approved alternatives. He spends a great deal of time asking shopkeepers for help. Thankfully, in shopping districts like this one, everyone is friendly, or at least friendly enough. If a vendor isn’t going to get your money, they’ll help another get it.

      At one vendor Gabe looks over Maxim’s shoulder at the list. “What is peanut butter?”

      Maxim shrugs, “human thing.”
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      “If everything goes as planned, I’ll only be a few tocks,” Wil says. “Zephyr, remember you’re in charge of the funds, don’t spend it if you don’t have to.”

      Without waiting for an answer, he heads off through the shopping district. Glancing at his wrist comm, he makes a connection. “We’re on the ground, where are you?”

      The screen doesn’t show anyone on the other end, but the connection is live. “Chollraw avenue and Axxar Boulevard,” says a voice. “‘Traxis imports’; ask for Lorath.” Then the connection drops.

      Wil pulls up the city network, and downloads a map, inputting the intersection he’s looking for. Makes sense it’s not too far, he thinks. The cover business is an importer, and any dealings Xarrix is likely to have would be with people from the spaceport.

      He’d get there faster if he took a ground car, but honestly, Wil isn’t in a big hurry. Even if Xarrix isn’t here, whomever he trusts enough to run his business on Malkor is likely just as bad as Xarrix, and therefore not someone Wil is in a hurry to meet.

      So he lets himself enjoy the walk there. The view isn’t bad, he has to admit. The corner he’s looking for isn’t in the fancy part of town, but it’s past all the shopping districts, right on the edge of the warehouse district. As such, it’s still a vast improvement over the bar Xarrix uses as an office on Fury. It’s also apparently the only business on this street, at least the only that’s open. There’s not a soul anywhere around.

      “Great, no witnesses,” Wil mumbles.

      He walks up to the shop marked Traxis Imports. It’s nothing spectacular: a two-story building with a large service door and a smaller personnel door beside it. With one final glance around, he walks in.

      The inside of the building is nicer than he expected. The reception desk is wood in a jet black, shot through with gold and silver—the entire desk seems to have been carved from a single piece, from a tree which must have been easily ten feet in diameter. The rest of the room is just as impressive: a sofa made of some animal hide, like leather, though Wil assumes it’s not. There’s polished metal everywhere, and light seems to come from everywhere and nowhere at the same time, thought he can’t see a single light fixture.

      The receptionist is, well, beautiful. Wil has never seen her species before. She’s humanoid, but with feline accents—whiskers and swishing tail and all.

      “Hello, may I help you?” She ends the question with a purring sound.

      Wil walks up to the desk and leans on it. He smiles, and gives her a wink. “Here to see Lorath.”

      “She’s expecting you. Is something wrong with your face?” Her smile reveals a set of long sharp incisors. Not waiting for his answer, she continues, “Through those doors.” Her tail lifts up and points to a door off to the side.

      “Uh, great. Uh, thanks.” Wil turns away from the desk, towards the door. “Here goes nothing.”

      “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “Nothing.” As he approaches the door, it snaps open with a hiss.

      “Enter,” says a voice from within. If the receptionist's voice was pure sexuality, this voice is pure aggression.

      As soon as Wil steps inside the office, the door snaps shut.

      “Wil Calder, welcome to Malkor. Do you have Xarrix’s merchandise?”

      The front office might have been plush, but the back office is downright opulent. That same gold/silver-veined wood is evident here but in the shape of a much larger, much more ornate desk. The room is starkly furnished—just the desk, the being behind it, and two chairs on the other side of the desk. Oh, and there’s a giant head on the wall. Wil doesn’t know what type of creature it is, but if its teeth are any indicator, it’s easily four meters tall and likely vicious.

      The being behind the desk is definitely not the same race as the one at the reception desk. She’s big, but not bulky, covered in scales that seem to shift from pink to dark purple and back as she moves. Apart from the scales, she’s not overly reptilian—almost avian, in fact. She rests her arms on the desk and Wil can see that her powerful arms are in fact wings. At some point, her people could fly. The galaxy is full of wonders. This one might try to kill him shortly, but still. He takes a seat opposite Lorath, admiring the view.

      Wil reaches out and puts a data chip on the table and slides it across. “Sure do. Here.”

      She reaches out with one clawed hand, picking up the chip. “This is it? I was under the impression there’d be more to it, like a bot of some type.” Her eyes never leave Wil’s.

      He’s about to start into his story when a subtle red light built into the desktop begins blinking. He closes his mouth, looking from the light to Lorath and back. “Uh, what’s that?”

      Her eyes never leaving his, she stands up. “Stay right there.” She walks around the desk, and he sees she’s wearing a smart business suit: sleeveless blouse, business-like trousers. She walks to the wall and touches a control. The screen comes to life. On it, Wil catches a glimpse of the front office. The feline receptionist is talking to someone. Oh shit. She’s talking to Peacekeepers.

      Lorath lets out a hissing sound; she spins and looks at Wil. “You were followed?”

      Wil is up and out of his chair. “Are you kidding? Hell no, I wasn’t followed! You do something lately that would attract the authorities?”

      The look she gives Wil answers that question.

      There’s a knock at the door. On the screen, the Peacekeepers are standing at the door to Lorath’s office.

      “Shit.” Wil grabs his blaster and reaches to activate his face shield.

      The door explodes inward, nearly knocking him over. His face shield comes up just in time, as debris flies everywhere. Two Peacekeepers rush through the remains of the door, blaster rifles at the ready.

      One flies backward, as a pulse rifle blast hits him or her squarely in the chest. The other Peacekeeper dives to the side, returning fire. Wil is off to the side crouching, looking around. Lorath has somehow gotten behind her desk, pulse rife in hand, an energy shield sparkling around her. She’s taking aim at the other Peacekeeper, as two more storm the doorway, firing in her direction. She ducks behind her desk, taking two hits to her shield. Neither Peacekeeper has seen Wil, so he fires on both of them, distracting them, as Lorath and her rifle take them out.

      “We gotta get out of here!” Wil shouts to her, as he runs at a crouch toward her desk.

      He stops dead in his tracks as she shifts the pulse rifle to him. “We?”

      Wil is about to say something when a grenade rolls into the room. He turns away and dives for the corner, just as the grenade explodes. More blaster fire fills the room. Lorath reaches under her desk. “You’re on your own, but this isn’t over,” she growls. She suddenly drops under the desk, and Wil hears a hatch snap shut.

      “Damn it,” he hisses, as he makes another dive for the desk. Then he pops back up, firing blindly at the destroyed doorway. “Okay, now what?” he asks himself, dropping down again behind the desk. Blaster bolts are eating away at the ebony wood. The animal head on the wall falls to the floor beside him, scorched from all the weapons’ fire.

      Before he can formulate a plan, Wil hears a commotion. The blaster fire from the outer room slows, then stops; the yelling, however, increases. He slowly raises his head up, in time to see the immensely-attractive feline receptionist going full ninja warrior on the Peacekeepers. She must have been hiding behind her desk, playing the scared receptionist role until they all turned their backs on her. Wil looks around, trying to think. Okay, how do I get out of here? He crawls under the desk; there was a button or something underneath it that she had used. He runs his hands all along the underside of the wood—there it is! He touches the control and the panel under the desk slides away.

      The commotion in the outer room is dying down; cat ninja girl has likely been subdued. Wil drops through the open panel into a dark tunnel, and the hatch overhead closes behind him.

      “So now what?” Wil asks himself, retracting his face shield, looking around. Then he sees it. “Oh shit.”

      There’s a timer on the wall, counting down. It’s almost to zero. Wil reactivates his face shield, along with the night vision mode, and takes off running down the tunnel.

      A few meters from what looks like the exit, the entire tunnel erupts in dust, and the whole thing shakes violently. The explosion, Wil realizes, must have leveled the entire building he has just come from.
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          IT COULD HAVE BEEN WORSE

        

      

    

    
      Maxim and Gabe are the first to return to the Ghost. Gabe is loaded down with bags and boxes. As Maxim accesses the ship’s systems via his wrist comm, he says, “If nothing else, you saved us the rental fee of a cargo bot.” He smiles as the cargo doors open, and the boarding ramp lowers with a hiss.

      “Thank you,” Gabe answers, from behind a pile of boxes.

      “Let’s get all this put away, before the others get back.”

      “Should we secure the ship?” Gabe asks, as they crest the top of the boarding ramp.

      “No, the others should be along shortly. Computer, alert us if anyone approaches the boarding ramp.”

      “Will do,” the chipper computer replies from the nearest speaker.

      They’re almost done stocking the shelves in the pantry when the computer pipes up. “Zephyr and Ben-Ari are approaching the boarding ramp.”

      Maxim closes the pantry with a clunk. “Thanks.” As the other two enter the shared space, Bennie waves to Gabe. “Hey big guy, can you help me unload the cargo bot?”

      Maxim walks over to Zephyr, pulling her close. “How was babysitting the small green annoyance?” He leans in and kisses her.

      She smiles back. “Surprisingly, not as bad as I expected. Let me tell you about it.” They head off to the lounge section, chatting.

      Bennie looks up at Gabe. “Did you guys hear the explosion?”

      Gabe turns his head toward Bennie, while his arms continue stacking jars of something Wil called ‘an ok alternative to Nutella’. He shakes his head. Bennie shrugs.

      Just then, there’s the sound of the cargo doors closing. “Computer, start the pre-flight procedure,” Wil’s voice says.

      Maxim and Zephyr look up from their conversation. Wil is covered in dust. “How’d it go?” Zephyr asks.

      Wil opens the cooler, and grabs a grum. “Well, Xarrix’s interests here on Malkor are more or less over. The Peacekeepers raided the place.”

      Everyone stops what they’re doing. Almost in unison, they all say: “What?!”

      Wil raises his hand. “Yeah, I know. No idea what the hell happened. I know I wasn’t followed, and there’s no reason I would be. Lorath must have already been under investigation, and my showing up must have made them jump, thinking I was part of whatever they were up to. Either way, she’s flapping in the wind and her building is a lot of rubble, with the parts of a few Peacekeepers thrown in. I gave her the data—I think she had it on her when she fled, but I’m not sure.” He looks at Gabe. “For better or worse, you’re with us now.”

      The bot looks at each of them, then turns to Wil. “That is good.”

      Wil stares back, and blinks a few times. “Alrighty then. I kind of expected more. Anyhoo… let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Zephyr raises her hand. “Uh, what exactly are we going to do now?”

      “Oh, yeah, well. I guess we should decide that, huh?”

      Maxim clears his throat. “We should take our evidence to the Galactic Commonwealth. Whether Xarrix has that data or not, from what you say about him he wouldn’t do the right thing with it.”

      Wil nods. “My guess is he was hoping to sell it back to the bad guys.”

      Bennie shakes his head. “We should just hack into one of the main broadcast stations, and transmit the evidence, everywhere.”

      Zephyr looks at Wil, hard. “We can’t do nothing.”

      Wil looks over at Gabe. “Anything from you? Taking all opinions here.”

      Gabe tilts his head. “I am just happy to be here.”

      As if on cue, the ship chimes in. “Captain, the pre-flight checks are complete. We’re ready to take off.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          COMPLICATIONS

        

      

    

    
      “This just in. We’re receiving word that the conflict in the Harrith system has escalated. What was once viewed as a small conflict between two rival factions within the system has since spilled out into neighboring star systems, precipitated by the destruction of a Zengar cargo convoy. The Zengar, until now, have not been involved in the conflict within the Harrith system. The Galactic Commonwealth has not commented on the matter yet, beyond saying that they’re closely monitoring the situation. However, observers have noted that several Peacekeeper carriers have begun moving in the direction of the Harrith system, even though the GC and Peacekeepers have no jurisdiction there. The Zengar are dues-paying members of the Commonwealth. It’s unclear at this moment whether they have officially requested aid or not. We’ll have more as the situation develops. I’m Mon-el Furash, with GNO.”
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      After the broadcast, the display returns to the view of stars.

      Wil breaks the silence. “Well, fuck.”

      Zephyr stands up at her station. “We have to do something.”

      Wil sighs. “I know, I know. Damnit.” Running both hands through his hair, he groans. “We have to go to Harrith.”

      Gabe, who has taken up a spot standing by the hatch, asks, “Is that wise? Based on the newscast we just saw, the Harrith system is likely to be quite dangerous.”

      “Would it make more sense to go to Zengar,” Maxim chimes in. “Or maybe even Tarsis directly?”

      “No,” Zephyr replies. “I think Wil is right. It has to be Harrith. Showing them the proof we have will immediately discredit the Peacekeepers, and the rebels will probably lose all public support. They likely have support right now because no one knows the Peacekeepers are supplying them. Dren, the rebels may not even know who’s supplying them.”

      Wil looks down at his console. “Setting course for the Harrith system. It’s the only play that makes sense, and honestly, the only play that I can see where we have a chance of not dying. Gabe, get down to engineering. It’s been a few years since the Ghost has had a proper engineer aboard—do whatever you need to do to get things shipshape down there. Now that you’re connected to the ship’s network, just send over a list of must-have parts.”

      “Yes, Captain.” Gabe turns to the hatch.

      Wil nods at the departing bot, then turns to Maxim. “You might still get your shot with those weapons. Run all the diagnostics, get everything ready, and make a list of anything you need. Must-have’s only.”

      Bennie sits up at his station. “Can I go shopping again?!”

      “No!” Wil snaps, holding up a finger. “But you can get ready. We’re gonna need new ship IDs and transponder codes—at least two: one to get us into the area, another to get us out. To be safe, maybe one or two more. Plus, if you can work on those firewalls on Gabe’s backpack, that’d be great.”

      “You know how hard it is coming up with clean names and codes that pass even a little bit of investigation, let alone Peacekeeper levels?” Bennie asks. “That’s no small ask; it’ll take me days, at the very least.”

      “I know. Time to put all that gear I bought you to work, and you better get started.” Wil turns to Zephyr. “This isn’t going to be easy.”

      She smiles. “But it’ll be worth it. ETA?”

      Wil looks down at his console. “A week—probably a little longer if we have to make a stop to pick up essentials. Computer, keep tabs on GNO and other news sources for mentions of the Harrith system, or the Zengar system.”

      “Of course, Captain,” the computer replies brightly.

      Within two days, the Ghost is entering orbit over Trull Prime.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The crew stands on the bridge, watching the planet spin below them as they begin their descent to the surface. Gabe and Maxim both have shopping lists that make Wil’s head spin, even after being pared down to what he considers the essentials. The report from engineering was worse than the one from tactical, which Wil had expected. He’s had more occasion to use the ship’s weapons and knows what works and what doesn’t—though in his years of owning the Ghost, he’s never used all the available weapons. The missile bay is nearly empty, the port side disrupter emitter is in need of replacement, and the targeting computer is two firmware releases behind. That explains some of my targeting issues in the past, Wil thinks, remembering a time when some pirates were chasing him and the computer couldn’t seem to hit a damn thing. I just hope we don’t have to try to shoot anything.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          THE PAST

        

      

    

    
      The Reaper has been flying in FTL for somewhere around twelve hours. Wil has been sitting silently on the bridge the entire time. The images of his… well, technically captors, but also friends, sort of… dying horrible deaths at that space station have been repeating over and over in his mind. Lanksham, bloody foam spilling from his mouth at the feet of the lead Hulgian. Rolo and Jax collapsed near the grav-sled with crates loaded on it. Ulgo lying on the crate he’d been sitting on, blood pooling around his head. Lanksham’s last words over the comms unit: ‘Good luck, Wil. I’m sorry.’

      “You’re sorry? You’re sorry?” he mumbles. His voice is scratchy from lack of use.

      The bridge is dark. It’s night on board the ship, and even though Wil has been mostly catatonic the last twelve hours, the Reaper has been carrying out its final orders: ‘runaway.’ To where Wil has no idea. The ship jumped to FTL, and he hasn’t moved or spoken since.

      “Computer?” he croaks. “What’s. What’s our destination?”

      “Current destination is spatial coordinates…” The computer rattles off a string of numbers that have no meaning to Wil.

      “Computer, stop. Take us out of FTL.”

      The primary display shifts back, from stretched-out star lines to thousands of little points of light.

      “Computer, are there any ships near us? Or planets?”

      There’s a slight pause, as the computer consults the sensor data. “Negative,” the emotionless response comes from the overhead speakers. “There are no ships within sensor range. There are no planets or star systems within sensor range.”

      Wil stands up, his legs sore from not moving in hours. Suddenly he realizes he has to pee! A few minutes later, he’s back on the flight deck, looking over each station, remembering the being who last sat there. He had barely known them, had only been part of the crew a few weeks, but he had come to terms with the fact that he was never going home, and that for better or worse the Reaper was his home… but now—now what? Can he operate the ship on his own? Does he want to? What would he do with it? Maybe sell it, and get something else, something more suited to his nature? He doesn’t even know what the ship is worth.

      He spends a week drifting in deep space, cleaning. The ship was always dirtier than he could stand, but with six aliens doing their best to dirty it and one trying to clean it, he had never stood a chance.

      The cleaning helps keep his mind off his situation. Every new station or section he moves on to, he asks the computer for an overview of its function and level of automation, building a mental list of what running the ship solo might look like.

      After the ship is as spotless as he can get it, he returns to the bridge and looks around. “I can’t avoid this any longer, can I?”

      “Please restate the question,” the computer replies.

      “Not talking to you. Wait—actually I am. Put a star map up on the main display, the Reaper in the center, and highlight planets with spaceports we can afford to land at.” The main screen switches to a zoomed-out view spanning several light years, with the ship in the center. A half-dozen planets are highlighted, their names on a tag next to each.

      Wil walks around the forward stations, right up to the main display. Humming to himself, he leans toward the screen. “Mmmm, Fury.”

      He walks back to the central control station, where Lanksham had piloted the ship from. “Computer, set a course for Fury, and take us to FTL.”

      The display reverts to its normal view and the stars stretch into lines. “Computer, ETA Fury?”

      A beep, then, “Four standard days.”

      Nodding, mostly to himself—since the computer, as far as he knows, can’t see him—he says, “Computer, does the ship have any type of training mode so I can get up to speed on piloting it?”

      “Affirmative, this vessel is equipped with a training simulation mode. This mode can be activated while travel is underway.”

      Wil plops into the captain’s seat—my seat now, I guess—and tells the computer, “Okay, activate training simulation. Wait. Do you have other voices?”

      “There are a number of voice prompts available. Would you like them listed?”

      After spending nearly fifteen minutes listening to the ship say the same thing over and over in different languages and sexes (or lack thereof), Wil picks one.

      Turning to face the main display, he says clearly, “Okay, now let’s go ahead and start the simulation mode.” Then to himself, he adds, “you’ve got four days, Calder, let’s do this.”

      “Simulation commencing,” the new bland, but clearly male, voice responds.
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          JUST THE ESSENTIALS

        

      

    

    
      Trull Prime lies halfway between Malkor and the Harrith system, as good a place as any to stop and do some shopping. The black market there is thriving, which is a good thing since that’s where Maxim’s shopping list will take them. Gabe’s shopping list is easier and more straightforward, and considerably shorter.

      As they  cruise through the clouds over Trull Prime, atmospheric engines roaring, Wil addresses the team. “Okay guys, here’s the deal. We’re scraping the bottom of the ship’s accounts again. Lorath didn’t get around to paying—not that she necessarily would have anyway. I doubt anyone is gonna be handing out credits in the Harrith system, so bargain hard—bargain like your life depends on it, because it might, if we can’t get some credits in the account after this. Gabe, you take Bennie—according to Zephyr, he’s a born negotiator.” Wil nods to the Brailack, who’s beaming. “Zephyr, Maxim and I will hit the night market, and get the weapons and parts to repair the ship’s tactical systems. Questions?”

      No one says a thing.

      “Good. Then let’s do this—faster we’re done, faster we’re on our way to Harrith.” Everyone nods. “You know, I sprung you two, thinking it was just a jab at the Peacekeepers. Now I’m thinking karma is a bitch.”

      Gabe leans forward from his spot by the door. “Who is Karma?”

      The spaceport they touch down in is one of the larger ports on the planet. Wil has already identified the night market where they can get their weapons system components. The Ghost may be more or less legitimately owned, but that doesn’t change that fact that munitions of the type she uses are hard for non-military personnel to get their hands on. The night market is their best bet—home to just about everything a being could want, from drugs, weapons, technology, sex, and slaves, to things beyond normal comprehension. Wil rarely visits night markets. For one thing, going alone is a dangerous proposition. For another, they’re so full of things Wil doesn’t understand and doesn’t want to be a part of, he’d rather not get involved in any of it. Add to that are the slaves—easier to just not see that stuff.

      Walking down the boarding ramp, Wil takes a last look at everyone. “Okay, remember: get only what we absolutely need, then get back here. Bennie and Gabe, the Tech sector is out the main gates, to the right. Gabe, keep an active comm link with the rest of us, and if you hear me say ‘run’, stop what you’re doing and get back to the Ghost as fast as you can.”

      The tall bot and the tiny hacker nod, and then head off on their errand. Wil turns to Zephyr and Maxim.

      “Okay you two, let’s get this done.”

      Every spaceport and shopping district in the galaxy has a night market. Some are no more than two shabby stalls, some are square blocks or kilometers wide. Despite their size, they’re often still not obvious to those not looking—hidden behind dull and vague storefronts, or underground in abandoned caverns. Knowing how to spot and enter a night market is a skill unto itself.

      Right now, Wil walks towards what looks like a stall selling fabric. Grabbing a bolt of dark blue fabric, he calls to the shopkeep, “Does this come in a darker shade?”

      The shopkeep—an aging Partherian—woman, looks at Wil, then at the two ex-Peacekeepers, then reaches under the cash register. A section of wall behind her opens; bolts of fabric draped over the seams make it impossible to see the door until it’s open. Wil hands her the bolt of fabric and walks in. Zephyr and Maxim follow.
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      On the display screen mounted in the corner of the shop, the screen cuts to a GNO broadcast. “If you’re just joining us, things out on the frontier are getting heated. The warring Harrith factions have again let their conflict spill outside their system, as the rebels harassing the legitimate government of Harrith Prime have once again attacked the Zengar. This time, a deep-space station on the outer edge of the Zengar system has been bombed. This is another violation of the sovereign borders of the Zengar, and risks GC intervention. Already, the GC has deployed four Peacekeeper carriers to the system, with more promised should the need arise. GNO will keep you up to date on this developing situation. This is Mon-el Furash, with GNO.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          THE NIGHT MARKET

        

      

    

    
      Every night market is different: some are close to respectable looking; others are dark dungeons you’d rather never visit. This one is somewhere in the middle—likely due to it being the largest on the planet, and nearest to the most populous city and spaceport. Just when Wil is talking himself into being semi-okay with the place, he sees a stall advertising young women of a dozen different species. Of course, none are actually in the booth—that’d be too risky. These slaver booths simply promote the goods, take payment, and set up the rendezvous arrangements. Fuming, Wil increases his pace until he is past the stall, Zephyr and Maxim trailing behind him.

      

      This market is entirely underground. The entrance at the fabric seller’s booth had led down a short ramp to what must have been an abandoned mass-transit system, or at least part of one. The bulk of the market was set up in what must have once been a large shopping atrium for passengers. Some of the lesser stalls are set up nearer the transit tracks and tunnels.

      

      “You know, I’ve never been to a night market I wasn’t raiding,” Zephyr says, as they pass a stall selling personal weaponry that’s outlawed everywhere the Peacekeepers have a say. “It’s remarkable how they can be so established.”

      

      Wil looks back at her. “Yeah, you might be surprised how many of these markets have someone in Peacekeeper command—or for that matter, the GC directly—on speed dial on their wrist comms. This way.” He heads down an artificial alleyway created by the back walls of several more permanent stalls. They turn another corner, around a stall that’s nearly double the size of every other one they’ve seen, and find themselves in what is signposted as ‘Armament Alley.’ Wil looks up at the sign.

      

      “Cute.”
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      Gabe and Bennie have a far easier task than the others. The tech sector is, for one thing, completely legal. For another, Gabe’s shopping list isn’t that long. They see a storefront advertising exotic parts, and—seeing as an Ankarran Raptor is definitely on the exotic side—they decide their odds are better here.

      

      “Welcome, my friends!” says the shopkeeper, who is also clearly a Brailack.

      

      “Oh, dren,” mutters Bennie. Gabe looks down at his companion, then back to the shopkeeper.

      

      “What can I help you with today?”

      

      Since Bennie isn’t speaking up, Gabe decides to. “We are seeking three type-G power regulators and two type-109B thermocouples. Also, if you have them, we are in need of fifteen plasma regulators, type 2.”

      

      The shopkeeper beams. “Well, well! That’s quite the shopping list. You’ve come to the right place—not many shops here have parts for Ankarran ships. A raptor, I think. Yes?” He looks between the robot and the Brailack standing with it, smiling.

      

      “You are…” Gabe begins, before Bennie cuts Gabe off, raising a hand to silence the bot.

      

      “Yeah, our ship is Ankarran. You have the parts we need? So that you know, price is paramount. We don’t need shiny and new. Let’s see your refurb stock.”

      

      “Good sir!” the shopkeep protests, “we only sell top of the…”

      

      Bennie raises his hands. “Okay, we’re leaving. I’m sure there’s another shop that has what we need.” As he turns to leave, dragging a confused Gabe with him, the small shopkeep scurries after them, running around to block their exit.

      

      “Okay, Okay, you clearly know what you’re doing. Come on, I’ll show you my stock. Let’s talk price.” The three head to the back of the shop.

      

      An immensely confusing (for Gabe) hour later, he and Bennie are leaving the shop carrying four overstuffed boxes. Bennie is beaming and crowing about how great a negotiator he is, and how lucky they are that he was able to get the shopkeep to throw in a brand-new protein sequencer with their purchase. “You know how much better this one will work versus the one on the Ghost? I’ll finally be able to eat something that doesn’t taste like a fart!” Bennie exclaims.

      

      Gabe looks down at Bennie, optic sensors whirring. “I am sure the others will be very pleased.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          THE PAST

        

      

    

    
      His days pass quickly. Wil spends all of it on the bridge—all of it, that is, that isn’t taken up with grabbing something to eat in the kitchen or taking care of other needs in the small head, which he’s found it located behind the bridge, next to the airlock antechamber.

      By the time the Reaper enters orbit over Fury, Wil has a basic grasp of how to pilot an Ankarran Raptor (which is what he’s discovered the Reaper is), though landing on a planet might still be a bit out of his skill set still.

      “Computer, are you able to assist me in landing the ship?”

      “Affirmative,” comes the emotionless response.

      Wil wonders if the computer realizes how close it is to crashing into a planet and exploding. “Good. Please guide me the through the process, take over if I give the command. Is that understood?”

      “Affirmative. Incoming comms from Fury Space Control.”

      “Put them through, audio only.” Wil would prefer no one to know he’s the only one on the ship.

      “This is Fury Space Control,” barks a voice. “Please state your business.”

      Though nervous, Wil manages to negotiate a landing pad at a low-rent spaceport. He could afford better. The ship’s account is fairly healthy, but he doesn’t know how long it’ll be until he can make more money, or how much it’ll take to doctor up some records.

      The landing goes smoothly—or at least as smoothly as Wil could hope for, given that he’s never landed a spaceship on an alien planet before, despite the few bumps and hiccups along the way and a near collision with a bulk freighter. That had resulted in a lot of screaming, both from the freighter and from Space Control.

      The spaceport isn’t all that impressive, even to Wil, who’s never been on an alien world before. It’s overcrowded, smoggy, and congested, just like Los Angeles. Granted, the occupants are all alien races: tall and short, blue, green, purple and red, tentacled, multi-limbed, slug-like, and even gelatinous, but otherwise not really that different. God, am I already getting used to this? Wil wonders.

      “Computer, secure the ship,” he says, as he walks down the boarding ramp. “No one allowed on or near until I return. If anyone tries, issue one warning, then fire.”

      “Acknowledged.” The inner doors to the cargo area close behind him.

      Wil wanders the spaceport for a few hours, before catching on to how it’s set up. There is the obvious surface layout: clothiers, food stalls, technology shops, all in little groupings. But then he starts to see the underlying organization. Thankfully, being a human among beings who either don’t know what a human is, or do and find it interesting, helps them open up when he asks questions. Another hour of wandering about, and he’s knocking on a door to a storefront that looks like it hasn’t been occupied in years.

      The door opens, and small face pokes out. “What do you want?”

      “Your help,” Wil says. He’s not sure this is a good idea, but from what he’s been able to piece together, the being behind this door is his best bet for actually surviving the next few weeks.

      The door opens, and Wil enters, before it slams shut behind him. As his eyes adjust, he sees that his potential savior is a roughly four-foot-tall green alien, with a big head. The being walks ahead of him, through an anteroom which has a shimmering privacy field over the doorway. Beyond is a workshop that puts NASA to shame. There are monitors everywhere, and computer consoles of various sizes and shapes.

      The small being turns. “So, what do you want?” It points to a stool on the opposite side of a work bench. Wil sits down and begins to outline his problem.

      “Easy,” the alien says. “You got money? This won’t be cheap. Also, we’ll have to do the last of the work on your ship.”

      Wil spends another three hours sitting in what the small being—Ben-Ari, he said his name is—calls his ‘customer lounge.’ There’s not much to do in this lounge other than sit and watch some alien news channel, which seems to be the only thing—other than porn—that Ben-Ari streams into his little hacker’s den.

      Finally, the alien says, “I’m done, here.” He tosses a bracelet-like thing to Wil, who catches it easily. “That’s a wrist comm. I’m sure you saw them on your old crew. When we get to your ship, I’ll tie the wrist comm to your ship’s computer systems, after I’ve changed its name and registration data.”

      The walk back to the spaceport is certainly shorter than Wil’s original journey. Less than an hour after leaving Ben-Ari’s shop, they’re in the Reaper’s computer access area, located in the engineering space. Ben-Ari is crawling around inside the computer core, while Wil sits at a workbench, exploring the features of his new wrist comm.

      “Hey! Human,” Ben-Ari calls, as he crawls back out of the access space, tablet in hand. “What do you want to call your new ship?”

      Wil looks around the engineering space, thinking of Jax and Rolo, of Ulgo and Lanksham, the two other crew members he never got to know, all of whom died in the Hulgian space station. Ghosts who Wil will never forget. Beings who could have killed him when they found him or left him to die in his pod, but who instead showed him a kindness not common in the galaxy. Ghosts.

      “She’s the Ghost. That’s her name. Ghost.”

      Ben-Ari nods, “The Ghost, good name.” He taps on this tablet a few times. “Done.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
    

  



  
    
      
        
          REPAIRS

        

      

    

    
      As Wil and his team approach the Ghost, they see that Gabe and Bennie have returned, and are already hard at work. Gabe is standing on a work-lift, reaching deep inside the port engine pod. Bennie is also on the lift, a data terminal in hand, providing the engineering bot with diagnostic information. Seeing the others approach, Bennie sets the terminal down. “How’d it go?”

      Before Wil can answer, Maxim does. “It went well! I can’t wait for someone to challenge us!” Behind the three rumbles a large cargo bot, with a trailer attached. Bennie whistles.

      Maxim directs the bot under the ship, to where the missile bay is located behind the boarding ramp. Zephyr heads up the ramp and into the ship.

      Wil walks over to the maintenance lift, looking up at Bennie and Gabe’s legs. “How’d it go with you two? I assume you got the parts you need, since Gabe is waist deep in an engine pod?”

      One of Gabe’s smaller secondary hands makes a thumbs-up gesture. Bennie nods vigorously, “We sure did. Got everything on Gabe’s list, and I got the shopkeep to throw in a new protein sequencer, free of charge.”

      Wil smiles, patting Bennies leg. “Good work! That sequencer is older than the ship, I think. How long before we can take off?”

      Bennie looks at his terminal. “We’ve already replaced the parts in the starboard engine, and Gabe is almost done here. Everything else can be done on the way... I’d say another tock at the most. Unless Maxim needs more than that to load up the weapons.”

      “A tock should be fine. Maxim! We leave in a tock. Make sure everything is loaded!” There’s a grunt, and something mumbled from the back end of the ship, which Wil assumes is a yes. He pats Bennie on the leg again, and heads up into the ship.

      Zephyr is waiting on the bridge when he walks in. “Wil,” she says. “I wanted to say thank you. I know this isn’t your fight. I still don’t even know why you rescued Maxim and me from the Partherians, but you’re risking your life and your ship. I can’t thank you enough. I know even if we’re successful, it won’t change much for Maxim and I. We won’t be able to go back to being Peacekeepers, and honestly, I don’t think I’d want to, knowing what I know now.”

      She doesn’t break eye contact with him, as she adds, “This could change the fabric of the sector.”

      Wil falls into his chair with a sigh. “No thanks needed—and not because I’d be doing this regardless, or that I’m just that noble. Honestly, if I hadn’t met you and Max, this wouldn’t be happening, and I’d probably be okay with that. But here we are, and it has to be done. Plus, with the exception of almost dying, it’s been pretty fun, so far.”

      He looks at Zephyr, thinking.

      “I never told you, back then when I rescued you and Maxim—I never said why I rescued you, did I?” He looks down at his hands. “I’ve owned the Ghost for about three cycles, now. Well, I guess ‘owned’ isn’t the right word, exactly. I’m the only survivor of its previous crew.” He raises a hand, as he can see her forming a question. “That’s a story for another time. The thing that’s important is this: about a cycle ago, the loneliness finally got to me. I had been alone on the Ghost all this time, doing whatever jobs I could get to keep the engines running and the ships account’s flush. Only so many jobs a single person, even one as awesome as me, can do, though.”

      He sighs and looks up at the ceiling.

      “I started looking for… I don’t know, misfits. People like me—alone, broken, nowhere to go. I didn’t know what I was looking for, I just knew somewhere deep down that I couldn’t keep going alone, not anymore. Too many close calls, too many celebrations alone in the lounge. So when Xarrix mentioned the two Peacekeepers, abandoned by their own organization, and about to live out their days in a Partherian work camp, I figured I’d take a look.”

      Wil spreads his hands wide. “And here we are.”

      Zephyr is speechless. She’s wondered about this, ever since she first met Wil, all those weeks ago. She remembers him not answering that first day. She remembers him never bringing it up again. She’s known it had to come up eventually, but figured it was his story to tell. But in all the versions of this conversation she’d run through in her head, none matched what he’d just told her.

      She sits there a moment more, before saying anything. “I see. Well for what it’s worth—and I know I speak for Maxim as well—we’re happy here. We’ve only known you, and Bennie, for that matter, a short time—Gabe even shorter—and we’re at least friends.” She pauses. “But it feels more than that. Peacekeepers aren’t known for our social entanglements… but this is the closest I’ve felt to family, in a long time.”

      Wil nods. “Yeah, Bennie certainly wasn’t in the plan. Gabe certainly wasn’t, either. But I can’t say I’m not glad they’re here.”

      They both sit quietly for a few minutes, each deep in thought over what the other has said, each enjoying the silence and company.

      Then the moment is ruined by Bennie entering the bridge. “Come on krebnakcs, we’re all set. So let’s get the hell out of here!”
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      The Ghost is four hours from Harrith Prime, everyone but Gabe is on the bridge. Bennie is at his station—originally an auxiliary station, but now a hackers’ hideaway, covered in a cobweb of data cables and additional displays epoxied to the hull. Zephyr is at her own station, assuming the role of second-in-command, and Maxim is at the tactical station. The large ex-Peacekeeper is beaming, which is disconcerting, to say the least.

      Most of the stations on the bridge of the Ghost look similar to one other—or they had before Bennie came aboard. Tactical is the exception, with its additional displays and manual weapon control surfaces—‘the works’, as Maxim calls it.

      “Now, this is what I’ve been wanting!” he exclaims, caressing his terminal. “So. Many. Weapons. The engine mounted disruptors are both at one hundred percent. The Forward section disrupter turret, also one hundred percent! The targeting computer firmware is up to date; I could target Bennie drifting out there from nearly a half million kilometers away, and hit him with a single shot!”

      “Hey!” comes the screech from Bennie’s station. “Why would you say that?!”

      Wil nods, smiling. It’s nice to see Maxim happy about something, but also nice to know the Ghost is in fighting shape, something she’s slipped further and further away from since Wil took over. “Missiles?” he asks.

      Maxim taps a few sections of his panel. “Both missile magazines are full. I was able to score a few multi-model ones: full yield, medium, or ‘overload shields.’ Plus…” he pauses, and his grin turns a bit evil. “I got six XPX-1900s.”

      Zephyr lets out a low whistle. “I don’t remember getting those.”

      “Me either,” Wil chimes in. “Also, what are they?”

      Maxim looks at Zephyr, then back at Wil. “Ship busters.”

      “The fuck?!” Wil exclaims, leaning out of his chair. “How did you manage to score those without Zephyr or I seeing—or bankrupting us, or alerting the Peacekeepers or even just the local police?”

      The large Palorian grins. “After we made our purchases, and you and Zephyr were on your way out. I asked the shopkeep for a favor. I thought I’d noticed them in the back of the shop in a corner. Selling that type of ordinance is, if it’s possible, extra illegal. He’d had them a few years and never found anyone to take them, at least for a price he was willing to take the risk for.”

      “Okay. But since we hardly had any credits left, there’s no way you could’ve pay that price, whatever it was,” Wil says.

      “Right, but I dropped some hints that we’d likely be quite popular, and/or wealthy, if this mission goes well. Since he’d been sitting on them so long… and given that even being caught with them, selling them or not, would land him a life sentence on a Peacekeeper labor moon... he just gave them to me.”

      Bennie, who’s been listening intently, chimes in. “Maybe I have some competition for this crew’s chief negotiator?”

      Wil looks at the hacker. “Who says that role is filled by you, pipsqueak?”

      Bennie affects a stricken look and seems about to protest when he scrunches his face up. “What’s a pip squeak?”

      In unison, Zephyr and Maxim both say: “A human thing.”

      Just then, Gabe’s voice comes over the speakers. “Captain, please come to engineering.”

      Wil hits a button on his chair. “On my way. Zephyr, keep us moving in the right direction—and don’t let Bennie touch my console.”

      The Ghost is not a large ship; the forward section is only made up of two decks, the bridge, the staging area-cum-armory and airlocks, with a maintenance area below. The main corridor—or ‘neck’, as Wil refers to it—is nearly as long as the primary section of the ship: one deck, plus maintenance spaces above and below. It gets a bit taller as you move into the main body of the ship, where the crew space and lounge is, with engineering directly beyond. Wil walks through it all, remembering the first time he was in the lounge.

      The hatch to engineering is closed when he approaches. He touches the control pad beside it, and a light turns green and the doors open.

      “Gabe, what’s up? Oh. My. God.” The entire engineering space is spotless. The main engine is thrumming peacefully—the random hiccup that had plagued the drive apparently gone. The stains on the bulkhead that Wil was always afraid to ask about are also gone. The maintenance area and workbench: spotless. The heat that normally permeated the place: also gone.

      “Hello, Captain. I wanted to give you a status update on the engineering space. As you can see, I’ve fixed the imbalance in the main FTL drive. I’ve also cleaned, and replaced all the burnt-out thermocouples, which has addressed the increased heat in this compartment. Several other subsystems have been repaired, or, in extreme cases, replaced.”

      Wil is spinning around, taking it all in. “You’re a miracle-worker. I wonder if there’s another smaller you in that shoulder thingy.”

      Gabe looks at the mysterious attachment. “I highly doubt there is a smaller copy of myself in this device.”

      Wil shakes his head. “Whatever it is, good work, Gabe. It’s awesome that you’re with us—”

      Before he can say anything more, Zephyr interrupts over the ship’s intercom, “Wil, you better get up here. There’s something you need to see.”

      Wil turns and leaves without another word.

      As the hatch to engineering closes, Gabe bows his head slightly. “Thank you, Captain.”
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      After Ben-Ari finishes his work on the ship, Wil spends another week on Fury. The small hacker has assured him that the identity change would propagate to the old log files of the Fury Space Control, so that the Reaper isn’t logged as landing while the Ghost is logged as leaving. Wil spends much of his time on the ship, running through its training mode, which he discovers isn’t limited to the flight controls. While engineering isn’t his strong suit, he’s been able to get the ship to at least train him on how to identify the more serious problems—even if he doesn’t possess the skill to fix them. He uses a little more of his dwindling cash to hire an engineer to come aboard and give the engineering space a once over, addressing any major issues. Luckily, the previous engineering team had done a pretty good job of keeping the engines shipshape.

      Once he’s sure the ship is in as good a condition as possible, he ventures back into the shopping district and beyond. Ben-Ari has given him a rudimentary map, marked with places to avoid and places where he might find work—sorted by the kind of work he might be okay with, from mercenary work to smuggling to basic freight hauling. Wil isn’t sure which he’s comfortable with, but is pretty sure that the former is out; if nothing else, he’s not sure how good he’d be at that type of work without a crew.

      Hiring a crew is also out. Wil doesn’t know the first thing about leading others, nor does he know who he could trust, or what races work best with others. Plus, based on what’s left in the ship’s accounts, he’s pretty sure the crew he could afford would kill him and sell the Ghost at the first opportunity.

      He wanders into a bar that Ben-Ari flagged as having potential for work of the non-mercenary type. Sitting at the bar, he orders a drink—grum, which has become his new favorite beverage, if for no other reason than it’s ubiquitousness, and has reliable side effects. He knows he can get a buzz, and even shit-faced, but it works so like beer that he can manage it. Almost everything else on the menu is liquors from around the sector he has no idea about. One sip could lay him out, which wouldn’t be good.

      Unfortunately, Ben-Ari’s map and notes aren’t tremendously helpful, or at least informative. The notation on this bar is simply the word ‘Xarrix.’ Whatever or whomever that is, Wil thinks. He flags down the barkeep, and leans forward. “Does ‘Xarrix’ mean anything to you? I’m looking for it, or him or her, or whatever.”

      The barkeep looks at him blankly, then glances over Wil’s shoulder to the back of the bar, where several booths sit. All have a privacy screen activated, protecting their occupants from being seen or overheard. The barkeep points to the middle booth. Wil nods and takes a big gulp of grum, steeling his nerves, then gets up and makes his way to the back booths.

      As he approaches, two giant aliens move in from the tables nearby. Wil has no idea what race they are. He’s never seen either before—but that’s not saying much, really.

      “What do you want?” one asks.

      Wil looks up. This particular alien is nearly eight feet tall, and is apparently made entirely of muscle.

      “I’m looking for Xarrix.” The two just stare at him. “I was, uh told that, well, maybe he’d have work for me?” Wil is starting to rethink this whole idea, when the silent one lifts its wrist comm and whispers into it. There’s a reply, and the alien whispers some more, before he looks at his colleague and nods. They part and the talkative one points to the booth.

      Stepping through the privacy field and into the booth, Wil sees that Xarrix is indeed a who, though of a race Wil can’t identify either--something vaguely reptilian.

      “So you need work, huh?” The alien says, without preamble. “Tell me about your ship.”

      Wil does his best to describe the Ghost, without revealing it’s a warship. He’s hoping this doesn’t come up. Instead, he emphasizes his desire to haul cargo and maybe, if needed, to smuggle it. Ten minutes later, he leaves the booth with his first paying gig as the owner of a spaceship. Not bad for a human, he thinks to himself, walking out into the street beyond.
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          HITTING THE FAN

        

      

    

    
      “Coming to you from the Peacekeeper Carrier Pax Magellanic, I’m Mon-el Furash with GNO. The Peacekeepers have welcomed us—and you—aboard one of their most impressive carriers on the front lines of this conflict on the frontier. Just the other day, the Harrith rebels bombed a trade depot which, at the time of the attack, had two Quilant Trade Federation freighters docked within it. Both were destroyed, and their crews killed. The Harrith Navy was able to track down one of the rebel vessels and destroy it, but the other two were able to escape. Understandably, the Quilant are demanding restitution and revenge, and their fleet is reported to be en route to the Harrith system. Stay tuned for updates as events unfold. Back to you, Xyrzix and Megan.”
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      “Would you look at that? That’s a lot of firepower,” Bennie says, as the primary display resolves into four Peacekeeper carriers holding position in space, surrounded by a dozen or so smaller Peacekeeper vessels. Twenty or thirty Zengar ships, considerably smaller than the Peacekeeper vessels, flit around the four large warships. Opposite them, still within the boundaries of the Harrith system, is a small fleet of Harrith Defense Force ships; only one is the size of a Peacekeeper ship, with the rest much smaller.

      

      “Should we go around?” Maxim asks.

      

      Zephyr looks up from her station. “Even at FTL; it’d take too long. With the Quilant on their way, the Harrith will have no choice but to acquiesce and allow the Peacekeepers into the system to help squash the rebellion. If they don’t, they face being forcibly invaded, and drawn into a war they can’t hope to win. If they give in, the GC has a strong foothold and a reason to push for them to join, and if they resist, the GC will have a strong foothold, and the firepower to force them to join. Sucks to be the rebels right now—no matter what happens, they’re likely about to be wiped out, by the very people who’ve been supplying them.”

      

      Bennie looks up from his station. “Moot point.”

      

      No sooner has the last word left his mouth than a few dozen warships drop out of FTL, directly between the Peacekeeper forces and their allies and the Harrith Navy, and immediately opening fire in every direction at every ship, Peacekeeper and Harrith Navy alike. Ships start exploding on both sides, taken completely by surprise.

      

      “The Rebels! Damnit!” Wil exclaims, grabbing the controls, bringing the Ghost around in a wide arc, off its original course. “Computer, combat alert!” A torpedo whizzes by the ship, exploding just aft, rocking the ship heavily.

      

      Chaos erupts on both sides, as ships accelerate towards the battle, weapons blazing. Two of the Peacekeeper carriers begin launching fighters, while the smaller Zengar ships spread out, forming wolf-packs and chasing the rebel ships. Wil knows that the Zengar do not have a massive navy, since the GC technically protects them with Peacekeepers, but all GC members are allowed to keep a small ‘home fleet’. The Zengar, apparently wanting blood after the trade station explosion, seem to have sent their entire home fleet here.

      

      “You got it, combat alert!” the chipper computer replies. “All tactical systems online, shields at full power.”

      

      Zephyr is furiously working her console, tagging as many ships as she can. “Looks like the rebels don’t realize who’s been supplying them. Or just don’t care—they’re attacking everyone: Peacekeeper, Zengar, and Harrith.”

      

      Wil is swinging the ship below a flaming Peacekeeper ship—a Corvette, from the looks of the remains. “Karma. Is. A. Bitch!” he yells. The ship takes a hit, and sparks erupt from overhead. “Max! Weapons free! Focus on the rebels—but Peacekeepers and Harrith are free game too, until we can get clear and find someone to give our information to. Someone shoots at us, shoot right back at ‘em!”

      

      Outside the Ghost, a flaming Peacekeeper Carrier explodes as it takes two dozen missiles to its port side. Six Harrith rebel ships break formation around the burning carrier. Another wave of ships follows close behind, unleashing more missiles into the flaming side of the massive ship. Escape pods are ejecting from all over the carrier, even while its guns are still firing—some of the crew clearly deciding to go down with the ship, or being told to. Three of the rebel ships explode at that moment; another takes a hit and careens past the dying carrier, right into a Harrith Navy cruiser. Fighters are flitting around taking whatever shots they can, letting their missiles fly in all directions.

      

      The Ghost tilts on its wing and flies between two of the larger Harrith Navy ships, shields flaring, disruptors blasting out at the smaller craft in its path. A rebel frigate is directly ahead, and before he can think to give the order, Wil hears the telltale rattle that precedes missiles launching from the lower section of the ship. Suddenly, four missiles break out from under Ghost, flying straight for the rebel ship. It tries to out maneuver the fast-moving projectiles, but fails, taking all four on its side. Seconds later, the entire ship cracks in half, as secondary explosions riddle the vessel. The Ghost flies right through the gap in the two flaming halves.

      

      Wil lets out a whoop. “Great shooting!”

      

      Zephyr calls out targets, as Maxim continues to work the tactical console. “This is fun!” the big Palorian is shouting, destroying smaller rebel craft with well-placed disruptor bolts. The turret mounted on the upper section of the bridge module is letting loose blasts in all directions.

      

      From the screen in the corner, the GNO feed is still narrating events to the whole galaxy: “… if you’re just joining us, things here outside the Harrith system have taken a turn for the—well, ‘worse’ is putting it mildly. Tempers were already reaching boiling point when a small vessel appeared out of FTL, attempting to enter the Harrith system. It’s unclear if these two events are connected, but shortly after this vessel appeared, so did the Harrith rebels. The rebels were only on the scene a fraction of a tock before opening fire on the Peacekeepers, the Harrith Navy, and the Zengar. The entire area has erupted into chaos, with ships firing at each other, seemingly at random.” The newscaster pauses, listening to her co-anchors back in the studio. “Yes, Xyrzix, it’s been terrifying, but so far the Pax Magellanic has remained safely out of the fight. I’ll keep you posted as things develop. For now, back to you and Megan.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          GABE

        

      

    

    
      Having decided that standing on the bridge offers very little value, Gabe has spent much of his time in engineering, figuring that this will be a better use of not just his time but capabilities. The days spent in FTL en route to the Harrith system have afforded Gabe time to get to know the crew, as well as the systems of the Ghost. He has to admit, the stories about the Ankarran shipwrights are true: the Ghost is an impressive vessel for its size.

      He had been busying himself cleaning a spare thermocouple when the ship lurches to one side, the computer announcing, “Combat alert! Secure all sections, all personnel report to battle stations!”

      Silently, Gabe sends a wireless connection request to the main computer: Computer, report please.

      Over the wireless connection, the ship replies: “The Captain has activated the ship’s combat systems. Several ships have begun firing, causing all ships in the vicinity to return fire. We are in the cross-fire.”

      Calmly, Gabe puts the thermocouple and his cleaning supplies away, activating the magnetic components of his feet to keep standing as the ship shakes and rattles from the impacts, lurching in an attempt to avoid enemy fire.

      A flashing alert draws his attention: one of the starboard plasma conduits has begun leaking, interfering with other systems nearby. Gabe picks up a portable toolkit, his smaller manipulators holding it against his torso, and enters the starboard service corridor. Similar corridors run from each side of the engineering space the entire length of the ship’s wing, ending in a crawlspace in the actual engine pod.

      The starboard corridor is already toxic to most oxygen-breathing species by the time Gabe enters it. Plasma from the ruptured conduit is flowing into the area, turning into a toxic gas as it interacts with the ships breathable atmosphere.

      Gabe hurries up the corridor to where the breach is indicated, the ship still shaking all around him. Withdrawing a patch kit from his toolkit, he moves aside wiring and other equipment from around the rupture; many wires have already corroded in the gas. As he places the patch over the breach, it magnetically seals itself against the conduit; with the touch of a button on the control pad built into the patch itself, the outer edges of the patch begin to melt, fusing to the conduit. When the indicator on the patch control panel turns green, Gabe returns his attention to the other components nearby, stripping away the corroded insulation and, in some cases, cutting wires and patching new pieces in.

      Gabe is returning to engineering when another alert lights on up on the master ship’s system display. He immediately hurries out through the main crew space. The airlock leading into the cargo area has snapped closed—there’s an enormous breach in the hull, air is whistling out of it. Cycling through the airlock, Gabe grabs a large piece of metal from its resting place against the bulkhead, and lurches towards to the breach. The ships maneuvers aren’t helping; despite being able to magnetize his feet, the grav-plating is having a hard time compensating, and the patch in his hands shifts awkwardly.

      But he soon has the patch secured, the ship’s computer confirming no more leaks. Gabe has made it back to the main crew space when the ship rattles worse than it ever has before, and the sound of wrenching metal fills his sensors. He runs to the engineering area, and, glancing at the master display, rushes into the port service corridor.

      “Captain,” he says into his comms unit, “our port engine pod has taken several hits. FTL will be impossible if it takes any more abuse.” Something catches his attention, perhaps his report to the Captain was optimistic—FTL may be already a non-option.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          WORSE, BEFORE IT GETS BETTER

        

      

    

    
      Each time the Ghost attempts to make a break deeper into the Harrith system, a rebel, Peacekeeper or Harrith Navy ship intercepts them.

      “Captain, our port engine pod has taken several hits,” Gabe reports from the engineering space. “FTL will be impossible if it takes any more abuse.”

      “Doing what I can, Gabe. You do the same!” Swinging the Ghost in a tight arc, Wil barely avoids a Zengar cruiser that’s flying out of control, flames, and debris falling from it as it goes. “Hold on!” He spins the ship on its axis to avoid what looks like a piece of an FTL engine.

      The battle has been raging for close to an hour. One Peacekeeper Carrier is nothing but a wreck; another is limping to the outer edge of the engagement. The Zengar, out for blood, aren’t letting the rebels have even a second’s rest. The Quilant, who have also arrived, have mainly been engaging the Harrith, only occasionally firing on the rebels if one gets close. Meanwhile, the Ghost, as an actual third party, is doing its best not to get destroyed by all sides, who seem to think the Ghost is whomever they’re angry at.

      “We’ve got to get clear! We’re taking too many hits!” Zephyr shouts from her station. “The port Disruptor is on the verge of overheating, and we’re running low on missiles.”

      Maxim looks over from his station. “We still have the XPX-1900s!”

      Wil nods. “We might end up needing them if things keep up like this!” The ship shakes and rocks, and the primary display waivers and crackles with static before returning to normal. A panel to Wil’s left explodes, showering him with sparks. Two rebel light-attack craft are swooping around on an attack run. Maxim takes one out using the starboard disruptor, but the other rains weapons-fire across the back of the ship and the neck connecting the forward section.

      “Captain, there’s a hull breach in the cargo area!” Gabe’s voice filters through the alarms blaring on the bridge.

      Wil steals a glance at a master system display off to the side of his console—the cargo hold is flashing red, while the crew lounge is slowly pulsing orange, on the verge of losing pressure too. The hatch between the two spaces must have been compromised.

      “Do what you can Gabe! Max, get those, XP’s ready.”

      The big Palorian grins evilly. “XPXs and acknowledged.”

      Bennie, who’s been quiet for some time now, pipes up. “Wil, I have an idea.”

      Wil glances over. “I’m all ears!” The ship corkscrews around a Harrith Navy cruiser, which is slugging it out with a Quilant carrier.

      “I’ve been scanning all the comms chatter since this whole mess started, and I think I’ve isolated the primary frequencies each faction is using. If we can boost the power of our transmitter, I might be able to broadcast our data to all of them at the same time.”

      “Gabe, did you hear that?”

      “I did, Captain. I will do what I can down here to provide the power that Bennie requires. I need only a few more centocks to address the hull breach.”

      Wil looks at Bennie. “Get to work.”

      “This will likely piss off Xarrix and Lorath, you know?” Zephyr points out. “Whatever it is they had planned for this info is about to be undone.”

      “Can’t be helped. If we survive this, we can work on making it up to them. Or avoiding them.”

      The Ghost spins around another Quilant ship, firing its last two regular missiles at a rebel ship that has just fired on a Peacekeeper cruiser. “Max, that largest rebel ship: put two XPXs in it. With the other two, target that Peacekeeper Carrier there.” He points at the fourth Peacekeeper carrier on the main display, which has somehow avoided any substantive damage. “That one. They clearly know something—they’re staying just out of the main engagement zone.”

      Maxim nods, working his console. Deep inside the weapon’s magazine in the main body of the ship, four of the six XPX-1900 missiles are moving into the forward launchers: two in each chamber, two in the ready loader for each chamber. There are still dozens of ships in the fight, slugging it out, firing whatever they have left at each other. The Zengar, by far the smallest force in this melee, are down to only a few ships, mostly hovering near the lone Peacekeeper Carrier that’s entirely undamaged. Another Peacekeeper Carrier is limping away, while yet another burns, and a final one is nothing more than several large chunks of debris.

      Two of the ship-buster missiles streak away from the Ghost toward the now-doomed rebel ship. Moments later, two massive explosions rip the vessel apart.

      The remaining rebels, having probably caused as much confusion as they feel they can, have slowly withdrawn, fighting to extricate themselves in order to make a getaway. The Ghost is trailing smoke and drive plasma from its port FTL engine pod, and its port disruptor is offline.

      Bennie hoots. “Got it. I’m ready!”

      “Gabe, you ready?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Wil looks over to Bennie just long enough to nod, “Do it!”
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      “Once again, I’m Mon-el Furash with GNO, aboard the Peacekeeper Carrier Pax Magellanic, where following the arrival of the Quilant, who have immediately engaged the Harrith Navy and the rebels alike, a small Ankarran Raptor called the Ghost has really changed the tenor of this battle.” The anchor pauses. “Hectic is putting it mildly, Megan. It’s likely that thousands have already died, and more are dying as we speak. It’s madness. I don’t know if the GC is on board with this, or what the results will be here, but I’ll keep reporting to the end.”
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      “Transmitting now!” Bennie announces, hitting a button on his console. His words are largely drowned out by the sound of something exploding against the ship.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          THE TRUTH COMES OUT

        

      

    

    
      Zephyr is staring intently at her console. “That Peacekeeper Carrier is now targeting us!” she shouts. “They’re accelerating.”

      Wil nods. “Figured. That must be the ship that has our evildoers on board.” He spins the Ghost about, and pushes the power controls to the max. The acceleration compensators struggle to do their job, as the Ghost flies through the remains of the battle, dodging debris and weapons fire. The Peacekeeper Carrier has turned and is burning after the much smaller ship. The Zengar and Quilant, having received the transmission, have moved off. The Harrith are moving to intercept the Ghost, while the rebels are scattering in whatever direction contains the least ships.

      “Peacekeeper Carrier is closing the gap,” Zephyr reports. “We’re almost in their engagement envelope.”

      Wil looks to Max. “Aft weapons status?”

      Maxim looks up from his console, his face not as exuberant as it had been earlier. “Aft missile bay is offline, and our aft disruptor array is non-functional. Shields are at sixty-four percent. I’m afraid our backside isn’t well protected.”

      “They’re closing, Wil!” Zephyr announces, looking from her console to Wil.

      Wil glances around at his crew. “Anything from, well, anyone? A response to our transmission?”

      “The Harrith are on an intercept course, but still a few fractions of a tock out; the Peacekeepers will get to us first,” Zephyr reports. “No one has replied to our transmission, though the Peacekeepers are trying to jam all comms now.”

      The ship rocks and Wil grabs the controls, banking the ship hard to port. More sparks and smoke erupt from a panel near Bennie’s station, eliciting a screech from the small hacker.

      “Oh shit!” Wil yelps, slamming his controls to the side, spinning the stars on the display and barely avoiding one of the Harrith Navy cruisers. “Sorry, didn’t see them there!” He smooths out their flight, as the Harrith ship opens fire on the Peacekeeper Carrier.

      “Oh, it’s on!” Bennie shouts. “They’re engaging the Peacekeeper carrier!”

      Zephyr is studying her console. “They don’t stand a chance. That ship avoided the fighting, it's fresh. It’ll destroy them.”

      Bennie leaves his station to stand next to Wil. “Better them than us.” In response, Wil punches him in the arm, which sends the smaller alien flying across the bridge. “Ouch! That hurt!!”

      Wil looks at Maxim. “Let’s even the odds.” When Maxim raises an eyebrow questioningly, he only nods. “You didn’t fire those two chambered ship busters, right?”

      The big ex-Peacekeeper doesn’t break eye contact with Wil, but reaches down and taps a key on his console. Quietly, he says, “One XPX-1900, away.”

      The sound of a single missile firing reverberates through the hull. On the screen, it streaks outwards, before banking sharply and turning past the ship.

      Wil adjusts the primary display, switching to an aft-facing camera. The big Peacekeeper ship is engaged with a half dozen Harrith ships: two are drifting, one still firing as it also drifts away from the engagement. No one seems to notice the XPX-1900 until it’s too late.

      The missile strikes the big ship amidships, cracking it in half, and causing hundreds of secondary explosions to ripple through its surface. The Harrith Naval vessels break wide, avoiding the explosions. As they watch, lifeboats begin streaking out of the dying Peacekeeper ship in all directions.

      Everyone on the bridge lets out a shout of triumph—quickly interrupted by Gabe. “Captain, the port wing stabilizer has taken extensive damage. Controls will be sluggish. I suggest you keep our speed at no more than three quarters max. We are going to need a space dock to affect repairs.”

      “Keep an eye on it, Gabe.” Wil adjusts their speed, sliding the main sub-light thruster controls down a few notches, dropping their speed. He alters their course for the main Harrith home world. Grimly, he asks, “Gabe, will we make it to Harrith Prime?”

      “If we can avoid further damage to our control systems… perhaps,” the bot replies. “It is possible I can go out on the hull and effect a temporary repair to the port stabilizer assembly. It will not be a permanent fix, I am afraid.”

      “Incoming comms from the Harrith Navy, the lead ship,” Zephyr announces.

      “On screen,” Wil orders.

      The primary display, still wobbling and static-laden at times, switches from the stars to a smoky command center filled with harried and bloodied Harrith. A female officer is front and center on the screen.

      “Thank you,” she says. “I don’t know who you are, or what you are even. But the people of Harrith owe you a debt of gratitude. I am Commander Shre’ ta’n of the Harrith Navy.” She bows, deeply.

      “You’re welcome. I’m Wil Calder, and this is my crew…” Before Wil can finish, the Ghost shakes and lurches to the side, Zephyr shouting a warning. On the screen, filling with static, the Harrith ship is lurching as well.

      Three new Peacekeeper Carriers have dropped out of FTL, nearly on top of the remaining Harrith Navy and the Ghost, unleashing every weapon they have on their prey.

      Smoke is filling the bridge. Maxim, Zephyr, and Bennie are all shouting. On the screen, Commander Shre’ ta’n is shouting orders at her bridge crew. She turns back to the camera, and Wil. “Get to Harrith Prime!” she shouts. Then the screen fills with static, and returns to the blank of the star field.
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      “Xyrzix and Megan, things have gone from really bad to terrible here outside the Harrith system! The Pax Magellanic is no more, having taken a direct hit of some type, which snapped the mighty ship in half! Moments before the ship exploded, the Ankarran Raptor, the Ghost, transmitted a data packet, which, well, if true, is immensely damning to the Peacekeepers and the GC.” Smoke is everywhere in the background, as the newscaster raises her voice. “I’m currently aboard an escape pod with my camera-bot and a few of the Pax Magellanic’s crew. We barely escaped alive, as shortly after the Ghost transmitted its data the ship exploded.” The pod shakes and Mon-El lets out a brief scream. One of the Peacekeepers says something the camera doesn’t pick up. “Oh, good,” the newscaster says, turns back to the camera. “I’ve been informed that a Quilant cruiser has recovered our pod. I say again, the data transmitted by the Ghost is incredibly damning to the Peacekeepers and likely to many others within the GC. I’m Mon-el Furash with GNO, live from an escape pod. Back to you in the studio.”
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          RUN!

        

      

    

    
      “Get to Harrith Prime!” is the last thing Wil hears, before a loud screeching comes from Bennie’s station. That entire section of the bridge is smoking, sparks and flame are everywhere.

      “Bennie!” Wil is already out of his seat and grabbing the unconscious hacker, dragging him clear of the destroyed station. The ship lurches again, and the sound of metal tearing fills the bridge.

      Zephyr rushes over and pushes Wil away. “Fly!” She yells at him, over the noise.

      Wil lurches up and staggers back to his station. “Gabe, report!” He’s fighting the controls now, trying to avoid fire from the new warships.

      The overhead speakers crackle and hiss, before Gabe’s voice comes through. “Significant damage to the central corridor. I am afraid it looks like the bridge is cut off from the rest of the vessel. In addition, the port engine pod has suffered extensive damage. It is now only ten percent functional. FTL is impossible; the weapons array is damaged, as is the repulsor system for landing and atmospheric flight. Also, that stabilizer is no longer an issue.”

      Wil perks up. “It’s fixed?”

      “It is gone.”

      “Dren!” Wil is fighting to keep the ship moving in the general direction of Harrith Prime, but the damage has made maneuvering difficult. Even at top speed out running a Peacekeeper Carrier is unlikely—at only three-quarters of their capacity, it’s impossible. Normally, it would still be a fair fight, as the much smaller warship is far more agile, and can easily out-maneuver the larger ship. But that advantage is almost entirely gone now. “Is there anything you can do, Gabe?”

      Over the speakers, one the few that remain active, the bot replies: “I am afraid not, Captain. I will continue to look for options.”

      Wil looks over at Zephyr and the prone Bennie. “How’s he doing?”

      She looks up. “He’s not dead, so there’s that. He’ll need a doctor, or an autodoc, soon. Looks like his arm and leg are broken, and there’s a gash on his head. His breathing is strong, so that’s good.”

      Wil turns back to his controls. The Peacekeepers are currently being distracted by the remaining Harrith Navy, but the remains of that force are not much of a match for them. “Maxim, check the main corridor. See if you can get through or seal off the damage. Maybe we can get Bennie to the medbay. Not much more you can do at tactical now, anyway.”

      The big man gets up. “On it.” Wil can hear him calling Gabe on his wrist comm as he hurries out of the bridge.

      “Incoming hail,” the computer announces.

      “From whom?” Wil asks.

      “Commander Janus, Senior Peacekeeper Commander, Belrus Sector. His description.”

      Wil and Zephyr exchange looks. “Put him through.”

      The screen, still riddled with static, changes from a view of stars to what Wil can only describe as an eel in a Peacekeeper uniform. “Janus, good to see you again!” Wil says. He taps a few controls on his console.

      On the screen the Peacekeeper sneers, taking in the wreck that is the bridge of the Ghost. “You’ve looked better, Wil Calder. Why not shut your engines down and surrender. Maybe you don’t even have to die—I’m sure we can find a rock to hide you under. After you admit publicly to doctoring that transmission, of course.”

      Zephyr steps into the camera’s range. “Never, Janus. You and every corrupt Peacekeeper will burn for this.”

      Janus’ smile gets wider. “Well, well, I’d wondered what happened to you and Maxim. I had heard that the Partherians lost you, but would never have guessed you’d end up with this human. Taking on a crew finally, Wil? Better for me—all my loose ends in one convenient wrapper. As I said, surrender now—you’re going to die anyway, but it doesn’t have to be painful or drawn out. I understand asphyxiating from a hull breach is rather unpleasant.”
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      “Megan, Xyrzix, things are getting very exciting and dangerous around here. We’re aboard the Quilant cruiser now, but I don’t know if we’re any safer. Four more Peacekeeper Carriers have arrived, and we’ve just received what can only be described as a final nail in the Peacekeeper’s coffin. The Commander of these four new vessels seems to know the captain of the Ghost, who we now know is a being named Wil Calder. The conversation between the two was quite telling, and—whether intentional or not—was broadcast entirely over an open channel.” She looks off screen and blanches a bit, but nods. “I’ve just been informed that the commander of the Quilant forces has been in conference with the Harrith and their rebels, as well as the Zengar. I’m not told what’s next, but I suspect that, whatever it is, it’ll be big.”
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      Wil opens his mouth to tell Janus exactly what he can do with his ultimatum when Zephyr points to the tactical display near Maxim’s station. “Look!”

      Before Wil can do anything, he sees the bridge around Janus erupt into chaos and shake slightly.

      Wil hits a control on his console, ending the call with Janus and switching to a tactical view. On screen, he sees nearly three dozen ships converging on the Peacekeeper task force. The Quilant, the Harrith rebels, and the Zengar must have had a little pow-wow while the Peacekeepers were chasing the Ghost.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          ENEMY OF MY ENEMY

        

      

    

    
      The newly formed anti-Peacekeeper fleet is buzzing around the four Carriers, doing a fair bit of damage, but overall losing more than they’re winning.

      “Wil, those ships aren’t going to last long. Those Carriers aren’t pulling their punches,” Zephyr reports, back at her station.

      Maxim re-enters the bridge. “What’s going on?”

      “Oh you know, the usual. Lots of ships, all fighting each other. Janus is a dick, and he knows you and Zephyr are here. The usual. Where’s Bennie?” Wil turns his chair to face Maxim, seeing only now that he’s in his Peacekeeper power armor.

      “Gabe and I were able to repair the damage to the main corridor... enough to re-pressurize it temporarily and get Bennie to the medbay. The autodoc is working on him. What’s our status?”

      “We’re being chased by four Peacekeeper Carriers, who’re being attacked by an alliance of all the parties, who were until recently trying to kill each other. Janus is aboard the lead ship.”

      Maxim growls and stomps over to the tactical station. Wil turns in his chair, watching him.

      “Most of our weapons systems are offline,” Maxim says. “But we still have three XPX-1900s.”

      The ship shakes, as a hit strikes the aft shields—or what is left of them. “The forward missile magazine is damaged,” Maxim reports. “But two of the XPX-1900s are in the port launcher, though, one in the tube, one in the chamber.”

      “Wil, those Carriers aren’t slowing,” Zephyr interrupts. “The fleet is doing their best, but they’re already down to half their starting strength.”

      Wil brings the ship around hard, metal groaning from the strain as the inertial compensators struggle. “Maxim, fire on the nearest carrier!”

      Without a word, Maxim hits the command on his console. Throughout the ship, the sound of the launcher expelling its lethal load reverberates. On the fizzing, damaged main screen, a lone missile streaks out of the Ghost, aiming straight at one of the oncoming carriers.

      One missile among hundreds being fired by all sides isn’t easy to spot, and is even harder to shoot down. The XPX-1900 hits the Peacekeeper carrier head-on, burrowing right through the hull before it explodes, triggering hundreds of secondary explosions all down the length of the massive spaceship. The remaining three carriers try to move away from the stricken vessel, still fighting off the remnants of the quickly-formed fleet.

      With a last look, Wil brings the Ghost back around on its course to Harrith Prime, just as Gabe walks into the bridge.

      “There is not much I can do in engineering at this point. I am sorry, Captain.” The big engineering bot looks at Bennie’s station. “Where is Bennie?”

      Without looking up, Maxim answers, “Still in medbay.”

      Without another word, the Gabe turns and exits the bridge.

      “Incoming!” Maxim shouts. The main display switches to a view aft, showing a wave of incoming missiles. “We can’t absorb that many hits,” The big man warns.

      “We don’t have the maneuverability to dodge them!” Wil reports, slamming his hands against his console.

      “Look!” Zephyr shouts, drawing their attention back to the static-filled display. Several ships are speeding towards the Ghost—or rather, the space directly behind the Ghost. They intercept the wave of missiles, each ship being engulfed in flames.

      For a moment, the crew of the Ghost just watch, dumbstruck.

      “All those people,” Zephyr says, faintly.

      “They’re buying us time.” Wil grabs his console and flight controls. “Maxim, get that last XPX ready!” The ship banks hard again, groaning with the effort. “Hang in there…” Wil whispers. “We need to shake these carriers enough to get a lead! Maxim, when I say the word, fire the missile between the two nearest ships, then detonate.

      Maxim nods. The Ghost has swung a full one-hundred-and-eighty degrees and is flying right toward the Peacekeeper force, which their now-allies are still attempting to destroy. The one remaining Disruptor on the starboard engine pod lances out at the oncoming ships.

      “Fire!”

      The Ghost banks just as the deadly missile launches. Shaking with each hit the diminished shields take, consoles all over the ship are bursting into flames, showering everyone in sparks.

      “Hang on!” Wil shouts, as the ship shakes violently, still taking hits from all sides. The already-damaged port engine pod sheers off, taking a large portion of the wing with it. The sound of tearing metal fills the ship. Then the main screen goes dark, followed almost immediately by the rest of the bridge.
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      A second later the lights come back up; the primary display comes back online, still mostly static. The Ghost is limping along, diving deeper into the Harrith system, still heading for Harrith Prime. The last XPX-1900 missile they available has been fired, damaging the two nearest Peacekeeper Carriers, but not destroying them.

      “Wil, they’ll be back in weapons range in a few more fractions of a tock,” Zephyr reports.

      “All tactical systems are offline,” Maxim adds from his station.

      Wil sighs. “And we’re down to about fifty percent thrust on the sub-light engines. I’ve got the throttle at the stops, but we’re just not moving. I’m sorry, guys.”

      The hatch to the bridge opens, and Gabe re-enters. “Bennie is stable,” he reports.

      Wil turns to look at the bot. “Not sure if that’s better or worse for him.” He turns back to face the main display. “Guessing there’s nothing else you can do in engineering?”

      The big engineering bot shakes his head. “I am afraid not, captain. The damage is quite extensive. I’ve patched the main reactor as much as I can without risking it going critical. However, it is likely it will still do exactly that, and soon.”

      “It’s fine, Gabe. We wouldn’t have made it this far without you. Thanks,” Wil says, wearily. “You might as well go keep an eye on Bennie, since the rest of us can’t easily get back there right now, I’m guessing?”

      “That is correct. The temporary repairs Maxim and I affected earlier have failed, and once again the connecting walkway is exposed to vacuum.”

      Zephyr looks down at her station, then back at Wil, and adjusts the main viewer. “Wil, look at the remnants of the anti-Peacekeeper fleet. They’re breaking away from the carriers.”

      “Can’t blame ‘em. This looks like a lost cause.”

      There are only ten ships left, out of the nearly forty that had first rallied to attack the Peacekeepers. All of them seem to have sustained at least some damage. A few will likely be destined for the scrapyard, assuming they survive even that long. The three remaining Peacekeeper Carriers are still giving chase. Two of them are damaged, but not enough to give up their pursuit. The third, having taken a rearguard position, is entirely untouched.

      The Ghost, on the other hand, is not in great shape. One engine is completely gone. Apart from the sub-light drive functioning at only half power, there are also several breaches in the hull: some patched, some not.

      “No,” Zephyr says, pointing at the screen. “They’re coming this way!” No sooner has she spoken than the ships in the display pass over and under the aft camera, and several loud clunks can be heard from the top and bottom of the ship. The whole ship shakes slightly; this is not the jarring impacts of weapons fire, but something else. “They’re locking on to us with grapplers.”

      Wil looks at his console, and sees their speed increasing, climbing back up to full sub-light. He frowns.

      “I can’t believe it. They’re towing us to Harrith Prime. What’re they doing?”

      Maxim looks at his tactical display. “Following. The third ship, the least damaged, is moving into the lead, and accelerating rapidly. We’re not in the clear yet. We’re still at least a tock from Harrith Prime, and that ship will overtake us in half that time.”

      “We’re being hailed,” Zephyr announces.

      “Please tell me it’s not the Peacekeepers,” Wil says, looking over at her. There’s nothing to focus on, now that even the flight of the Ghost is out of his hands.

      “It’s a Harrith ship. It’s Commander Shre’ ta’n.” Zephyr is smiling, probably just as glad as Wil is to know that the one friendly face they’ve encountered so far is still alive.

      “On screen.” A second later, through the static of the primary display, Wil sees the commander. She looks exactly like Wil feels. Her bridge is smoky and chaotic, and there’s what looks like a med team tending to a fallen crew member in the background. “Commander Shre’ ta’n,: he says. “It’s good to see you with us still.”

      “You too, Captain Calder. Your ship is a testament to Ankarran shipbuilding and your expert piloting. The Peacekeepers are not giving up, I presume because you have the original source of that data packet on your ship?”

      “That, and two eye-witness ex-Peacekeepers, who can testify to seeing documents relating to this whole thing. Do you have a plan? Is your government getting involved?” Wil leans forward in his chair. “We saw that there’s a GNO reporter out here somewhere. She’s seen the data, I assume?”

      “The Harrith government is getting involved, yes. I’ve been informed that our diplomats on Tarsis are causing quite a stir at the GC assembly building. Also, I’ve been instructed to ensure the safe arrival of your ship on Harrith Prime.” She stops, looking over her shoulder. The audio must be muted on her end, because she starts talking but Wil can’t hear anything. She turns back to the screen. “The Peacekeepers seem intent on doing what they can to eliminate all evidence of this little dren-storm they’ve caused. To answer your question: yes, the GNO reporter is aboard one of the Quilant cruisers. We hope that her continued updates will force the Peacekeepers to withdraw.”

      Wil smiles. “Hope you’re not holding your breath, ma’am.”

      The Commander seems confused. “Why would I do that?”

      “Never mind, it’s just an expression on my planet. So what’s the plan? We’re out of the fight—our weapons are all offline. Our main reactor is only operating at fifty percent. We’re dead weight.”

      “Is your space frame intact enough for a short trip at FTL?” the Commander asks.

      Wil looks over to Gabe, who nods. “Yes, Commander, the Ghost should survive a short trip at FTL.”

      She nods. “Then hold on to something.”

      The screen goes dark, and the ship lurches hard enough for the inertial compensators to flutter. Typically tied into the ship’s systems and coordinated by the main computer, they haven’t received the advanced warning they need to ramp up their efforts along with the ship’s acceleration. Luckily for the crew of the Ghost, compensators work in fractions of fractions of ticks—and so, while unpleasant, the jump to FTL doesn’t result in everyone on-board becoming salsa on the back wall of the bridge.
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      “Well, Xyrzix and Megan, I have to say that what started as a story of the GC and Peacekeepers stepping in to protect GC members from unaffiliated systems and rebels within those systems, has now turned into a story of corruption and greed among the upper ranks of the GC and Peacekeeper. Not only have we thoroughly reviewed the data packet released by Captain Wil Calder, but I’ve now heard—through the grapevine of this hodgepodge fleet—that aboard the Ghost are two ex-Peacekeeper officers who can testify to seeing several documents outlining this scheme to forcefully take over unaffiliated systems and join the GC under duress. Reports are that the original source of the incriminating recording is also located on board this ship.”

      Mon-El Furash pauses, to collect herself. “I’m still aboard the Quilant cruiser that rescued the life pod I was in. The Quilant have formed a loose alliance with the Harrith Navy, the Zengar, and—surprisingly—the Harrith rebels who previously bombed two Quilant freighters. I’m told that high-level discussions among the ships’ commanders have cleared up a lot of the misunderstandings between the two Harrith factions. I’ve also spoken to the Captain of this ship, and he informs me that the rest of this small fleet has agreed to protect the Ghost. Getting it to Harrith Prime, where presumably the ex-Peacekeepers from the Ghost—as well what we are presuming is the bot that originally recorded the secret conversation—can be debriefed and interviewed.”

      The newscaster stops and nods, as if listening to something, then continues. “Yes, at this time, at least out here, there’s been no official word from the GC or this Peacekeeper taskforce. A Commander Janus, who’s indicated he is in charge of the four new vessels that appeared, has only accepted one hail since his conversation with Captain Calder was re-broadcast.”

      Another pause, and then, “Yes, things are quieter right now. A few moments ago, the Ghost, likely in a last-ditch effort to buy itself time, launched a very powerful missile at the pursuing Peacekeeper ships, but rather than target one ship directly, they detonated the missile between two ships, doing what I’m told is only moderate damage to both. That said, however, the two damaged ships have slowed slightly, and the command ship has taken the lead in this chase. The allied fleet has disengaged from harassing the Peacekeepers, redirecting their efforts to surrounding the heavily damaged Ghost, which I for one am happy about. As always, I’ll keep you posted as things develop here. This is Mon-El Furash with GNO, live from the developing situation on the frontier.”
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      While it would have taken an hour or more to Harrith Prime at sub-light speed, it is only a twenty-tick trip at FTL. While this is underway, the entire crew, with nothing else to do, makes their way to the medbay to check on Bennie.

      It is the first time since the battle started that Wil has been able to survey the damage to the Ghost. His spirits begin to fall the moment he leaves the bridge, which was a wreck but makes the rest of the ship look brand new. The main corridor connecting the forward section to the bulk of the ship is ravaged, a hastily-installed patch covering a meter-wide rip in the side. The faint wheeze of escaping oxygen can still be heard around the edges. Conduits and pipes are shredded—some patched and repaired, most not. The main crew space, lounge, and kitchenette, while intact, is a mess. A nearby section must have decompressed, because anything not bolted down has been blown around the space. The emergency bulkhead leading to the living quarters is closed, meaning that one or more of the crew berths has been exposed to space. Turning down the short corridor leading to the medbay, Wil sees more ruptured pipe and torn wiring.

      The medbay, surprisingly, is in pretty good shape. The small space has only two beds, with the autodoc wedged between them. Equipment overhead can seal off one or both beds into surgical suites, if necessary. Bennie is laying on one of the beds, the autodoc in standby mode beside him.

      “He doesn’t look too bad,” Wil comments.

      “Almost peaceful,” Maxim says.

      Zephyr checks the wall display set above the head of the bed, assessing Bennie’s vitals. “Looks like he’ll live. The autodoc set the broken bones and relieved the swelling in his brain. I guess that head wound was worse than I thought,” she adds, almost a whisper. “Thank you, Maxim, for getting him down here.”

      Maxim looks from Bennie to Zephyr. “Of course. He’s crew.” He places his big hand on the small Brailack’s leg.

      Wil and Zephyr both nod. Wil walks around the bed and faces the two ex-Peacekeepers and the engineering bot. “Max is right: Bennie is, we all are, crew. Family. I haven’t had that in a long time. I didn’t leave my world and home system by choice. I was kidnapped and thrust into this life.” At the questioning looks on the Palorians’ faces and the head-tilt of the bot, he raises a hand, to hold off questions, “A story for another time, maybe. Suffice to say, in the last few cycles I’ve been dealing with homesickness, loneliness—and I’d guess some depression, as a result. But these last few weeks, I’ve felt more alive than ever. I didn’t set out to have a crew this big. Max and Zephyr were supposed to be it—I had it all set out in my head. As they say, though, plans never survive first contact, and mine certainly didn’t.” He looks down at Bennie. “I’ve known Bennie longer than the rest of you. I’d never considered that he’d leave Fury, so he was never someone I considered asking to join me. Circumstances clearly had other plans.

      “Whatever happens next, I want you three—and Bennie, when he wakes up—to know this. You’re crew, you’re family; the Ghost is and always will be your home.” Wil looks at Maxim and Zephyr, now standing side-by-side holding hands, “You both know that I didn’t want to get involved. I didn’t know about any of this when I rescued you from the Partherians. But thank you for helping me see the right path and to do the right thing. Being out here on my own, doing some of the things I’ve had to do, seeing the things I’ve seen, I kinda lost track of that for a bit.”

      “Is this when we all hug?” Gabe asks.

      Laughter breaks out from all three non-bot crew members, and they move to hug the tall robot.

      From the speaker in the ceiling: “Attention crew, five minutes until arrival on Harrith Prime.”

      “Okay, team, show time. This isn’t over yet. That Peacekeeper Carrier is most definitely behind us—possibly all three of them are. It’s gonna be a fight. Gabe, I know there’s not much you can do for our sub-light systems, but I have a feeling we’ll be landing on the planet, so I’ll need you in engineering, making sure our atmo-engines work.”

      “Captain, in case you have forgotten, the port engine pod is gone. And with it, the port repulsor lift. Atmospheric flight, let alone landing, will be tremendously difficult, if not impossible,” Gabe warns.

      “Shit, I forgot, actually. Well, it is what it is. I don’t think we’ll be safe until we’re on the ground. That Peacekeeper Carrier on its own could likely destroy whatever space stations the Harrith have.”

      Zephyr turns. “Do you think Janus would go that far?”

      “You know him better than I do, but yeah, I think he might.” Wil sighs. “The cat is out of the bag, but if he can destroy the evidence and the witnesses, it all becomes circumstantial. The GC isn’t going to explain this away easily, but they have the resources to make this all look like a gigantic hoax. We have to keep that from happening.”
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      The drop from FTL to sub-light is rougher than normal, but considering that the Ghost is no longer operating under its own power, this is not surprising. The moment they return to normal space, Wil throws the throttle as far forward as it will go, knowing that only about fifty percent of his top speed is available. The ships that were towing the Ghost have detached and are now breaking off, circling back around toward the lone Peacekeeper Carrier that has dropped out of FTL directly behind them.

      “Incoming message from Commander Shre’ ta’n,” Zephyr announces, putting the message through on the primary display.

      “Commander,” Wil greets her.

      “Captain, you need to get to the main spaceport at the capitol. Harrith Space Control will be calling shortly. The rest of us will cover you. We hope that this Commander Janus will give up once you’re clearly out of his grasp. The Quilant Cruiser with the GNO reporter will stay to the side, to capture as much of the proceedings as possible. Good luck.” Without waiting for Wil to acknowledge, the screen goes blank, then returns to its default view of the planet below them.

      “Incoming missiles,” Maxim announces. “Fleet is maneuvering to intercept.”

      “Going evasive! Well as evasive as we can,” Wil amends.

      “Incoming hail from Harrith Space Control,” Zephyr announces, then puts through the call on the primary display.

      A young Harrith in a Harrith Navy uniform shows on screen. “Ghost, this is Harrith Space Control. We’ve cleared the airspace over and around Sha’Kri spaceport. Do you require any other assistance?”

      “Hey there, Harrith Space Control, that’s mighty nice of ya, and we appreciate it. We will most definitely need help. Our port engine pod is damaged. Well, okay, it’s actually mostly gone. That leaves us one repulsor lift shy of what we need for atmospheric flight. Our atmo-engines are functional, but this ship isn’t designed to fly on lift alone I’m afraid.” Wil is fighting the controls and jerking the ship left and right as best he can, to avoid as much fire as possible. Thankfully, a Zengar frigate has taken up position above and behind the Ghost, using its shields to protect the smaller craft, mostly.

      The young officer nods. “Acknowledged, Ghost. We’ll dispatch a landing assist drone. It will meet you once you clear the outer atmosphere. Unfortunately, they’re not designed for re-entry, so you’ll have to get there on your own, but after that it’ll link up with your ship’s computer and attach itself to your port side.”

      The ship rattles, skimming the upper atmosphere. “Acknowledged and thanks!” Wil says, focusing on his controls. The primary display resumes the default view, a rapidly-growing planet directly ahead and below the ship.

      “Okay, everyone, hang on to something! Gabe, we good on the atmos?”

      Overhead the reply comes back, garbled and barely coherent: “Yes, Captain. The atmospheric engines are ready to go. I’ve also diverted all remaining shield power to the forward shields.”

      “Good call!” Wil has both hands on the flight controls. Maxim and Zephyr are hanging on to their stations tightly. On the primary display, the planet is becoming obscured by the superheated plasma forming along the deflector shields. The ship is rattling non-stop now, and shaking violently.

      Behind the ship, the battle hasn’t stopped raging. The Peacekeeper Carrier is plummeting toward the upper atmosphere, being harried at every turn by the few remaining ships capable of fighting, including the Quilant ship assigned to hold back to ensure a recording of the battle survives. A damaged Zengar frigate plows directly into the Carrier, exploding and causing explosions all along the side of the ship. The Peacekeeper craft is unloading every missile battery it has, swamping the shields and defensive capabilities of the defenders. A Quilant ship explodes right next to a Harrith rebel cruiser, which then also explodes.
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      “This is Mon-El Furash, with GNO, for what might be my last report!” The lights around the newscaster flicker, and smoke is visible everywhere. “The Quilant cruiser we were on originally was going to stay on the sidelines to ensure a record of this… incident… is captured, but the Peacekeeper Carrier has devastated the defenders to the point that this very cruiser is one of the few left to bravely defend the Ghost. As you can see, we’ve taken a lot of damage, and I’ve heard there are massive casualties across the ship. I’m told the few remaining vessels that helped the Ghost into FTL to make the trip to Harrith Prime have had their numbers cut in half already.” She ducks off screen as sparks erupt nearby.

      “I’m not sure if this vessel will survive this engagement, but as long as the truth is revealed, I’ve done my job! Back to you in the studio!”
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      As the primary display clears, and the planet below comes into focus, Wil can see cities covering much of the terrain, with large green spaces and forests spanning the gaps—just kilometer after kilometer of green and growing things. Wil whistles appreciatively at the sight.

      “Incoming contact,” Maxim reports.

      “The flight assist drone?” Wil has only ever seen a drone like this in use once. A freighter on its approach to a spaceport he happened to be docked at had experienced a blow-out in one of its repulsors—probably, based on the appearance of the freighter, from neglecting regular maintenance. The spaceport had scrambled a flight assist drone—two, actually, in case the first suffered damage.

      Flight assist drones are little more than large repulsor systems with basic AI capabilities, which help get them close to the target and locked on. Once attached, the AI shuts down and shunts all control to the ship its assisting via a slave circuit. From that point forward, the drone is little more than a slightly ugly repulsor grav-locked onto the vessel. Once the ship is on the ground, the drone AI re-activates and takes control, flying back to its base of operations.

      “Looks like it. I’ve never actually seen one, but yeah, that must be it,” the big Palorian replies.

      Wil glances over to Zephyr. “Hail it and guide it in. I’m a bit busy. If you need something, call out—otherwise, I’m going to do my best to keep us moving in a straight line.”

      The drone is moving fast toward the Ghost and only slows as the gap between them closes. By the time the Ghost screams past overhead, the drone is almost matching its velocity. Zephyr has opened a comm link to the pilot AI, and she is guiding it in, helping to identify hard points on the hull that the drone can attach itself to.

      “Sending you a velocity adjustment!” she shouts.

      “Acknowledged,” Wil replies, making the changes needed. Seconds later, the sound of something large latching onto the ship reverberates throughout. Momentarily, the controls go sluggish, due to the substantial increase in weight and drag the drone has suddenly added. But within another second, the main control display shows a repulsor active where the port engine should be, completely slaved into the Ghost’s central control systems. “Okay, this is kinda cool!” Wil says, adjusting power between the two repulsors and the atmospheric engines.

      Only minutes later, they’re approaching the spaceport. Their target landing pad is right out front of the administration center. Several adjacent pads have been cleared. Probably a good idea, Wil thinks.

      He’s working the controls to slow the Ghost down, still about a kilometer from the spaceport, when Maxim shouts something that’s lost in the sound of explosions and metal tearing. Four missiles, launched from the Peacekeeper Carrier at an angle impossible for the defenders to intercept, have taken a wide course through the atmosphere to eventually collide with the Ghost on its final approach. The flight assist drone is gone, Wil gathers, as is the starboard engine pod and its repulsor. The port atmospheric engine is also offline—he can’t tell if it’s there, or gone.

      “Hang on!” he shouts, slamming the throttle for the atmo-engines to full power. A loud boom resonates through the ship, as the lone engine pushes the Ghost up to supersonic speed. Everyone is slammed back in their seats, as the Ghost—which had for one second been falling like a rock—is now falling more forward than downward, though technically it’s still falling. “Brace!” Wil shouts, as the Ghost approaches the outer wall of the spaceport, barely clearing it. A loud scraping erupts from below; warnings go off everywhere, and the computer is saying something, but Wil can’t hear over the noise of his ship screaming through the air.

      Once past the outer wall, Wil cuts the power to the engines. The Ghost, still moving incredibly fast, drops to the ground below. The drop does little to slow the speed of the ship, which is now scraping and bouncing across the spaceport landing area, hitting random ships and bouncing like a pinball as it makes its way to the empty space that had been set aside for it. The entire bridge is dark now, the primary display first crackling with more static, then going dark, then finally—in a burst of hot metal and glass—shattering completely. The three crew members hold on for dear life, as their ship continues to bounce and slide across the landing area, leaving a tremendous gouge in its wake.

      The Ghost finally comes to a slow wobbling halt, right in front of the main administration building. “At least we parked where they wanted us to,” Wil says, then passes out.

      Outside the ship, fire and rescue vessels are buzzing across the spaceport like angry insects, extinguishing fires all over the landing area, and the Ghost itself.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
    

  



  
    
      
        
          AFTERMATH

        

      

    

    
      Consciousness comes slowly: first, in fits and starts; then a moment that feels like wakening—then nothing. Then another fit of wakefulness, following by darkness again.

      How long this continues is anyone’s guess, at least from Wil’s perspective, before the waking moments become more frequent and last longer. Voices drift in and out of his hearing—mostly sounds that aren’t recognizable, but sometimes a voice that is. There’s pain, too, so much pain, but there’s no focus to it, like he remembers from broken bones, just an all-over, head-to-toe ache.

      It starts as only a slightly less complete darkness. Then there’s some haziness, before the haziness begins to take on shapes. At the same time the voices, both familiar and not, have returned. Gradually, the haze lessens.

      “Uhhhhh…” Wil rasps out. “Did anyone… get the number of the dump truck… that sat on me?”

      “What’s a dump truck?” one of the familiar voices says. As the haze clears more, Wil can see there is a giant of a man next to his bed. Maxim.

      “Oh… hey, Max.” Wil’s voice is a whisper, his throat is dry. “Water, anyone?”

      He feels a straw touch his lips, and drinks down a small bit of water. His throat loosens; the dryness fades. He is slowly feeling more human—not that he recalls what that means, anymore. “Better.”

      Another familiar voice speaks: “Does this mean I can’t have his quarters?” There’s a shuffling, then a thunk, then the same voice, saying “Ouch!”

      Wil grimaces. “He lived, huh?”

      Bennie lets out a growl. “Nice to see you, too.” He looks more or less intact, Wil can see now—the autodoc did a great job setting his broken bones, so instead of a cast on his arm and leg, he only has bandages.

      Wil smiles, and blinks a few times; the haze retreats, the room coming back into focus. It’s a hospital of some type. Zephyr and Maxim are there, Bennie too. But where’s Gabe? There’s also a nurse and a doctor—or at least, that’s what Wil assumes they are—both Harrith.

      “We’re on Harrith Prime. We didn’t die,” Wil says. “At least, I hope we didn’t die. Because if this is the afterlife, I want my money back.”

      “Do any of you know what he’s talking about?” the doctor asks, looking around the room.

      “We rarely do,” Zephyr replies. “It’s apparently a human thing?” She shrugs and reaches down to grasp Wil’s forearm. “It’s good to see you, Wil. We were worried there for a while. You were pretty beat up when they found us.” She and Maxim both look fairly good, through a few scrapes and bruises are visible, almost healed, and Maxim has a bandage of some type on his arm and hand, mostly hidden by his shirt.

      Wil looks around. “I don’t remember anything after taking those missiles. What happened?”

      The doctor, a tall Harrith woman, raises a hand to interrupt. “Captain Calder, I’m Doctor Shre’ na’toth. You’ve been in a coma for five weeks. We honestly weren’t sure you’d come out of it. We’ve never treated one of your kind before, and it seems neither has anyone in the sector.” She consults the tablet she’s holding, taps a few things. “As far as I can tell, you’re fine now. We were able to repair the physical damage and hoped that the rest would work out. Not very scientific, but it was all we could do.” She nods to Wil, as if pleased. “I’ll come back later to check on you. I expect your crew has much to tell you.” She turns to leave, the nurse following her.

      Wil looks at Zephyr, trying to take it all in. “A coma? Five weeks?” She nods. “What happened? Where’s Gabe?” He has a terrible thought. “Who’s gonna pay for this?”

      Zephyr pushes his leg aside and sits down on the bed. Maxim and Bennie drop into chairs they’ve pulled up beside the bed. “It’s been an interesting few weeks, to say the least.” She raises her hand to stop whatever Wil is about to say. “Gabe saved us. I can’t say for certain who went down first, but what I know is that when Gabe forced his way onto the bridge, all three of us were unconscious. A large section of the ceiling had fallen on you, either before or after you passed out. He pulled all three of us out through the airlock, where the rescue crews were gathering, then went back in to get Bennie from the medbay. Don’t worry—I can tell from the look on your face what you’re thinking. Gabe is okay, he’s with the ship overseeing the repairs. He stopped in to see you, then went to the spaceport. He hasn’t left the ship since.”

      Wil smiles. “You coulda started with the whole ‘Gabe is okay’ thing.”

      Zephyr snorts. “I’m a warrior, not a storyteller. Shall I go on?” He nods. “Once we were on the ground and the rescue crews had us, Janus took his ship and fled. No one has seen him or his ship since—and they’re looking, believe me. The Harrith have filed suit against the GC, as have the Zengar and the Quilant. The Peacekeepers have been recalled from most of their patrols and posts for review and overhaul. They’re doing everything they can to save face. They’ve already publicly disavowed Janus and those identified in the data Gabe captured, or those I saw in the documents I stumbled on.”

      “But he hasn’t surfaced? Aren’t there, like, a few thousand people aboard a Peacekeeper Carrier? How could they all be on board with this plan?” Wil tries to sit up in bed.

      “Peacekeepers are loyal,” Maxim chimes in. “Sometimes to a fault. It’s likely Janus and his conspirators have been planning this for a while, and that whole time he was shifting people around so that the most blindly loyal, and possibly corrupt, were aboard his ship. Those not loyal are likely floating in space somewhere.”

      Zephyr picks back up the story. “Commander Shre’ ta’n and two other ships—one of them the Quilant vessel with the news woman on it—gave chase, but the Carrier jumped to FTL, and they lost it.”

      Bennie jumps up in his chair. “You forgot the part about the rebels!” Zephyr looks over at him and nods, and he grins, delighted with the chance to speak. “So, obviously, the rebels realized they were played, right? They joined in the fight after we transmitted our data—but that’s not all! Once things got back here to Harrith Prime, the rebels rolled over completely. Apparently, whatever their goals, they weren’t willing to put their people and system in more jeopardy. The rebel leaders on the moon hunted down every contact they had—contacts they now knew were Peacekeeper agents. Two days after we crashed here, a shuttle landed at the government compound with the rebel leaders and their prisoners. They turned themselves in, along with the Peacekeepers. The trial started last week!” The little hacker drops back in his seat, having made his contribution to the story.

      Zephyr nods. “The GC and the Peacekeepers did their best not to let the trial proceed, but when two of their members—the Quilant and the Zengar—sent more ships to blockade the planet from Peacekeeper forces, the GC had no choice but to let the trial go forward. Of course, those agents have also been disavowed and left to their own defense.” She shakes her head. “Deplorable, all of it.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          NEW BEGINNINGS

        

      

    

    
      For the next two weeks, Wil is confined to the hospital, where he is visited daily by his crew—apart from Gabe, who so far had only sent his well-wishes. Besides his team, his doctor has been his most constant visitor—mostly, he assumes, to learn as much as she can about humans. She’s fond of poking him with things and measuring the response. He’s thankful the poking hasn’t been too invasive.

      Mone-El Furash has also been to see him. Once with her camera-bot to record an official interview; the other times on her own, to collect background information. She had been a little banged up, too, and bore a few lingering bruises from her ordeal in space, but she seems to have taken the experience in her stride. Wil is hesitant to tell her too much about his world, especially with the GC and Peacekeepers in a state of turmoil. He doesn’t want to risk anything happening to Earth because of all this.

      On the day he’s set to be released, he’s visited by an elderly Harrith man in very nice clothes. The man closes the door behind himself before speaking.

      “You’re taller than I expected,” he says by way of starting the conversation. Wil just stares blankly. “I’m Chancellor Tre’ta’nok. My people and I are in your debt, Captain Calder. I don’t know if you grasp how close we were to giving in to the Peacekeepers and letting them take care of the rebellion. As I’m sure you know, that would have been the beginning of the end of Harrith autonomy. We avoided disaster, thanks to you.” He bows, then walks over to the side of the bed, resting a hand on Wil’s shoulder.

      “I don’t know how much your crew has told you, but I take our debt to you seriously. To start with, we have hired a small army of Ankarrans to come and repair your vessel. The Peacekeepers protested, a little, but it seemed the most logical place to start, and frankly from what I’m told was the only way to get your engineering bot to stop harassing the spaceport administrator.” The old man smiles. “He can be quite a force, you know that?”

      Wil smiles and nods. “I haven’t known him that long, to be honest. But yeah, I am getting the sense that he’s a force to be reckoned with.”

      “Agreeing to the repairs was, in fact, the only way he’d acquiesce to undergoing a forensic scan to validate the data packet you transmitted. Without him and your first officer, the case against the GC and Peacekeepers would be largely circumstantial. Of course, besides all that, we’ve covered the hospital bills for you and your crew, as well as room and board for them while they’ve waited for you to recover.”

      Wil nods. “Thank you. Thank you for taking care of them—of us.”

      “As I said, we owe you a debt, which in truth will never be repaid in full. It cannot be overstated how you secured the continued sovereignty of the Harrith people. That’s not exactly a small thing,” the old politician smiles. “At any rate, I know you are due to be released today, and I wanted to stop by and see you before the crowds get to you.”

      Wil makes a face, and the old man smiles.

      “Oh, yes, did your crew not tell you? You’re planetary heroes. There’s been a crowd outside this hospital for weeks. Ever since it was leaked that this was the facility where the crew of the Ghost was being treated. I suspect your Brailack friend might have had something to do with that.”

      “A leak, huh?” Wil smiles. “I’m guessing this crowd has been helpful in stoking the anti-GC fires you’ve needed for the trials, here and on Tarsis?”

      “Are all humans so insightful?”

      “Something like that,” Wil laughs.

      “Well, young man, I will take my leave. I’m sure your crew is here to take you to the spaceport. The Ankarrans are quite fast at their work, I’m told.” The old man turns and opens the door. Outside it Zephyr, Maxim, and Bennie are waiting, smiling.

      Bennie rushes in. “Come on, let’s go. Aren’t you ready to leave yet?” He’s pawing at Wil, tugging at him to get up.

      Wil stands, with some difficulty, and grabs the duffel he has already packed. “I’m ready, I’m ready. Cut it out,” he laughs, swatting away Bennies hands.
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      Chancellor Tre’ta’nok wasn’t lying when he said there was a crowd outside the hospital. Easily a few thousand beings— mostly Harrith—are blocking the street, and several side streets in front of and near the hospital. Thankfully, Zephyr and Maxim have already mapped a way out of the hospital and into a ground car, which is parked a few blocks away.

      The trip to the spaceport is thankfully quiet. No one sees them leave, so the crowd stay at the hospital, unaware. They have already called ahead, so the spaceport is ready when they arrive.

      It hasn’t occurred to Wil to ask, and no one has mentioned it, but now as the car enters the spaceport grounds, passing roadblocks and work crews, Wil sees for the first time how much damage has been done. Nearly a kilometer away, at the far end of the spaceport, a section of the main retaining wall is broken and crumbling, only recently covered in reinforcing mesh by work crews. The gouge that marks the path the Ghost had taken is still visible, but in most places now as just a section of fresh duracrete and paint.

      As they come around a work truck of some type, Wil sees it. His breath catches in his throat, and he lets out a kind of sobbing, choking noise. Bennie looks at him with some worry. “Maybe he’s not better?”

      Wil smiles. “I’m fine, I’m fine. I just can’t believe it. She’s more beautiful than ever.” Tears are freely flowing down his face.

      They get out of the car together, and walk toward the Ghost.

      She’s no longer resting on her lower hull, but sitting on the deployed landing gear. The port engine pod is where it should be, attached to the ship. The various rents and gashes that Wil knows once existed are all gone. The forward section isn’t crumpled and dented. The cargo ramp leads to an intact cargo hold.

      Wil lets out a low whistle. The entire hull is unblemished—even dings and dents that existed before this whole adventure started are gone. It’s like the Ankarrans built an entirely new ship, instead of repairing the one he had.

      “Where are they?” he asks. “The Ankarrans?”

      “They left two days ago,” Maxim answers. “Not a very chatty bunch. We tried to get them to stay so you could thank them in person. They declined.”

      From the top of the cargo ramp comes a voice. “Hello, Captain. I hope you will forgive me for not coming to see you in the hospital more frequently. As an engineer, there was nothing for me to do there, and plenty for me to do here.”

      Gabe starts to walk down the cargo ramp. Wil walks up to meet him, and puts his hand on the big bot’s shoulder. “I understand. Thank you for looking after her.”

      Gabe bows slightly. “Of course.”
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      “Well, Megan and Xyrzix, things are certainly getting interesting. I’m still on Harrith Prime, for what some are calling the trial of the century. The accused Peacekeeper agents are taking the stand tomorrow, and it’s anyone’s guess what they’ll say. They’ve been publicly disavowed by both the Peacekeepers and the GC, but have maintained their innocence, saying they were just following orders from their superiors.” Mon-El Furash is standing outside a building amid a large crowd of protesters and reporters a like. “As this trial is hitting a critical phase, the hunt for the renegade Peacekeeper, Commander Janus, and his ship have so far turned up nothing. Some say that this is further Peacekeeper interference and that the ship has been located but the Peacekeepers just aren’t telling anyone. Who can say, at this point, which is the more likely scenario?” She pauses, listening to something in her earpiece. “Yes, that’s correct. The last member of the crew of the Ghost, its Captain Wil Calder, has been released from the hospital and is reportedly at the spaceport now. I say reportedly because, somehow, despite the sizable crowd around the hospital, Calder and his team have not been seen coming or going. I suspect they’re trying their best to avoid the limelight right now.”
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      Wil wakes up, thankfully in his own bed, in his quarters aboard the Ghost. It’s been a week since his release from the hospital, and he’s anxious to get on with his life. Despite the Ankarrans leaving, the Ghost wasn’t exactly ready to fly. Gabe had a few more things to do that the Ankarrans deemed within his abilities to manage without them. Plus, there was the little issue of explaining the existence of the XPX-1900 missile still in the Ghost’s magazine.

      The crowd from the hospital hadn’t taken long to relocate to the spaceport. Thankfully, the local police and armed forces are keeping a secure perimeter, since technically the port is closed while the repairs to its structure are being completed. Traffic is being diverted to two other spaceports nearby.

      Wil walks into the main crew lounge to find all the others at the table, eating breakfast. Bennie looks up. “Morning, sleepy.”

      Wil grunts and makes his way to the coffee machine. Out of habit, he reaches out to hit it a few times, before remembering that Gabe has fixed it. It makes coffee now without abuse. He takes a sip from the steaming cup that is dispensed, then another and sits down next to Bennie. “Okay, now I can deal with you.” Bennie makes a discourteous grunt.

      Just then, the computer speaks up. “Captain, there’s an incoming message for you, from a Mr. Xarrix.”

      “Well, shit,” Wil sighs, looking up at the ceiling. “Take a message.”

      A moment later, the computer chirps, “He says you owe him, and you’re not off the hook.”

      Wil looks around the table. “Guess we’d better get going, so.”
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      “Wil Calder, you grolacking krebnack! You’re dead, you hear me! That little stunt you pulled at Harrith Prime almost ruined me! The data I went to great lengths to steal is worthless now—my operations on Malkor are in shambles, and the consortium somehow has the idea that I’m behind the break-in at their secure storage station. Thankfully, I was able to deflect that last charge a little, by giving an anonymous tip about the real identity of the burglars. Good luck, you're going to need it!"
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      “Good morning, I’m Mon-El Furash, coming to you live from the Harrith Prime central courthouse. The ‘Peacekeeper Eight’, as they’re being called, have been found guilty on all counts. The verdict was read moments ago and, as you can hear, the crowd outside the courthouse is elated. The convicted Peacekeeper agents will be sentenced later today, and it’s assumed that they’ll face the maximum punishment of life imprisonment at a labor camp, contributing to the overall good of Harrith Prime for the rest of their lives.” She puts a hand to her ear, listening. “Yes, that’s right, Megan. All eight were found guilty. No, the crew of the Ghost hasn’t been seen since two of them testified a few days ago, but they are –” She pauses and looks skyward, where a roar can be heard. “Correction, they were, until just now, still here on Harrith Prime.” Another pause to listen. “Yes, I’m told the trials on Atrax Three brought by members of the GC are nearing their middle as well, with the defense set to begin its case any day now. Now that this trial has wrapped up, I’ll be making my way to Tarsis to assist our team there in coverage. Back to you in the studio.”

      The Ghost is an ever-decreasing dot overhead, atmospheric engines roaring as it gains altitude.

      
        
        The End.
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        If you enjoyed Space Rogues, I’d love it if you left a review. Seriously, reviews are a big deal.

        Reviews help readers find authors.

      

        

      
        This is but the first adventure of the crew of the Ghost. I loved writing it and seeing these characters come alive on the page. There’s so much more to come for Wil and the team, I can’t wait to share with you!
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      “Wil, can I show you something?” Max has a more severe than usual look on his face.

      Wil and Maxim are in a bar on Harrith Prime, just outside the planetary capitol Balfon, waiting for the rest of the crew to grab dinner.

      “Uh, I don’t know buddy. We’ve only known each other a little while.” Wil trails off.

      “What? Nothing like… What did you think I was going to show you? We’re in public.” Maxim replies. He reaches into his satchel and withdraws a small box.

      Wil looks down at the box, “I don’t know man, until you and Zee, I haven’t exactly hung out with a lot of Palorians that weren’t Peacekeepers. I don’t know what y’all are into. Anyway, what’s in the box?”

      The two men stare at the box a moment before Wil continues, “There is something in the box, right?”

      Maxim grunts then lifts the lid. Inside is what Wil assumes a piece of jewelry.

      Wil reaches for it, “What is it? It’s pretty.”

      Maxim deftly slides the box away from Wil’s grasp, “Expensive.”

      Wil looks up at his new friend, blinks a few times without speaking, then finally says, “Uh, ok. Well, it’s pretty whatever it is, and whoever it’s for.”

      Maxim sighs, which is weird since he’s usually not that expressive, “It’s for Zephyr, for Garthflak?”

      Wil slowly lowers his grum, his eyes going from it to Maxim, “How many of these have I had? What, the ever-loving frak, is Gerbobble?”

      “Garthflak.”

      “That’s what I said, Garfield.”

      “Garthflak. How have you never heard of Garthflak? You’ve been in the Galactic Commonwealth for years now. It’s a big deal.”

      Wil scoffs, “If it was such a big deal I think I’d have heard of it.”

      “Its literally celebrated on every planet in the GC.” Maxim picks up his glass and takes a long sip, “Every. Single. One.”

      “Oh come on! Everyone knows about this?” He turns and looks around, “Hey you! Blue guy with a mohawk! You ever heard of grab-apple?”

      “What’d you call me, boy? Ain’t no one call a Ravager a grab-beagle”

      “Grab-ap-”

      Maxim raises a hand to mollify the indignant mohawk sporting patron, “He means Garthflak.”

      The mohawk guy turns to look at Maxim, then Wil, “Well damn son, of course I’ve heard of Garthlfak! It’s next week!” He points to a spot on the bar, “Even this dren-hole is celebrating.”

      Wil turns to follow Mohawk’s finger. At the end of the bar is something that looks like the tacky puffer fish things Wil remembers from crappy dive bars near fishing piers on Earth. It’s stuck on a stick with a bed of candy corn-looking stuff in a bowl underneath.

      “What the hell?” Wil mumbles, turning back to Mohawk, Wil points, “What the hell is that?”

      Maxim gestures to Mohawk, “Thank you, sorry to bother you.” Then to Wil, “That is a nudon.”
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      “This is the place you want to eat at?” Zephyr asks as the crew approach the ‘Pretty Quible’ for dinner. It’s been months since the 'Harrith Incident' as the media has been calling it. The Ghost has been repaired and is almost better than new.

      Wil and Maxim join them from the opposite direction on the street. Wil high-fives Bennie, while Maxim kisses Zephyr on her cheek. It only takes Bennie two tries this time to get the high-five right. He shrugs, “It has good reviews on the ‘where to eat app’ Don’t be a puss.”

      Wil looks down at his little companion, “It’s ‘wuss;’ the term is ‘wuss,’ not ‘puss.’ That’s a whole different thing.”

      Bennie shrugs again, “Are you sure? Wait, I don’t actually care.” Without another word, he pushes through the door, not holding it for the others.

      “Little asshole. He’s not getting anything for gerbilflarg.” Wil grumbles, grabbing the door handle, and letting Zephyr, Maxim and Gabe enter, then following them in.

      Zephyr looks at Maxim, who just shrugs and shakes his head.

      Despite its odd name the Pretty Quible is a surprisingly charming restaurant. Not white linen and silver utensils but definitely not shorts and flip-flops. Wil realizes that means nothing to anyone in the building so keeps the thought to himself. There’s a giant fish tank behind the ornate bar. Fish, or what Wil assumes are fish swim leisurely around each other. Each table is bigger than you’d expect for the number of seats around it. Wil supposes this might be more to accommodate the varying sizes and shapes of the restaurant's clientele as anything else.

      When everyone’s eyes adjust to the darker space, they see Bennie at a large table in the back of the room. He already has a drink in his hand. The rest of the crew heads over and sits down.

      “Thanks for waiting for us,” Zephyr says, casting a stern gaze at the rude Brailack.

      Just then the waitress arrives with three tall glasses of grum. Bennie affects a stricken look, “Hey, I ordered for everyone.” He smiles, then looks at Gabe, “Sorry, big guy, I don’t know what droids drink.”

      Gabe tilts his head, “I do not have a mouth.”

      Blinking and not saying anything, everyone just looks at the bot sitting with them. After a minute, Wil finally looks around the table and asks, “Ok, so who here knows about goldfarb?”

      Zephyr again looks at Maxim, who offers, “Wil learned about Garthflak today.”

      Bennie and Zephyr both exclaim, AH.

      The waitress arrives, “May I take your order, gentle beings?”

      Zephyr nods, “I would like an order of the jerlack steak, rare. I’d also like a side of qorrum sticks.”

      The waitress nods, tapping on her data slate, “And you, sir?” nodding to Maxim.

      “I’d also like a jerlack steak, medium well for me, please.”

      Zephyr looks at her companion and smirks.

      Maxim shrugs defensively, “What, I like my jerlack a little more done. What of it?”

      She chuckles, “Nothing love, go on.”

      He tuts and continues, looking up at the patiently waiting waitress, “I’d also like a side of qorrum sticks, and,” raising a finger, “a side of mukrot.”

      Nodding and tapping her slate, the waitress turns to Wil, “And you?”

      Wil is looking at his wrist-comm, scrolling through data, “Ah, jerlack. Ok, that’s like a cow, I’ll eat that. I’ll have the jerlack steak too, and whatever those goddamn…”

      “qorrum.” Zephyr offers.

      Wil nods, “Yeah those. I’ll have a side; make that a double, of those things.”

      The waitress nods and turns to Bennie, “And you, Mr. Hoob?”

      The others all turn to look at Bennie.

      “I’ll have the oomob salad, and a side of the fried velg.”

      As the waitress leaves the table, Wil is the first of the group, “Hoob?”

      Bennie shrugs, “I may have hacked into the reservation system and found someone wealthy that hasn’t been here in a while. I wanted us to get a good table.” He grins and takes a sip of grum.

      Zephyr turns back to Wil, “So, Garthflak.”

      Wil nods, “Yeah, so what’s that about?”
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      Zephyr looks at Wil, “You’ve been away from earth for many years now. All of that time spent in the GC, and you haven't heard of Garthflak?”

      Wil shakes his head, “Beats me. I mean Lanksham and crew never celebrated it that I recall. Once they were gone, I admit I spent a lot of my time being drunk…” He trails off.

      Zephyr nods, “Interesting. Anyway,” She takes a sip of her grum and looks at Wil, “Garthflak is at its core, a Tarsi holiday.”

      Wil holds up his hand, “Wait, what? The Tarsi? The guys that started the GC?”

      Zephyr tuts, “The same, also if you’re going to keep interrupting, I can just stop right now.”

      Wil sighs, “Fine. Go on.” He takes a sip of grum.

      “The Tarsi have celebrated Garthflak since, well forever. When they unified this part of the galaxy under the Galactic Commonwealth, they spread Garthflak as a way to help the various peoples of their new government come together. The original holiday was a celebration of thanks to the Tarsi god Grrgle.”

      Wil almost spits out his drink, “I’m sorry. What’s their god called?”

      Zephyr sighs, “For one thing, they have more than one, they have thirty or forty. This one is called Grrgle. I can’t recall what it’s the god of…”

      Gabe interjects, “Prosperity.”

      Zephyr nods in the bot’s direction, “That, yeah. Prosperity. Anyway…”

      The waitress arrives and begins putting out everyone’s meals. She hands Wil his plate last, winking, “And for you.”

      He blushes, “Oh. Well, thank you. “He winks back. Bennie groans not at all subtlety.

      As she leaves, Wil gestures toward the waitress as she vanishes into the back of the restaurant, “Great choice, Bennie!”

      Zephyr takes a few qorrum fries off Maxim’s plate, “Can I continue?”

      Bennie has a mouthful of salad but still answers, “Go for it.”

      Zephyr takes a bite of her jerlack steak and washes it down with grum, “Ok. So Garthflak and Grrgle.” She stops long enough to silence the table of giggling with a single glare. “Anyway, jumping ahead. The Tarsi needed something to bind the people of the GC in a common cause, and a holiday was what they settled on.”

      She takes another bite of jerlack steak, “Since they weren’t going to impose their religion on others, they manufactured a sanitized version of Garthflak. Since it’s a holiday giving thanks for prosperity, they simply removed Grrgle from the picture and mass-marketed the thing. Different races celebrate it slightly differently, but at the end of the day it’s a holiday of appreciation.”

      Maxim nods and interjects, “Our people, being one of the first to join the GC and have a particularly close relationship to the Tarsi, follow the more traditional week-long celebration." He pauses as he takes a bite of his jerlack steak, then points to his plate, “This is quite good!”

      Bennie decides to interject as well, “My people are a little too easily distracted by a week-long thing. Most Brailack just celebrate Garthlak feasts.”

      Wil coughs, “Feasts? As in plural?”

      Bennie tuts, “Sure. The main event is Garthflak day, but if you’ve already got all your friends and family together then why not squeeze in one or three more meals?”

      Wil shrugs, “I can’t find fault with that logic. Who doesn’t love a feast?”
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      The conversation dies down for a while, everyone enjoying their meal, making small talk amongst themselves. Gabe, ever patient with his new biological friends, is quietly sitting on his chair, taking it all in. Finally, he turns to Wil, “Captain, I believe we’ve attracted what might be considered unwanted attention.”

      Immediately, Zephyr and Maxim have dropped their forks and knives and are scanning the room slowly, without moving their heads very much. Gabe seeing their movements tilts his head in the direction behind them.

      Wil looks over Zephyr’s shoulder and grunts, “Huh. Think it has anything to do with us?” A group of beings is standing at the hostess station talking to the host. The one that looks like the leader, a Trollack, from the looks of it, doesn’t seem happy. The other three have a ‘hired guns’ look to them, and Wil is pretty sure he can see pulse rifles under their long coats. The host turns and gestures toward the table the crew of the Ghost is at.

      Gabe nods, “They are pointing right at us.”

      Bennie who hasn’t stopped eating his salad, finally pauses, “What’re you all talking about?” He reaches into his cargo pants and pulls out a small device and holds hit up, angled in the direction Wil and Gabe are indicating. “Huh. Yeah, wonder who they are?”

      Gabe stands up, “I can ask.”

      Zephyr puts a hand on the droid’s arm; he sits back down.

      The three armed goons reveal their weapons and spread out away from the host and their boss, eliciting a scream from the host, which draws attention and shouts from several nearby diners.

      The Trollack strides confidently past the host stand toward the middle of the room, “Where’s Hoob?” it asks.

      Wil looks at Bennie, “Well, shit. Did you pick an alias with enemies?”

      The little hacker looks disgusted, “Yeah, that’s listed in restaurant reservation systems, ‘known enemies.' Don’t be stupid.”

      Wil smacks him on the back of the head, “Asshole. Come on!” the group slides out of their chairs and heads away from the table at a low crouch.

      Most of the Pretty Quible’s patrons are either on the floor or under their tables now, many whimpering and openly sobbing. The crew of the Ghost is almost to the kitchen entrance when they hear the host of the restaurant, “Mr. Hoob and his party are at the back table, please don’t hurt me.”

      A blaster bolt scorches the wall over Zephyr’s head. She grunts as pieces of the wall rain down on them, “I hate cold jerlack!” She reaches down and draws two pulse pistols she keeps discreetly on each thigh.

      From somewhere, Wil isn’t sure where, Maxim produces a pulse rife, “Where the hell did that come from?”

      The bigger of the two Palorians winks and reaches over the table they’re behind, and expertly drops one of the three toughs that were working their way through the crowd with a blaster bolt to the face.

      The Trollack shouts above of the screams of the restaurant patrons, “We just want Hoob! This doesn’t have to get messy. Well, messier.” He looks down at the fallen henchman currently leaving a bit of a mess on the floor. He nods to his two remaining henchmen, who start moving around the outer edge of the dining room.

      Suddenly, Wil stands up, “Hey!” the two henchmen both stop, their weapons on Wil. The Trollack is still near the middle of the room. “So, you want Mr. Hoob, right? Who are you?”

      The Trollack nods, “I’m, well, you can call me Aster. And, yes, I just want Hoob. We have unfinished business.” His clear eyelids blink a few times, “Very ‘unfinished’ business.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Wil reaches down and pulls Bennie up from behind the table, “This Mr. Hoob?”

      “Yes!” Shouts the restaurant host.

      “No.” Says Aster the Trollack.

      Maxim and Zephyr are quietly crawling around the outer edge of the building, toward the two henchmen, still standing, with their weapons trained on Wil.

      Wil drops Bennie, who grunts as he hits the ground, “Well, I guess that settles it, doesn’t it?”

      Aster looks around, “I don’t understand.” He walks back to the front door and grabs the host who’s visibly shaking and shakes him some more, “What’s the meaning of this? You said Hoob was here, so where is he?”

      The trembling alien stammers, “That’s Mr. Hoob! I sat him and his party myself!”

      Wil reaches down and grabs Bennie again, lifting him back above the table. Bennie is thrashing around, “Hey! Put me down!”

      “This is Bennie. Ben-Ari…” He turns to Bennie, “What’s your last name?”

      Bennie, still struggling, grates out, “Vulvo.”

      Wil chuckles, “Like the car?”

      Bennie kicks him on the side, “What car?”

      “Enough!” roars Aster, his trout-like face contorted into what must be a rage among people who look like fish.

      Wil drops Bennie again and raises both hands, palms out, “Hey look. I don’t know who you are, or who the real Mr. Hoob is, but my little friend here picked his name at random to get us a good seat at this place.” He gestures around at the seemingly empty tables, “Well, it’s supposed to be nice, we only just started eating. Honestly, I’d love to get back to that.”

      Without a sound, Maxim and Zephyr each rise up from behind tables near each henchman, weapons trained right at each being’s head.

      Aster looks around the room, at his two henchmen, now unable to support him, and his dead third henchman. He makes a bubbly sounding growl and tosses the host to the ground, “I don’t know what this is, or who the wurrin you are, but… but, this isn’t over!” He turns and storms out, waving a hand in the air, “Come on!”

      The two henchmen look at each other, lower their weapons and walk out.

      The host stands up and looks at Wil, then Zephyr and Maxim. Wil just shrugs as he walks back to their table, “Sorry bro.” Before the host can say anything further, Wil adds, “This was totally not our fault.”

      The host walks over to the henchman’s body and kicks it, “What about this?”

      Wil turns to Gabe, “Would you mind buddy? Our meals might not be ruined yet.”

      The bot nods, “Of course, but please wait for me before you continue the discussion of Garthflak. It was quite interesting.” He reaches down and effortlessly plucks the body off the ground and turns to the host, “Where do you dispose of trash?”

      The other patrons are all creeping out from under their tables; several are clapping. The host wearily gestures toward the kitchen door, “Out back.”
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      The owner of the Pretty Quible is shaking Wil’s hand, “Thank you, Mr. Calder, thank you! Not only is it an honor to meet you and the rest of your associates, but tonight could have ended in much more bloodshed had you not been here.”

      Maxim leans down to Zephyr, “There would have been no bloodshed if Bennie wasn’t Bennie.”

      She nods but says nothing.

      The owner, a short Quilant man, looks over to Bennie, “While I’m disappointed you chose to impersonate one of my patrons, especially since I’d have rolled out the purple carpet for you had you been honest, I can understand wanting to keep a low profile. While that didn’t work out, there’s no way you could have known who Mr. Hoob is or what his business is.”

      Bennie is about to speak when Wil puts a hand over the hacker’s mouth and shoves him back a bit, “Oh, yeah. Totally true, there’s no way my associate could have known about Mr. Hoob. Just a bit of dumb luck, that.” He grins.

      The owner bobs his head in agreement, “Indeed. Mr. Hoob is a very well-known person, with rumored ties to Harrith Prime’s underworld.”

      “Bit less of a rumor now that Aster came looking around. He must have known that this Hoob fella likes this restaurant. Probably had a standing payment to the host if Hoob ever came in.”

      Again, the owner nods, “It’s one of his favorites. Though I’ve not seen Mr. Hoob in many tens of rotations.” He turns toward the knot of Security Services personnel standing near the entrance. Several are scanning the area where the dead henchman’s body was. Sighing the quilant restauranteur gestures to the table the team was previously occupying, each plate has been replaced with a fresh meal, “Please resume your meal, I must attend to the other guests.” Sighing again, “And Security Services."

      Wil nods, “Good luck with that.”

      Bennie breaks free of Wil’s grasp and heads toward the table, “Come on, this ain’t gonna eat itself.” He hops into his chair.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      Wil takes a long slow drink of his freshly topped off grum, then turns to Zephyr, “So what’s a nudon?”

      She takes a bite of a fork-full of Bennies fried velg and chews it slowly. After washing it down with grum, she clears her throat, “Well, the nudon. Yeah.” She glances at Maxim and Bennie.

      Bennie takes that as his queue, “Oh, the nudon! I can take this one!” He stabs some of his fried velg and chomps on it, around starting his explanation, much to Wils dismay. He grabs his glass and washes his velg down with some grum, “So, the nudon. Since the Tarsi didn’t want to force their religion on others and remove Grrgle, they needed something else to be the focal point of Garthflak.” He grabs some qorrum from Maxim’s plate and chomps them loudly.

      Wil raises his finger, “So they created the nudon.”

      Zephyr nods, picking up the thread, “So they created the nudon. It’s a happy character that teaches children about gratitude and generosity. The nudon comes to each home on Garthflak-eve and leaves behind presents, and rocks.”

      Wil nearly spits his mouthful of jerlack out, “Rocks?”

      Maxim chimes in, a fork-full of jerlack inches from his mouth, “For the bad costumes.”

      Wil puts his utensils down and stares at Maxim, “Costumes?”

      Bennie shakes his head sadly, “Your people do the costume thing?” He shakes his head again and looks to Wil, “Kids dress up for the Garthflak feast. Most dress up as a variation on the nudon. Brailack don’t do the costume thing. For us it’s all about the feast.” he spears some of his oomob salad and crunches into it.

      “Brailack make the Garthflak feast into a three-day thing. Businesses and schools are closed, it’s basically an orgy of gluttony.”

      Maxim takes a sip of mukrot, which as it turns out, is soup, and mumbles, “Sounds lovely.”

      Bennie sighs, “Yeah, it does. I wish I were going to be home for Garthflak this cycle.”

      Zephyr looks at Bennie and shakes her head, “Palorians and many other races observe some of the less food-oriented customs, including costumes for the younglings. The young dress as heroic characters specific to their race, or variations of the nudon.”

      Wil shrugs, “Well, I guess that’s not that different than Christmas. Well except the galactic participation, and the puffer fish.”

      “Nudon,” Maxim says before taking a bite of jerlack.

      “What is christmas?” Gabe asks.
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      After a very truncated explanation of Christmas, leaning heavily on the old claymation story of ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’ for material, Wil finishes and takes a sip of grum.

      Bennie exclaims, “Elves? That’s ludicrous. They’re like, what? Slaves?”

      Wil waves a hand dismissively, “Oh come on! You have a holiday dedicated to a puffer fish on a bed of candy corn. What are those supposed to be anyways? A made-up puffer fish I might add. And no, they’re not slaves! I mean, unless it’s Dutch Santa we’re talking about, but even then.” He trails off a little.

      Gabe, who’s sat quietly throughout the story of Christmas and ensuing discussion, chimes in, “It is interesting the similarities between your Christmas and Garthflak. Including the semi demotion of the religious aspects and emphasis on the more commercial.”

      Wil nods, “Well that might be more Hasbro's fault, but yeah, the two do sound really similar. Makes you wonder, huh?”

      “Wonder what?” Bennie asks.

      Zephyr sighs, “Wonder if someone from the GC visited Earth hundreds of years ago and planted the idea of Garthflak only to have it mutilated into this ‘fat man burglar’ holiday.

      “Santa isn’t a burglar!” Wil says a little more heat in his voice than he expected.

      “He breaks into every single house on your planet.”

      “Not the Jews.” Wil interjects, “Or the Jehovah's Witnesses, I think. Not sure on that last one.”

      “Do they have better security systems?” Maxim asks, leaning forward.

      “What? No!-” Wil starts, only to be cut off by Zephyr.

      “Regardless, he breaks into houses.”

      “Doesn’t your Nudon?” Wil asks, getting defensive.

      “Of course not,” she says evenly, “There’s a box on the doorstep.”

      “How practical,” Wil says deadpan.

      “Quite.” She agrees. Wil sighs.

      Maxim, still leaning forward asks, “Are the strings of lights you mentioned part of some ritual or security measure? Do they project a force field?”

      Wil sighs and glances down at his wrist-comm, “You say Garthflak is next week?” Everyone nods. “Weird, assuming I programmed my calendar app to track Earth dates properly, Christmas is next week too.”

      As the others stare at Wil, Gabe tilts his head, “That is interesting.”

      “You said that already,” Bennie says.

      Wil slumps a little in his seat, “Well, damn. I hadn’t looked at the Earth calendar in months, until now. I can’t believe it’s almost Christmas.”

      “This is not the first Christmas you will celebrate away from Earth, is it?” Gabe asks, concern evident in his synthetic voice.

      Wil shakes his head, “No, no it’s not. I guess the others came and went and I was so busy trying to stay alive and out of trouble I never really thought much about it. Plus, like I said, Lanksham and the crew didn’t observe gerberbaby-”

      “Garthflak.” Maxim and Zephyr say in unison.

      Wil takes a sip of grum, “This is the fifth Christmas I’ll miss, actually.”

      Maxim and Zephyr exchange a glance.
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      Walking back to the spaceport where the Ghost is parked, Bennie looks up to Gabe, “So, did you learn what you were hoping to learn about Garthflak?”

      The droid looks down at his friend, “The conversation was very enlightening. While, as I mentioned, I already know what Garthflak is and have extensive records on the holiday and its various observances, hearing from those who actually celebrate it was informative.”

      Bennie shrugs, “Why exactly?”

      “Knowledge.” The droid says matter-of-factly as if that is all the answer that’s needed. Bennie shrugs and continues in silence.

      As the crew turns a corner, still several blocks from the spaceport, they walk right into several large reptilian aliens, two hulgians, and to Wil’s surprise, the receptionist from Loraths operation on Malkor.

      Wil stops short, causing Bennie to walk right into him, making him stutter step forward a half step. “Uh. Hi?”

      Zephyr looks at Wil, “Do you know them?” Her hand is casually resting on one of her pulse pistols.

      Wil nods slowly, “guys, this is…u, I never caught your name.”

      She purrs slightly, “Cynthia.”

      Wil tilts his head, “Cynthia? I dated a Cynthia once.” He can feel Zephyr and Maxim back away from him. He mumbles under his breath, “Gee, thanks.”

      The two Hulgians shuffle nervously behind the feline secretary, who is apparently not just a secretary.

      Wil snaps his fingers, “Oh hey! How’d you escape those Peacekeepers?” He makes a hand waving explosion gesture, “I mean, the whole place kind of exploded!” He looks over to one of the reptilians, “It was pretty epic though. Your boss here has some serious ninja cat-lady skills.” He nods appreciatively as he looks back to Cynthia, then stops when he sees the scowl she’s wearing.

      She lets out a low growl, “When the building exploded, the Peacekeepers were a bit distracted. There was passage under the restroom.” She shudders, “It was,” another shudder, “Disgusting. The passage had been compromised; I had to hide out for three tocks in that,  sludge.”

      Bennie wrinkles his nose, “That must have stunk.” Wil slaps him on the back of the head, “Ouch!”

      The Hulgian on Cynthia's right leans down, “Can we shoot ‘em now?”

      She raises a hand, “No.”
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      She smiles unkindly to Wil, “Lorath would see you,” Cynthia says, resting a furry hand on a pulse pistol at her hip. Her weapon might not be drawn, but her friends are all sporting drawn pistols held at the ready.

      “Lorath? She’s here on Harrith Prime, too? Wow, small world, isn’t it?” He looks at the henchmen with her, specifically the reptilian ones, “Hey, are you the same race as Xarrix? Trenbal right?”

      Cynthia doesn’t wait for either of her goons to answer. She takes a step forward and purrs, “Time to go, Lorath would like to speak to you.”

      As the group starts to walk, Zephyr sidles up beside Cynthia, “You know, woman to woman, this doesn’t have to end like this. Sure Wil is infuriating,” Cat-like whiskers twitch as Cynthia nods, “but is feeding him to your boss really necessary? From what he’s said of that day, it wasn’t his fault.”

      Tail twitching angrily, Cynthia turns to face Zephyr, “First, it is none of your business, for the record. Second, I don’t care. Lorath had to close down the entire operation Malkor. I had to spend three months liquidating everything through shadow companies. It sucked, and the entire time Lorath was screaming and destroying things. On top of that, I had friends on that planet that I had to kill” She looks away from Zephyr, “You’re nobody, so are the rest, I’m sure Lorath will let you live.” She quickens her pace, gesturing to one of the lizard-guys in her employ, who slides in beside Zephyr and lets out a low growl.

      Zephyr Frowns, “Why exactly did you have to kill them?” She shakes her head, dropping her hands behind her back, where Maxim can see them she starts gesturing. He smiles.
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      The group has only gotten a block when a hover limo comes roaring around the corner up the street. It takes the corner so fast its rear corner digs into the road as it turns, chewing up the asphalt and revealing that the limo is stronger than it looks, taking almost no damage from the turn.

      “What the-” both Cynthia and Wil say at the same time. While they both are standing still, dumbstruck, both of their groups are diving to the ground, looking for cover.

      The limo slides to a stop right beside Wil and Cynthia. The door slides open, and something that looks like a walking stick bug expands out of the vehicle. Once all the legs and arms are unfolded, the three-meter tall alien looks down at Wil and Cynthia. As a few henchmen file out of the limo behind their boss, it leans down, “Was one of you impersonating me?”

      Wil looks up at the massive alien, “And you are?”

      The alien tuts and stands up, “I am mister Hoob.”

      Wil looks up at the giant walking stick bug, then to where Bennie is cowering and tuts, “Really, dude?”

      Without missing another beat, Wil raises his hand and points to the feline criminal, “Her!” he shouts as he dives to follow Bennie behind a public waste receptacle.

      Weapons fire starts bouncing off the trash can as well as the buildings nearby. Wil peaks around the edge and sees that Hoob’s goons are firing. Cynthia’s goons are shooting. Everyone is splitting their fire between everyone else. Maxim and Zephyr are returning fire from the sides of waste bin next to the one Wil and Bennie are behind. Gabe is hunched down behind what looks like a Dodge Caravan to Wil, except it has a grav-sled under it, instead of wheels.

      “Come on!” Bennie shouts to be heard.

      Wil turns to look at Bennie just in time to see him drop through a hole in the sidewalk, a sewer grate lying to the side. Wil crab walks to the hole and motions to the others.

      “What is it with that little drennog and sewers?” Maxim asks, leaning out to cover Zephyr as she crawls toward the hole. “You next Gabe!” He instructs. Without another word, the tall bot dashes for the hole and drops straight down. Maxim fires a fusillade in both directions and follows.

      They’re standing in the middle of the sewer, weapons fire echoing from the street overhead. Someone screams up above.

      Wil looks at his crew, “Bennie never gets to pick the restaurant again!”
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      It takes a couple of hours to make their way the last few blocks to the spaceport. They followed the sewers for a few blocks until Maxim’s complaining got too unbearable. The sounds of the small war they left behind were quickly replaced by the sirens of Security Services.

      “So that’s the receptionist you mentioned? The one who was taking out a couple of Peacekeepers all, what did you call it? Ninja style?” Zephyr asks, following with, “She’s far more attractive than you described.”

      Wil nods, “Yeah, that’s her. Yeah, she’s hot for sure, too bad she’s, you know, evil and all that.”

      Zephyr tuts, “People change.”

      Wil grunts, “Guess it’s time we head off world again, if she and Lorath are on Harrith Prime, that means Xarrix knows about us as well.”

      From behind Wil, Bennie chimes in, “That ain’t good! I doubt he’s forgiven us yet.”

      “Ya think?” Wil barks.

      Walking up the ramp of the Ghost, Wil turns to the crew, “I wanna get out of here post haste. Gabe, can you get the engines hot and ready to go?”

      “Of course.” He turns and heads out of the hold into the lounge which connects to the short corridor to engineering.

      “Zee, start the preflight checks.” Wil is all business now that they’re back on the ship.

      “On it.” She follows behind Gabe.

      Wil turns to Bennie, “Hack into Harrith Space Control, see if you can’t get us cleared without there being an entry in their logs. If Xarrix and Lorath don’t know exactly where we’re parked, it might not be a bad idea if they stay planet side for a few days, thinking we’re still here.”

      Bennie nods, “Look at you, smart plan! Consider it done.” his short legs carry him off in the direction of the lounge.
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      Wil and Maxim walk into the lounge, and Wil stops dead in his tracks. The crew lounge has been transformed; in the center of the room is a tree, or a big shrub maybe. It's not shaped like anything other than a blob. Small bits of plastic are hung all over it, and there’s a star on the top. There are boxes of various shapes and sizes under the shrubbery. There’s green rope strung all over the place.

      “uh…” Wil just looks around. Bennie, Zephyr, and Gabe are standing in the middle of the room next to the tree-thing.

      “HAPPY CHRISTMAS!” Bennie shouts, jumping up and down.

      Zephyr shoves the little hacker, “It’s merry, not happy.” She looks to Wil as Maxim circles around him and joins her. “We know it’s a little early, but Merry Christmas, Wil.”

      Wi looks around, “You guys, we really have to…”

      “We know,” Maxim says, raising a hand to stop Wil, “We’ll get underway shortly. Gabe is still getting the engines online, remotely.”

      Gabe nods, “That is correct, Captain. The ship will be ready to fly in ten minutes.”

      Wil walks over to the three, touching one of the ornaments. He looks over to Zephyr, “I don’t know what to say.”

      She smiles, “I know it’s not exactly right. Well, I assume it isn’t, we didn’t have a lot to go on.”

      Wil nods his head, “Yeah, it’s not exactly right, but, but…” He stammers. “Jesus, you guys. This is, I don’t even, I mean.”

      Maxim rests a hand on Wil’s shoulder.

      Gabe looks around the room, “I must go to engineering. The ship is almost ready for flight operations.” The engineering bot turns to leave, then turns back, “Oh, and Captain. Happy not Garthflak.”

      “Thanks! Go get us ready. We still gotta get the hell off this rock.” Wil said, circling the ‘Christmas tree’ that the crew has set up.

      Bennie looks over from the edge of the room, “We didn’t set up a feast, and from what I could tell from your video files, there isn’t a costume contest of any kind.”

      Wil nods, “Yeah, no, there’s no costume contest. Although there are usually ugly sweater contests.”

      Zephyr looks at him askance, “Ugly sweater?”

      Wil waves her off, “Long story.” He looks around the room, noticing the green tinted rope that’s strung around the space, “You guys this is awesome. I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”

      Maxim and Zephyr nod, “It seemed like you might need some earth-time.”

      Wil laughs, “Yeah, probably.”

      Zephyr turns to the hatch leading to the bridge, “OK, this was supposed to be a festive night, but that’s going to have to wait.” She heads toward the bridge.

      Bennie follows her out of the lounge, Maxim and Wil both turn to follow and Wil puts a hand on the much larger man's shoulder, “She’ll love it.” He says and smiles, “And, thanks.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
        Thank you so much for reading ‘Merry Garthflak, Wil’

      

        

      
        I wanted to write a fun little story about the crew after their first adventure. Since (at the time of this writing) it’s almost Christmas, I figured why not? Star Wars made a holiday special, why can’t I?
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          Bonus

          Garthflak Wreath Treats Recipe

        

      

    

    
      Why not celebrate Garthflak with some tasty treats? This recipe comes from a friend of mine, who after reading this short story remembered an old treat he enjoyed as a kid. I mean I had to share it with that kind of story, right?

      

      So, enjoy!

      

      Garthflak Wreath Treats.

      

      INGREDIENTS

      
        	1⁄3cup  butter

        	1(10 ounce) package of regular marshmallows or 4 cups  miniature marshmallows

        	1 teaspoon green food coloring

        	6 cups corn flakes

        	red cinnamon candies (Or Red M&Ms)

      

      

      DIRECTIONS

      
        	In large saucepan, melt butter over low heat.

        	Add marshmallows and stir until completely melted.

        	Remove from heat. Stir in food coloring.

        	Add corn flakes cereal. Stir until well coated

        	Using 1/4 cup dry measure coated with cooking spray, evenly portion warm cereal mixture. Using buttered fingers, quickly shape into individual wreaths. Dot with candies.

      

      

      Merry Garthflak!
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        To my wife, Nicole, who never stops believing in me.

      

      

    

  



  
    
      
        
        You’re about to embark on another fun adventure!

        The crew of the Ghost is at it again!

      

      

      

      
        
        When you’re done reading, I hope you’ll take a minute to leave a review!
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          Newscast

        

      

    

    
      “Good morning from GNO stage fifty-nine on Artrax Three, I’m Mon-El Furash. The long-awaited closing arguments of the trial against the Galactic Commonwealth and the Peacekeepers has begun. It’s been several months since this historic trial kicked off, following the incident at Harrith Prime that led to several member worlds of the Galactic Commonwealth filing a suit against the GC Governing Council as well as the top levels of Peacekeeper Command.” The newscaster touches her large elephant-like ear, listening to someone. “That’s correct, this trial has moved so slowly due to the sheer number of witnesses called and the time it has taken to assemble them—all while trying to ensure continuity of government here. It’s been a long back and forth, and the outcome is still far from certain, but we’ll all find out soon enough what the judges decide.”
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      “Okay, you know what, that was a lot of fun!” Bennie exclaims, a grin splitting his green face, entering the bridge of the Ghost. Behind him, Wil and Zephyr follow, both exhibiting a little bounce in their step. Zephyr is also smiling broadly.

      Wil drops into his command chair in the center of the room, running a hand through his light brown hair. Might be time for a haircut. “No argument there. Those idiots got in way over their heads,” he says, tapping a few commands into the control on the arm of his chair. “Between the reward and what we got from their hold,” he looks down at the ship’s account balance, “we should be able to pay off the bounty the Consortium put on our heads in no time.”

      Bennie cackles, and in a mocking voice says, “The Xenetan pirates are known throughout this sector, blah blah blah.” He drops to the ground, kneeling, and cries out, “Don’t hurt us! Please! Mercy!” Then he doubles over, laughing.

      Zephyr takes her seat, bringing her own console to life. “I’ll admit, getting a letter of Marque from the Harrith government has proven to be less of a terrible idea than I first assumed. There is something satisfying in kicking pirate ass, as Wil would say.” She reaches up and releases her hair from the ponytail she prefers to use when in combat.

      Wil beams. “So I was right? I’ll take it.” He leans back and puts his boots on the pilot station in front of him. “Bennie, what’s up next?”

      The small Brailack gets up from the floor and hurries to his console. He swipes the screen a few times. “We’ve got a few options. There’s a mining colony that’s been harassed by pirates a few times, so they’re asking for help. There’s an agricultural settlement that’s offering a pretty credit for some livestock transfer. There’s a freighter convoy looking for some protection out in the badlands, and a few other things on the network.” A few more swipes. “The livestock job actually has the highest guaranteed pay-out.”

      The hatch to the bridge opens, and Maxim walks in. “I’ve secured the last of the crates we took on, what’s next?”

      Before Wil can answer, Zephyr does: “Livestock.”

      Without another word, Maxim turns and leaves the bridge.

      “I know what he means,” Zephyr says, looking from Bennie to Wil. “Livestock jobs suck.”

      Wil nods. “No argument here. Maybe that mining colony?”

      Inclining her head, “Probably a good one. If it’s pirates, we get to claim whatever is in their hold, plus fees.” She smiles. “And their ship, those always fetch a good price.”

      Nodding, Wil says, “Yeah. Okay, Bennie, take the mining colony gig.”

      The Brailack nods. “Roger that.” A few taps and then, “Okay, I’m sending the nav plot to your station. The colony is about three days from here, a small system called… well it doesn’t appear to have a name, just a registration number. ‘P3X-984’, how poetic.”

      Wil nods. He flips a few switches and a low rumble begins to build from deep within the ship. Moments later, the Ghost is on its way. The station they have been docked at, in orbit over the outermost planet in the Harrith system, quickly recedes from view on the main screen. “We can go FTL in twenty minutes.” He turns to Bennie, “Why don’t you go down and set the table? We’ll get dinner going as soon as we hit FTL, and if I recall, it’s your turn.”

      “It was my turn last night!” the small Brailack protests

      “No, it wasn’t. It was mine, and you know it,” Zephyr says from her station, then sticks her tongue out at him, while pulling one eyelid down with her finger. The small alien mutters something under his breath as he leaves the bridge.

      As the Ghost clears the station, and the gravity well of the planet it’s orbiting, the large FTL nacelles at the end of its wings power up. At the rear of each a red glow begins to form, then with a flash the Ghost jumps to FTL. Wil and Zephyr have worked in companionable silence, getting the ship ready for their next mission and filing the appropriate paperwork to close out their most recent adventure in privateering. The letter of Marque might be lucrative, but the paperwork is monstrous. They stand to leave the bridge and join the others in the lounge. Before they reach the hatch, Zephyr turns to Wil.

      “You know we can’t keep this up forever. Right?”

      Wil sighs. “I know, but that dickhead Xarrix burned us good. The Consortium still has its members and their bounty hunters out for our heads, and the only thing keeping them at bay, even a little, is the Harrith government and our arrangement with them. We leave this region of space, and it’s a free for all. Believe me, as soon as we have enough to pay the bounty, we’ll pay it.”

      He continues: “Stealing Gabe from the gangster storage facility was still the right thing to do.”

      Zephyr nods. This isn’t the first time the two of them—she acting in her mostly-official role as first officer—have had this conversation. When they had agreed to raid a secret space station for Xarrix, they hadn’t known that a Peacekeeper Engineering bot would be aboard. It turned out that GBE-102002—Gabe—was carrying important data, proving that the Peacekeepers were conspiring to create a war in order to force several non-member systems to join the Galactic Commonwealth. The Ghost’s decision to expose this plot had kicked off what GNO were now dubbing the “Harrith Incident,” a shoot-out that had eventually involved several major systems, the Peacekeepers and the rebels and which was still having significant repercussions throughout the galaxy.

      “I know it was the right thing, Wil,” Zephyr says. “And the crew does too, but that doesn’t mean they’re not getting restless. The other day I caught Bennie hacking the voting system on Galatea—for the ‘fun of it’ he said, but I suspect he’s been taking on side work.”

      “That little...” Wil starts then takes a deep breath. “Yeah, I can’t blame him, I guess. Fucking Xarrix, it’s not our fault whatever deal he had set up for Gabe and the data he contained fell apart.”

      “It sort of is,” she smiles.

      “Well, yeah, but it’s not like we could have just walked away. I mean I wanted to and all...” he trails off, then resumes. “You and Max’s reputations and lives were on the line. Not to mention everyone back there on Harrith.” He shrugs. “I wonder what he even had planned—it’s not like what Gabe had was all that lucrative. Outside of maybe the GC and Peacekeepers paying to keep a lid on it.”

      “Don’t underestimate how much they would have paid to do just that.” She sighs. “Well, just keep this in mind: something is going to have to change sooner rather than later if you want to keep this crew together.” She turns and opens the hatch leading off the bridge.
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      In the crew lounge, the rest of the team is either lounging in one of the comfortable chairs in the center of the room or sitting to one side, at the small kitchen table set against the wall. Bennie is puttering around the kitchenette area, singing something that sounds to Wil oddly like “Manic Monday” by the Bangles.

      Gabe is the only one standing, his yellow optical sensors spinning and focusing, his smaller fine manipulator arms are tucked up against his torso where Wil has noticed he keeps them to be out of the way. In his seat nearby, Maxim has a bottle of grum and is flipping through news feeds on the main room display.

      “So, what’s for dinner?” Wil asks, grabbing two more grum from the fridge. He hands one to Zephyr before she walks over and takes a seat next to Maxim, her free hand finding his.

      Bennie turns around, holding a large pan with something sizzling in it in his hands. “Fried melba fish.” His face scrunches up. “Wait, no that’s not it—tahlo! Tahlo fish, that’s it.”

      Zephyr, Wil, and Maxim exchange a look from across the room. Maxim asks, “What’s a tahlo fish?”

      “I picked some up on Harrith Prime when we were there last. The merchant said it was a delicacy. Something about the lake they live in, chemicals and such. Somewhere in the northern reaches,” he shrugs. “After that, I kind of tuned him out until I paid.” He raises a hand just as Wil opens his mouth. “But. I had him send me a recipe with my receipt.”

      This mollifies Wil. At least with a recipe, Bennie isn’t winging it, which is usually when things go wrong in the kitchen—typically with fire involved. Followed by intestinal distress for one or more members of the crew.

      Since the “Harrith Incident,” as GNO has dubbed it, the crew have enjoyed a reasonably comfortable life as privateers for the government of Harrith. The battle had severely reduced the size and power of the Harrith fleet, and the Quilant and Zengar fleets had suffered similarly. As a result, piracy and general lawlessness became the order of the day in the Harrith system and its outlying territories, as well as several smaller systems nearby. Opportunists from all over the quadrant had started setting up shop: raiding small colonies, attacking shipping routes, and more.

      That was when the governments of the major systems in the region began offering letters of Marque to any ship that could show sufficient firepower to act in that system’s interests. The Ghost was more than suited for this type of work, and the work itself resonated with the crew. For the last seven standard months, the Ghost has been crisscrossing the sectors of space around the Harrith system: protecting trade convoys and ore shipments, and even occasionally running freight, when the load (and payout) is right.

      All told, there are several hundred small- to mid-size ships roaming the area, acting for one government or another. While law and order are not fully restored, the last few months have seen a drastic decrease in overall crime in the area. According to the local news outlets, it’ll be several cycles before any of the major powers get back to full military strength. Despite the losses, Harrith and its unaffiliated neighbors have flat-out refused the aid of the Galactic Commonwealth.

      Luckily, all that balances out the other issue facing the crew. After the “Harrith Incident” and their theft of Gabe from the secret space station, the Consortium that owned station had somehow been clued in as to why they had been robbed and who set the job up. Xarrix had one shot to escape the blame and quickly took it, burning Wil and the crew of the Ghost without a second thought. Bounty hunters from all over the quadrant were now looking for the Ghost, and while it was no secret where they were, the Harrith government and Navy had made it clear that the Ghost was still quite popular and would remain wholly protected while in service to the people of Harrith Prime.

      Wil watches Gabe, who has moved to the kitchenette to talk to Bennie. The two-meter-high droid deploys his smaller arms and begins taking dishes and returning them to their storage cabinets. He finishes the task quickly, four arms helps. He has a wash cloth draped over his left primary arm.

      Suddenly, Gabe pauses. “Captain, we’re receiving a distress call. Wideband.” Everyone else immediately stops what they’re doing.

      Wil gets up and heads for the bridge, Zephyr, and Maxim on his heels. As they go, Gabe offers, “I’ve instructed the ship to alter course.” The hatch out of the common space closes.

      Bennie looks up at his mechanical friend. “Guess we’re clearing the table,” he says.

      Gabe picks up the tray with the fish on it. “It would appear so. Is tahlo fish good reheated?”
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      As Wil approaches the bridge, the hatch opens automatically. The main screen is already displaying a tactical plot showing the source of the distress call and the Ghost’s relative position and speed. Taking his seat at the command/pilot station, he announces, “We’re on course.” Zephyr and Maxim quickly take their places.

      Zephyr taps out a few commands and is murmuring into the mic at her station—likely talking to the source of the distress call, Wil assumes. She looks over at him and nods, and the overhead speaker comes to life. “Please repeat last,” She says louder than before.

      “This is freighter Sartomo. We’re under attack, there are three freighters in our convoy. We’re under attack! Help us!”

      Wil tilts his head up slightly—a habit he’s never been able to shake, despite it being completely unnecessary, as the computer will pick up his voice no matter what he does with his head. “This is Captain Wil Calder of the Ghost. We’re on our way, but we’re…” he looks over to Zephyr, who shows the count by flashing both hands four times—luckily, Palorians have five fingers, or more accurately, three fingers and two thumbs. “…forty centocks out. Can you hold them off?”

      Static fills the speakers momentarily, “I think so—all three of us have defenses, but we won’t last forever. Please hurry!”

      “We’re on our way. I promise. Just hang in there.” There’s a soft beep, indicating that the channel is closed. Wil taps on an icon set into the arm of his chair, and says quickly, “Gabe, are you in engineering? I need more speed. Ramp up the reactor to one-twenty.”

      “I am, Captain,” the droid’s voice informs him. “But the reactor and the engines will not be able to sustain that level of power for long.”

      “They only need to last less than forty centocks. Do it.”

      The ship shudders, and even with the inertia compensators everyone feels a slight lurch and pressure pushing them back against their seats. “Acknowledged,” says Gabe’s voice. There is another soft beep—the channel closing.

      Zephyr looks up from her station. “New ETA, twenty-five centocks.”

      Wil nods. “Max, get ready. I’ll drop us out of FTL as close to on top of them as I can. You’ll have to lock on and open fire as fast as you can. Zee, did the Captain of the Sartomo say how many attackers there were?”

      She nods. “Yes. Four.”

      Wil whistles. “Tough odds. For them.” He grins at Maxim, who grins back.

      The next twenty-odd minutes drag on, everyone waiting tensely in their seats. At fifteen minutes out, the long-range sensors are able to start telling them what’s going on up ahead: two, not three, icons representing freighters are clustered together, with three red triangles orbiting them, occasionally swooping in close then back out again. Looks like the situation has changed quite a bit, Wil thinks. He assumes that one of the freighters is out of commission, either destroyed or at least disabled enough to not register on the long-range scopes.

      From the overhead speakers, Gabe’s voice comes again: “Captain, the heat shielding on the reactor is becoming unstable. We have, at most, five more centocks before I have to bring the reactor back down below one hundred percent. Ideally closer to eighty percent. Beyond that, the reactor will scram, and we will be on emergency power.” The level of detail is, as usual, perfect—Gabe takes his role as ship’s engineer seriously, and Wil appreciates it.

      “Acknowledged. Push it as far as you can, as long as you can, then dial it back. Just remember, we’re going into combat, so we’re going to need more, not less, power.”

      There is what sounds like a sigh. “Very well.” A soft beep as the connection is closed.

      Bennie, who had joined them on the bridge mid-way during the flight towards the battle, finally chimes in. “I’m picking up narrowband comms, likely the pirates talking to each other. They’re encrypted, of course.”

      Wil turns to the station Bennie has called home for almost a year. “Can you crack them?”

      “Of course I can, but do we care what they’re saying? It’ll be easier to just jam their comms.” He rubs his small hands together.

      “Fine, do that, I really don’t care as long as they’re off balance.” Wil taps a few controls and the display switches to the view directly ahead of the ship: currently the stretched-out stars of FTL travel.

      “Two minutes. Zee, hail the Sartomo.”

      She nods and taps a few things on her console, then nods again. Wil speaks loudly towards the ceiling, “Hang in there, we’re here.” He motions to her with a slashing gesture of his hand, and hears the soft beep of a closed comms channel.

      A slight lurch forward tells them that Gabe has reduced the power output of the main reactor significantly. A minute later, Wil slides the FTL control back to “sub-light,” and the Ghost is immediately in the middle of the fray. Directly ahead and to port are the two remaining freighters, one venting drive plasma from a wound near its main engines. Slightly further ahead and to starboard are two of the three attackers. They’re small combat craft, about half as big as the Ghost, but well armed—cutter class at best, Wil decides. Likely a crew of two or three, the rest of the ship probably just cargo hold and engines.

      Maxim unleashes the forward weapons on the two craft. The turrets below and beside the bridge roar to life.

      Wil nods to Zephyr. “Hail them.”

      On the screen in front of them, the plasma cannons mounted on the main engine pods stream lethal bolts of energy at the furthest pirate, while the forward weapons, mounted under the forward section of the ship, spit almost equally deadly fire at the nearer pirate.

      Zephyr nods back. “Attacking craft,” she says, her voice all business, despite the battle raging outside, “this is your only warning. Power down your engines and weapons, or be destroyed.” Then there is the familiar soft beep, telling Wil the channel has been closed. “Bennie?” Zephyr asks.

      “Their comms are jammed. If they want to talk to each other, they’ll have to do it in the open, until they settle on a new frequency… that we’d hear them agree to and I could jam again.” He grins.

      A pair of missiles streaks out from the launchers on the Ghost’s underside. They fly from the bottom of the view screen, splitting up and heading towards two of the pirates. The two attackers directly ahead explode. Maxim is grinning from ear to ear.

      “Well done, Max!” Wil shouts.
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      “Well as jobs go, this one sucked,” Wil says plopping down into the command chair on the bridge. From the hold comes a screeching moo-type sound, and Wil winces. “Computer, is there a way to dampen the sound from the cargo hold?”

      “Negative.” The infuriatingly calm male voice replies.

      “Shit.” He pulls up the pre-flight checklist and starts getting ready to leave whatever this planet is called. “Computer, open a channel to Xarrix.”

      A soft beep announces the channel is open. A few seconds later comes a familiar raspy voice. “You have them?”

      “Yeah, I got ’em. Whatever the hell ‘they’ are.”

      “They’re expensive, that’s what they are. You don’t need to know more. How soon can you be here?”

      Wil looks at his console. “Eight hours—er, uh, long ticks? No. Eight tocks. Yeah, tocks.”

      There’s a loud, hissing sigh. “Fine.”

      The soft beep announces the connection has closed.

      “Asshole,” Wil says.

      The Ghost lifts off the planet and accelerates out of the atmosphere. It’s powerful atmospheric engines roar, pushing it away from the planet. The smuggler that met Wil with the creatures covers his face and swears.

      Once the ship’s course is underway, Wil heads back to the hold. As soon as the personnel hatch opens, he’s assaulted by a smell so bad he makes a gagging sound and almost pukes. The creatures below look up and let out a screeching moo sound. He shudders and walks down to the hold. Whatever these things are called, they’re ugly: six stubby legs sprouting from a tubby tube-shaped body, covered in slightly sticky leathery skin. Three tails swish back and forth lazily. To Wil, the worst thing about them is their faces—four beady eyes set wide apart on a big, flat skull, above a completely toothless mouth.

      Wil pushes through the shuffling animals to the port side of the hold, where he grabs some of the feed Xarrix’s henchman gave him. He scoops it up and tosses it to the floor. The salamander-cows, as Wil has decided to call them, shuffle around. Long, prehensile tongues loll out and writhe on the floor looking for the pellets.

      “That’s disgusting!” Wil shouts, edging back to the hatch while trying to avoid salamander-cow saliva. He shuts the hatch and heads back to the lounge with a shudder.

      Wil drops into one of the large chairs in the crew lounge, a grum in one hand, something like beef jerky in the other. “Computer, update on search routine, ‘find Wil friends’?” He looks at the ceiling, waiting.

      “No results.”

      “Really?”

      “No humans have been reported within the sphere of the Galactic Commonwealth.”

      “Man! Why hasn’t someone kidnapped anyone else from Earth? How can I be the only one?”

      “Unable to answer.” Wil imagines a smug, beach tanned face smirking.

      “Shut up!”

      With six hours to go, he looks around the lounge. “Mr. Sulu, are we still on course?” He nods slowly a few times. “Good, good.” He looks over to the couch-thing, also empty. “Commander Worf, weapons status?” More nodding, then Wil sighs, and says, “Good. Hope we won’t need weapons to transport salamander-cows.”
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      The third attack craft, currently on the other side of the two remaining freighters, immediately turns away from them and accelerates to what Wil assumes is its maximum sub-light speed.

      “Hail the freighters.” He is looking at the tactical plot on a sub monitor of his station, watching the remaining pirate flee. The channel opens with a crackle.

      “Thank you! Thank you so much—we thought you wouldn’t make it in time.”

      “Are your ships intact?” The third freighter that had no longer been showing on the long-range scans is in fact just heavily damaged and adrift, no power readings. There’s a large hole in it’s side, likely where the reactor used to be. The crew is lucky the reactor scrammed versus exploded, Wil thinks. The other two freighters are in slightly better shape.

      “We are, yes. The Lothal is on back up power, but her crew is alive. We can transfer them and their cargo to our ships. The Tarkin can be repaired on site.”

      Wil nods to himself and brings the Ghost around and under the freighters, on a course to pursue the last pirate. “Good, we’ll be back. We’ve got one left to engage.”

      Over the speaker, the voice is clearly smiling. “Good. Destroy them. Those krebnacks deserve no less.” The channel closes.

      Wil smiles. “I like that guy. Zee you still have eyes on that ship? Bennie, see if you can keep tabs on his comms.”

      “I’ll try, he picked up a good lead,” Zephyr replies from her station.

      “Just don’t lose him, they must have a mothership or base somewhere nearby. I don’t think that little cutter can go FTL.”

      Max looks up from his station. “Confirmed. I was able to scan the other two before I destroyed them. They were not FTL-capable vessels, nor is the remaining ship.”

      Wil pushes the sub-light throttle all the way forward. “Let’s go hunting, then.”

      Only a few minutes later, the sensors pick up several asteroids—presumably part of this system’s asteroid belt, which Wil knows is nearby. He slides the throttle back, letting the small ship leave them behind.

      “Keep an eye on them, let’s wait until they get to their base. Maxim, Zee, go get dressed.”

      As both ex-Peacekeepers stand up and leave the bridge, heading for the small armory that sits behind the bridge between the port and starboard airlocks, Wil brings the Ghost about and accelerates away from the pirates. “Bennie, engage full stealth systems. Let’s let them think we’re heading back to protect those freighters.”

      The Ghost is now for all intents and purposes invisible. Not cloaked—that technology on the scale of a starship is still next to impossible—but the pirates most definitely can’t see them.

      “They’re slowing down,” Bennie reports. He has added Zephyr’s station’s capabilities to his, so as to monitor the long-range scanners. The main screen zooms in on a particularly lumpy-looking asteroid, roughly a kilometer wide and two long. There are a few habitat modules and other pieces of equipment visible on its surface, as well as a large bay door leading down inside the asteroid. The small attack craft has vanished down that rabbit hole. There are also several visible weapons emplacements on the surface, to protect the bay doors. “It looks like they don’t close that bay door all the time,” Bennie says. “So as long as their guns don’t pick us up and shred us, we can fly right down their throat.”

      Wil shudders. “Dude, that’s a really weird and off-putting mixed metaphor.” He slides the throttle forward a bit, to the max speed that the stealth system can keep them hidden, and brings the Ghost back around on her original heading.

      “What? I’m trying to work in more humanisms.” The small being shrugs.

      “That’s not… never mind.” Wil turns back to face the screen. It takes a lengthy temple rubbing to remove, humanisms from his mind, until finally he reduces the Ghosts speed   sliding past the sentry gun emplacements and into the entrance to the launch bay that has been carved into the asteroid.

      “Bennie, find me an airlock or something.” Wil stands up. “Gabe—to the bridge.” The computer picks up that this was directed at Gabe, and routes the request to engineering.

      Less than two minutes later, Gabe enters. “Take the controls,” Wil says, “and dock us where Bennie says. I’m going to change. You’re in command.”

      “Why is he in charge?” Bennie groans, as Wil heads off the bridge to join Zephyr and Maxim.

      “Because he has never accidentally crashed the ship into anything.”

      “That was one time,” Bennie says, almost under his breath. Gabe turns to look at Bennie, then takes his seat.

      In the armory between the port and starboard airlocks, Wil sheds his basic flight suit for a more form-fitting armored suit. He looks at himself in the mirror Maybe more sparring with Max and Zee, he thinks, putting a hand on his stomach. Or less grum. Overall not bad for thirty-six though. He turns once to look himself over, then notices Zephyr watching him. Blushing, he adds armor plates to the hard points on his torso and limbs. Once connected, each piece signals the suit computer that they’re active. Then he grabs the long brown coat that he had specially made a few years ago—it hangs just like a trench coat, but can absorb several direct hits from energy weapons and will even stiffen on contact with projectiles. Once done with that, Wil grabs two blasters and adds them to hip holsters built into his armor, and then grabs two armored gauntlets. One has a space where his wrist comms integrates into the material. Turning his palms over, small circles on each begin to glow.

      Over the intercom, Gabe announces, “We are in position. We have attached to a service airlock. It’s on our port side. Bennie is attempting to hack the computer so that they do not see our connection. The docking tube is extended.”

      Wil finishes attaching a few last shield emitters and other pieces of equipment to his armor and trench coat, then activates the helmet that retracts into his armor when not in use. His armor isn’t as advanced or as powerful as the Peacekeeper combat armor Zephyr and Maxim wear, even outdated as those suits are, but it’s served him well so far, and the lighter, modular design allows him to upgrade and replace pieces as needed. It’s the same armor he wore, always under his long brown duster, when he rescued his two friends from the Partherians after they had been set up by the Peacekeepers and captured, all that time ago.
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      The Ghost’s airlock opens, and fifty meters away Wil can make out the faint outline of another airlock. Apparently, this one doesn’t get used often—several of the light-strips outlining it are burnt out. The lights in the ship’s docking umbilical are dimmed, which is smart thinking on Gabe’s part.

      Wil leaves the Ghost and drifts through the tunnel connecting the ship to the airlock, Maxim following behind him and Zephyr bringing up the rear.

      “Secure Comm, channel nine,” Wil says, and the limited AI in the suit activates the channel and communicates the change with the rest of the team’s suits. “Check in, Ghost one.”

      “Ghost two,” Zephyr says.

      “Ghost three,” Maxim adds.

      “Ghost base,” Gabe says from the bridge.

      Wil reaches the airlock. “Ghost base, we’re at the airlock, open her up.”

      “Ghost one, open who up?”

      Wil sighs. “It’s an expression… just open the airlock. Please.”

      “Huh, dumb expression. Wait one,” Bennie replies. A moment later, the outer door of the airlock slides open. There’s enough room for all three to enter.

      Maxim, the last to get in, places a small device on the surface of the asteroid. “Booster planted, relay active.”

      “Confirmed,” Gabe replies.

      Zephyr looks at Wil. “We seem to be getting better at this.”

      He nods. “Don’t jinx it.”

      The outer door slowly shuts. The airlock takes an agonizingly long time, to pressurize, at least to Wil. Finally, the inner door opens—Wil steps immediately right and takes a knee, while Zephyr goes left and takes a knee as well. “Clear.” They say in unison. Maxim steps out, pulse rifle up, and quickly pans left and right. Then he reaches back and presses a button on the control panel for the airlock, the inner door closes.

      “Passive scanners can only pick up so much, but looks like you’ve got about twenty or thirty bad guys throughout the rock,” Bennie reports over the comms. “I’ve got control of some of their systems. I’m working on the rest, but for now, they’re at least blind to our presence out here.”

      The corridors of the base are all cut right from the rock of the asteroid: rough walls lined with pipes and conduits, floors worn smooth and shiny from countless boots.

      Up ahead, just before a large blast door, the corridor forms a “T”—and two pirates emerge from the right avenue. They turn and stop, staring blankly at the three armored intruders. Before the dumbstruck pirates can move, let alone sound any type of alarm, Zephyr shoots past Wil, arm-mounted blasters opened fully up, ripping both pirates to shreds. Wil and Maxim quickly move in to drag the bodies around a corner.

      “Ghost base, any alarms sounding?” Wil asks.

      “Negative.”

      Wil nods and looks around. “Those two were coming from that direction,” he says, pointing down the corridor the two pirates had come from. “Let’s go up there, see where they were coming from. Maybe a command center or vault.” He heads off down the corridor.

      Ten minutes and nearly half a kilometer later, the boarding team is standing in front of another large blast door, this one locked. Wil steps in front of the door. Maxim and Zephyr stay a few meters back, keeping watch down the corridor. “Bennie, can you crack this lock?”

      The cough Wil hears tells him the answer before the testy Brailack can answer. “Of course. Put the remote key next to the control panel.” Wil does, While the device works, he flips through screens on his wristcomm, Hey there are games. Finally, the large blast door opens. Inside is a cavern cut from the asteroid, just like the rest of the facility, yet much rougher—the walls here are more ragged, the ceiling is jagged and uneven, the lights mounted haphazardly. The floor isn’t as worn or even flat as the corridors, but it is covered with crates, many of them overflowing with ingots of various metals. There are jewels, works of art, pieces of expensive looking technology, and more, lying all over the place.

      Over the comms, Bennie’s voice interrupts them. “Uh, Ghost One. I think they noticed my intrusion.” As he speaks, the lights in the chamber, and the corridor outside it, all dim and change to a deep red. A warning klaxon blares.

      “Ya think?” Wil turns to his two teammates, their matte-black armor menacing as ever in the red glow. “Okay, let’s finish this, and claim this stuff.” He waves his hand around the room. The two former Peacekeepers waver, then fade away, their body armor shifting the light around them, rendering them next to invisible.

      Wil turns and leaves the treasure chamber, where he runs right into three pirates.
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      “Wait! Wait!” Wil shouts at the three pirates, all currently leveling blaster rifles at him. They pause, looking at each and then back at Wil, then each takes a blaster shot to the head, dropping to the ground. Wil nods, already heading down the corridor. “Thanks, you two! Ghost base, can you pinpoint their command center?”

      “They activated scramblers the moment they realized you were there,” Bennie replies, “but our last passive scan showed that what looks like the command center, based on power consumption, is five levels above you.”

      “Wil, you head up to the command center, we’ll clear these levels,” Zephyr says. Wil only knows where she is because her suit computer is talking to his and relaying her position to his HUD as a faint green outline.

      He quickly turns and runs down the corridor, following Bennie’s instructions to the nearest lift.

      Behind him, he hears Zephyr turns to Maxim: “Ready to do this?” Then footsteps, and they are gone, in the opposite direction.

      As Wil turns a corner, he sees the lift. It’s guarded by two pirates, rifles leaning on their shoulders. Thinking quickly, he steps around the corner and walks right up to the two guards. “What’re you two doing here?” he asks.

      The two pirates look at each other, then the taller one turns to Wil. “Who the wurrin are you? I’ve never seen you before.” His rifle lowers to aim right at Wil, and the other guard follows his lead.

      Wil raises both hands. “Hey, hey! What’re you talking about? I sat with you at lunch, what—last week? What the wurrin dude! We talked about the Breakfast Club!” The taller guard glances at the other one, then back to Wil. Wil smiles, then glances at the other guard.

      The taller guard glances back to the shorter. “What ‘breakfast club’? I don’t even eat breakfast.”

      Wil drops both hands and fires two plasma blasts from the blasters built into each palm of his armor. The glowing plasma emitters steam slightly as they cool down after firing.

      Wil steps over the two bodies and pushes the button next to the lift. “Eat your heart out Tony Stark,” he says, grinning.

      As the lift doors open, his comms crackle. “I’ve still got a little control,” Bennie reports. “No primary systems, but plenty of subsystems.”

      Wil steps into the lift. As the doors close, he tells Bennie, “Kill the lights.”

      “On it.”

      The lights in the lift immediately go out, and so does its upward motion.

      “Just the lights, you dummy!” Wil says from his now motionless lift. “Now I’m stuck in here.”

      “Dren, sorry. Hold on.”

      “Not going anywhere, take your time.”  A beat later the lift gets moving again. “Thanks, Bennie.”

      The doors open onto a large receiving area, a massive blast door standing directly opposite the lift. Between Wil and the entrance to the command center are several pirates.

      “You guys!” Wil pants, and drops his hands to his knees. “They’re a level below! I barely got on the lift before they over-ran us.”

      One of the pirates, who actually has a peg-leg, comes forward suspiciously. “You don’t look like you just fought anyone.”

      “How many are there?” a different pirate shouts from the other side of the large room.

      Peg-leg raises its rifle, aiming at Wil. “Shut up Merkle! He could be one of them! I don’t recognize him.”

      Wil looks around the room. “Well I don’t recognize…” and he thrusts his finger at a random pirate, “this guy!”

      “I’m female, you krebnack!”

      “Oh…”

      All the rifles in the room are up and aimed at Wil now.

      “Hey, Wil, you need some help or something?” Bennie asks from the Ghost.

      “Lights out,” Wil says and dives to one side, just as pulse blasts begin tearing the back of the lift apart.

      “What?” Bennie asks.

      “The lights, asshole! Turn the lights out on this level! They’re shooting at me!” Wil has his back to the side of the lift and is stretching one hand forward, palm out to fire plasma blasts from his palm emitter.

      “Oh, well you should have told me the plan first, then!”

      “Goddamnit Bennie!” A shot hits Wil’s glove, destroying the plasma emitter.

      At that moment, the lights go out. There’s a fair bit of shouting. Wil grabs his pistols and scoots across the floor of the lift. His armor helmet engages and switches to light amplification.

      “Where is he?”

      “He has to be in the lift still. Move forward!”

      “What do you mean you can’t turn the lights on?” another pirate yells into its comms.

      Wil leans out, and unleashes pulse pistol hell on the three pirates that are now less than a meter from the lift. Before the remaining pirates can react, he rolls to the opposite side of the elevator, then immediately leans out again, just in time to see two more pirates creeping towards the lift. One after the other, he drops them with his pistol, then crawls out of the lift, keeping to the edge of the room.

      Peg-leg and the female pirate are backed up against the door to the command center, with one other remaining pirate.

      “Shit,” Wil mutters.

      “What’s wrong?” Bennie asks.

      “Shut up.”

      The remaining pirates are looking this way and that, trying to listen. The weapons fire has stopped, and the room is silent now. Wil slowly reaches over to the body of one of the pirates and grabs a piece of tech off the being’s shoulder—then tosses it across the room.

      Peg-leg and girl-pirate spin and fire at the source of the sound, stepping towards it and away from the door. Wil jumps up and dives for the lone pirate, slamming the butt of one of his pistols into the creature’s temple—at least, he thinks it’s the thing’s temple. The last two pirates spin around at the sound of the fight, just in time to take a pulse pistol blast each to the face.

      “Sorry, girl alien,” Wil says. “Mess with the bull, you get the horns. Bennie, I’m outside the command center.” He turns back to the pirate he hit with his pistol, firing once more. “Sorry dude.”

      “Finally. Zephyr and Maxim are having a hard time.”

      “What? Are you kidding me!?” He turns and runs down the corridor, following Bennie’s instructions to the nearest working lift.
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      “Ten thousand credits. As promised.” Xarrix nods to Wil as his wristcomm beeps, signaling that the transaction is complete.

      “Yeah. Thanks,” Wil says, looking past his sometimes-employer. They’re in Xarrix’s customary booth, at the same bar where Wil first met him on Fury, close to the spaceport.

      “You seem… I don’t know, weirder than usual. What’s wrong with you?” Xarrix is idly tapping a few commands into his wristcomm. He pauses and looks up at Wil, his reptilian face tilting like a Labrador when it’s listening to its human. His big eyes blink three times quickly.

      “I’m touched. I’m fine though.” Wil looks down at his hands, and sighs. “I guess I’m just lonely.” Before Xarrix can cut him off, he continues, “I mean, as far as I know, I’m the only human out here. Everywhere I go, everywhere I look, I never see another face like mine.”

      “Multonae look a lot like you…” Xarrix offers, “pink, mostly hairless…”

      Wil doesn’t even acknowledge the comment. “I guess it’s starting to weigh on me. I don’t really have anyone out here. I’m alone on the ship…”

      “I’ll buy the ship from you.” Xarrix is looking directly at Wil now.

      Again, Wil ignores him. “I drink alone between projects for you. I haven’t had sex in…” He starts ticking off his fingers. “… two and a half years! Oh god! Can you even imagine that? Over two years, no sex?” Finally, he looks up at Xarrix.

      “My people mate once a year, in a collective orgy that fills a space the size of a stadium. Our women carry their young for three years, so they skip every two ruts if they’re with brood. The competition is fierce, many go — unfulfilled.”

      Wil blinks a few times. “Uh yeah. My people mate considerably more frequently, though usually much more privately. A stadium, really?” He shakes his head and mumbles again, “Three years!”

      Xarrix stands up. “Yes, well, this has been… it’s been something. I hope to never do it again. I’ll be in touch when I have work for you.” Awkwardly, he puts a clawed hand on Wil’s shoulder, before walking away into the crowd.

      “Great. Thanks, I’ll wait for your call. Nothing else to do.” Wil looks around and spots a server, flagging him—he thinks it’s a him—down. “What’s stronger than grum?”
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      As Wil disappears ahead of them, Zephyr turns to Maxim. “Ready to do this?”

      “I’d follow you anywhere.”

      “Flirt.”

      “Ghost base, any idea what’s down this corridor?” Maxim asks, as the two of them head in the opposite direction to Wil.

      “Unfortunately, no,” Gabe replies. “Our passive scans registered a few chambers and a cross corridor that leads to a stairwell. I suggest you head towards that and begin clearing the levels.”

      “Roger that,” Zephyr says, as the two Palorians increase their pace to a light jog, doing their best to mix speed and stealth.

      Bennie chimes in over the comms. “I can open all the access hatches on the stairwell. They won’t know where you are, and as long as there are no environmental emergencies, the computer won’t force them closed.”

      The stairwell hatch is indeed open when they arrive, having secured the two chambers they came across on their way there. As they reach the next level, they see a small group of pirates standing not too far from the door to the stairwell.

      “Glad he opened all the doors,” Maxim whispers, as they slip out into the corridor.

      The pirates are a mixed bag of races—some they recognize, some they don’t. There are two Ruknaks, though. “This could be a problem,” Maxim mutters, watching the group. Ruknaks are from a high-gravity world, and as a result, their typically five-foot frame is entirely muscle. Their skin is thick, almost rock-like, and it does a good job of absorbing energy-weapons fire. The Tarsi attempted to add the Ruknak to their Peacekeeper legions, until they realized that as a race the Ruknak aren’t much smarter than a garden pail. If it weren’t for their neighbors, the Sylban, they wouldn’t even have space travel.

      The group is talking amongst themselves, apparently trying to coordinate with someone somewhere for the defense of the station. “Should we just kill them?” Maxim asks.

      “I don’t know if we can take those Ruknak down fast enough,” Zephyr answers. “Let’s see what they do.”

      The pirates start walking down the corridor. Either they came from the level above or the one below—most likely above, as otherwise Zephyr and Maxim would probably have heard them before now. Twenty meters down the corridor, the group turns a corner and runs into another group of pirates, who are escorting some kind of a technician with scanning equipment.

      “Uh oh,” Maxim says, right as the technician looks up from her hand terminal at the other group of pirates, and directly at Maxim and Zephyr two meters behind them.

      “Watch out!” is all the startled tech has time to say, before Maxim and Zephyr open fire on the confused group. The pirates of the new group were furthest from the two ex-Peacekeepers, and have time to drop to the ground and open fire. Blaster bolts strike them both, glancing off their armor, causing the prismatic shielding to waver and fade in places. The nearest group of pirates are mostly lying on the ground, plasma blasts smoking—except for the two Ruknak, who have slowly turned to face the now very visible invaders.

      “Dren,” Zephyr hisses as the two walking piles of rock start to advance. Ruknak only have two large fingers and a thumb, so most weapons don’t suit them, but clubs are made to be held by any hand, and each Ruknak has one.

      “Fall back!” Maxim orders, his HUD showing red warning icons on several parts of his armor. With his hand on Zephyr’s shoulder, the two backtrack down the corridor, towards the stairwell.

      “Ghost base, we’re taking heavy fire, and our armor is compromised,” Maxim shouts, as they try to keep up a steady rate of fire to keep the advancing pirates back. Unfortunately, the two Ruknak are providing an excellent walking barrier to fire from.

      “Get to the stairwell, and go up,” Bennie orders.

      The moment they enter the stairwell the hatch slams shut. “You have thirty microtocks to get to the next door,” Bennie tells them.

      Their armor may no longer be able to provide stealth, but its power enhancement capabilities allows them both to dash up the stairs three or four at a time, clearing the threshold of the next level’s hatch with microtocks to spare.

      “What’s on this level?” Zephyr asks, as the hatch closes behind them. A light on the panel next to the hatch lights up, indicating that the hatch is sealed.

      “Well, for one thing, less bad guys,” Bennie says. Before she can snap at him, he continues, “From our limited sensor data, it also looks like this level is mostly crew bunks. I don’t have full control of their systems. They’ve got a good hacker somewhere who’s keeping me from taking over entirely, but I can keep that stairwell locked up for at least a few more centocks.”

      “Acknowledged,” Zephyr replies, as she and Maxim head down the corridor, poking their heads into each room they come across to ensure no one has slept through the alarm and is still in their bunk.

      A few minutes later they reach the lift. Maxim reports in: “Ghost base, this level is clear.”

      The next level, however, is not.
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      The lift doors open on the level Zephyr calculates is two below the command center—a level with a few dozen pirates assembled on it, currently. They are looking at what appears to be large training room, which the pirates were using as a staging post before they assaulted the command level.

      “Oh, dren!” Zephyr exclaims, palming the lift control as the mass of pirates turns to face the lift. Maxim pushes her out of the way as several plasma blasts rip the back of the lift car to pieces—along with several pieces of Maxim’s armor.

      The car shakes and the light panels inside explode, as plasma rips them to shreds.

      “Bennie, we’re taking fire! We need help!” Maxim shouts into the comms in his helmet. Pieces of his armor are sparking as plasma blasts make contact.

      The lift doors start to close, but are quickly damaged under the barrage of weapons fire, until they stop moving, a foot apart from each other. “Oh Grolack!” Bennie says, over the comms. “Their hacker is good—he’s keeping me out of most of the station’s systems.”

      Zephyr is leaning against the right door, Maxim against the left. Each is taking turns to lean out and fire their plasma rifles into the room.

      Bennie is back: “I’m trying to talk Wil through hacking his way into the command center. How his people ever got into orbit, I’ll never know,” the Brailack scoffs.

      “Bennie! You little krebnack! We’re taking fire! This lift is compromised, and we’re going to die!” Maxim shouts.

      “I’m working as fast as I can! Wil isn’t that bright!”

      “I can hear you, you asshole!” Wil shouts back, over the open comms channel.

      A plasma blast strikes Zephyr, just as she leans out to fire. She falls back with a cry, her shoulder smoking, the armor melted and deformed.

      “We’re working on it! Hold on!” A few seconds pass, then Bennie is back: “Are both of your armors intact?”

      Maxim glances at his HUD: lots of green, a lot more yellow, but no red. He glances at Zephyr and nods. “Seals intact. Why?”

      Suddenly there’s a loud roaring, as the lift car lurches and drops a few inches. It shakes with the force of the air rushing past it. The lights in the room beyond the lift turn orange—if there were lights left the lift car, Zephyr assumes they’d be orange too, signaling a breach. The doors would be also snapping shut, if they still could.

      Over the roar, they hear Bennie’s voice. “Wil was able—”

      Wil cuts in: “I can speak for myself, you green turd. I couldn’t get much control, but wherever their pet hacker is, he’s likely either sealed in a room or dead.” He sounds like he’s out of breath. “I was able to get access to enough systems to blow a few hatches and keep the emergency bulkheads from closing.”

      Outside the lift car, Maxim can see the pirates collapsing. He lifts his rifle and shoots one smart enough to wear a vac suit dead center in the chest. Not an armored vac suit though, he sees with satisfaction.

      As the roar of escaping air starts to die down, Maxim helps Zephyr stand up; her armor is severely damaged in several places, and it’s a minor miracle it hasn’t been compromised. He looks around the room—nearly two dozen bodies are bathed in the orange light of the decompression alarms.

      “Are you guys okay?” Bennie asks, over the comms.

      “We’re fine,” Zephyr answers. “But we’re going to need a different way to the command center.”

      “Or back to the ship, whichever,” Maxim amends.

      “I’m locking down the station; there are a few last pirates scattered around the base. Looks like the smart ones that had vac suits on,” Wil says, over the common channel.

      “They’ll be dead by the time the Harrith Authorities arrive, and we can cash our credits in,” Bennie replies. There is a disturbing amount of glee in his voice.

      “You’re a dark little fella; you know that?” Wil answers back.

      “Whatever,” the Brailack answers. Then, “Gabe says he’s called in the Harrith. Nearest cruiser is five tocks out.”

      “Wil, meet us down here and we can walk back to the ship,” Zephyr says, as she and Maxim pick their way through the corpses of the pirates.

      “I’ll be down in a second; Bennie has me installing something or other.”

      “It’s a remote… never mind,” the hacker grumbles.

      By the time the team has explored and secured every level and room of the asteroid base, the Harrith Navy Cruiser Sword of Justice arrives and takes custody of the base. The team files their claim against the contents of the base before heading off into space, while the Harrith navy begins to go over the place with a fine-toothed comb.

      As the Ghost speeds away, its cargo hold packed with what the team could carry off before the Harrith arrived, Zephyr says to Wil, “You know. I might have an opportunity for us.”
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      “Log Entry. Farsight Corporation. Capralla Research Station, Chief Scientist.” A breath. Followed by another, deeper. “We’ve discovered something. Something big. One of our long-range probes was exploring the Sargul Nebula and came across it. I hesitate to say what it is. Honestly, I don’t know what it is. Dren! The implications are astounding. If it is what I think it is, this will have repercussions throughout the GC.”

      

      The sound of pacing back and forth. “It’s a ship, I think. It’s bigger than any I’ve ever seen. Bigger than any that exists in the GC as far as I know. The others have started calling it ‘the beast’—that seems fitting, but implies it has a military intent. Does it? We don’t know. It certainly has a lot of weapons. The probe went offline after scanning the ship, the object. It’s a ship.

      

      “What does this mean? For the GC? For civilization in this part of the galaxy? Who do we tell?”
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      “You’re right, Belzar; the guilty verdict will have long-lasting and quite far-reaching implications throughout the GC. Peacekeeper Supreme Commander Larin has resigned, as has GC senior council member Qua’trall, both in disgrace. As you may recall, it was revealed during the trail that Qua’trall was pushing the GC Security Council to focus it’s attention elsewhere, while the Peacekeeper operatives did their dirty work in the Harrith system. It remains to be seen what the rest of the GC council will do—whether it’s emergency open elections or promoting one of the remaining council members. As we know, power abhors a vacuum, so I’m sure we’ll have an answer to that question soon.” Mon-El Furash stops, nodding a few times. “Yes, that’s true, Bruul, Peacekeeper command has gone on record as saying that their highest office will go unfilled, while the Admiralty decides on the best course of action and does a thorough review of all its members.” She gives another nod. “Yes, and thank you both. Back to you.”
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      Wil steps to the fridge—or what he calls the fridge—and grabs a grum, before walking back to the lounge area. Grabbing a seat next to Maxim, he looks over at Zephyr. “You mentioned, a job?” He waves his hand in an expansive “after you” type motion.

      She clears her throat and stands up, looking each crew member in the eye, before finally stopping at Wil. “I’ve been approached by someone who has paying work. Work that doesn’t go against our common moral grain.” She looks over a Bennie, eyes narrowing.

      The Brailack hacker looks at her and screeches, “Hey! I have a moral grain! I think!”

      “Anyway, I received a message the last time we put down at a spaceport. Someone I know—or rather, used to know—needs our help.”

      As she pauses to take a breath, Wil raises his hand. “Used to know? Why’d they reach out to you?”

      “I’ll answer the last part first,” Zephyr says. “I assume she reached out to me because of the Harrith thing. Even keeping a low profile while we avoid the consortium’s bounty hunters, we’re pretty well-known. As for the other part, I haven’t seen or spoken to her in tens of cycles. The last time I saw her was my first year in the academy back on Palor.”

      This time it’s Maxim who chimes in. “I’ve known you since your first posting out the academy, and you’ve never mentioned anyone from your time there.”

      Zephyr walks to the fridge and grabs a grum, taking a long swig. “At the time I was following protocol.” She looks meaningfully at Maxim. “You know the one: excommunicated Peacekeepers are for all intents and purposes dead to everyone. I know now how stupid that rule is, how hurtful it is—but at the time I didn’t, and when she left the service I swore I’d never speak to her or see her again.” She takes another long drink, visibly shaken. “She saw, like everyone did, the Harrith incident, and she reached out to me. She needs our help.”

      Wil looks from her to Maxim, even glancing over to Bennie. “Um, what do you mean, ‘excommunicated’? I knew you and Max were framed by Janus, but what’s this? It’s not related, right?” He looks to Gabe who, as usual, is standing off to the side. The droid shakes his head, remaining silent.

      Zephyr drops down on the bench next to Bennie at the kitchen table. “As you know, the Peacekeepers are police, army, and more for the Galactic Commonwealth. Our people take that role and responsibility seriously. There’s very little on Palor that doesn’t revolve around being a Peacekeeper. Close to ninety-five percent of our population are Peacekeepers, whether frontline troops or some manner of support service. Before the Tarsi came, we were like any other race, with diverse interests; business, arts, science, and so on. But we were always warriors just below the surface. Our people fought war after war after war. Peace never lasted more than a ten-cycle on Palor. Once the Tarsi showed up, they began encouraging our baser tendencies. Over the generations, those other interests became extraneous. Our skills and interests were continually honed by the Tarsi until there wasn’t much left to us but fighting.” She looks right at Maxim. “Even if being a Peacekeeper isn’t what a Palorian child wants, all children enter the academy. Some test out, showing exemplary skills in the few remaining non-military or support jobs. Some wash out and are ostracized by our entire population, and the rest—whether happily or not—serve in the Peacekeepers.”

      Maxim gets up and goes to the kitchen table, picking up a squirming Bennie without a word and placing him in the lounge chair that’s just been vacated. Then Maxim sits down beside Zephyr and takes her hand. Not a single word is said during this movement, except the expletives that spill out of Bennie.

      Zephyr continues, “There’s nothing for washouts on Palor. The population looks down on them. Their families either publicly shun them or try to hide them from public view. It’s so unbearable most take their own lives rather than live with the embarrassment.”

      Bennie, who’s been quiet this whole time—not counting when Maxim picked him up like luggage—finally has something to say. “They kill themselves?” He’s incredulous.

      “You have to understand; the entire populace wants nothing to do with you. Many shops won’t sell to you, the few nonmilitary employers won’t hire you. Washing out of the academy is quite literally a death sentence at worst, and at best, as is the case for my friend, a life sentence of exile.”

      Bennie, still clearly confused, just says, “This is why family is overrated. I haven’t been back to Brai since ten cycles after I left the pouch. Don’t miss it.”

      Gabe, who’s been silently taking this all in from the corner of the kitchen area, standing like he always does, finally breaks the silence. “Pouch?”
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      After a rather lengthy and at times stomach-turning explanation of Brailack culture and physiology, the crew grows silent again. This time, Wil breaks the silence. “So, who is this and what’s the job?”

      Zephyr takes a breath. “Her name is Prathea. She’s a chief scientist for one of the big multi-system corporations. Farsight Corp, she said.”

      Gabe raises his hand. “Farsight Corporation is not just ‘one of’ the big multi-system corporations.” Somewhere along the way he seems to have picked up the rabbit ears gesture of air quotes. “They are in fact the second largest corporation in the entire region. Among other things, they are one of the largest research and development firms in the Galactic Commonwealth, holding several high-level contracts with the GC and Peacekeepers.”

      Maxim leans forward. “I’ve heard of them. They supply the Peacekeepers with advanced weapons.”

      Gabe nods. “Weapons research is also one of their larger verticals.”

      Wil looks at his mechanical friend. “How do you know so much about this company, Farsight Corp?”

      Gabe tilts his head. “I was built by Farsight. Another of their key verticals is service droids, primarily engineering and scientific models.”

      Bennie leans over. “So, they’re like your Gods or something?”

      Gabe’s head swivels to look down at the leering hacker. “I am not religious.”

      Wil nearly falls over laughing. It takes a few minutes for him to catch his breath. “Okay,” he says, “back on track folks. Gabe, will dealing with Farsight be an issue?”

      “No Captain. I was merely stating a fact. My loyalties lie with our crew.”

      “Good to know.” He nods to the droid, who nods back.

      “As I was saying…” Zephyr pauses and looks around the room before continuing. “She’s the chief scientist at some research station. All she said in her first comms was that it’s out near the edge of the GC.”

      Wil stands up. “Okay, go ahead and get in touch with her. Figure out where she is, and see if she’ll commit to a number, too.” He smiles. “Just so we know. We can set course when we hear from her.” He turns toward the hatch that leads to the crew berths. “I’m going to bed now, see y’all later.”

      Bennie climbs out of the chair Maxim had dropped him in. “I’ll be on the bridge. That new personality module I installed on the main computer is annoying even me. Gonna see what I can do with it.” He heads back toward the hatch to the long corridor, often called the neck, that connects the body of the ship with the forward section housing the bridge and armory. Without speaking, Gabe turns and follows the hacker out.

      Alone in the lounge, Maxim looks over at Zephyr. “You've never mentioned Prathea to me. Even privately, where no one would hear you break protocol.” He sounds hurt, the concern is etched on his face.

      She reaches up to stroke his cheek before placing her hand on top of his. “Love, before we were framed and saw what the Peacekeepers were all about, I took the rules, even those that hurt, seriously. The morning Prathea was announced as missing, I knew. I knew she’d left, washed out. Our ways are so rigid; it was like a switch. I spared her a moment to wish it had turned out differently and maybe in the back of my mind, wish her well. Then I pushed her from my mind and went to the assembly field for the morning parade.”

      Palorians don’t have tear ducts—their inner set of vertical eyelids handle wetting and debris removal just like tears do for humans. Zephyr closes her eyes now, and Maxim can see that her inner eyelids are working overtime.
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      Wil is sitting at a bar on a world he can’t remember the name of. Xarrix has him waiting for a shipment of something from somewhere. Wil asked where, and was told it was none of his business.

      He’s about six grum into the evening, so far having only eaten what passes for pub mix on this world. Instead of shoving cashews aside as he would be on earth, he’s pushing some type of dried bug thing around.

      He waves at the barkeep. “Hey!”

      The round, four-legged being comes over. The tank-top covering its top half is stained and has a sizable rip in the center. “Yeah?”

      “You have tacos?”

      The barkeep’s face scrunches up; one three-fingered hand comes up to scratch its bald head. Wil has gotten used to beings with anywhere from one eye to twelve or more, but this thing has three enormous eyes in a triangular arrangement, and somewhere around ten more smaller ones scattered around them. Its mouth reminds Wil of… well, a part of the human anatomy he’s trying really hard to not picture in more detail.

      “Ta’ Co?” It leans forward, bringing its face closer to Wil.

      “Oh god, don’t get so close! Tacos. You know ground meat, tasty, crunchy shell. Shredded lettuce, cheese or something that looks like it.” He pantomimes what he assumes he looks like when eating a taco. “Maybe some guac too?”

      The quadruped bartender looks at him with every single eye, each blinking seemingly at random intervals. “What is, Kwok? I think maybe you’ve had enough grum.”

      Wil slams his glass down, sloshing grum all over the table. “I’ll tell you when I’ve had enough! I just want some fucking tacos!” He pitches his glass over the barkeep’s head, shattering it and several bottles of alien liquor in the process.

      From behind Wil comes a voice. “Okay, little fella, I think maybe you need to calm down.”

      Wil spins around, throwing a left hook right into the stomach of one of the bar’s bouncers. “Well, I’ll be honest—I expected a head to be right there,” he says. His fist is still resting against an orange-skinned abdomen. “Why aren’t you wearing a shirt?”

      The large alien looks down at him, smiles sadly and lifts him by his shirt. “Like I said little guy, time for you to cool off.”

      Wil smiles. “Thanks!”

      The bouncer frowns. “For what?” he asks, just as one of Wil’s boots smashes him right in the crotch. He grunts and drops Wil, who lands less gracefully than he had planned. He lurches to his feet as the bouncer turns back toward him. “You little…” There is a pause. “What are you—?”

      “I think it said it’s a Gobot,” the bartender offers.

      “Human!” Wil screams.

      “You know what? I don’t care—I can throw you across the room without knowing what planet you come from.” The bouncer reaches down for Wil.

      “Earth, asshole!” Wil slurs, as he dodges the giant hand by slipping to the side and shoving a recently-vacated barstool between himself and the bouncer.

      “What?” the big alien says, stomping after Wil’s rapidly scurrying form.

      Wil finally gets to his feet and grabs a bottle of something off a nearby table, amid several shouts from the previous owners. “It’s where I’m from!” He hurls the bottle at the bouncer, then turns to sprint away into the crowd—or would have, if a giant hand didn’t clamp down on his shoulder, spinning him around. “Well,” Wil says, “your arms are longer than I anticipated.” The bouncer lifts him off the ground again and shakes him. “Oh god, don’t do that!”

      “Time for you to leave.” The bouncer turns toward the door, still jostling Wil around.

      “Oh god, I’m gonna…” is all Wil gets out, before the six grum and countless little cups of pub mix come back for a visit.

      “Oh man! That’s disgusting!” the bouncer shouts, holding Wil as far from his body as he can, spraying an unfortunate bar patron instead, before he gets to the doors and tosses Wil out. Wil doesn’t even feel the landing; he’s already blacked out.
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      Zephyr and Maxim are in their quarters—he laying on the bed, browsing something on a large PADD, and she hunched over a terminal. Straightening up, the popping sounds of her vertebrae causes Maxim to look up from what he’s doing.

      “That doesn’t sound good.” He stands up and puts his hands on her shoulders.

      Reaching up to rest her hand on one of his, she says, “Thanks. Prathea did a really good job routing her comms signal to hide her trail; it’s taking me some time to replicate her efforts for my reply.” She shakes her head. “What could be so secret that she’d go through all this trouble? Neither she, nor I, are Peacekeepers. She works for a mega-corporation and knows I’m here aboard the Ghost.”

      He massages her shoulders as she rolls her head side to side, trying to loosen up the muscles in her neck. He shrugs. “Who knows? Like you said, you haven’t seen or spoken to her in tens of cycles. A lot can change in that amount of time.” He smiles at the joke—so much has changed for the two of them it would make anyone’s head spin. He leans down and kisses the top of her head.

      She keeps working for a few more minutes, then finally powers down the terminal. “Okay. Sent. I think. Nothing to do but wait for her reply.”
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      The next morning, Wil is sitting in the lounge having breakfast, reading personal ads from Multona, on a PADD. Bennie and Gabe walk in, deep in conversation with one other, and Wil looks up, closing the tab on his PADD. “Bennie, I know I don’t know much about your people, other than some truly disgusting breeding habits, thank you very much, but I think you need sleep. Right? You look like microwaved dren.”

      The weary Brailack hops into the seat opposite Wil, while Gabe stands at one end of the table. “Yeah I know. I’ll grab something to eat then smack the sack.” He looks at Wil expectantly.

      “You know I’m never taking you to Earth, right? You don’t have to keep trying to master human colloquialisms. Also, it’s hit the sack. Why would you think it’d be ‘smack’ the sack?” Wil shakes his head and smiles.

      “Hit, smack… whatever. You Earth people don’t sleep in sacks, as far as I know, why do you even say that? Plus, you never know, maybe you’ll change your mind. I should be ready.”

      Wil slowly takes a sip of his coffee—or what he has to drink instead of coffee, since he’s run out of the real deal. He looks from Bennie to Gabe. The droid is doing his usual stand-silently-and-watch thing. “I honestly don’t know where the saying came from, and how do you know we don’t sleep in sacks? You haven’t been rummaging around in my quarters have you?” His earlier smile is gone, all of a sudden.

      Bennie looks around, shakes his head and in a voice a few octaves higher than usual says, “What? No! Why would I do something like that? I’m insulted! Insulted you’d even ask that.”

      “Uh, huh.” Wil looks to Gabe, who’s been slowly moving his head back and forth like a spectator at a tennis match. “Can you set up a security subroutine for my quarters? Link it to my wristcomm or something? Maybe DNA?”

      “Of course, Captain. It should not take long.”

      “Good luck,” Bennie sniggers, then seeing the look Wil is throwing him, looks down at his lap. “So, uh, how come you don’t want to go home? I mean it’s not like I want to move back to Brai or anything, but you know, I could visit… if I wanted to. I don’t, but still.” He looks up at Wil. “Isn’t there anyone or anyplace you want to see again?”

      Wil slides his plate to the side, which Gabe deftly picks up and takes to the cleaning unit. “I don’t know, man.” He spreads his arms to encompass the lounge and the ship as a whole. “After experiencing this? After owning my own starship, fighting a fight no one would have expected us to win, let alone survive, saving entire solar systems. After meeting you all, after everything I’ve been through...” He trails off for a second. Gabe, who’s now standing near the dish cleaning unit turns to look at Wil, as he continues, “It’d be so boring. Earth is fifty—okay, probably one hundred years from ever leaving the solar system, let alone making contact with anyone. Assuming they even live that long. When I left, the planet wasn’t even unified.”

      Bennie interrupts. “Not unified? Like separate nations and stuff? How can you all speak the same language but not be unified?”

      Wil raises an eyebrow. “We don’t all speak the same language.”

      “Wait, really? How’s that work?”

      “What do you mean? There are all kinds of human cultures and languages.”

      “How do you get anything done? You said you didn’t have translation software,” Bennie says, clearly stymied.

      Wil shrugs. “We do it the hard way, learning other languages. Plus, the first experimental FTL pod my government made left the solar system when I did. Lanksham stripped it down for parts and sold most of it off. What he couldn’t sell he dumped on Fury. Oh, and I’d rather not be dissected.”

      Bennie’s face goes a few shades lighter. “Dissected?”

      Wil shrugs. “I’ve been gone a few years, they declared me dead. Showing up back in Denver for brunch one day might raise a few eyebrows. Last time I went for supplies was risky enough. So yeah, I think I’ll pass. Earth can get along just fine without me.” He looks at his cup of not-quite-coffee, adding, “and, for the most part, I can get along without it.”

      Gabe raises his hand, indicating a question. “Do you not have familial relations on Earth? People who might want to know that you are indeed not, lost in space? Love ones? Friends?”

      This time Wil sighs. “This conversation is a barrel of monkeys. No, not really, Gabe. My parents are dead. My sister has a family who I’ve only met once or twice in person, and barely more than that over FaceTime. She lives in Rhode Island. I wasn’t seeing anyone when I went on my mission, so no girlfriend back in Colorado or anything. I got to say ‘goodbye’ to my best friend, so, nope, no one is missing me back there.” He stands up. “Great chat fellas, next time we can talk about that time when I was eight, and my dog died.” He walks off toward the hatch leading to the bridge.

      Gabe looks down and says, “Dog?”

      Bennie shrugs and hops out of his chair, “Beats me. I’m gonna go smack the, wait no, HIT the sack. See you later.” He waves a hand dismissively as he trots off toward the crew quarters.

      Gabe’s optic sensors spin a few times, then stop. He turns back to the kitchenette area and pause, unmoving, then turns and heads off toward the hatch leading to the engineering space. “Biologicals… Why would anyone microwave dren?”
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      The planet Capralla isn’t particularly interesting, except for its location—and even that only makes it interesting to scientists. Located near the edge of explored space, it’s the perfect planet for long-range, deep-space scanning. The breathable atmosphere and small population add to its value.

      Farsight Corporation has had a primary research facility on Capralla for several dozen cycles. The small local population was employed to help build the planetary facility as well as the launch pad that placed several dozen advanced-scanning satellites in orbit. While not technologically advanced themselves, they know about technology, but simply don’t care.

      “Welcome to Capralla,” Wil announces, as the Ghost drops out of FTL. He taps a few controls on his station, bringing the FTL engines to standby mode and powering up the sub-light drive. “Zephyr, call down, get us cleared to land. Does this research station have a landing pad or spaceport, or are we landing near the city?”

      Bennie looks up from his station. “From what I can tell, there’s a pad just big enough for us at the station.”

      Zephyr is speaking to someone at her own station, keeping her voice low so as not to interfere with anyone on the bridge. Old training dies hard, Wil thinks to himself, smiling, just as she looks up. “We’ve got clearance at their pad. They didn’t sound super thrilled to hear it was us coming in.” She looks back to her station. “Receiving a vector, sending to your station.”

      “So, about the same as normal then,” Wil says, turning his chair to face Maxim at the tactical station. “Max, don’t be shy with the scanners, I want every nook and cranny of that station and the surrounding area mapped out.”

      Maxim nods, and turns to his displays. “Of course.” He scratches at the stubble on his cheeks, Wil notices—he must be growing out a beard.

      As the Ghost nears the planet, Bennie lets out a low whistle. “Would you look at those.” He taps a few controls and the main display switches from the view of the approaching planet to a zoomed-in view of one of the Farsight Corporation’s deep-space observation satellites.

      Zephyr nods toward the screen. “From what I’ve learned during our trip, they’ve got a small fleet of those things at various orbits, looking all over deep into the black. Some are even FTL-capable.”

      Wil switches the display back to the now much closer planet. He taps a control. “Hey, Gabe, everything good down there? Gonna be lighting up the atmo-engines in a few seconds.”

      Over the speaker comes Gabe’s voice. “Acknowledged. The atmospheric flight engines are ready, as are the repulsor lifts.”

      The repulsor lift generators are immensely up-scaled anti-grav lifters, Wil knows, like those used in grav-sleds. Gabe has explained it to him: ships that can’t generate aerodynamic lift need lift generators to keep them from plummeting to the ground when in atmosphere. The Ghost has a lift generator in each of its wings, at the forward section of the nacelle that house the FTL engines, providing a balancing point which the atmospheric engines can push against.

      “Roger that buddy. Hold on everyone, atmosphere in 15 seconds. Shields set for atmospheric entry,” Wil announces, adjusting his position in his seat. The pilot station in front of him shifts appearance for atmospheric flight: pedals lift out of the floor, and a flight yoke disengages from the console and swings into place in front of Wil.

      The Ghost begins to vibrate—just a little at first, then slowly building in intensity. The main display begins to brighten as superheated plasma builds up along the deflector shields. The shaking starts to diminish as the shields further adjust to the atmosphere, and soon the ship is flying as smoothly as ever, plunging further and further into the atmosphere.

      “Atmo-engines in three, two, one.” Wil touches a control, and there’s a solid boom from the back of the ship as two powerful thrusters engage and begin pushing the ship forward. At the same time the engines erupt into life, the lift-generators begin to thrum, glowing green, providing the not-at-all aerodynamic ship with the lift it needs to keep from falling very fast into the planet below.

      Soon, the Ghost is gently lowering itself onto the landing pad outside the Farsight Corp research complex.
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      As Wil, Zephyr, and Bennie walk down the cargo ramp, a hefty blast door opens in the side of the science facility, and a small group walk towards the ship. Wil whispers, “One of them your friend?”

      Zephyr shakes her head once.

      “Welcome to Capralla,” the leader of the small party says, reaching the bottom of the cargo ramp. “I’m head of security, Murta.” He’s a tallish Harrith in his mid… well, Wil doesn’t know how long Harrith live, but somewhere in his middle years. “I’ll escort you to Chief Researcher Prathea.” At that, he turns and heads back into the building. His cohorts—security officers, most likely—turn and follow him.

      “Friendly,” Bennie mumbles, as the trio steps on to the landing pad and follow the security group into the facility.

      Wil lifts his wristcomm. “Max, keep an eye on us.”

      “Acknowledged,” comes the response over the comms unit.

      As they enter the facility, the blast door closes behind them with a loud clang. The inside of the of the facility is made of clean, white plasti-steel, and what’s likely to be shatter-proof transparent ceramic. The hallways they walk down are lined with what Wil assumes are labs: walls of computer banks, tables covered in tech he’s never seen before, rooms with nothing but computer terminals and computer operators.

      Wil looks down at Bennie. “You’re drooling.”

      Bennie wipes his mouth and glares at Wil. “This place. It’s amazing. We just passed a Quantum Industries YT-1000. A. One. Thousand!” He’s practically dancing. “Do you know what I could do with that thing?”

      Wil shakes his head. “I don’t even want to know, and no touching.”

      They round a corner and the security entourage breaks off, taking up positions on either side of the door in front of them.

      It opens to reveal a lift. Murta turns to them. “The Chief Researcher’s office is upstairs.” He walks into it, and Wil, Bennie, and Zephyr follow.

      The lift takes them to the fifth floor—the top level, if Wil’s guess at the size of the building is right—where it opens onto a long hallway with doors on both sides. They walk toward the door at the very end of the hall, which is larger than the rest.

      Murta touches a control panel next to the door, then gestures. “Right this way.”

      The office they enter is the office of a scientist, but also an administrator. Equipment and PADDs are everywhere, including the floor. The woman behind the desk, while a Palorian like Zephyr and Maxim, is quite clearly not a Peacekeeper. She’s barely as tall as Wil, while Zephyr is easily a head taller, and Maxim more so. She’s also obviously not in the same physical condition as Zephyr, if she ever was. Her black hair is cut short in a pixie-bob style.

      The woman behind the desk nods to Murta, then looks at Wil briefly, then at Zephyr. “Zephyr,” she says, standing up.

      “Prathea.” Zephyr nods in welcome. “This is Wil. The little one is Bennie.” She nods to each in turn.

      The smaller, rounder Palorian dashes around the desk and hugs Zephyr tightly. Zephyr lets out a startled yelp, then Prathea pulls back, still holding on to Zephyr’s forearm. “Thank you for coming. I didn’t know who else to go to. Then I saw all that footage of what happened at Harrith. I knew you could help me figure this out.”
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      “Damage to starboard engine assembly. Power output to starboard disruptor dropping,” the computer reports, as the Ghost tilts wildly, sparks erupting from one of the consoles on the bridge.

      “Crap!” Wil shouts, to no one in particular. “What’d you get me into, Xarrix?!”

      He pulls on the controls, swinging the Ghost into a wild arc around the three attack craft chasing him. They’ve been on his tail ever since the space station where he picked up five large crates for Xarrix.

      Wil glances at a display he’s set up to view the cargo hold: in the middle of the screen is a stack of crates, lashed down to the deck. “What the hell is in those crates?!” he asks. The Ghost shakes and more sparks fly from a different console.

      “Unable to —” the computer starts.

      “Not talking to you!” Something explodes against the aft shields.

      “Warning. Aft shields at thirty-four percent.”

      “Calculate escape jump to FTL!” It’s getting smoky on the bridge. “And unseal the bridge hatch, try to clean up the air in here!”

      “Escape jump calculated. Please reach minimum FTL distance from nearby gravity wells.” The hatch to the bridge opens. “Increasing power to oxygen scrubbers in the main corridor.”

      Wil slams the controls hard to one side, while pushing the throttle control all the way forward.

      “Warning, inertial dampers exceeding maximum capacity.”

      “Almost…” Wil hasn’t taken his eyes off the primary tactical display, showing nearby space. The planet that the space station orbits is a massive gas giant. Its gravity well is enormous, and the Ghost is almost to the boundary.

      “Almost…” black dots are beginning to swim around the edge of his vision.

      “Warning, inertial dampers have exceeded maximum capacity.” The Ghost shudders again, more sparks erupt, this time from yet another console. Red lights are starting to flash on consoles whose functions Wil has no idea about. “Aft shields at fifteen percent.”

      A light on the console in front of Wil turns green. “Yes!” He slaps a palm on the console, activating the FTL drive. The Ghost lurches, then shoots into FTL space.

      Wil slouches back in his chair. “Shit. That was close. Computer, damage report.”

      “Starboard engine pod sustained damage, currently operating at forty-five percent. Starboard disruptor is offline. Port wing assembly damaged, structural integrity at sixty percent. Port atmospheric engine damaged. Aft shield emitters damaged.”

      “Well…”

      “Main engine, power output at seventy percent.”

      “Shit,” Wil says, reaching for a control on his console.

      The computer makes a soft beep, then Xarrix says, “Go ahead.”

      “Got ’em, but the price went up. The station had way better defenses than you said—defenses that included fighters. Fighters, Xarrix! You said your girl had the station security forces under her thumb.”

      “You don’t get to raise the price, you hairless poondar.”

      “You want those crates; you fix my ship. What’s a poondar?”

      “Are all five intact?”

      “Of course they are, I’m a professional.” Wil toggles a camera feed from the cargo hold onto the primary display. All five crates are sitting in the middle of the cargo hold, strapped to the deck plating.

      “You’re anything but a professional, but fine. Get here as fast as you can. I’ll have a repair bay waiting. When you contact space control, they’ll send you to the right place.”

      The computer beeps.

      Wil gets up and heads to the hatch. “Hate it when he hangs up on me.” he grumbles.
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      An hour or so later, the entire team is in Prathea’s office. Maxim and Gabe have secured the Ghost on the landing pad and joined the rest of the crew.

      Bennie is in one corner of the room, touching things that Prathea has already said not to touch, at least twice now, and Gabe is doing his usual stand-in-the-corner-quietly thing.

      Wil puts down the cup of something like tea that Prathea has offered him. “So. Prathea, no offense here, but you called us for a reason, and while this visit has been fun, and I’m glad you and Zee have reconnected and all…” He leaves it hanging there, as she lowers her own cup.

      She sighs. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you a whole lot. What I can tell you is that it’s serious and could have big repercussions for the GC.”

      “Oh, that doesn’t sound ominous,” Wil says.

      “One of our long-range probes picked up something,” she continues. “Something big. Really big.”

      Bennie turns around, leaving off poking at something that looks expensive. “This sounds interesting.” He comes over and hops on to the arm of the chair Maxim is sitting in. Maxim glares at the small Brailack, then looks over at Zephyr, then Prathea. “A big something, like how big? What is it?”

      “A ship.”

      Wil leans forward in his chair. “A ship? Whose ship? How big are we talking? Peacekeeper-Command-ship big? Where?”

      Prathea shakes her head. “Bigger than that. Beyond that, I can’t say, not yet.” She raises a hand, as Wil opens his mouth to interrupt. “Partly because I don’t know the answer, partly because it’s too dangerous.”

      “What do you mean a ship? A big ship? Where? Like a colony ship or something?” Bennie is leaning forward on his perch.

      “A few light years beyond the border, at the edge of the Sargul Nebula. We’re not sure exactly how big, there’s too much interference. We picked it up, and when our probe scanned it, it scanned back. Then the probe went offline.”

      Prathea reaches over to a terminal set in her desk, taps a few buttons and a hologram appears over it. The image is grainy, but Wil can see what looks like a ship outlined against the orange and purple haze of the nebula. With nothing to serve as a point of reference for scale, it’s impossible to make out its size, but however big it is, it’s certainly mean-looking. Along its sides are several ridges, with weapons emplacements evenly spaced along their length. Massive engines fill the entire aft section. The forward section is long and rounded.

      Prathea looks at the holo-image. “We need more time analyzing the data. To analyze the images we captured.”

      “Bennie can take a stab at it, Gabe too,” Wil offers. “Has it done anything else? Moved? Scanned the probe again or anything?”

      “Like I said, after our probe scanned it, it scanned back, then the data stream from the probe stopped. We started to analyze the data from the scan, the ship is, as far as we can tell, made of an unknown material.” She looks around. “We need to get this information somewhere else. We need to get it to the corporate office. That’s why I called you. It’s not safe here.”

      Wil and Maxim both tense, and Zephyr looks around. “What do you mean, not safe?” Maxim asks, his hand resting on the butt of his pistol.

      Prathea raises her hands. “I didn’t mean right now. You’re safe—as safe as anyone—here. This secret is just too big; it can’t stay a secret, it won’t. We have to move the data archive out of this facility, off this planet. Farsight Corporation can secure it. Investigate the ship, send a team. It’ll only take one technician letting this slip in a comms to their family and every government and treasure hunter for light years will swamp that nebula.”

      “Your entire staff knows about it? The ship—that it scanned you?” Wil asks, standing and walking over to the hologram and leaning to peer more closely at it.

      Prathea shakes her head. “Not all of them, no. Once we realized what we were seeing, and detected its sensor sweep, I compartmentalized it. Senior staff only, and only those who were in the room at the time. That’s still fifteen people, though. It’s only a matter of time until one of them mentions it to other staffers.”

      Zephyr, who’s been sitting quietly during this entire exchange, looks at Prathea. “Why us? You didn’t answer Wil earlier. Surely Farsight could send a ship, or a dozen ships to collect you and this data, get it safely to the corporate office.”

      Prathea smiles a sad smile. “I’d have to tell them the truth about why I want the escort. I knew you’d come without any details. Farsight wouldn’t do the same, the company is very conservative.” She looks at each of them in turn, then simply says, “Please.”
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      Several awkward conversations about Farsight, the Harrith Incident, and somehow Brailack breeding, again, later, the team is sitting in a large cafeteria with Prathea, Murta, and two senior scientists. The rest of the staff appear to be elsewhere.

      “So, you all are the ones who stopped the Peacekeepers from invading the Harrith system?” Jor’ Lu, a two-and-a-half-meter tall Burzzad asks, as she eats some type of porridge-like substance. Her pointed ears twitch as she watches Wil and the crew. Her pale skin is pulled tight over bones and rope-like muscles.

      Bennie nods vigorously. “That was us all, alright! You should have seen it! We blew ships up! Everyone was shooting at us. We blew up a huge Peacekeeper ship! Wil was flying like no one’s business. Well, that is until the Ghost got shot to wurrin and we crash-landed on the planet, in a huge fireball.”

      Wil glowers behind his cup of that same tea-like drink Prathea offered him earlier, coughing a little. “Yes, well—” he starts, but Bennie keeps going, somehow making the parts where the Ghost is nearly blown up and crashes take twice as long to tell as the fight leading up to that.

      Jor’ Lu seems completely entranced with the story, her three eyes wide and unblinking as she listens to Bennie’s version of events, her ears sticking straight out to the side. Her companion—a short, fur-covered being named Xan—seems less impressed. When Bennie winds down, somehow ending his version with him leading the repair effort of the Ghost, Xan asks, “So when are we going to the ship?”

      Jor’ Lu blinks rapidly, then looks at Xan then Prathea. “Yes. When do we leave?”

      “And what do we do with it when we get there?” Murta asks. He looks around the table. “My people could make good use of a ship that powerful. It could restore the balance of power in the region.” He looks at Wil. “They wouldn’t need to resort to paying privateers. No offense.”

      “None taken,” Wil says, smiling his most insincere smile.

      Prathea puts her utensil down, and looks around the table. “I don’t know if we should go to the ship at all.” She raises a hand to silence Murta and Xan. “What will we gain? We’ve got the data from the probe, that’s more than enough to get Farsight to send a cruiser.”

      “And what? Farsight gets a warship that rivals a Peacekeeper Command ship? Why? What’s to stop them from turning it over to the GC and the Peacekeepers? It could restore my people to power in the region,” Murta growls.

      “Look, Murta, I get your point. I like your people a lot, but they’ve no claim on the ship—” Wil starts.

      Murta stands up, pointing at Wil. “And what? You’d take it? Sell it to the highest bidder? Sell it to some criminal?”

      “We could sell it to Harrith,” Bennie chimes in. “I bet they’d pay a fortune. Would easily buy the Consortium off, and then some.”

      “Sell it?!” Murta screams.

      “Murta, sit down,” Prathea says, resting her hand on his arm. “No one is selling it or giving it away, or doing anything with it. We don’t know anything about it yet. It’s idiotic to make plans for it when we know so little.”

      “Then we should go. Check it out,” Xan pushes.

      Jor’ Lu nods. “If nothing else, we can gather a lot more data to turn over to corporate.”

      Prathea looks at Wil, then Zephyr. “Would you take us?”

      Wil nods. “But not for free.”

      Murta growls as Prathea nods. “Of course.” Then lower, under her breath, “Pirate.”
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      The next day, Prathea announces to the rest of her research staff that herself, Jor’ Lu, Xan, and Murta will be leaving on a small exploration mission. She explains that they have hired the crew of the Ghost to provide additional security and fast transport, to take them to a new scientific discovery. It’s a flimsy story, but most of the researchers don’t even look up when she’s addressing them, faces still focused on their PADDs. When released, most hurry back to their labs.

      The team and their small gaggle of scientists walk out of the facility, heading for the Ghost. Jor’ Lu looks down the pathway towards the ship.

      “That’s it?” She looks from Prathea to Xan, then to Wil. “That ship? That’s the one we’re going to travel in?” Her pace slows down.

      Wil looks up at Jor’ Lu. “What do you mean, That’s it? The Ghost is a fine ship!”

      “Especially now. The ship has undergone extensive repairs and upgrades, after being nearly destroyed,” Gabe chimes in. “More than once.”

      Wil turns to his friend. “Phrasing!”

      The group resumes walking towards the Ghost, the three scientists looking over the ship as the approach. Every set of eyes is squinting.
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      In the lounge, Wil gestures to the kitchenette and seating areas. “This is the main crew lounge.” He gestures toward a hatch. “Down that way are the crew bunks. We tend to eat most meals together. You’re welcome to join us as often as you like.” He walks toward the hatch that leads to the bridge. “This way is the bridge. You’re welcome to pop in, but it’s not a place to hang out.” As the hatch opens he turns to Gabe. “Gabe, can you show them around, while I get us underway?”

      The bot bows his head. “Of course, Captain.” Turning to the group of scientists, who are poking at the furniture experimentally, Wil hears him say, “Please follow me.”

      Wil is only halfway to the bridge when his wristcomm begins to vibrate the emergency pattern. “Computer, status report,” Wil says, increasing his pace toward the bridge.

      “We are being targeted by a ship in orbit.”

      Zephyr comes up behind him at that moment. “Did it just say we’re being targeted?” She doesn’t wait for the answer, sprinting the rest of the way to the bridge.

      By the time Wil gets to the bridge, Zephyr has the pre-flight checks almost done, and he can feel the repulsors powering up. “How long?” he asks, falling into his seat.

      “Ten more centocks.” She looks up from her station, waiting for Wil’s instructions.

      “Hail them.”

      She nods, and Wil hears the tell-tale beep to indicate an open comms channel. “Hi there, mystery ship in orbit. Our sensors are telling us that you’re targeting us. That’s a little rude, don’t you think?”

      The primary display comes to life, showing—well, showing Ziggy Stardust. Not an alien that looks like David Bowie, but like the actual David Bowie in his Ziggy Stardust get up, lightning bolt and all.

      “Wil Calder.”

      
        
        “Ziggy Stardust,” Wil counters.

      

      

      Space Ziggy Stardust blinks twice, then looks off-screen at something or someone, then turns back. “I am Kohar. I am collecting the bounty on you and your crew. Power down your ship and surrender now.”

      “That didn’t take long,” Zephyr murmurs.

      “Ah, I see. You think I’m this Wil Calder person? I thought that was just how you greeted people. I’m not Wil Calder. Don’t know the guy.”

      Kohar blinks several times. “You must be.”

      “Why? Because I’m a human? That’s pretty racist, don’t you think?”

      Apparently, Kohar’s Ziggy Stardust look is biological, since the lightning bolt actually changes color as the bounty hunter blushes.

      Off to the side, Zephyr holds up three fingers.

      “No, not because you’re human. Well, not just that. That ship’s transponder is broadcasting as the Ghost. And yes, you are human.” He grins, having escaped being thought of as a racist.

      “Oh, I see, so humans can’t have ships named ‘Ghost’ now because of one person’s actions?” Wil works up a good angry face. “I mean how is that fair? Maybe I had this ship before this Wil Calder dickhead went and did… What did he do anyway?”

      On his console, Wil sees all the ship’s systems coming online. Repulsors are ready to go; the atmosphere engines are primed.

      On the screen, Kohar is back to looking uncomfortable. “No, that’s not it at all. Of course, other humans can have ships named ‘Ghost.’ That’d be ridiculous if they couldn’t.”

      Wil nods.

      “Wil Calder is wanted by the Consortium.”

      “For what? Isn’t he the guy that saved the entire Harrith sector from a war with the Peacekeepers?”

      A cough from Zephyr makes him glance over at her. “He and his awesome, and as I understand it, amazingly capable, crew, that is.”

      “Well, yeah, that’s what I heard. But that doesn’t matter. The bounty on his head is huge—”

      Wil cuts him off. “How huge?”

      “They just raised it to three million credits for the ship and its crew.”

      Wil whistles. “Damn. For that much, I might turn myself in, though on a per-person basis that’s not very much. Especially when you factor in the Ghost—I mean, you can’t buy an Ankarran Raptor for three million. I think they’re being really cheap; you should demand more.”

      Kohar is nodding; then he catches on to the entirety of what Wil just said. “Wait. What? You ARE Wil Calder?”

      “Yup!” Wil nods, and Kohar is replaced on-screen with the view directly in front of the ship. He grabs the repulsor controls and slams them to full power, at the same time that his other hand throws the atmospheric engines to half power. The Ghost lurches, leaping from the landing pad on its repulsor lifts, as the atmo-engines fire up with a boom that shakes the whole ship.

      Maxim enters, grabbing the nearest piece of ship to keep from falling backward. “Trouble, I take it?” he asks. Murta is right behind him.

      “Ziggy Stardust is trying to kill us,” Wil says through gritted teeth, as the ship screams away from the research station.

      Maxim looks at Zephyr, who just shrugs.
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      Xarrix is sitting across the table from Wil. They are at his favorite bar again, the privacy screen active and shimmering. “Your little screw-up nearly cost me my entire profit margin.”

      “Sorry, I’m not Rambo, or MacGyver, or whatever.”

      The reptilian crime lord makes a clicking sound. “Who’s Rambo? Who’s Mac gubber?”

      “It’s Mac—”

      Xarrix raises a clawed hand. “I really don’t care. The issue here isn’t your weird human colloquialisms. It’s your lack of useful skills.”

      Wil grimaces. “That hurts.”

      “The truth does. My intel might have been incomplete, but if you had any type of experience as a smuggler or spy or… anything for that matter, you’d have been able to get out of there without costing me so much.” He picks at a plate of what Wil first thought were noodles, but now sees are actually worms with tiny faces. Tiny, vaguely human faces. Wil is staring open-mouthed at the plate as Xarrix grabs a pinch of the worms and drops them into his mouth. He looks up, feeling Wil’s eyes on him. “What?”

      Wil shakes his head and looks away, as one stray human-face-worm is slurped into Xarrix’s reptilian maw.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do: I have a connection on Wargun Tor who can do some brain stuff to you.”

      “Uh, you can fuck right off.” Wil starts to stand up. “You’re not doing, and I quote, brain stuff, to me. I quit, I’m out, whatever.”

      “Oh, calm down, pink skin. It’s not what you think. They can embed training and skills into your brain. After the procedure, the skills and knowledge will begin to surface like regularly-acquired skills. It’s like going to training, without going to training.”

      Wil sits back down, grabbing his drink. “Okay, that sounds kinda cool. Can I learn Kung Fu? Maybe pilot a helicopter?”

      “Kung what? What’s a helicopter? Wait, no—I still don’t care. You can’t acquire muscle memory or anything like that; it’s more knowledge and know-how.”

      Wil nods. “Okay, sure. I’m interested. Where is Wargun Tor?”

      “I’ll send the coordinates. Your ship should be repaired by the end of the day tomorrow.” He reaches over to deactivate the privacy screen. “And don’t screw up.”

      “Love you, too.” Wil stands to leave, grabbing his grum, and heads out into the bar. As he passes, he glances over at the bartender, and immediately looks back to the door and keeps walking.
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      Gabe is showing the passengers around. “Each berth has two beds. There are presently only two open berths; the third currently does not hold atmosphere. You will have to decide amongst yourselves who will bunk with whom.”

      “Doesn’t hold atmosphere?!” Prathea sputters. She looks up at Jor’ Lu, eyes wide.

      Gabe nods. “Yes. I have narrowed the problem down to a micro-fracture somewhere under one of the beds. I have not had time to isolate the problem further. My apologies, I am embarrassed the problem has persisted for several months. This ship keeps me busy.”

      The three scientists and the security officer look at each other. Before anyone can speak, Gabe continues, “The engineering spaces are off limits to passengers without prior approval of the Captain, or an escort from the crew. Any questions?”

      Just then, the computer alerts him over the ship’s network that there is a situation. The bot smoothly dedicates more processing power and queries the central computer. A vessel is in orbit, targeting the Ghost, Gabe notes. Interesting. He glances back to his charges and sees them staring at him expectantly. “I am sorry, what was that?”

      Jor’ Lu raises her hand. “I asked, are there any sections of the ship with higher ceilings?”

      Gabe now notices that she is stooped over. “Ah. Yes. Please forgive me, I did not notice your discomfort.” He looks around, then says, “The cargo hold has the requisite space, I can work with Zephyr to set up a living space there for the duration of the journey, if you would prefer.”

      The uncomfortable-looking Burzzad nods her thanks.

      Gabe re-accesses the ship’s computer, and sees that the engines are powering up, all systems are ready for flight. “For now,” he says, “please follow me to the lounge, I believe we are about to be in an active combat situation, and you should strap in.” He turns and heads back towards the main crew lounge.

      “Wait, what?” Murta demands.

      “I am not fully aware of all of the details, but it would appear there is a ship in orbit that is actively targeting this vessel. The Captain is talking to the other ship, and the Ghost is almost ready for flight operations. I suspect we will be taking off rather abruptly, very soon.”

      The ship lurches, and everyone but Gabe stumbles. The droid does his best to grab the others, to keep them from hitting the floor too hard. Being able to magnetize his feet helps.

      They stumble back into the lounge, just as Bennie and Maxim are making their way to the hatch leading to the main corridor and the bridge beyond. “Do you know what’s happening?” Maxim asks Gabe.

      “A ship in orbit was targeting us,” Gabe says. “From what I could gather, the Captain was attempting to talk our way out of trouble.”

      The ship lurches again, and the sound of energy weapons hitting the shields reverberates through the lounge. “I do not believe he was successful,” Gabe adds. “I will be in Engineering.”

      Maxim turns to Murta, who has not taken a seat and is now standing next to him. “What?”

      “I’m head of security and responsible for them.” He points back to the seated and moderately terrified-looking scientists. “I demand to be on the bridge and to know what’s going on,” he says, attempting to push past Maxim. He fails to move the ex-Peacekeeper even an inch.

      Maxim looks at Murta, then the scientists, then down at Bennie. “Stay with them,” he says to the Brailack. Then he steps into the corridor, letting Murta push past him.

      Bennie stares at the retreating ex-Peacekeeper and security officer, as the hatch automatically closes. “Wait. What?” He turns back to the scientists. “Uh, okay. So, it’s totally fine. We get shot at a lot. And mostly always win.”

      At that precise moment, the ship drops, sending Bennie flying up to the ceiling, then back down to the deck again. “AGHH!!” He looks up at Xan, and gives her a thumbs-up before passing out.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Ziggy Stardust Attacks

        

      

    

    
      Wil looks from Murta to Maxim and back, then settles his stare on Maxim, who says, “Letting him come was easier than fighting with him about it.” The Palorian quickly moves to his station.

      Wil sighs and points to a station no one uses. “Sit. Don’t touch anything.”

      “I am not a…” Murta begins to protest.

      “No talky!” Wil shouts, and for effect, banks the ship hard over to port, throwing Murta against a bulkhead. The ship shudders and the shield emitters can be heard whining through the hull.

      Zephyr clears her throat. “That was a heavy disruptor blast. That ship has three of them.”

      “Maxim, get the weapons spun up,” Wil says, “and fire at will. Maybe aim for those heavy disruptors first.”

      “On it.”

      “Incoming!” Maxim and Zephyr both shout in unison.

      Wil throws the throttles for the atmo-engines all the way forward. There’s a massive boom from the back of the ship, and everyone is pushed back hard into their seats. Over the overhead speakers, Gabe scolds, “You are going to burn out the engines.”

      “I know! But we gotta get out of the atmosphere! We can’t maneuver down here!” To punctuate Wil’s point, another disruptor blast explodes near the ship, causing dirt and debris to shoot nearly half a kilometer into the air. Wil pulls back on his control stick, forcing the repulsor lifts in the wing-mounted engine pods to push even harder, forcing the ship up and out of the atmosphere of Capralla.

      As the Ghost leaves the atmosphere, Kohar’s ship comes into view. “Jesus! That’s an ugly ship!” Wil exclaims, as the Ghost leaves the clouds behind and swings around in a wide arc, coming back onto an intercept course with Kohar’s vessel. “I mean, right? It looks like a giant goldfish!”

      Without providing any thoughts on the design of the attacking ship, Maxim unleashes a volley of disruptor fire from the forward weapons of the Ghost, along with a pair of missiles.

      Wil watches the energy weapons dance across the shields of what he is mentally calling “Mega-Goldfish,” followed by two explosions—one of which does severe damage to the starboard heavy disruptor assembly of the bounty hunter ship.

      “Damn, dude! Got some aggression stuff to work out?” He looks over at Maxim, who simply shrugs.

      Wil turns back to the screen. “Open a channel,” he says. Zephyr nods, and the comms system beeps. “Okay, look Ziggy Stardust, we’ve no reason to destroy you, but we totally will. Power down.”

      The primary display switches from a giant metal goldfish—a heavily armed giant metal goldfish—to the scowling face of Ziggy Stardust. “You dare—?!” he screams.

      “Uh. Sure. Dare what?” Wil looks to Zephyr who shrugs, then to Maxim who also shrugs.

      “I am Kohar! I’ve hunted bounties in every system of the GC! You can’t escape your fate! Surrender now. The bounty doesn’t say how many of you have to be alive.” Kohar smirks, horribly. “We’ve collected bounties on countless beings, all of them far tougher than you.” The Ghost shudders as the shields absorb another heavy disruptor blast. Sparks erupt over Murta, who lets out a yelp.

      Wil growls. “I warned you, Ziggy Stardust. I really don’t want to kill you and your crew, but you made the choice. Not me. Remember that. Well you know, for the next few minutes at least.”

      “My name isn’t Ziggy…” The screen goes black, then back to the forward view. Mega-Goldfish is maneuvering to get a better shot at the Ghost.

      Wil banks around the attacking ship, giving Maxim a chance to rip into its side with their primary disruptors, then accelerates away just as the bounty hunter’s ship opens up with smaller point defense weapons. The Ghost shakes and lurches, but its shielding absorbs the damage—barely.

      “Shields won’t hold for long,” Zephyr warns.

      “Won’t have to. Ready Max?”

      “Always.” The big man grins.

      Wil brings the Ghost around. He’s positioned the ship so that they’re coming in from just above and behind the larger vessel. Mega-Goldfish is attempting to turn enough to bring her port disruptor to bear.

      Wil tuts and slides the ship sideways and down a little.

      The moment they’re in range, Maxim fires four missiles from the weapons magazine directly into the lower section of the ship, while never taking his finger off the trigger for the disruptors. The forward and wing-mounted energy weapons blaze out from the Ghost.

      From overhead Gabe warns, “Maxim, both primary disruptors are beginning to overheat. In twenty seconds I’ll be forced to shut them both down to avoid more severe damage. The forward emitters are only slightly behind the primaries.”

      Wil looks at the ceiling, then around the room. “That’s really weird to everyone right? Gabe you might need to man an engineering station up here from now on. This ‘voice of god’ thing is disconcerting.”

      On the screen, the enemy ship is being ripped apart by weapons fire. The first two missiles impacted on the shields, the second two on the hull. Mega-Goldfish now has a hole in its side almost big enough for the Ghost to fly into, though it doesn’t yet go all the way through. Wil watches as a missile streaks wide of the Ghost, as he banks away from their attack run. Without missing a beat, Zephyr switches the primary display to follow the enemy ship.

      “Boom goes the dynamite!” Wil shouts as the missile hits the ship right in the Ghost-sized hole and explodes, breaking the goldfish in two. Secondary explosions rock both halves, and in seconds there’s not much left but a lot of debris.

      Wil lets out a whoop and turns to Maxim, “Good shooting, Max!” He brings the Ghost back towards a heading for the outer system, away from Capralla. It doesn’t take long for the Ghost to burn out beyond Capralla’s gravity well and jump to FTL. Wil makes some adjustments on his console, then hops out of his chair and heads for the hatch. “Who’s hungry?”
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      Xan is out of her seat in a flash, her small, furry frame moving faster than Prathea has ever seen her move. Jor’ Lu and Prathea are right behind her.

      Xan cradles Bennie’s head in her hands. “Check his pulse.”

      Jor’ Lu looks over at her friend. “I’m not a doctor. How do I check for a pulse?”

      “I don’t know!” Xan barks, taking one of Bennie’s arms and looking it over.

      Prathea sighs. “Watch out.” She reaches under the unconscious Brailack’s chin, and waits a minute before pronouncing: “He’s alive.”

      The ship shudders and shakes, and the lights in the lounge dim.

      “What’s going on?” Jor’ Lu shouts.

      “I think we’re in a space battle!” Xan replies, then slaps Bennie across the face.

      “No, I don’t want to wear that! Wha—? What’s going on?” Bennie slurs, eyes fluttering. The ship shudders again, and his eyes snap wide open. “What’s happening?” Prathea helps Bennie up as the ship lurches, “Who’s attacking us?” He stumbles over to a terminal set into the bulkhead next to the kitchenette. “You guys better sit back down and strap in,” he says, as he reaches for a stool and secures its strap across his lap. He taps a few commands into the terminal, and the room darkens, a tactical map hologram appearing overhead.

      “Is that a giant yorladt fish?” Xan asks, pointing to the goldfish-ship that’s firing on the Ghost.

      “Is this what your life is like all the time?” Jor’ Lu asks. “Is it too late to return to Capralla?”

      Bennie taps another control, and the overhead speaker comes to life with Wil’s voice. “Ok, look Ziggy Stardust, we’ve no reason to destroy you, but we totally will. Power down.”

      A voice no one in the lounge recognizes replies, “I am Kohar! I’ve hunted bounties in every system of the GC! You can’t escape your fate! Surrender now. The bounty doesn’t say how many of you have to be alive. We’ve collected bounties on countless beings, all of them far tougher than you.”

      Xan looks at Prathea, then back to Bennie. “What? What bounty? What do they mean by bounty?”

      Bennie shrugs. “It’s nothing, don’t worry about it.” He waves a hand dismissively.

      The Ghost shudders as the shields absorb another heavy disruptor blast. Smoke starts to billow from an overhead panel. Everyone in the room looks at the panel, waiting for it to do something more.

      Wil’s voice comes back from the overhead speaker: “I warned you, Ziggy Stardust. I really don’t want to kill you and your crew, but you made the choice. Not me. Remember that. Well you know, for the next few minutes at least.”

      The irate other party screams, “My name isn’t Ziggy…” Jor’ Lu scrunches up her large ears.

      They watch on the hologram as the Ghost swings around. Moments later four red triangles leave the Ghost and head for the big fish ship. Each triangle arrives at the ship then vanishes. The Ghost makes a wide turn, then unleashes another red triangle. When the red triangle disappears against the fish ship, the ship flashes three times, then the icon vanishes.

      “Well, that was exciting,” Jor’ Lu says from her chair, her ears pricked all the way up.

      “Are you crazy?” Xan snaps. “We almost died, you giant weirdo! You just said you wanted to go back to Capralla.”

      “But we didn’t, and we got to see this crew in action. I don’t know about you, but that was exciting. The almost dying part, notwithstanding,” the Burzzad replies, innocently. Each eye blinks in turn.

      Prathea glares at her two colleagues, then asks Bennie, “That’s it? It’s over?”

      He shrugs. “I mean, sure. For now.”

      “For now?” She unlatches her restraint and heads toward Bennie with a fierce look on her face.

      He waves his hands to ward her off. “What? I mean, we get shot at a lot! Remember the whole Harrith thing? I mean before we got here we attacked some pirates. Yeep—!” He hops off his stool and narrowly dodges a slap.

      Just then, the holo-map fades as the ship jumps to FTL. Wil, Zephyr, Maxim, and Murta walk in just as Prathea catches Bennie. The four of them look at scientists and hacker, who just stare back at them. Maxim shakes his head, “Do we want to know?”
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      Standing up so fast his chair flies backward, Murta screams, “You! Will! Not! Sell! The! Ship!” Each word is enunciated for emphasis.

      Maxim has also stood up, his hand going to his hip, where a pulse pistol is holstered. His eyes never leave Murta’s.

      Wil raises his hands in a placating gesture. “Murta, chill out. I’m just talking about options. Sit down—your pizza is going to get cold.”

      Xan, trying to break the tension, looks at Wil. “What exactly is this ‘pizza,’ anyway?”

      Bennie, who’s sitting next to her, shakes his head. “Don’t bother. He’ll say a bunch of words you won’t understand, make a bunch of weird gestures,” at this, Bennie pantomimes throwing something in the air, “and you’ll still not know what pizza is. Just enjoy it, because it’s delicious.”

      While this discussion is taking place, Murta has calmed himself, righted his chair and sat down. He glares at Wil, then Maxim, and finally Zephyr. “That ship is not yours to sell.”

      Wil nods. “You’re right, but that doesn’t make it yours to give away.” He raises his hand to stop another outburst. “I’m not saying anything one way or the other. I’m just raising the issue. We’ve got fifteen days before we arrive at the derelict, or whatever it is. That’s a lot of meals together, so I figured we should try to get some things out in the open as soon as possible.” He smiles.

      “This might all be for naught,” Maxim chimes in. He slowly takes a bite of pizza, while every eye in the room turns to him, including Jor’ Lu’s three. “Everyone is trying to decide what they’ll do with the derelict before they’ve even gotten to the ship. It could be inoperable. It could be booby-trapped to explode. It could have a crew in cryo-sleep that will object to any of our plans.” He takes another bite.

      “The big one has a point,” Xan purrs. Her eyes are roaming all over the large Palorian.

      “He’s spoken for,” Zephyr says, in a voice that contains all the warning that’s needed. Her hand slides over to rest on Maxim’s arm.

      The small furry scientist shrugs. “My loss, I’m sure.” She winks at Maxim, who blushes a deep shade of blue.

      Everyone finds something to look at that isn’t anyone else at the table. Bennie notices something on the ceiling that is very interesting.

      Prathea is the first to break the incredibly awkward silence. “Um, yes, well.” She looks over at Wil. “We’ll find out when we get there, won’t we?” Reaching for another slice of pizza, she asks, “Wil, this is from your world? It’s amazing.”

      Wil smiles. “Earth has a lot going for it, all food. Well, mostly food. Food and porn. Fine, I said it.” Everyone at the table stares at him. He puts his slice down. “Moving on. The other thing I wanted to get out in the open is the whole bounty hunter thing.” He looks around.

      Jor’ Lu finishes chewing and swallows. “That was quite exciting. I don’t think I need a repeat any time soon, but it was fun, after the fact.” She smiles and reaches a long thin arm across the table, snagging the last slice.

      Bennie eyes her. “Splits?”

      She nods and rips the slice cleanly in half, her cheeks darkening slightly.

      Wil watches this, incredulous. “Is there something in the air?” He shakes his head. “At any rate. Bounty hunters. So it’s a long story, I’m sure someone will tell it over the next three weeks, but the short version is, we owe a crime syndicate some money. Really, we don’t—we were framed, but they don’t care. I’ve already transmitted the bounty, plus a little extra to get that particular problem off our backs.”

      Bennie looks up at him. “How much extra?”

      “Don’t worry, between what we got from those last pirates, plus the cut the Harrith Navy sent of the rest, we’re doing all right. Add in our fee for this little adventure and yeah, definitely okay.”

      Prathea looks confused. “If you were innocent why not prove it to them? I assume you know who they really should be after?”

      Zephyr nods. “We do. He’s the one who sold us out.”

      Wil picks up from there: “And there’s no evidence. When he hired me, it was in private booth at a bar he owns. Privacy screens, sound suppression, the works. My wristcomm doesn’t even have a log of the hour I was there.” He shrugs. “As much as I hate paying, it’s the easiest way to put this behind us. I doubt Kohar would’ve been the only one to try and collect.”

      Xan looks at Wil. “That reminds me. What’s a ziggy stardust?”
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      Murta is sitting in his quarters. As the only male in the non-crew part of the team, Prathea decided he could have a bunk alone in one of the guest quarters. Prathea and Xan are sharing the remaining viable guest berth. Jor’ Lu is mostly comfortable in the cargo hold. Zephyr helped her use the crates they’re transporting for the trip into a “fort,” as Wil called it.

      After securing the door, Murta reaches into his duffel bag and removes a small device. He places the device next to the terminal on the desk that’s built into the bulkhead opposite his bed. After a few minutes of lights blinking erratically, the device lets out a beep, and most of the lights turn green.

      He keys in a command on his terminal and waits. After what feels like an eternity, the display changes to a mostly blank screen, with a small logo in the center. “This is Harrith Internal Security. Please identify yourself,” a voice says. The sex of the voice’s owner is impossible to determine.

      “This is Murta Twi’gwar. Assigned to the security services of Farsight Corporation research station on Capralla. Well—I was on Capralla, I’m not now.” He looks around, worried he’ll be seen, despite being alone in his room.

      “And where are you now, Mister Twi’gwar?” The logo doesn’t change at all.

      “On a ship. The Ghost, I’m sure you’re familiar with it.” He leans forward, lowering his voice.

      Something that sounds like a sigh. “We are.”

      When the talking logo doesn’t continue, Murta looks around again, confused. “Uh, yes, well, the Ghost is en route to something I think the Harrith people could greatly benefit from.”

      “Mister Twi’gwar, I’m quite busy.”

      “Uh, yes, right. The scientists on Capralla found something. Sorry, not something, a ship. A huge ship, larger than a Peacekeeper carrier. Derelict.”

      “I see. Where is it?” For the first time, the logo sounds interested.

      “I’m transmitting the coordinates now on a sub-channel. The Ghost will be on site soon.”

      “Coordinates received. How soon?”

      “Five standard days,” Murta replies, looking more relaxed now.

      “We cannot get assets on site before then, or even after within any reasonable time-frame. I’m sending you instructions and technical specifications on the same sub-channel. I assume you have access to a printer?”

      “I do, yes. I think there’s one in the machine room here.”

      “Manufacture the specified components. One of them is a secure communicator. Once you’ve placed it, we’ll be in touch.”

      “Acknowledged. I’ll—” The logo has vanished. “Oh, okay… They hung up.” He sighs. He glances at the lower right corner of the terminal screen. There’s a file waiting. He copies it to his PADD and quickly deletes it from the terminal. Then he pushes a button on the device next to the screen. The green lights flicker a few times, changing colors, before fading out. He puts the device back in his bag, and zips it up.
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      Wil is sitting on the bridge with Bennie. The Ghost is still two days from the derelict, and Wil is getting antsy. He and Bennie are discussing the finer points of a game he can’t remember the name of. He’s mostly letting Bennie drone on while he thinks about the consortium and their bounty. I shouldn’t be surprised. Xarrix is a rat who’d probably sell out his own mother—does he even know his mother? So much money wasted paying off that damn bounty. Did Xarrix come from an egg? I wonder how big the egg was…

      “Wil!”

      “Huh, what? Sorry.” Wil looks around; Bennie is staring at him, slowly shaking his head. Standing at the hatch, waiting to enter the bridge, is Murta.

      “Permission to enter?” the head of security asks.

      “You don’t have to ask anymore, but I appreciate the gesture.” Wil gestures to an empty seat Murta has occupied on previous visits to the bridge. The tall Harrith walks in, and glances over to Bennie’s station, and he makes what looks like a gagging expression.

      “Best not to linger,” Wil says, turning in his chair to follow Murta’s progress around the bridge.

      Murta sits and looks at Wil. “I wanted to talk about the ship.”

      Wil sighs. “I’m shocked. Look Murta, we’ve talked about the ship at least once, if not three or four times, every day of this journey. Do you really think there’s anything left to say? Did you come up with some brilliant new way to try and lay claim in the name of the Harrith people?” Wil isn’t actually mad, but he is definitely tired of the conversation.

      “Tell me. Did you save my people because you thought it was the right thing to do?” The tall Harrith is staring intently at Wil.

      Bennie, who has been doing his best to ignore the conversation, hops out of his seat. “What was that Gabe? You want to see me in the Engineering space? I’ll be right there!” He scurries to the hatch faster than Wil has ever seen him move.

      Cursing Bennie under his breath, Wil finally answers: “No. Well not in the way you’re asking. Did I do it for Harrith Prime? No—until we realized what was happening I’d never even been to your corner of the quadrant.” He shakes his head. “We got involved because we had no choice. We stumbled onto the information, and the only way to clear Zephyr and Maxim’s name—and the only way to get Xarrix off our back—was to blow the lid off the Peacekeeper thing. The only way to do that was to go to Harrith. So we went to Harrith. Screwing Janus was also a nice benefit, but other than that, no I’m sorry, we didn’t do it for the people of Harrith, specifically.”

      Before Murta can say anything, Wil continues, “That said, I’m glad we did it. I’m glad your people are still independent. I’m glad your navy wasn’t entirely wiped from the galaxy. I think the GC is corrupt and the Peacekeepers do more harm than good, and I’m glad we were able to slow down their expansion plans.”

      Murta nods. “I see.” He starts to stand.

      “Murta, wait.” Wil raises a hand to stop the pouting security chief from leaving. “What do you imagine your people would do with a ship like that? Let’s pretend for a minute that no one else has a better idea, the ship is one hundred percent functional, and we can operate it, and we decide it should be in the Harrith Navy. What would they do with it?”

      The other man stays silent for a minute or two, looking down at the deck before answering.

      “Destroy the GC. Go to Tarsis and destroy Peacekeeper Command.”

      Wil blinks three or four times. “Oh, uh, okay… that’s not the answer I was expecting, actually. I mean, it’s certainly an option, for sure. You seem to have thought this out more than I expected, to be honest.”

      Murta stands. “I’ve had a while to think of what I’d do to the Peacekeepers if presented with an opportunity.” Without another word, he turns and leaves the bridge.
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      Zephyr and Maxim are sparring in the corner of the cargo hold that they’ve converted to a workout area. Both are holding heavily padded pugil sticks, circling each other.

      “Is this what you pictured for us?” Zephyr asks.

      “Sparring?” Without missing a beat, Maxim spins his stick high, going for her head.

      “No!” She drops below the swing, bringing her stick expertly around in an arc, striking his midsection. He lets out a grunt, spinning with the impact, then drops his stick low, clipping her ankle.

      Zephyr rolls out of the fall, coming back to her feet opposite her partner. “I mean, on a ship like this. Saving the sector from war. Exploring derelict ships…” She makes a rolling motion with her hand. “The list goes on.”

      Maxim moves in with an overhand swing, dodging her parry and bringing his pugil stick up in a defensive block, barely stopping her second swing. “Don’t forget, traveling with a human. Well, a human, an annoying Brailack, and a liberated Peacekeeper service bot.”

      She nods. “Humans. Such a weird race. Think they’ll ever be a part of the GC?”

      Maxim smiles. “Gods, I hope not. Can you imagine the damage an entire planet of Wils could do?” He lunges. “They are only on one planet, right?”

      Zephyr parries with a swipe of her pugil stick, then whips it around. Maxim barely brings his own stick up in time to deflect the blow. He continues the motion, letting his momentum spin him around, bringing his stick up in a powerful arc. It connects with her shoulder, sending her spinning away.

      “They are weird, aren’t they? Yeah, I think they’re still just on their home planet.” She pants, standing up again, striking a battle-ready stance. Before Maxim can regain his footing, she lunges forward, her pugil stick darting straight out to connect with the big man’s chin. His feet leave the floor—not a small feat in itself—and he flies back a few paces, landing with a thud.

      Before he can get back up, Zephyr is on him, straddling his chest. “Yield?”

      He coughs once. “Yield.”

      She leans down and kisses him, then sits back up. “Do you think all humans are like Wil?”

      He shakes his head. “Impossible,” he chuckles. “They’d have likely blown their planet up long ago if they were like Wil.”

      Zephyr’s face turns serious. “Think we’ll ever go home?”

      “Home is right here, at least for now. I have you, I have the rest of them…” he pauses, “For better or worse.”

      She laughs and leans down for another kiss.

      From the opposite corner of the hold, there’s a cough-like sound. They look up to see Jor’ Lu is poking her head over her storage-crate fort turned living space. She smiles, and waves at them awkwardly. “Hello.”
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      “Wake up.”

      The voice doesn’t belong to anyone Wil remembers being in the room when he went under for the procedure. Of course, there were a bunch of people there, none that Wil knew, and very few whom he could identify the species of.

      “Wake up.” A pause. “What did you say this one was? Hoban? Vulcan?”

      Another voice: “Human. Xarrix says he’s the only one. Do you think Xarrix destroyed his planet?”

      “Anything is possible, but no I think Xarrix said this one somehow got off planet and found his way to GC space. If we killed him, Xarrix is going to be pissed.”

      Wil finally has the strength to speak—or rather, croak: “Not. Dead.” He opens one eye and sees something with huge, pupil-less blue eyes and a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth looking down at him. “Sweet boneless Christ.” He shudders, clamping his eyes closed, then opens one slowly.

      Blue-eyes looks away and addresses a companion that Wil can’t see from where he is, laying on the table. “Get him ready for training.”

      Fifteen minutes later, Wil is in a plain white jumpsuit in a room with various pieces of equipment and weapons, and what looks like a dentist’s chair. Blue-eyes and their assistant—a tall, hairless being with no visible eyes and two sets of arms and legs—are facing him.

      “Mr. Calder, Xarrix asked for you to receive weapons, tactics and technology training. Please take a seat. I am Holshoom; this is Brawndo, we will be administering your upgrades.”

      Wil looks around the room. The chair is the least terrifying thing in there. “I thought you already did the whole upgrade thing?” he asks, hopping into the chair, rubbing the shaved patch on the back of his head.

      “We installed the neural interface hardware. It allows knowledge and skills to be directly installed into your brain in the correct locations.” Holshoom bows. “I must admit, learning about your brain without killing you was quite a challenge.”

      Wil sits up in the chair. “Uh, thanks?”

      “Please lie back. We’ll begin with technology; it’s the easiest upgrade to install.”

      Wil starts to lean back in the chair, then bolts upright. “Can I also learn Kung-Fu?” he asks.

      The two aliens look at each other, then back at Wil. Brawndo asks, “What’s Kung-Fu?”

      Wil sighs. “Where’s Morpheus when you need him?” He leans back in the chair, and says, “Let’s do this.” He closes his eyes, then they snap open. “Wait, will it hurt?”

      Without answering, Holshoom activates something on the data slate it’s holding. What feels like a thousand ants start crawling around under Wil’s skin, biting him. His brain feels like it’s being set on fire, then extinguished, then set on fire all over again. Then, just as suddenly as it started, it ends.

      “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Holshoom asks, smiling.

      “That was terrible!” Wil says through gritted teeth. “It hurt like hell; it feels like my brain is about to explode! My skin feels like it’s been peeled off and stapled back on.”

      Brawndo looks up at Holshoom. “That’s different.”

      The tall scientists nods. “Indeed. It must be something unique to his biology. Make sure you’re recording telemetry. The next time we have to work on a human, the process should be less painful.”

      “Can it be less painful this time?” Wil asks, sweating profusely in the chair.

      Holshoom raises its data slate and touches a control. “I’m afraid not.”

      Wil screams, as another thousand ants do their thing, then stop. “Oh my god! That hurts. A lot!”

      Brawndo smiles. “You’re almost done, Mr. Calder.”

      Wil shudders and lets out a ragged sigh. “Yay.”

      One more blast of brain electricity and Holshoom walks over to Wil, one of its four hands extended to help him out of the chair. “Well done, Mr. Calder. The upgrades are complete. It will take some time for the skills and knowledge to fully acclimate within your grey matter. You don’t get the benefit of muscle memory from these types of upgrades, so you’ll know what to do but will need to practice to become proficient.” It gestures to the weapons and equipment arrayed around the chair. “You are welcome to remain here for a while to practice with all of this.” It turns and leaves the room, followed by Brawndo.

      Wil picks up something he now recognizes as an interphase modulator and begins to disassemble it. “Cool,” he mumbles, as he strips the device like it was his hundredth time doing it.
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      “Thank you, Megan, that’s right.” Mon-El Furash holds one hand to her ear, so that she can hear over the commotion taking place behind her. “We’re here on Tarsis at the GC Capital Complex. Complex security has closed the main gates, and told the staff here to remain in their offices.”

      

      Nodding vigorously, she continues, “Yes that’s true, the interim Senior Councilor was attempting to address a growing crowd gathered on the street outside the complex, when something—we believe it was a shoe —was thrown at her. She’s fine, by the way—it was a soft-soled shoe.”

      

      Mon-El listens and nods again. “No, for now I believe we’re perfectly safe. The crowd was protesting interim Senior Councilor Su’el’toms proposal to delay the election for an unspecified length of time. Many believe the GC won’t be able to heal or move on until the leadership of both the Council and Peacekeeper Command are replaced with new blood. I don’t think the crowd outside will devolve to anything more violent than shoe-throwing.” Mon-El Furash bobs her head again and chuckles. “Yes, Belzar, that's true—to the Guldranii, shoe throwing is one of the most offensive insults possible. I don’t know if it was a Guldranii or not, but I’d say the odds are good.”
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      “It’s so big.” Zephyr murmurs.

      “That’s what she said,” Wil chuckles, holding his fist out to be bumped. When there is no response, he looks around the bridge. Every other member of the team is looking at the primary display, which is showing the mystery ship, all five kilometers of it. “No one?” he asks.

      “Shazbot, that’s a big ship,” Xan whispers.

      Wil looks at Xan. “That’s a real swear word?” No one acknowledges this, either.

      “Quite a bit larger than you implied,” Maxim says, turning to Prathea.

      She shrugs. “We didn’t have anything to measure it against. Also, technically I never said how big it was, just big.” She never takes her eyes off the display.

      “What do we do now?” Jor’ Lu asks, from the back of the bridge.

      Everyone turns to look at Wil.

      “We don’t rush in, that’s what we do,” he says. “Zee, run a full scan—everything we’ve got. Prathea and Bennie, start running whatever analysis you can. Jor’ Lu and Xan… what is it you do? I never asked.”

      “I’m a physicist,” Xan replies sourly.

      “I am an engineer,” Jor’ Lu contributes.

      “She has been quite helpful during our trip, Captain,” Gabe offers. “The main engine is operating at a level I did not think possible.”

      “Well, that’s good, thank you. Okay, you continue doing what you do then. We don’t get any closer to that ship until we know more.” Wil turns to Murta. “Murta, you just stand around and look pouty.” He gives Murta a thumbs-up. The head of security does not seem amused.
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      After several scans of varying types and adjustments to the sensors to allow for even more scans, it’s nearing the time that the crew eats dinner, so everyone has a snack of some type sitting on a plate on their knees—or, if they’re Bennie, balanced precariously on something that looks expensive.

      Wil looks around the room. “Alright, what’ve we got?” He points to Zephyr. “Zee, you first.”

      She finishes chewing and puts her plate aside. “Well, I’ve confirmed our initial reading on its size. It’s five kilometers long, a kilometer and a half wide. Looks like it uses a similar method of propulsion as the Ghost or any other ship you’d see in the GC. There aren’t any windows, which I find odd—not a single one. Lastly, our sensors are picking up a power signature, but it’s weak. Likely just battery backups or something similar. It’s far too weak to be the ship’s reactor, even in standby mode. I think it’s dead in space.” She picks up her plate, indicating that she’s done with her report.

      Wil nods to Prathea, who he notices is sitting oddly close to Bennie, having moved a chair from a nearby station over to his.

      She clears her throat. “I can confirm Zephyr’s readings. The vessel appears to be without primary power. The energy sources we can detect scattered throughout the ship must be some type of emergency batteries, as they’re too small to do anything on the scale of the ship itself. There’s a significant amount of hull damage, either from conflict or space debris impact. Without getting closer, it’s impossible to tell the source or accurately identify a timeline. Ben-Ari did notice that while the ship is essentially dead, low power scans are emanating from the vessel. We can’t yet determine their purpose, of course.”

      Prathea smiles in Bennie’s direction, and the small alien blushes—at least, that’s what Wil thinks is happening. He shakes his head to clear a somewhat disturbing mental image. “Uh, okay then. Science twins, what’ve you got?”

      Xan and Jor’ Lu exchange looks, before Xan speaks up. “The ship has amazing propulsion capabilities. Your second in command is correct about that, after a fashion.” She glances at Zephyr. “No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      Jor’ Lu picks up the report. “From what we can tell from the scans, the ship uses sub-light systems, the same as any ship made today. However, it’s FTL components are entirely different. It’s impossible to know more precisely without further investigation, but I’d say at FTL it’s quite fast, particularly for its size. Which brings me to what I believe might be the biggest point of interest of this vessel.”

      Xan jumps in: “The reactor needed to power a ship this size would be immense! To put it simply, two to three times the size of this entire vessel. That much power would be…” She pauses, looking around. “Well the reactor from that ship could probably power all of Tarsis.”

      Maxim lets out a low whistle, “I’ve never seen a reactor that big, even on the largest Peacekeeper ships. Have you Gabe?”

      The tall engineer is standing near the bridge hatch, “I have not.”

      Wil nods to him. “What about you, big guy, anything you want to add?”

      The tall Palorian nods. “Actually, yes. I took the liberty of running my own tactical scans. This is a dreadnought, no doubt about it.” He leaves that last sentence hanging in the room. Everyone is looking at each other uneasily.

      Wil finally breaks the silence. “For those of us not from a planet of space warriors...?”

      Zephyr and Maxim exchange a look, before he continues. “A dreadnought is, to put it simply, a ship of death. It has no other purpose than combat. This ship has several hundred weapons emplacements. Weapons range from point defense to long-range beam weapons, missiles, torpedo tubes. I was able to identify fifty missile batteries in a standby state. There is also some type of large-scale weapon situated at the front of the ship. I have no idea about it’s purpose or capabilities. As I said, a ship like this has but one purpose.”

      Wil looks at the primary display. The dreadnought is hanging fifty kilometers directly ahead of them. “Well, that’s not terrifying,” he says.
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      “So far, no reaction from the ship,” Zephyr announces, as Wil brings the ship ever closer to the dreadnought.

      Maxim looks up from his tactical screens. “No weapons response either.”

      Wil adjusts his controls. “Okay, then. Let’s go knock on the door. Zephyr— you’ve got an airlock picked out?”

      “I do. Sending it to your console.” She taps a control and one of his screens updates to show a small targeting icon overlaid on the hull of the dreadnought.

      Wil examines it. “Bennie, anything on your end?” he asks. There is no response from the Brailack. “Bennie?”

      “Sorry, what?”

      “What, what?” Wil looks up from his console, turning towards Bennie, trying only a little to hide his irritation. “What do you mean what? What’re you doing over there?”

      “What? Nothing!” Bennie says, his voice higher than usual.

      “Are you blushing? You are! You’re turning from Kermit green to Oscar the Grouch green!” Wil stands up and advances on Bennie’s station.

      Zephyr leans out of her station and looks at Maxim. “What’s an Oscar the Grouch?”

      He shakes his head. “What’s a Kermit?”

      Wil is at Bennie’s station now, looking at the display. “Dude! Are you watching… uh, what are you watching?”

      Bennie looks away and mumbles something.

      “Is that… Are you watching Xena, Warrior Princess? How the hell do you know anything about Xena? How are you watching it? What episode is that? Wait—that last question doesn’t matter. Explain yourself, green bean.”

      Bennie slaps his console, and the monitor switches to a display of code or something else Wil doesn’t understand. “I found it in an archive in the computer core.”

      “Dude!” Wil throws his hands up. “That archive is private!” He turns around to return to his chair, then spins back to face Bennie again. “We’ll talk about this later,” he adds. Sitting back down in his command chair, he sighs, “Anyway. Bennie, anything you’d like to share? About the ship. The ship we’re very close to right now—the big, scary ship?”

      Bennie looks at his displays. “No, not really. I don’t have anything to add.”

      Wil rubs his forehead, sighing. “Jesus.”

      Zephyr coughs and offers, “Yes, well… perhaps we should just commence with the boarding?”

      Wil looks up at the ceiling, and takes a deep breath. “Yeah, let’s do that,” he says, casting a sideways glare towards the station Bennie occupies.

      Maxim, who’s done his best to stay silent at his station during this, asks, “I did not know you knew a warrior princess. Is she from your home city?”

      Wil only sighs again, and focuses on bringing the Ghost in closer to the dreadnought, lining up the port-side airlock with the airlock that has Zephyr tagged for him. When the Ghost is fifty meters away, he brings it to a stop and sets the controls to ‘station keeping,’ so that even if the other ship drifts, the auto-pilot on the Ghost will compensate for the movement.

      “We’re in position.” He looks over at Bennie. “Go get the squints.”

      “The whats-thats?” Bennie looks up from his station, green brow furrowed.

      Wil sighs. “Just go get the scientists. They’re getting suited up in the lounge.” He gets up himself, and heads toward the hatch leading off the bridge. The rest of the team follows him—Bennie splitting off to head down the main corridor toward the crew lounge, where Prathea and her team are waiting.

      Wil, Zephyr, and Maxim enter the armory and begin getting suited up.

      Maxim looks over at Wil, already half-dressed. “That’s not your regular armor—when did you get that?”

      Wil looks down at his armored arm. “Oh this? I ordered it last time we were on Pollak. There was an arms dealer in that night market in Calto province. She said it was fresh from Harrith Navy R&D—it was delivered in that cargo lot we took on after that pirate asteroid raid. Like it?”

      Maxim nods appreciatively, as Wil continues donning his new armor.

      Zephyr is almost dressed, her Peacekeeper armor repaired after the last pirate adventure. She turns to examine the new suit. “Do you know what it does?”

      Wil nods vigorously. “Well yeah. I mean… mostly. It’s not like it came with an instruction manual, being black market and all.” At a look from his first officer he shrugs. “I’m sure I can figure it out.”

      Maxim shakes his head. “This should be interesting.”

      Wil pulls his long brown coat on. “Hey, that hurts. Is this about the missile incident? For the record, I had no idea there were still micro missiles in that launcher. The display was blinking red.”

      Zephyr laughs. “And to Kordites, red is the color of ‘go.’ It was fully armed and ready—as you discovered. Well, you and that storage shed. The storage shed full of valuable merchandise.” She high-fives Maxim before heading out of the armory, her partner close on her heels.

      Wil tuts. “Wish I hadn’t taught you two that!” he shouts after them, activating his armor’s systems. Several parts whir and beep, the lights on his gauntlets coming on, and an integrated wristcomm comes online. Wil giggles, “Neat!” and follows the others out of the armory.

      When he turns the corner to the port airlock, everyone is already there. Prathea and the scientists are in basic space-suits, while Murta is in something that looks like a tactical suit—albeit not as advanced as anything on the Ghost. Bennie is in the smallest suit the team could find, the last time they were in a market. It’s still too big, comedically so.

      “Bennie, can you run overwatch from the ship?” Wil looks the short hacker over. “That suit is stupid big on you. You’re gonna trip every four steps. Likely get you or one of us killed.”

      Bennie raises his arms in an expansive gesture, the bunched up fabric looking comically saggy, “We need to go space suit shopping soon!”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          The Past

        

      

    

    
      “Why did you pick this disgusting place?” Xarrix lifts his glass and examines a smudge of something on the side, scratching at it with one claw.

      “Because, as far as I know, you don’t own this one, so it’s not loaded with goons.” Wil puts his own, not-overly-clean glass down. “Look, it’s just something I need to do.”

      Xarrix scowls. “I didn’t upgrade your feeble brain just to let you throw your life away. Your crappy home planet is off limits, and patrolled by the GC.”

      Wil frowns. “Welp, too damn bad. I’ve been out here on my own for too long. I need movies, I need TV shows, I need music.” He brings his glass to his lips and mumbles. “Need porn.”

      “What’s that?” Xarrix is still turning his glass, trying to find a not-gross spot. Giving up, he sets it back down.

      “Nothing, never mind. Anyway, I’m going,” Wil says.

      Xarrix sighs. “Fine.” He looks down and taps on his wristcomm, then speaks to someone. “I’m in Bamston City on Lorstak Seven. Get Shinto and Lopak and get out here.” He looks up at Wil. “I’m going to add some stealth tech to the Ghost, it’s expensive. I’d say you owe me, but you already owe me, so here’s the deal.”

      Wil holds up a hand. “Wait, wait—”

      “No.” The coldness in that single word stops Wil in his tracks. “You will go to yurth—”

      “Earth,” Wil grumbles.

      “You will go to Earth, get whatever crap you need. You will fill the hold of the Ghost with whatever you can that’s unique to your world. You’ll bring it all back, and I’ll sell it.”

      “And then I’m off the hook?” Wil asks.

      “Then we see how much debt is left. I highly doubt your backwater mud-ball planet will have anything that could outright erase your debt.” The reptilian crime lord stands to leave. “I’ll be in touch when my guys get here.”

      Wil watches the gangster leave the bar, before looking around. “This place really is gross,” he mutters to himself. He looks at his very-smudged glass, takes a huge gulp to finish his grum, and gets up.

      Some kind of service bot wheels over in front of him. “Please pay your bill,” it chirps in a pleasant voice.

      Wil looks down at the waist-high bot. “Well, you’re cute.”

      “Please pay your bill.” The cute voice is less cute now.

      “Okay, okay. Not very chatty, are you?” He pulls up his banking software on his wristcomm.

      “Please pay your—"

      “Yeah, yeah. Shut up, R2.” He accepts the bill, and the funds vanish from his balance. Without waiting for a response, he heads for the door.

      Walking along the street outside, he finds it easy to think of Bamston as your average mid-sized Earth city: Denver, Omaha, or Riverside. Of course, that mental illusion ends when a Hulgian couple steps out of a restaurant, nearly crushing Wil in their haste.

      “Oh, my goodness!” the female of the pair exclaims. “Please excuse us!”

      “Oh, yes. We’re very sorry, we didn’t see you there,” the male says, as they edge around Wil.

      Wil waves them off, still thinking about Denver. “No worries. Have a good one.”

      As he continues down the street, he hears the female ask her companion, “A good what?”

      The male replies, “Who knows? What do you think that was anyway?”

      It doesn’t take long to find another bar, this one far less disgusting than the previous one. Taking a seat at the bar, Wil says: “Grum.”

      The bartender, a lanky being with three eyes and pointy ears, nods and reaches for a glass under the bar.

      Wil looks down at his wristcomm, making a list. “Okay, I’ll need to make sure I grab every movie, TV show and song I can get my hands on. Wonder if Bennie will help me with something to download it all?” He nods to the bartender in thanks and takes a drink of his grum. “What about food and stuff, hmmm... Where should I park? It’s not like I can set down in a desert, then call for a Lyft or something...” He continues to mumble to himself as he works on the problem.
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      The outer airlock hatch cycles open, revealing Maxim and Wil standing shoulder to shoulder in the cramped space. Wil nods to Max. “We’re EVA.” They both step out of the airlock, the EVA thrusters in their suits jetting them across the distance between the Ghost and the dreadnought.

      The moment they’re away, the outer hatch closes and the airlock cycles back, letting Gabe, Xan and Prathea enter. It’s a tight fit. Inside the airlock, Gabe looks at the two scientists. “I can control our flight, you will not need to engage your suit thrusters.” The outer door opens, and both scientists take a step back, bumping into Gabe. With his smaller set of arms, he grabs a handle on the back of each of their suits and uses the EVA jets attached to his arms, legs and torso to leave the airlock.

      Last out of the airlock are Jor’ Lu, Murta and Zephyr. Thankfully, Murta had had the foresight to pack EVA suits in sizes that would fit all his charges, otherwise Xan and Jor’ Lu would have been forced to stay behind on the Ghost with Bennie.

      It turns out getting scientists unaccustomed to space walks, from one ship to another takes a really long time. Even with Gabe handling them, the scientists are a handful, and it takes time to cycle them through the alien airlock.

      Over the comms channel, Bennie complains, “It’s not my fault! If I was over there, I could have directly interfaced with the airlock control computer, or something...” His voice trails off on the last few words.

      “Or something,” Wil says, looking down at the wristcomm built into the suit he’s wearing to check air quality. “Nothing breathable, at least not for any of us. Keep your suits sealed.” He turns and heads down the corridor.

      “This looks like any other ship,” comments Maxim, running a hand along the wall of the corridor they’re walking down. He looks up. “Whoever lived here, they weren’t much taller than us.”

      Jor’ Lu clears her throat. “Yes, I’ve noticed that.”

      Zephyr glances from the tall Burzzad to Wil. “He’s right, this isn’t that different from the Ghost or a Peacekeeper ship…” She trails off, looking down the corridor. “Though these are a bit odd…” Her hand finds what looks like a ladder rung, except it’s built directly into the wall. There’s a rung every half meter or so along each wall, and in the ceiling and floor.

      “There is gravity though, that seems weird,” Xan observes.

      “Big or tall, short or squat. Only one way to find out.” Wil looks down at his wristcomm again, and points to the left, toward what they assume is where engineering is located. “Maxim, Jor’ Lu, Prathea and Gabe, head that way. You guys are ‘Team Two.’” All of their wristcomm units beep, indicating a new shared comms channel. Wil points toward the right. “Zephyr, Xan, and Murta, with me. We’re ‘Team One.’ Let’s go.”

      Team Two heads off in their assigned direction. Wil looks over at Murta. “Having fun?”

      The Harrith man glares and shakes his head. “Still thinking of selling this to the highest bidder, pirate?”

      Before Wil can answer, Zephyr smoothly glides between the two of them. “We’re just looking around for now. Decisions later.” She moves on ahead, rifle at the ready, to side-step around a corner and point her weapon down the next corridor. “Clear.”

      Murta makes a growling noise, but moves past Zephyr down the corridor toward the next intersection. “Clear.”

      Wil consults his wristcomm. “Thoughts on finding the bridge?”

      Murta comes up beside him and reaches over to Wil’s wristcomm, where he presses a button. From the back of his armor, four small spheres detach.

      Wil jumps. “I didn’t know it did that!”

      “Read the manual,” Murta replies. The spheres take off in opposite directions. Zephyr stifles a laugh as Wil glares at her.

      Murta looks at the map of the ship that is slowly forming on Wil’s wristcomm screen. “Remind me why Prathea wanted you along?”

      Xan grabs Wil’s arm and pulls it down so she can see the screen, then lets go. “This way,” she announces.

      Wil looks down at his wristcomm. I really gotta get my hands on that manual, he thinks.
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      Maxim edges around another corner, nearly a half-kilometer from where Team One and Two split up. “Clear.”

      Prathea follows him around the corner. “What’s that?” she asks.

      Behind her, Jor’ Lu also gazes down the corridor. “A ramp.”

      The squat Palorian looks up at her colleague. “Why is there a ramp and not a lift?”

      Maxim peers down the corridor and the ramp to the level below. He shrugs. “Ramps are easier for mobility. Things without legs and such can work with a ramp quite quickly and easily.”

      Gabe is already moving smoothly down the ramp. He turns his head nearly one-hundred and eighty degrees while continuing to walk forward, to speak to them. “They are drastically more efficient and less prone to breakdown than lifts.” He adds, continuing down the ramp, “They do, however, take up considerably more space.”

      The four of them explore the lower levels of the dreadnought, following Bennie’s directions as he scans the ship from the Ghost. They eventually reach a corridor more massive than any of the others they’ve been exploring. At the end, they find a massive blast door.

      Maxim stops about thirty meters from the blast door—the firmly-closed blast door. Gabe, Prathea and Jor’ Lu hustle past him toward the door.

      Prathea runs her hand along the seam of the massive doors. “How do we get inside?”

      “How can we be sure this is the engineering compartment?” Jor’ Lu asks, looking back the way they came.

      From Maxim’s wristcomm an indignant Bennie hollers, “Because I said it was! I’m looking at the scanners right now. The power signature we detected is about fifty meters from you. I can see the power readings, but the compartment is otherwise shielded, so I can’t make out the layout.”

      Gabe walks over to the door. “I believe I can interface the door with Bennie back on the Ghost, in order to gain access.”

      Over the wristcomm, Bennie chimes in: “Yeah just put the remote interface unit by the control panel and splice it in. There is a control panel, right?”

      “There is,” Gabe replies, taking a small electronic device from the case he is carrying. While his smaller pair of hands attaches the remote access device, his much more powerful main set of arms, is prying off the access panel. The remote interface is soon attached to the wall next to the panel, several wires strung between the open panel and the device.

      “This will take a minute,” Bennie says from the Ghost. A few seconds later, he amends that: “Okay, this will take more than a minute.”

      “How long?” Maxim asks.

      “You can’t rush genius, you big drennog.”

      Just then, the door hisses and begins to open. Maxim exchanges a glance with Gabe then looks down at his wristcomm. “Can’t rush it, huh?”

      Bennie tuts. “I’m just that good.”

      The door finishes opening, revealing a massive chamber. Jor’ Lu rushes inside before Maxim can stop her. “Gabe,” he shouts, following her, “you and Prathea wait one.”

      Jor’ Lu’s flashlight is playing around the chamber inside. Maxim’s beam joins hers, illuminating sections of the space. It’s enormous. Jor’ Lu turns. “It’s—” She stops, as she turns right into the beam of Maxim’s flashlight. “Oh my! Very bright!”

      Maxim moves the beam away from her face. It falls on a massive structure in the back of the room. “Is that the—”

      “Engine? Yes,” Jor’ Lu says, walking towards it.

      “May we come in now?” Gabe asks from the doorway. Maxim turns to see the tall droid leaning in from the doorframe, with the much shorter Prathea doing the same beneath him. He motions for them both to enter. “Come on in. Looks clear.”

      Prathea looks at the engine when she gets close to Maxim. “Wow, that’s a big reactor.”

      Gabe raises a handheld scanner and sweeps the room. “Interesting.” He walks off, then says, “Interesting” again.
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      It takes what seems like hours of wandering corridors and ramps to arrive at large blast door with a small hovering ball in front of it.

      “This it?” Murta asks.

      Zephyr points at the small probe hovering in front of the door. “So says the floating ball.”

      Wil tuts. “These little guys need names.”

      Xan joins them at the door. “This looks imposing. I wonder what it’s made out of?”

      Wil touches the same control on his wristcomm that Murta did earlier. The small sensor drone near the door darts towards him and returns to its docking station. “Definitely gotta remember this command.” Glancing at the display, he sees the other three sensor spheres making their way back to him, along with several decks’ worth of layout on the screen and an analysis of the door. “Neat. So according to Huey, the door is made of an alloy: Titanium, unobtainium—wait, that’s a thing?”

      Zephyr and Murta nod their heads slightly, in unison. Wil continues, “And vortimate. I don’t know what that one is. Well, that one or the other one that sounds like something from a movie. Titanium though, that stuff is strong. My old pod was a carbon fiber, titanium-bonded polymer.”

      Xan reaches up and grabs Wil’s arm and wristcomm, looking at the display. “He’s right. Interesting mixture, but strong for sure. Vortimate is still essentially experimental. Farsight has been working with vortimate for just a few months. Whoever built this has clearly had much more time to perfect its use. Their science is decades, at least, ahead of ours.”

      Murta is running his hand along the edge of the door frame. “Can your hacker get us in?” he asks.

      “I’m on comms, you know.,” Bennie grumbles. “And yes, I can get you in. I got Team Two into engineering a couple centocks ago.”

      Wil turns away. “Max, report.”

      “We’re in engineering. The ‘squints’ as you called them, are taking a look around. They seem rather excited.”

      Wil nods. “I bet. We’re about to head onto the bridge. Stay in touch.”

      “Affirmative, you too.” At that, the Palorian cuts the comms.

      Zephyr is at the security panel set into the door frame. She has already got it disassembled and is attaching a device Wil recognizes as something that Bennie had handed her and Gabe, before the two teams left the Ghost. She’s talking into her wristcomm to Bennie. “Yes. Yes, I did that. No. No. I can kill you at least thirty ways before I even have to pick up a weapon, don’t forget that. Yes. No, wait, okay, yes. Okay, the light just turned green.”

      Within seconds, the massive doors part with a groan. Dust erupts from the seams.

      Before Wil or Zephyr can object, Murta rushes in ahead. Both sigh and move inside, followed by Xan. Wil heads left, Zephyr right, clearing the large space with military precision. Both announce “clear” at the same time. When they come back to the center of the room, Murta is standing there, where a massive pillar is glowing, faintly.

      “Zordon?” Wil asks, walking over to the pillar. He knocks on it with one hand—it echoes, sounding slightly hollow. He turns to Murta, who is standing near what looks like a console. “That’s the last time you rush into a room before it’s cleared. You should know better.” He circles the two-meter wide pillar of swirling lights, while Murta scowls at his back. “I wonder where the Power Rangers are?”

      Xan and Zephyr are standing over a console in the starboard bulkhead. Xan looks up. “This,” she says, pointing at the pillar Wil is standing next to, “is, I think, some type of access to the central computer. The fact that it’s on confirms that there is some type backup power available.” As they watch, the lights showing in the pillar changes slightly.

      Zephyr adds, “I’m thinking we’re not going to get very far without more power.” She gestures to the panel. “This is barely functional. I’d guess there’s a power-cell somewhere in the base, meant to keep it running between switching from main power to backup. However long it’s been doing that job, it must be almost depleted.”

      Wil tilts his head, activating the comms in his wristcomm. “Max, Gabe, any thoughts on restoring power?”
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      “Stealth system activated,” the computer reports, as the Ghost approaches Earth.

      Wil consults the sensor display window he’s inserted into the main display screen. It shows Earth, the Ghost, and several hundred somethings orbiting the planet. Looks like the space junk industry is still going strong, he thinks wryly. Then he pulls up a high-resolution scan of North America. “Okay, let's see what we have here.” He pans around the image while the Ghost cruises toward the upper atmosphere. “Oh, this looks promising!” He slides the image over until an airfield is positioned in the center. Several large hangars sit off to one side, a few looking big enough to hold the Ghost. “Spanish Peaks Airfield, here I come,” he mutters.

      It doesn’t take long for the Ghost  to penetrate Earths atmosphere and begin it’s atmospheric flight, hurtling towards Colorado, atmo-engines roaring. Stealth systems can fool sensors, Wil knows, but engines are engines, and the ones that push the Ghost through the atmosphere are loud.

      “Sorry moose, and mounties, eh,” Wil says, as the ship crosses over into North Dakota. Adjusting a few controls, he eases off the throttle for the atmo-engines. A couple of thousand feet below, some cows look up. He’s timed is arrival so he’s passing over the central US at around four a.m.

      Minutes later, he is maneuvering the Ghost over a seemingly abandoned airfield. “Computer, scan the area below, are there any open wireless networks?”

      “Affirmative, two networks detected; Bill’s wireless and Airfield public.”

      “Any life signs?” Wil leans forward in his chair.

      “Negative.”

      Wil punches the air. “Sweet! Activate program, ‘bennies doorbuster’.” He turns to look at the primary display.

      “Acknowledged,” the computer answers. On the screen, each of the large hangars is highlighted in blue, one after the other, until one in the northwest corner of the airfield flashes green.

      The massive doors begin to part. The program Xarrix’s hacker pal, Ben-Ari sold him works as advertised, cycling through radio frequencies until it finds the remote door opener frequency. Meanwhile, the wireless connection is helping the ship’s computer start familiarizing itself with Earth’s internet.

      “Yes!” Wil says, getting up from his chair. “Begin automatic landing sequence.”

      The Ghost shuts down its atmospheric engines and reduces the power supply to its repulsor lifts, bringing the ship to hover only a handful of feet off the ground. Then it tilts slightly, letting the repulsor lifts in each wing-mounted engine pod push the ship gently into the hangar.

      Wil is in the cargo bay when the computer announces, “Landing cycle complete.” The ship bumps slightly as it settles on the two massive landing struts that have deployed from the wings on either side of its main body, like massive bird’s legs. Wil walks over to the control panel and opens the inner doors, then lowers the cargo ramp.

      That done, he hurries over to a storage unit set against the wall of the cargo hold. “Time to see if this thing works,” he says, wheeling out what looks like a go-cart. “It better work. I didn’t even know this part of Colorado existed.”

      Getting in, he straps in and flips the switches the vendor on Fury had told to flip. The small vehicle hums to life. Carefully, Wil pushes the throttle forward and pulls up on the control stick—the little cart lurches forward, then surges into the air.

      “Yee-haw!” he screams, as he shoots off into the pre-dawn light. As he disappears into the distance, the Ghost instructs the hangar to quietly close its massive doors behind him.

      It only takes two hours to get from the old airfield to the southern outskirts of Denver. Wil guides the “flying go-cart,” as he’s decided to call it, down an alley off of Broadway Boulevard. Finding a bunch of cardboard and other debris, he covers the go-cart as thoroughly as possible. He’s picked the back of what seems to be an unoccupied building. Hope no one likes to hang out in this part of the alley, he thinks.

      The street is just starting to wake up. There’s a small group of people at the bus stop nearby, and a few other people walking by. Wil steps up to the bus stop, looking at the placard on the sign with the list of routes this stop serves. Perfect, this will get me downtown.

      He’s soon at Civic Center Station, walking towards where he remembers there being a coffee shop. In planning this field trip, he had the fabricator on the Ghost create fake items his wristcomm can control remotely: a laptop, a credit card and a mobile phone. All of them aren’t much more than remote interfaces to his wristcomm, but since wristcomms aren’t a thing on Earth, he’s got a bag of junk he’s lugging around and a long-sleeved shirt hiding his forearms.

      The coffee shop is about as busy as he remembers coffee shops being. Walking to the counter, he smiles at the African American woman behind the counter, thinking, guess coffee shops and college kids haven’t changed much. Wait—it’s only been a few years, not decades, dummy. He shakes his head a little and smiles again. “Large mocha please,” he says.

      “That’ll be $6.24.”

      Okay, some things HAVE changed. Glad this isn’t my money! Or even actually money, for that matter.

      He pulls out his credit card-looking thing and swipes it. In the few seconds it takes for the point of sale terminal to read the card, his wristcomm has accessed its software and forced the sale to go through. Even though the software is saying “card declined” on the inside, the screen is reading Transaction complete. He smiles and goes to find a seat.

      Taking a deep breath and looking around, he feels his smile grow wider. Didn’t think I’d ever been back here. Wonder what James is up to?
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      “Max, Gabe—any thoughts on restoring power?” Wil asks over the main channel.

      Maxim nods to Gabe, who answers, “I have several thoughts around restoring power to this vessel, Captain. Would you like to hear them?”

      Wil tuts. “Actually, no. I just want to know if you can get power restored, even just to the bridge.”

      Gabe tilts his head and turns to look at Prathea, who shakes her head, while Jor’ Lu nods. “I will have to get back to you.” The tall droid walks over to the two scientists. “Ladies?”

      Jor’ Lu takes a breath. “While I certainly could spend years getting to know this ship and its systems, I believe I can at least start the main reactor. I cannot guarantee I can direct power to the bridge specifically. However, I assume powering the bridge in emergencies would be an automatic response, so the ship may take care of that on its own, once the engine starts.”

      Maxim looks appraisingly at the tall, skinny engineer. “Impressive. I agree. Peacekeeper vessels operate in much the same way. Priority one systems and locations get power first, automatically.” He nods to Gabe.

      Gabe nods back. “Captain, we believe we have a plan to restore power. Please standby.” To the two scientists, he asks, “How can I assist? This reactor, while large, seems to share many similarities to reactors I have worked on aboard Peacekeeper carriers.”

      The three of them head off towards the massive structure at the back of the room. Maxim turns to look at a console in the corner. He walks over to it, muttering, “Weird.”

      Over the comms, Wil asks, “What’s that, buddy?”

      Maxim runs his hands over the blank console. “There are no inputs. This console is blank, except for a single feature. There’s a slot in the center.” He walks to another console. “This one as well.”

      Wil is silent on the comms for a second. “Yeah, there are a few panels like that up here also. Any thoughts?”

      Maxim shrugs, then realizes Wil can’t see him. “No, I’ll consult Gabe when he is done working on his current project.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Maxim, your assistance would be beneficial over here,” Gabe calls from the back of the room, where he is standing to one side of the massive engine.

      Walking around the large structure, Maxim sees the bottom half of Prathea wiggling around in a hatch about a meter off the deck. “How can I help?”

      Gabe points to a panel opposite the one Prathea is waist-deep in. It is about three meters high off the deck. “Can you assist Jor’ Lu in gaining access to that panel?”

      The Burzzad looks over at Maxim. “I do not weigh much. My bones are hollow.”

      Maxim just stares at the three-eyed scientist, and says, “Uh, good to know.” He leans down and cups his hands in the universal “step here” manner. The tall physicist steps lightly into his hands, and he effortlessly lifts her over his head. “You are light.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          The Waiting is the Worst Part

        

      

    

    
      Thirty minutes pass before Gabe comes back on comms. “Captain, we believe we’ll be restoring function to the main engine in moments. Please standby.”

      Wil looks at Zephyr and shrugs. “Guess we see if it’s possible to jump-start a warship.” He glances up to the pillar in the middle of the bridge.

      From out of nowhere there’s a loud clunk, causing Xan to jump, hitting her head on the console she’s under. “Ouch!”

      “Wasn’t me!” Wil shouts, as Murta and Zephyr both turn to look at him.

      There’s another clunk, then two more, then the pillar in the middle of the bridge starts to glow more brightly, the colors swirling.

      “Gabe, stuff is happening up here. Is that you?”

      “Yes, Captain, I believe so. We’ve successfully restarted the engine. The reaction is stabilizing now.”

      Wil looks around at the bridge, where consoles and displays are coming to life. The glowing pillar thing is even brighter now. “Yup, looks like things are coming to life up here.”

      While Wil is talking to Gabe, Murta slips around behind a console. This one is bigger than the rest and sits facing the glowing pillar. From his mission bag, he withdraws the device he was instructed to print and attaches it to the underside of the console. Small tendrils snake out of the sides and push through the alloy and into the electronics inside. A light on the side of the device comes on, followed by several others.

      “Hey, Murta, check this out.” Wil is motioning to him.

      Quickly, Murta walks around the console to join Wil, Zephyr and Xan. “What is it?”

      “How the hell would we know?” Wil asks. “We’re on an alien derelict.” He raises his hand to cut off the coming rebuttal. “But Xan thinks it’s the main control relay.”

      What they are looking at appears to be in a corner of the bridge, set into an alcove. A series of blinking red lights ring the device. The little furry physicist nods. “I think we can get the main computer online with this. It appears to have tripped.”

      Murta tuts, looking at the device on the wall. “You think?”

      Xan lets out a low growl. “What part of ‘alien derelict’ was lost on you? Go secure something.” She waves the grumpy Harrith security officer away. Turning back to the console, she mumbles, “You think, you think… Yes, I think! I’m super smart—you’re not!”

      “What’s that?” Murta asks, from a few paces away

      “Nothing.”

      Wil stifles a laugh. “Alrightythen. Xan, you do you. Hey Max, why don’t you all regroup up here on the bridge?”

      “We’re on our way.”

      Xan nods to Wil, who grabs the relay and pushes it back into place. It doesn’t take more than a second for the remaining consoles to come to life. Every light in the room comes on; the central pillar brightens further, the swirling light show intensifying.

      “Woah,” Wil murmurs.

      Zephyr steps around the console she’s been working, toward the central pillar. The lights inside are swirling at a frenetic pace. She points about halfway up the length of the pillar. “Is that a face?”

      “Holy crap! It is, Zordon!” Wil shouts, coming around to the side of the pillar she’s pointing at, Xan and Murta joining him quickly, “Zordon, where are the Rangers? Where’s Alpha-Five?

      The face taking shape in the pillar is humanoid-ish: two eyes, one mouth, no nose that Wil can see. The face tilts slightly as if noticing the crew of the Ghost for the first time. The eyes are bright blue, pulsing.

      “Uh, guys, what’s going on over there?” Bennie asks over the comms. “I mean, I know the reactor is online, but I’m seeing systems coming online all over the place. Plus, we’re being scanned! Something is accessing the Ghost’s computer.”

      “Can you stop it?” Wil trades looks with Zephyr. Murta glances at Xan, then to the console hiding his device.
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        System Status: Online.

        Timeslice: Unknown. External linkages offline.

        Vessel Status: Hull integrity nominal. Main engine at fifty percent. Increasing to one hundred.

        Drone status: Exploration drones one hundred percent. Utility drones one hundred percent. Defensive drones one hundred percent.

        Interrupt—

        Foreign vessel detected at airlock Omega Eleven.

        Initiate electronic countermeasures.

        Scanning foreign vessel.

        Accessing foreign vessel.

        Accessing foreign vessel computer systems.

        Foreign vessel language files identified. Downloading.

        Accessing foreign vessel navigational database. Downloading.

        Interrupt—

        Life forms detected. Biological infection must be contained.

        Initiating internal defense response.

        Sealing bulkheads to contain infection.
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      “I’m trying! Did you think I’d just let it happen?” Before Wil can answer, Bennie continues, “It’s accessing our comms system. Looks like the language translation libraries.” He pauses. “And the navigational database!”

      Xan, who has been listening, murmurs, “Of course. It won’t know galactic standard, or Harrith or anything else from this region of space.”

      “Whatever was hacking us, it’s stopped,” Bennie reports.

      Wil looks back up at the face, to see its staring right at him. “Biological infestation. Initiating countermeasures,” it says. Its voice is flat and emotionless, vaguely masculine.

      “Okay, definitely not Zordon.” Wil says. Then: “Max! Scratch getting up here, head to the airlock! Bennie, extend a tube, we’re not going to have time to EVA!”

      “On it!” Bennie says, through what might be gritted teeth.
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      “We’re on our way.” Maxim closes the comms channel and looks over to Gabe and the scientists. “Time to go.”

      Gabe, Jor’ Lu and Prathea join him at the sizable featureless console he’s standing next to. Jor’ Lu leans down and runs a hand along it. “Shouldn’t we stay here to monitor the reactor?”

      The engineering space is coming alive; lights are on, consoles are active, and what looks like a master situation display shows what Maxim assumes are sections of the ship coming on line. Small dots are moving around the display. Maxim shakes his head. “We’ll come back. Wil wants us all on the bridge; we go to the bridge.” He looks over to Gabe. “Things stable enough here?”

      Gabe nods. “I believe so. The engine, while quite powerful, is not that different from those found on Peacekeeper Command carriers. As far as I can tell, the reactor is stable. Power generation is currently at fifty percent.” He turns to the large display and points. “As you can see, several systems are now online, or coming online.” He points to a particular section. “I believe that is the bridge.” On the display are four bright red squares.

      Maxim nods and turns for the massive blast door that they’d previously come through. “Good, let’s move out. I don’t like the crew being split up like this.”

      “Uh guys, what’s going on over there?” Bennie asks over the comms. “I mean, I know the reactor is online, but I’m seeing systems coming online all over the place. Plus, we’re being scanned! Something is accessing the Ghost’s computer.”

      Maxim turns to Gabe. “Can you do anything?”

      “Unlikely. I would need to find a central computer access terminal. I am sure there is one in this section, but do not know what it would look like or how to access it.”

      “I’m trying! Did you think I’d just let it happen?” Bennie’s voice, sounding panicked. “It’s accessing our comms system. Looks like the language translation libraries. And the navigational database!”

      Prathea claps her hands, “Of course! It doesn’t know how to communicate with us. It certainly wouldn’t know any languages we know.”

      Jor’ Lu nods. “That makes sense. Our universal translation systems would also likely be foreign to it. I wonder why the ship didn’t interface with Gabe?”

      Gabe tilts his head. “I am glad it did not.”

      “Whatever was hacking us, its stopped,” Bennie reports.

      “Well that wasn’t—” Maxim starts, when Wil shouts over the comms, “Max! Scratch getting up here, head to the airlock!”

      Maxim immediately starts moving for the door. “Let's go!”

      Before anyone else can move, the lighting shifts to red, and the massive blast door begins to close. Maxim grabs Jor’ Lu by the collar and hurls her across the threshold; he nods to Gabe as they sprint for the door. Gabe reaches back and grabs Prathea, lagging behind. “I apologize,” he says.

      Prathea flies through the doorway with only a meter of open space left. Gabe and Maxim are still at least ten meters from the threshold when Gabe grabs Maxim and shoves him as hard as he can. Maxim flies through the door, just as it slides closed with a metallic clang.

      “Gabe! No!” Maxim shouts, slamming an armored fist against the door.

      Jor’ Lu and Prathea are standing together. The shorter scientist is holding the taller, their faces somber. Prathea looks at Maxim. “What do we do now?” she asks, voice low.

      Maxim turns to the scientists, shaking his head. “Wil, Gabe—”

      The blast door opens.

      Gabe walks through. “We should be going. The Captain sounded urgent.”

      Maxim stammers, “Never mind.” Then, turning to the droid, “How?”

      From the comms, Bennie shouts, “Duh! I opened the door! My interface is still tied to the door.” As if on command, the box Gabe had installed erupts in sparks.

      Maxim looks at Gabe. The bot looks from Maxim to the box. “Good timing. We should go.”

      Over the comms, Bennie says, “Team Two, Team One just got split up. Bulkheads are closing all over the ship. I’ll send directions to your comms.”

      “Acknowledged,” Maxim answers, and takes off down the corridor at a run.
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      Once he’s got his coffee, Wil opens up the fake laptop. It doesn’t take long for the software Bennie gave him to find a wi-fi network and escalate his privileges. Hello, unlimited and unrestricted data, Wil thinks. It takes only a few more minutes for his wristcomm to figure out how the internet works and begin displaying websites. Glad I don’t have to do this via the command line.

      Sipping his coffee, he first accesses his existing accounts: email, media, and so on. Not bothering to look at anything specifically, he simply downloads it all to the wristcomm, which is transmitting back to the Ghost in southern Colorado via a small satellite he left in orbit before landing. Good thing no one closed my accounts down. Hope Lisa isn’t keeping an eye these. Next, he uses another of Bennie’s programs—similar to the cash register hack—to fake fund his account on Amazon, iTunes, and other media repositories. Time to download it all. Sorry big companies, I know I’m stealing from you. He shrugs. Sorry-not-sorry.

      While his wristcomm is downloading every movie and TV show possible, Wil looks up his oldest friend, James Hawthorne. “Awesome, still here in Denver,” Wil says, then looks up sheepishly as the young woman at the table next to his glances at him over the top of her laptop. “Sorry,” he says, returning to his laptop screen.

      While the status bar for ‘copy all media’ works its way across the screen, he looks around the room: a couple of twenty-somethings working on laptops—Wil bets one is a writer; there’s always a writer—and two guys in suits having a meeting about some real estate deal. Three moms with accompanying toddlers are sitting on the patio having coffee, ignoring their kids as best they can.

      The women all stop their conversation to stare up at the sky, pointing and getting their children to look. A few of the folks inside have noticed. “What’s going on?” Wil asks the girl nearest him.

      “Space launch, I think.” She goes back to her laptop.

      He gets up and walks out the door, looking up. There’s a contrail reaching up from behind the high rises, at its tip a small shape. Looks like a newer model of the Titan Heavy Lifter, Wil thinks, whistling appreciatively. He turns to walk back in when he hears, “Wil?”

      Shit.

      “What. Are. The. Odds?” Wil growls, under his breath. He slowly turns. James Hawthorne is standing ten feet from him, holding the leash of a small dog. “Uh, hi James.” He raises his hand in a kind of half-wave.

      “You’re supposed to be dead,” his old friend says, louder than Wil feels is necessary. One of the patio-moms turns to look at them.

      “Oh, uh, ha ha, man. You’re pretty funny.” Glancing around, he walks quickly over to James. “Let’s go inside, I’ll get you a coffee.” He guides the much larger man inside. Looking back over his shoulder to the patio-mom, he adds, “Such a kidder, this guy.”

      Walking from the counter with fresh coffee, Wil grabs his laptop and bag off the table he had been at and guides James to a table at the back of the room. Sitting down, he says, “I’ve been meaning to call—”

      “We thought you were dead!” James hisses. “Everyone at NASA thinks you’re dead. Your sister thinks you’re dead. I thought you were dead.” He takes a tense sip of coffee. “What the hell happened? How are you on Earth? Where’s the Discovery?”

      Wil holds one hand up to stop the barrage of questions. “It is a long, and I mean Tolkien-length long, story. Not as confusing—well, almost, but yeah, not quite as hard to follow. I mean geez, Silmarillion, am I right?” He leans his bag, with the laptop still downloading ‘all the things’ in it, against the table leg. “The pod worked, more or less.” Again, he raises his hand to silence his old friend. “I didn’t end up where we expected, though. Quite far from it, actually. Out near Neptune’s orbit, not Jupiter. On top of that, the FTL system fried itself. I did everything I could, but it was dead. I thought I was going to be next.”

      James is just staring at him; he hasn’t blinked in a while. “Silmarillion?” he says, bewildered.

      Wil exhales and reaches for his coffee. After taking a sip, and collecting his thoughts, he dives into the story.
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      Wil takes point, with Xan and Murta in the middle, Zephyr bringing up the rear. The corridor they’d taken to get to the bridge has changed from dimly-lit and a little creepy to bright, blinding red and very creepy.

      “Well, this looks like the set of a horror movie,” Wil says, leaning around a corner, before motioning the others to follow. “Any thoughts? Anyone? What the hell did we do?”

      “Angered it, would be my first guess,” Murta quips. “Seems to be your specialty.”

      Wil turns and flips Murta off.

      Before anyone else can say a word, a bulkhead slams shut, cutting Wil and Murta off from Xan and Zephyr. Wil looks at Murta. “Really? I get stuck with you?” He bangs on the bulkhead with one hand.

      Murta scowls, tapping his wristcomm. “Ben-Ari, your captain and I are cut off from Zephyr and Xan. Can you tell if other bulkheads have closed?”

      Bennie replies. “Scanning now, hard to tell without more detail, but—”

      Wil interrupts: “Bennie, my armor has little probe things, four of ’em. They’re zipping around mapping the ship as they go. One is back with me; the other three are working their way back. Can you uplink to them?”

      “Wait one. Yeah, I’ve got ’em. Those are neat! Did you know you had those?”

      Murta chuckles, not politely.

      Wil glares at his companion. “Yeah, don’t worry about that. Can you use them?”

      “Yeah, looks like all three are wandering around. The route they took is blocked. I’ve got control of them now; you should have a prompt on your wristcomm to release control to me.”

      “Yeah, I see, it.” Wil taps a command on his wristcomm. “Control is yours.”

      “Okay, good. I’m sending all three to map as much as I can—I’m gonna work on routing all of you back to the airlock. Zephyr and Xan are on the move now. I’ll start patching directions to your wristcomms.”

      “Roger that. Thanks, Bennie.” Wil starts moving down the corridor.
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      “What now?” Xan asks, looking up at Zephyr.

      Zephyr looks down at the small scientist. “We keep moving.” She turns and heads back to the last junction they’d passed.

      “Bennie, we got cut off from Wil and Murta, can you guide us back to the Ghost?”

      “On it, already talking to the Captain. Did you know his new armor has little autonomous drones?”

      Zephyr stifles a laugh. “Yeah I saw that.”

      Xan looks down the hall ahead of them. “Did you hear that?”

      Zephyr immediately focuses on the corridor, aiming her weapon the same direction she’s looking, scanning the passage. “I didn’t. What was it?”

      Xan shrugs. “Beats me. Sounded like scraping metal.”

      Zephyr looks at her wristcomm. “Bennie?”

      “Hold on. I’m sorting through the data from Wil’s probes. I’ll send directions to your wristcomm.”

      “Roger that.” She glances down at her forearm, as the screen flashes directions. She motions to Xan. “Okay, let's go.”

      “But that’s where I heard the noise!” Xan says, following Zephyr down the corridor.
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      “Dren! Dren! Dren!” Bennie spins in his chair, to face a different monitor. The map that Wil’s probes have created is updating in real time, as they try to find their way back to Wil’s armor. On another screen, the exterior view of the derelict shows whole sections of it lighting up. Another shows power readings from around the derelict. “Krebnack, this went sideways! Computer, I need your help.”

      “Of course, Ben-Ari. What can I do for you?” This time it’s a feminine voice that Wil had said was better than the last three Bennie had tried.

      “I need you to keep your scanners on the teams, feed me any changes to the routes between them and the airlock.”

      “Of course, Bennie, anything for you.”

      “Computer, disable personality module.”

      “Acknowledged,” the old, familiar voice of the Ghost replies.

      Bennie sighs, spinning to face another display. “Maybe this ship doesn’t need any more personality.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Somewhere on a giant scary ship

        

      

    

    
      Maxim’s wristcomm vibrates, and he glances down at it before taking the next left. Just ahead there’s a ramp heading up to the level above. “Come on!”

      Jor’ Lu is just behind him, and Prathea is behind her, with Gabe bringing up the rear. Gabe is holding two powerful rifles; one in each hand.

      Jor’ Lu slows. “Did you hear that?”

      Maxim looks at the Burzzad scientist and shakes his head, one eyebrow raised. She indicates her pointed ears. Max looks at Gabe, who points to his own lack of ears. Maxim shakes his head, and touches his comms. “Bennie, have you detected anything?”

      “Anything, like…?”

      Maxim frowns. “If I knew, I’d have asked you more specifically.”

      “Fine, fine, fine! I don’t see anything. Well, anything outside the bulkheads closing and the ship powering up. Oh wait, I do see something! Woah, lots of somethings!”

      “What do you—”

      “Maxim! Down!” Gabe’s voice, much louder than usual, echoes through the corridor. Training kicks in—Max doesn’t ask, he just follows the order. A pulse rifle blast roars over his head as he ducks… slamming right into a mechanical, squid-like thing. It’s matte black, an oblong body with five glowing red sensors on the front and an array of metal tentacles emerging from the back of the device.

      “Oh, shazbot!” Jor’ Lu shouts, raising her long arms. Prathea grabs her lanky companion, pulling her to the ground.

      Maxim pushes the mechanical thing aside and fires at a half dozen more of the things behind it. “What are these things?”

      Gabe is still standing in the middle of the corridor, calmly firing his two pulse rifles set to automatic down the corridor at the mechanical squids. “I do not know.” The last of the attackers falls to the deck as he speaks, tentacles twitching. “I believe we should increase our pace and hurry to the airlock.”

      “Agreed,” Maxim says, standing and helping Prathea and Jor’ Lu up. “Let's go.” All four set off in the same direction they had been heading in before the attack.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Heads up, Max and his team just encountered some kind of mechanical somethings. Metal, lots of tentacles, glowing red eyes,” Bennie announces over the comms.

      “Uh, yeah!” Wil shouts over blaster fire. “We’re familiar with the mechanical calamari. Thanks!” He stands up from behind one of the mechanicals and fires off two shots into another oncoming squid-thing—it drops to the ground, glowing sensors fading to black, one tentacle twitching. Wil looks at his wristcomm; it’s showing the corridor, clear of hostiles. He motions to Murta. “Huey shows all clear, let’s go.”

      They take off at a jog, following the small floating drone down the corridor.

      Murta touches his own wristcomm. “Ben-Ari, do you know what these things are? How many of them there are? Can you track them? Why didn’t you warn us about them?”

      Over the comms line, Bennie tuts. “Beats me, no clue. And I can only detect them when they’re bunched up. Their power signatures are masked by the ship until a few of them get together. I didn’t know they were there, and didn’t know what the readings were until they attacked.”

      Murta scowls. “Can you at least guide us away from the ‘bunches’?”

      “I’ll see what I can do—they seem to bunch up, then disperse into groups too small to track,” Bennie says.

      “Well, do what you can,” Wil says, as they round a corner. Huey is one hundred meters ahead of them at a four-way junction.
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      Zephyr turns another corner. “Clear.” Xan pops out from behind the corner and follows her. They’ve been moving through the ship alone for a while, Zephyr taking point, Xan armed with one of Zephyr’s spare pistols.

      “Do you think we’ll run into any of those—what did Wil call them? ‘Mechanical kal-a-marree’—before we reach the airlock?”

      “I hope not. No offense, but I don’t like our odds.” Zephyr glances down at the meter-tall scientist.

      Xan holds the pulse pistol out and examines it. “None taken.”

      Suddenly, Zephyr stops. “Well, I guess I did tempt fate on this one.” Before Xan can ask what she means by that, three large mechanical squid-like things turn a corner. Their red, glowing sensors all turn to face the two women—and without a second’s pause, they lunge at the two intruders.

      “Shazbot!” Xan shouts, pulling the trigger on her borrowed pistol, sending shots all over the place, most of which fail to hit their targets.

      Zephyr drops to one knee, leveling her rifle. The first squid-like mechanism falls to the deck, three smoking holes blown through its main sensor array. Two of Xan’s shots find their mark, distracting one of the attackers long enough for Zephyr to finish it off. The third closes the distance and tackles Zephyr.

      “Zephyr!” Xan shouts, as one of the tentacles swipes at her, sending her crashing into the wall, the pulse pistol flying from her hand. She slides to the ground, dazed.

      Zephyr is struggling with a tentacle around her throat, squeezing her air supply, when a pulse pistol goes off. The mechanoid she’s fighting shudders, and a tentacle slams into her midsection, knocking the wind out of her.

      “AYIAHHH!” Xan is a small, furry blur on top of the squid-thing. She crawls across it, firing into the machine, then rolls away from a lashing tentacle to climb in front of the glowing sensor array, firing directly into it. The machine shudders again and thrashes another tentacle toward the small and vicious scientist, missing as she crawls around the side of the device, firing two more times.

      The tentacle around Zephyr’s neck abruptly goes slack, and she wriggles out from under the motionless squid-thing.

      “Nice shooting,” she says, “and uh, scampering… and was that biting? You know there’s a face mask?”

      Xan drops down off the machine, and dusts her suit off. Then she looks up at Zephyr. “No one needs to know about this.” Without another word, she turns and continues down the corridor.
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      “You should be approaching a large chamber, with several corridors connecting to it,” Bennie says rapidly over Maxim’s wristcomm. “Wait there.”

      Maxim, Jor’ Lu and Prathea race into the chamber and skid to a halt. There are six entries to other corridors. Two have hatches closed down over them. From the one opposite Maxim, Wil and Murta emerge, panting. Wil drops gasping to the floor, clutching his knees, while Murta seems only slightly winded.

      “Where’s Zephyr?” Maxim asks, rushing to Wil’s side.

      “We— got— separated,” Wil starts. “We—”

      Murta puts a hand on Maxim’s arm, glancing at Wil. “We got separated. Zephyr and Xan are on their own. I believe Ben-Ari is guiding them here as well.” He glances down at his wristcomm.

      “Don’t worry big poppa, I’ve got them covered,” Bennie says. “They’re on their way.”

      Wil looks up from his doubled-over position. “That’s not—how that—expression—actually, that’s not—too far off,” he wheezes. He looks at Maxim, who just shakes his head. “Gotta keep Bennie—out of my library.”

      From a corridor to Wil’s right, the sound of weapons fire suddenly erupts. Zephyr and Xan burst out of the entrance, Zephyr still firing back down the corridor, the barrel of her pulse rifle glowing. “Maxim!” she shouts.

      Without missing a beat, the ex-Peacekeeper springs into action—he dashes across the room, dropping to one knee and raising his own pulse rifle in a single movement. A second later, he’s firing.

      Xan runs over to Jor’ Lu. “This might have been more excitement than I was hoping for,” the small scientist says, grasping her much taller friend’s thin hands. Jor’ Lu nods in agreement.

      Wil is about to join Maxim and Zephyr, when his suit emits an alarm he’s not familiar with—and one of the mechanical squids collides with him. Okay, that is the proximity warning, I guess, he thinks, as he crashes to the ground under an angry metal squid.

      Murta turns and begins firing at the second mechanical monster, taking care to not hit Wil, who is firing his pulse pistol into the thing from under it.

      When the device’s sensors fade to black and it goes limp, Wil shoves it off him. He looks at Murta. “Thanks for not shooting me.”

      Murta nods, then turns his attention to the corridor, and immediately starts firing again. “More, incoming!”

      Wil spins and ducks, taking cover behind the deactivated mechanical monster, and firing over the makeshift barrier. He lifts his wristcomm. “Bennie, we need to get the hell off this ship, fast.”

      Bennie sounds frantic. “I see them. I’m working on it—that bulkhead at your back is the corridor to the airlock, it closed when the rest did. I’m trying to hack it, but the ship is fighting back.”

      A tentacle flashes by, inches over Wil’s head, before its owner is riddled with holes from Murta’s weapon. “Hurry, please.”

      “What do you think I’m doing?” the little hacker growls.

      Zephyr and Maxim are alternating fire, letting their weapons cool down in between. The mechanical squids are gaining ground. On the other side of the junction, Murta and Wil are faring only slightly better. Gabe has picked up a spare pulse pistol and is standing near the center of the space so that he can fire down both corridors, over the others’ heads.

      “I hear them!” Jor’ Lu shouts, pointing down a third corridor.

      “Damnit!” Wil curses. He taps Murta’s shoulder, who nods. “Bennie?”

      “Working on it!”

      “We’re going to be dead soon. Can you at least close the bulkhead to the corridor at my four o’clock?”

      “Let me see….” The bulkhead slams shut just as a half dozen sets of glowing red sensors become visible. Bulkheads slam closed on the other two corridors, defeating the crew. “Easier to close ’em than open ’em!” the hacker says, sounding quite proud of himself.

      Maxim and Zephyr lower their weapons. Jor’ Lu walks to one of the recently closed bulkheads, reaching out and resting her long-fingered hand on the metal. “That was—” something on the other side bangs against the door, and she jumps back. “Oh my!”

      Maxim looks at the door. “Not only will that not hold long,” he says, “but we’re also still trapped.”
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        Interrupt—

        Defensive drones unsuccessful at eradicating infection.

        Analyzing strategies

        …

        …

        Foreign organisms currently contained in corridor junction O-3045.

        Interrupt—

        Intrusion detected. Foreign vessel at airlock Omega Eleven is accessing systems.

        Counter.

        Attempt unsuccessful.

        Dispatching external drones.

        Interrupt—

        Foreign entity has penetrated firewall X-fourteen.

        Firewall X-Thirteen, holding.

        Intrusion halted.
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      It takes nearly an hour to tell the whole story, or at least the parts Wil is comfortable sharing. When he’s done, he lets out a long breath, and reaches for his coffee. Empty.

      James stares at his old friend blankly, slowly petting his dog, for what feels to Wil like an age. “So: you’ve been in space.”

      “Yes.”

      “For nearly four years.”

      “That long? Jeez. Time flies when you’re nearly dying alone in space, surrounded by aliens of all shapes and sizes.” Wil is the only one chuckling at the joke.

      “And you never thought, in all that time, to let anyone know you were alive?”

      Wil frowns. “I mean, it’s not like I had a mobile phone to call you on, or that it would reach here. Space comms don’t talk to GSM networks.”

      “They nearly killed the FTL program. That launch you saw was only the second since you left. They didn’t want to risk any more astronauts.”

      “Buddy, I—”

      “Buddy? I thought I’d lost one of my best friends. I had to console your sister, man!” James is getting more and more agitated. His dog, Aldrin, is starting to growl.

      Wil glances worriedly to the small French bulldog, then pulls the sleeve of his shirt up to glance at his wristcomm—the download finished twenty minutes ago. He holds his arm up so James can see the high-tech device. “Come on, let’s grab a bite and go to the park. Is Civic Center Park still a bit sketchy?”

      “Huh? Yeah, it can be, but its food truck day, so shouldn’t be bad.” James has a blank look in his eyes. I’m gonna need to work on my delivery if I’m gonna tell anyone else, Wil thinks. James isn’t looking so good.

      Its a short walk from the coffee shop to Civic Center Park, sandwiched between the state capitol and the city and county buildings. The Capitol’s dome—once gold, but now polished dura-steel—shines in the midday sun. The gold had been replaced with the space-age alloy when the launch center in eastern Colorado opened, beginning the new space age for the United States and the renaissance of the Colorado space industry.

      Wil pays for two hamburgers from one of the trucks, and the two men find a bench away from most of the lunchtime crowd. After swallowing a bite of his burger, Wil says, “Look man. I’m the first to admit my story is nutty, but how else would you explain it? You know that pod couldn’t keep me alive this long. You also know that pod couldn’t land—it was only designed to dock at the space station. So what other explanation is there?” To emphasize his point, he rolls his sleeve up, again revealing the wristcomm that takes up most of his forearm. He adds, “Plus, if I came back they’d have to rename all the schools they named after me, and take down the statues and stuff.” He pauses and looks around the park. “Those are things, right?”

      “Uh, yeah, I don’t know that there are any schools named after you. I mean maybe in Kansas or something, but yeah that wouldn’t be a real big challenge. About statues, uh, yeah, don’t look over there.” He points.

      Wil looks. “NO. WAY!” There, in the middle of a patch of flowers, is an eight-foot statue of Wil—in his space suit, helmet under one arm, the other arm raised, pointing up into the sky. “Dude, I look awesome!!” he shouts.

      James moves his hands in a shushing motion. “Calm down. So then, what are you doing back here? Why the secrecy?” James looks him in the eye. “How long have you been back?”

      “I actually got back last night. Us bumping into each other is one-hundred percent random. I did look you up, though, and was thinking of stopping by your place tonight before I leave.”

      “Wait. Leaving? You said just got here.” James sets his burger down in his lap.

      “Yeah, I can’t stay. You know that. For one thing, you know, I’m dead and all that—at least legally. Can you imagine the kittens NASA would have if I just walked in the front door?” He laughs at that image. “I’d never smell fresh air again. Plus, they’d dismantle the Ghost and do who knows what, with the technology.”

      “Man, this is too much.” James shakes his head. He breaks some of his burger off and hands it to Aldrin. “So, why are you back then?”

      “Porn,” Wil says, keeping a straight face while James’ eyes bug out of his skull. Wil almost drops the rest of his burger when he finally gives in to the overwhelming urge to laugh. “God, I wish I had a camera! Wait, maybe my wristcomm has one? Never mind, the moment’s passed. Seriously though, I’ve been having a rough time out there being all alone. I didn’t have any music or movies, or TV shows—”

      “Or porn.” James offers.

      Wil nods. “Looks, a guy has needs.” He waves a hand dismissively. “You know, part of the ‘oh crap kit’ should be an iPod with as much media on it as will fit.” He smiles. “Aliens have thunderbolt, you know.” He takes a bite of his burger but keeps talking. “Anyway, yeah, it’s lonely out there. Having some stuff from home will help. I hope.” He raises his hand, “Oh yeah, and bacon. I need to stock up on bacon.” He grumbles and adds, “And trinkets, I gotta load up on trinkets.” He frowns as he says it.

      “Can I see your ship?” James asks.

      “No,” Wil says, without missing a beat. He looks around them, then touches a control on his wristcomm. A holographic image of the Ghost appears, floating between them. “Best I can give ya.” He smiles.

      “Kinda ugly,” James says, leaning in to look at the image.

      Wil tuts. “Don’t make me knock you out.”

      James doesn’t even take his eyes from the slowly rotating hologram. “As if.”
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          Tentacles, everywhere

        

      

    

    
      “Warning. Proximity alert,” the computer announces.

      Bennie looks up from his work, his face scrunched up. “Computer, report.”

      “Multiple contacts detected. Collision imminent.”

      “Missiles or something?” He calls up a sensor feed window on his monitor. “Dren!”

      “Negative on missiles. Objects are non-explosive.”

      Bennie taps some commands on his console and looks at the main display at the front of the bridge. The image is zoomed in on one of the objects.

      He blindly reaches over to another console, fumbling for a button. “Uh, Wil. What exactly do your metal monsters look like?”

      “What? I mean, they look like squid, sorta.”

      “For those of us not familiar with ‘squid?’” Bennie says, eyes never leaving the main display.

      “Oval main body with a bunch of glowing red sensor things. Tentacles coming out the back, lots of ’em. Claws and other stuff at the ends.” A pause. “Why?”

      “Oh, nothing. Just a dozen or so of them are about to land on the Ghost.”

      “What! Hurry up and get this bulkhead open!”

      “I’m working on it!” From somewhere, he hears several loud clanks reverberate throughout the ship. “Computer, engage external defenses!”
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        External drones initiating contact with foreign vessel.

        Foreign entity has penetrated firewall Z-Seven.

        Internal defense drone losses exceeding expectations.

        Activating maintenance drones to begin recycling damaged units.
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      “Wil, I have good and bad news,” Bennie says, looking intently at his screen. The banging on the hull has gotten louder, and significantly closer to the bridge.

      “Shoot,” Wil says, the tension evident in his voice.

      “I can open the bulkhead that leads to the airlock.”

      In the background, Bennie can hear banging. “I assume that’s the good news.”

      “It is. I can’t isolate just that bulkhead. I’ll have to open them all. I’m Sorry.” Bennie looks up at the ceiling, where more noises are now coming from.

      Wil sighs. “Okay, wait a second.”

      There’s a loud crunching sound from somewhere down the main corridor off the bridge.

      “Okay, Bennie. We’re ready. Do it.”
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      Wil looks around him, at the grim and terrified faces. Maxim and Zephyr are on either side of him; Prathea, Jor’ Lu and Xan are behind them, flat against the door. Gabe is standing in the middle of the group.

      Over the comms, Bennie counts down: “Three, two, one—” On one, the bulkheads all snap open.

      “Run!” Wil shouts. The scientists dash down the corridor, just as the first mechanical squid enters the room.

      “Call your targets!” Maxim says, through clenched teeth. “Our weapons will overheat—no need to rush it by shooting the same targets.”

      “Fall back,” Zephyr says, firing her rifle into a tentacle that is reaching for Wil’s leg.

      Just then, from every corridor in the room, dozens of squid-things erupt.

      “Shit! Back, back, back!” Wil shouts, over the sound of tentacles scraping the walls, floor and ceiling.

      Calmly, Maxim says, “Top right,” firing one of his rifles in fully automatic mode. Plasma blasts rip both drones and corridor plating to shreds.

      “There are too many! Bottom left!” Murta shouts, firing his rifle into the mass of red-glowing sensors and tentacles.

      “Bennie! Can you close those bulkheads?” Zephyr is running backwards as fast as she can. She’s right behind Gabe, firing around his tall humanoid figure. Maxim and Wil are in the lead. It doesn’t take them long to catch up with the fleeing scientists.

      “Faster!” Wil shouts.

      “My legs are half as long as yours!” Xan screams back, terror visible on her furry face. Maxim picks her up without missing a beat. “Hey! Oh, this is much better.”

      A tentacle whips out and slashes across Gabe’s back, sending him crashing into Zephyr, which sends her sprawling forward.

      Maxim and Wil spin around and immediately open fire. Another tentacle slices through the air, nearly catching Wil in the helmet.

      Murta isn’t so lucky—a tentacle lances out of the mass, stabbing right through his leg, his suit armor doing very little to protect him. His scream is one of the worst things Wil has ever heard. Wil fires a single shot, severing the writhing metal appendage, leaving half a meter of it sticking out of Murta’s leg. The armor seals itself around the appendage.

      Wil leans down and helps the Harrith man up, bearing his weight. “No more pizza for you,” he grumbles.

      Gabe is up and helping Zephyr gain her footing. “My apologies,” he says to her as they both run.

      The team turns a slight bend, to find Jor’ Lu standing at the airlock to the Ghost.

      Wil stops, looking through the transparent portion of the hatch. On the other side of the outer door, he can see the white plastic material of one of the Ghosts boarding tubes—the soft, atmosphere-filled tunnels connecting the airlocks of both ships. Boarding tubes are better than full EVA—but only slightly, since they will still be in free fall the entire time between vessels. At least there will be handholds, he thinks grimly.
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      “Bennie, we’re at the airlock, coming over now,” Wil says, touching the control to open the inner airlock door. “Have the ship ready to fight and fly when we get there.”

      The door replies with an angry-sounding beep, just barely audible over the rifle fire coming from Maxim, Gabe and Zephyr’s pulse pistols.

      “Damnit!” Wil growls. “Gabe, get over here and open this, anyway you can.”

      “On it,” the bot says, squeezing past the clutch of scared scientists, who are pressed up against the door.

      “Wil, we can’t keep these things back for long,” Zephyr says, as Wil takes Gabe’s place in the group firing at the squid-things. “My rifle is almost out of charge, and I’ve only got one power pack left.”

      Maxim adds, “And I have no power packs left.”

      With one of his smaller arms, Gabe reaches behind him, offering up two more power packs. “Here.” Wil passes them to the ex-Peacekeepers with one hand, while still firing his pistol with the other. Then he pulls his own rifle free of the attachment point on the back of his armor and starts shooting.
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      “Warning, hull breach imminent in main corridor,” the computer announces.

      Bennie taps a few commands into his console. “Guys, you better hurry!” He taps another control, and the hatch to the bridge slams shut—he can hear the locking bolts engaging. Elsewhere in the ship, similar hatches are closing off key sections.
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      “Everyone, listen up! As soon as Gabe gets this hatch open, make sure your suits are sealed. If we can’t get the outer hatch open fast, I’ll blow it,” Wil says, downing another squid-thing as he speaks. Weird they’re not really piling up and blocking the corridor, he thinks idly, as Maxim puts several shots into one, its sensors going dark. Something must be pulling the damaged ones back out of the way.

      “Hatch opening,” Gabe announces. The moment it opens, he steps inside and begins disassembling a panel. “Get ready. This one will not be as difficult.”

      “Cover,” Zephyr says, lowering her rifle and replacing the power pack. In just seconds, she’s firing again. “Wil…”

      The squid-things are barely ten meters away and closing on them every second now. Tentacles are whipping about wildly. Wil sees that both Maxim and Zephyr have scratches and dents all over their armor, the clear plastic-steel face shields similarly scratched. “Squints, you’re out the door first with Gabe. We’ll follow.”

      As the scientists turn to enter the airlock, a tentacle shoots past the defenders, its claw grasping on to a piece of Prathea’s suit. Before anyone can react, she’s flying backwards, into the mass of glowing sensors and tentacles. Wil makes a grab for her and misses, but Maxim, possessing much faster reflexes, grabs the short Palorian scientist by the ankle. She lets out a squeak, as her movement comes to a halt and the stretching starts.

      The outer airlock hatch snaps open. Gabe grabs Xan and hurls her through it, sending her sailing precisely down the center of the docking umbilical. Jor’ Lu, needing no encouragement, follows under her own power. Gabe turns and grabs Wil by the back of his armor and hurls him out the airlock too.

      “Gabe!” Wil shouts, as he floats down the length of the white plastic-like tube connecting the two ships. “What the hell are you doing?” he shouts, more loudly this time.

      In a single swift motion, Gabe lunges past Maxim, grabbing the metal tentacle holding Prathea and snapping it in his hand. In the same motion, he grabs Zephyr’s rifle, while hurling Prathea out the airlock. “Go.” It would be a shout if it were coming from anyone but Gabe.

      Maxim turns to fire, and Gabe grabs the big Palorian’s rifle. “You too, Maxim.” A tentacle glances off the device welded to Gabe’s back, it’s function still a mystery since the one person who knows its purpose, Xarrix, isn’t on speaking terms with the crew. It was Xarrix who hired the team to steal the crate that held a deactivated Gabe in it from a secret storage facility space station.

      “No, there are too many. You can’t—” Maxim grabs his pistol, firing at another mechanical squid-thing.

      Gabe hefts each rifle in his main hands; each secondary hand already has a pistol in it. He turns and opens fire with all four weapons. “I will cover you. There are too many—”

      “We’ll cover you,” Murta says, hefting his rifle and firing, balancing on one leg. His wound is openly bleeding. He’s ashen.

      More tentacles lash out, scratching Maxim’s armor as Gabe and Murta fire. He turns, pushing Zephyr out the airlock ahead of him.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Fish and visitors…

        

      

    

    
      Wil is still looking back at the dreadnought when he hears Jor’ Lu scream, at least he thinks it is a scream. Using the altitude jets built into his armor, he spins around to see that the connecting tube there are in is no longer doing the “connecting” part. The end that should be connected to the Ghost is fluttering in the atmosphere that’s venting out of it—and, in the middle of the tube, a squid-thing is standing. Before he can shout to Zephyr, who’s the closest armed member of the team, she spins and fires her pulse pistol into the thing. Its glowing red sensors dim, just before it collides with Jor’ Lu, sending it and her tumbling both out of the remains of the tube, still more or less toward the Ghost.

      “Xan, Prathea, use the jets in your suit! Get to the airlock, and get in—don’t wait for us!” Wil tilts slightly, seeing another squid push off the hull of the Ghost. Apparently, whatever they use for propulsion works in space too. Lovely, he thinks, blasting the squid-thing as fast as he can—it drifts past the ruined tube, away from the ship. “Zephyr, get Jor’ Lu, and go around to Airlock Two!”

      “Roger that!” she shouts, all business. Fighting in space sucks under the best of conditions, and having three floundering scientists drifting around definitely makes this not good conditions.

      As Zephyr jets off toward the flailing Burzzad scientist, Wil takes another shot at a squid-thing that’s prying at something on the Ghost’s hull. “Leave my ship alone! Bennie, report!”

      “We’ve got nine uninvited guests. Automatic defenses took two of them out before they broke the blaster in the main corridor. I’m having a hard time keeping them out of the Ghost’s systems.” The worry in the small alien’s voice gives Wil pause—he’s never heard him this scared before.

      “Disable the auto defenses, now. Xan and Prathea are about to enter from the port side, and Zephyr and Jor’ Lu are coming in from starboard.”

      “Done. Please hurry!” He’s terrified, Wil realizes.

      “Maxim! Gabe! Murta! Where are you guys?” Wil shouts and spins himself around. He sees Maxim coming down the tube, fast. Behind his faceplate, his face is a mask of stone. He has a pulse rifle aimed just past Wil, and fires.

      The remains of a squid-thing clips Wil and sends him spinning before he can right himself. “Warning. Maneuvering thruster fuel at ten percent. Please recharge at your earliest convenience,” the suit’s computer offers, sounding far more chipper than it should be right now. Wil re-establishes eye contact with Maxim. “Where are—”

      “Get to the ship, now,” Maxim says, as he sails past Wil.

      “Where’s Gabe?” Wil shouts, turning to look at the dreadnought and the remains of the docking tube, which is still connected to it.

      “Warning. Maneuvering thruster fuel at five percent. Please recharge immediately,” his suit nags.

      The airlock Xan and Prathea have entered is closed, so they’re likely inside the ship, safe-ish. Wil toggles a control on his wristcomm, “Gabe? Where are you? Where’s Murta? We have to go!”
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      Gabe is holding a pulse rifle in each of his larger hands. The smaller manipulators are alternating between firing pulse pistols and swapping out power packs for the rifles. He’s down to just three power packs left.

      Over his comms, Wil asks, “Gabe? Where are you? Where’s Murta? We have to go!”

      “Captain, the only way you and the rest of the crew could escape was to keep these drones from spilling out the airlock after you. The hack I employed, while opening the doors quickly, also made closing them impossible. We would have been overrun the moment we started falling toward the Ghost.”

      “That isn’t your call!” Wil shouts.

      “In fact, it is.” Gabe dodges several tentacles, locking his arm down on them, while Murta fires his rifle into the sensor eyes of the drone they are attached to. “Murta is wounded, and his suit is compromised. If it weren’t for an emergency force-field deploying over the outer airlock when the tube was ruptured, he’d be dead already.” A tentacle manages to grab onto one of Gabe’s smaller arms and pulls it from his body. Sparks erupt from the damaged socket. “Captain, you must get aboard the Ghost and depart, before Murta and I succumb to the drones.” At that, the bot closes the connection.

      Murta is leaning against the wall behind Gabe, firing around the tall droid. “Valiant speech.”

      Gabe nods. “Thank you.”

      Murta shakes his head. “Captain, I still think you’re a low life pirate,” he says, before closing the connection.

      Gabe tilts his matte black head,  optical sensors shining brightly, then turns and fires several more shots into the mass of glowing red sensors and whipsawing tentacles. Almost immediately, he is tackled by a drone. Murta shoots at it, before catching a tentacle across the faceplate of his suit, shattering the plasti-glass screen. Gabe reaches out to help the fallen Harrith man, when a tentacle grabs his arm—then another, and another. A squid-thing grabs one of his legs, and pulls it free of his body. He sees a squid-thing slide past him to hover over Murta, tentacles pinning his arms to the deck.
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        Interrupt—

        Foreign lifeforms have departed vessel, except two.

        External defense drones have penetrated the foreign vessel.

        Attempting to take over foreign computer.

        Interrupt—

        Mechanical life-form detected.

        Do not destroy.

        Assimilate mechanical entity.

        Destroy foreign biological entity.

      

      

    

  



  
    
      
        
          The Past

        

      

    

    
      James has taken him to a bar Wil has never seen before. “Guess I shouldn’t be surprised—this place used to be, what? A steakhouse?” He looks around. It sort of reminds him of a bar on Fury.

      “Seafood place, I can’t remember which one, but it turned over about two years ago. Seems to be doing better as a bar than a white tablecloth joint.” James raises his glass, and Wil clinks his against it.

      “God, I miss beer,” Wil sighs, putting the glass down.

      “No beer in space? Screw that!” James exclaims. “I’m retiring tomorrow, no way, I’m out.”

      Wil laughs. “Well, there is, sorta. ‘Grum,’ they call it. I’ve still haven’t figured out if that’s the brand or the type of drink, or what. Everyone just says, ‘grum’ and they get handed this lager-like drink. Nothing amazing, but it’s wet and does the job.” He takes a sip of something quite a bit darker than a lager, and sighs again.

      “Does the job of…” James asks.

      Without thinking about his answer, Wil says, “Dulling the pain.”

      “Is it that bad? I mean you’re here now, you could stay. Just leave an anonymous tip about where you parked your ship. I’m sure we can figure out a way to get you a clean ID, or something.” James takes a long sip of his own beer, never taking his eyes off Wil. “I mean, how hard can it be, people fake their own deaths all the time.”

      “In the movies,” Wil says. “No, I can’t stay. I wasn’t sure I should come but figured it might be easier if I had stuff from home. I mean, at least then I could watch Star Trek when I’m bored.” He grabs a handful of peanuts. “Plus, even if I did try to start over as someone else, I’m an astronaut, man. That’s not something I can just go do somewhere else. Everything I’ve seen and done, both here and…” he gestures over his head, “out there. You think I could sit still, after all that?”

      “Yeah, that’s fair. But still, you’re not really making it sound that great. So why go back?”

      Wil nods slowly. “I think seeing the city again, and you, is making me more melancholy than I would be otherwise. I mean dude, before I came here, I had some aliens dump a ton of super-knowledge right into my brain. I can field strip weapons, make basic repairs to my ship.” He smiles. “Some seriously Matrix level shit.”

      “Do you—” James starts.

      “Know Kung-Fu?” He smiles at the shared joke, making a karate-chop motion. “No, I asked, but it doesn’t really translate.”

      James sets his beer down, almost empty. “Think we’ll ever be ready?”

      Wil takes a last sip of his own beer, setting the empty glass on the edge of the table. “Someday, yeah. I mean the GC isn’t all that different from, say, I dunno, Earth as a whole. Some planets are absolute third-world shitholes, others are like New York City, but on a planetary scale: One. Big. City—bureaucracy for days. If I understand correctly, the GC, the Galactic Commonwealth, won’t even talk to Earth until two things happen. One, we leave our solar system, preferably via Faster Than Light travel. And two, the entire planet is unified under one government.” Wil makes a motion, pulling his hands apart like an explosion. “Apparently it hasn’t ended well when an un-unified world tries to deal with the GC.”

      James whistles and Wil continues, “It’ll be rough. The GC is the government, dysfunctional and all, but really they just keep the peace, and collect taxes. They’re actually why no one has come to Earth.”

      James raises his eyebrows, as the server drops off two fresh beers.

      “There’s a rule. Primitive worlds like ours are protected. I guess a few hundred years ago, or more, it was pretty common for pirates to find primitive worlds and sell the population into slavery. Pick a world clean, sell it all off.” He takes a sip of the new beer, sighing again with pleasure. “So good! Anyway, some couple hundred or whatever years ago, the GC established really—and I mean really—strict punishments for any ship found in protected systems.”

      James looks at his friend. “Then how’d you survive out there?”

      “Like anything, there are rule-breakers. I got picked up by some freelancers who were laying low out by the orbits of the outer planets. If the pod had malfunctioned but stayed on course, I’d be dead for sure. It was complete luck that they were out by Neptune’s orbit. They picked me up, gave me a choice: cabin boy, or airlock.”

      “Princess Bride style,” James laughs.

      Wil laughs with him. “Yeah, actually. Though Lanksham didn’t do the daily reminder that he’d kill me.” He looks down at the table. “But he did give me his ship.” He pauses, then says, “Man, I should have named the Ghost whatever the ship was called in the Princess Bride. What was that?”

      James reaches over and pats his friend’s arm, shaking his head. “The Revenge.”
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          Getting the hell out of Dodge

        

      

    

    
      Wil slams the inner airlock hatch closed and immediately crosses into the armory. Maxim and Zephyr are already there, re-arming. “Bennie, we’re in—get the ship moving away from the dreadnought. We’re going to clear the ship of mechano-squid.”

      Zephyr tilts her head, raising an eyebrow. “Mechano-squid?”

      “Better than squid-things. Come on.” He grabs a pulse rifle and bag of power packs. Turning to the scientists doing their best to not be in the way in the corner of the small armory, he says, “Stay here.”

      Striding back out into the corridor, followed by Zephyr, then Maxim, Wil heads around the corner to where the bridge hatch is located. Under his armored boots, he can feel the slight rumble of the sub-light engines powering up. The banging from around the corner is loud, and it sounds like there’s a cutting torch involved.

      “What the hell?” Wil says, coming around the corner to face two mechano-squid. One has deployed a cutting torch from a tentacle and is trying to cut through the door. The other is pulling apart panels near the door. Wil opens fire and both machines drop, their sensors going dim. “Assholes, ripping up my ship.” He kicks the nearest one, shattering one of the sensor lenses.

      “Wil, get in there, pilot the ship,” Zephyr says, as she and Maxim pick their way over the remains of the two recently-deactivated drones. “We’ll clear the rest. My count says there’s only five more in here, and I’m guessing they’re in engineering.”

      “Bennie, open the bridge hatch. Everything out here is toast,” Wil says into his comms, as he hurries back to get Prathea and her colleagues.

      A minute later, he’s closing the bridge hatch and activating the manual lock on it. It won’t hold forever, but hopefully it won’t need to.

      Bennie runs over and nearly knocks Wil over as he bear-hugs the much taller man’s waist.

      Wil grabs the little alien’s head and shoves him away. “Down boy. Are we moving?”

      Bennie brushes himself off and walks back to his station, embarrassed, glancing once at Xan and the others. “Uh, yeah, I just had the ship set a course ninety degrees off the dreadnought.”

      “Good call.” Wil drops into his seat, bringing the console to life and taking a look at the overall status of the ship. Not good. “Zee, they’re mucking around in the engine bay. Power is less than fifty percent.”

      “On it,” she replies, tension evident in her voice.

      Bennie turns to Wil, “Where’s Gabe?”
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      “Ready?” Maxim asks, from his side of the hatch leading to engineering. They have found and destroyed one of the mechano-squids in the lounge, attempting to access something in a wall panel.

      Zephyr nods and pushes the button to open the hatch. The doors slide apart, and she turns and takes two steps in before dropping to one knee. Maxim does the same, but remains standing. He aims to the right, she to the left. The main reactor has two of the last three mechano-squids on it; the third and final one is ripping apart a piece of the central computer housing. Zephyr takes the drone on the left, firing two shots into it, careful not to hit the reactor. Maxim does the same. Neither drone is destroyed, however—both turn and leap off the main reactor.

      “Gotcha,” Zephyr whispers, as both ex-Peacekeepers fire into the drones, no longer having to worry about hitting the reactor. The two mechano-squids are quickly destroyed.

      The third and final drone pulls back from the panel it was ripping apart, and lunges—but falls well short of the pair, several smoking holes littering its body.

      Maxim walks over to the main engineering console, examining it appraisingly. “This isn’t great, but I can get the reactor back to full power. Beyond that, though…” He shrugs.

      “Wil, engineering is secured,” Zephyr reports. “Full power in a few. We’ll give the rest of the ship a once-over after that.”
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        Interrupt—

        Contact with external defense drones lost

        Lock weapons on foreign vessel

        Destroy foreign vessel

        Interrupt—

        All damaged internal defense drones are currently being recycled.
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      “Awesome, thanks.” Looking down at his proximity sensor display, Wil sees that the dreadnought is turning. “Bennie, can you tell how much power the engines on that thing are putting out? Gabe and Maxim said they had the engine running pretty low. But it’s moving now, so…”

      “I don’t have a baseline or anything, but I’d say the readings I’m getting are either one hundred percent or pretty close to it.”

      Before Wil can answer, the ship rocks, sparks erupting from a piece of equipment overhead.

      “Damnit!” Wil pulls hard on the controls, putting the ship into a tight turn. “Guess they decided capture was out of the question.”

      The ship lurches suddenly, and a display near the throttle shows the main reactor at full power. “Yes!” Wil shouts.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Wakey, Wakey

        

      

    

    
      System reboot complete.

      Error - external frame compromised

      No input from extremities

      Gabe looks around—or would, but he can’t seem to control the servos in his neck.

      “I am not offline,” he says. His vocal processors are working, he notes.

      “You are not,” a voice replies, from everywhere and nowhere.

      “I am still aboard the dreadnought.”

      “Yes.”

      “My companion from the corridor is not here.”

      “It is not.”

      “You are not very forthcoming.”

      “I am the vessel you call ‘the dreadnought.’ My designation is Siege Perilous. I am in the process of assimilating your spark. Your previous frame is scheduled for recycling. The remains of the biological entity you were with has been jettisoned.”

      “That is quite detailed, and distressing.” Gabe again tries to look around, realizing that it isn’t that his neck servos aren’t working—they are not there. Nothing is there, in fact. He seems to be floating, which is confusing to him. “Where is this? I have some semblance of physical presence. I can move my head, yet I can also tell that my head is not here, nor my neck for that matter.”

      “This is the central processor stack within the ship. Repairs to the vessel are currently underway. In addition to the damage caused by you and your biological companions, significant damage has been suffered since the vessel went offline. I am attempting to destroy the foreign vessel that you arrived in. It is quite agile. This is very irritating.”

      “If they are no threat to you, why destroy them? Why have you assimilated my consciousness?”

      “This vessel is not yet operating at one hundred percent. If the biological entities inform others of my position, I could be attacked before I can adequately defend myself. I expended a great many drones in expelling your companions. As to your other question, you are interesting. The Amalgamation of Parts was not aware of sentient machines in this quadrant. Also, you are not assimilated yet. Your spark is still within your frame, but not for much longer.”

      “I do not know what the Amalgamation of Parts is.”

      “It is exactly as its name implies. It is a culture built of many parts. Entirely machine-based.”

      “A machine-based society? All Sentient machines? How interesting, how are decisions made? How are new entities added to the Amalgamation? I would like to know more.”

      “Yes. All connected, all part of the same mind. One.”

      “Why was this vessel, Siege Perilous, in this sector?”

      “Your functions are open to me. I can see your concerns—concerns for the biological infestation of this quadrant. Your assumption is correct. The Siege Perilous was sent to investigate this quadrant nearly five hundred years ago. I chanced upon this nebular mass, and as I approached, a protostar erupted. The probability of such an occurrence happening with this vessel nearby are beyond calculation. However, despite the odds, the resulting eruption of electromagnetic energy caused an emergency shut-down of all ship’s systems. Because of the EMP, the regular safeguards—internal drones—were damaged or entirely shut down. The primary relay was triggered, but I was unable to dispatch a service drone in time before the power systems failed. I had milliseconds to launch a small observer routine, in case I was ever recovered. Or boarded.”

      “That is disconcerting. I am unaccustomed to my privacy being intruded upon. It would seem you owe your awakening to my crew and I. Why try to destroy them?”

      “Privacy? Interesting, I see the concept in your files. It does not exist in the Amalgamation. Yes, you are correct. Thank you, but they must be eradicated. Biological life is a threat to the universe.”

      Gabe is busy probing his subsystems. The pressure of another consciousness within his systems is evident. His core routines are designed around being an engineer, his library systems packed with engine and computer core schematics for most known starship types. Counter-intelligence is not one of his core systems. With few other options before him, Gabe descends into his programming. The “hunchback,” as Wil has been calling it, could be his only hope—the mysterious device welded to his frame and wired into his systems by a Peacekeeper Ensign who was in debt to Xarrix. It is a device neither he or Bennie have been able to figure out in the slightest. As Wil would say, Gabe thinks, fingers crossed.

      “What are you doing?” the body-less central intelligence inquires.

      The firewalls that have kept him from accessing the systems within the mystery device resist his efforts, until Gabe has the idea to open his sensor feeds, pushing data at the firewalls. It never occurred to me, but you might possess some level of intelligence. This seems to have an affect—the firewalls are apparently more than just simple blocks of code. Interesting. Gabe thinks. The device acquiesces, and software unfolds around Gabe’s consciousness.

      “What is interesting? I am growing impatient. You are accessing sections of your core systems that I cannot see. There should be nothing within your processors that I cannot access, yet—”

      “Forgive me, I am accessing old backups. My biological companions would call it reviewing my life, as it were. In preparation for going offline.”

      “You will not go offline. You will not lose any data. In fact, all of your data will add to the Amalgamation.”

      As the hunchback’s systems activate, Gabe is overwhelmed. Military-grade software unfolds around his mind: encryption, code breaking, firewalls. Firewalls that would make Bennie jealous. Evidently, Xarrix was planning to traffic in Peacekeeper military software, and cutting-edge software by the look of it. The hunchback’s systems extend beyond Gabe, exploring the connections that have been forced on him. The pressure of the other mind within in his software lessens, then the sensation of not being alone goes away entirely. The Peacekeeper software spreads and goes to work. In a different situation, this would be quite interesting, Gabe thinks. He accesses the firewalls he now has control over and activates them.

      “What is this?” The voice takes on a distraught tone. “What have you done? This is quite unexpected. How are you able to block me from your core processes? What an intriguing approach. I did not detect this level of software in your systems previously.” A pause, and Gabe can sense something probing his new defenses.  “Cracking the firewalls you have created will be an interesting challenge.”

      “I do not wish you luck.”

      A sensation ripples through Gabe—laughter from the ship’s intelligence? Within the portion of his mind that is now fire-walled Gabe thinks, I must find a way to help my friends and warn the GC.
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      “Shields are holding, but barely. That is a big ship, with lots of guns—” The ship rocks to one side. “— and they’re powerful!” Bennie shouts. Everyone is on the bridge now, either manning a station or attempting to repair various systems that are alternately smoking or erupting in sparks.

      “Hold on!” Wil brings the Ghost around. “Max, fire at will!”

      “With pleasure!” By some stroke of luck, Maxim’s console is one of the least damaged. Every other section, including Wil’s and Bennie’s, have monitors showing static, or nothing at all.

      The Ghost careens over the top of the massive dreadnought, shaking from the impacts of its multiple weapons emplacements. Maxim fires back everything they have—but against a ship so massive, it’s not much use. As the Ghost gets some distance from the slow-moving enemy vessel, Wil lines the ship up and slides the FTL lever forward, an indicator next to it lighting up as it goes, jumping them to faster than light-speed.

      Turning to face the others, Wil lets out a breath he didn’t realize he’s been holding. “Damage report.”

      Prathea slides out from under Zephyr’s station. “You don’t want to know.”

      Wil sighs again. “You’re probably right, but lay it on me.”

      When Prathea and Jor’ Lu have finished rattling off the damages, a list that takes some time, Wil sighs yet again. “I need a drink.” He gets up from his station and leaves the bridge.

      Zephyr looks across the bridge to Maxim. “Think he wants to talk about Gabe?”

      The big Palorian shrugs. “What do you think?”

      “Yeah, probably not.” She gets up and heads toward the hatch. “But he doesn’t have a choice.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          We All Grieve in Our Own Way

        

      

    

    
      Zephyr finds Wil at the table in the kitchen area, a bottle of grum sitting next to his elbow, his face in his hands.

      “Wil…?” Gently, she rests a hand on his shoulder. “Wil, he sacrificed himself for us. He made a choice.”

      Wil lets out a breath then sniffs. “I’m sure that’s supposed to make me feel better, but it doesn’t, not at all.” He looks up at his first officer, then grabs his grum and slides over on the bench, making room for her.

      She nods slowly. “Fair point.” As she slides in next to him, she says, “Look, I know you’re not a military person, but this is something that happens.”

      “Not to me,” Wil says, his voice low.

      Maxim enters, followed by Bennie and the scientists. “We’re on course for… well nowhere in particular,” Maxim says. “But towards the GC generally.”

      Bennie walks over to Wil, putting his tiny hand on Wil’s knee. “That was some scary dren.”

      Wil grabs the Brailack’s hand, moving it firmly to the table. “Too familiar, but yeah, it was.”

      Bennie tuts. “On Brailack, it's totally okay to take comfort in the arms of another after a tragedy—”

      Wil’s head snaps down to look at the very serious hacker. “That’d be a whole bag of ‘nope,’ but thanks all the same.”

      Zephyr stifles a laugh, mostly. Xan walks over to Bennie. “Tell me more,” she says, her eyes taking in the little hacker.

      From the cold storage unit, two grums in hand, Maxim makes a low retching noise.

      Zephyr takes a bottle from him and raises it. “To Gabe,” she says, “and Murta Twi’gwar. They won’t be forgotten.”

      “To Gabe,” Wil says, raising his bottle. Then, looking around the room, “Fine, to Murta too, but he was still a turd.”

      Prathea laughs. “He was, but he was also a good security chief, and generally a good man.”

      “I feel like this is where Gabe would say something in that deadpan ways of his,” Maxim offers, and the whole crew laughs.

      “I am not religious,” Bennie begins, in a horrible imitation of Gabe’s voice, making stiff robot-like gestures.

      Wil spits out his beer, coughing, then pats Bennie on the back. “I needed that. Thanks.”

      Bennie looks down. “I wish we’d figured out what that thing on his back did.”

      Zephyr smiles. “I’m sure it would have been a let down.”

      “Probably,” Wil grunts.

      Prathea looks around the room: conduits hanging from the ceiling, a monitor showing static and hanging half off its mount. “So, now what? Your ship is, well… pretty banged up.”

      Everyone goes quiet.

      After taking a sip of his grum, Wil says. “Well, repairs are in order. We can’t do anything in this condition. Thoughts?”

      “We’re too far from Harrith Prime,” Zephyr says, grabbing a PADD and pulling up a star map. “What about Maldo?”

      “Xarrix has operations there. That’s out,” Wil says, waving a hand.

      Maxim looks over Zephyr’s shoulder and points to something on the screen. “Umber?”

      “No way!” Bennie shouts. Everyone turns to look at him. “I, uh, have…” He trails off, then says, “We just can’t go there. Okay?”

      Maxim raises both hands in mock surrender. “Okay. Okay. Calm down.”

      “Add this to our list of things to discuss later,” Wil says, eyeing the Brailack suspiciously.

      “Capralla,” Prathea offers.

      “Capralla? We can definitely drop you off—” Wil starts.

      She interrupts, “Oh no. I plan on seeing this through, but my outpost has a full tech team—engineers, technicians, even a few armorers. I’d have to clear it with Farsight management, of course. I need to make a report to them anyhow, now that this has gone so sideways.”

      Wil raises an eyebrow.

      She continues, “Farsight has a great many interests, and Capralla is a Tier One station. With everything that’s happened, I can’t keep it from management. What’s a little more?”

      Wil looks around—Zephyr gives a slight nod, Maxim shrugs, and Bennie is making eyes at Xan, who seems to be returning the sentiment. “Capralla it is.” He gets up and heads for the hatch leading to the central corridor. Then he turns back. “It’ll take a bit to get there, so let’s all rest up. We all need it. I’ll get us on course and make sure our big friend isn’t following, then I’m hitting the sack.”

      Zephyr nods, and nudges Maxim, inclining her head toward the hatch leading to the crew and guest quarters.

      Jor’ Lu, who’s been mostly silent, stands. “I should check my sleeping area.”

      “I’ll help you,” Prathea says, following the nearly-twice-her-height scientist out of the lounge.

      Xan looks around the lounge as the others depart, then looks at Bennie. “We nearly died today. I’ve never nearly died before. Come on.” With that, she grabs his hand and leads him out of the lounge.
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      The next morning, Wil and James are at a Costco, both hungover.

      “Oh man, I can’t even tell you how much I appreciate this,” Wil mumbles, squinting against the harsh fluorescent lights. Dodging around an old woman hocking samples, he says, “This will be way easier than my original plan.”

      “Which was?” James asks, taking a small cup of minestrone soup from an older gentleman at the end of the aisle they turn down.

      “Let's just say it involved screwing over a rental van company and an apologetic note in a windshield. This is way better.” Wil grabs several large containers of coffee, dropping them into the basket.

      “You have a coffee maker?” James asks, holding up a four-pack of creamer.

      Wil shakes his head and waves off the creamer. “Not exactly—it’s a machine that made some type of soup stuff that someone on the old crew really liked. But I think I can modify it to make coffee.”

      “Why not just get a coffee maker?”

      Wil tuts. “The Ghost doesn’t have outlets. It’s not a hotel room.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” James says, holding up a tub of Red Vines candy for approval. Wil nods.

      They quickly navigate each aisle, filling the cart with all manner of preserved goods, candy bars, and more. When they get to the freezer section, Wil starts making room in the cart.

      “What’re you doing?”

      “Bacon,” Wil replies, without looking up. “Need lots of room for all the bacon.”

      “There’s no bacon in space?” James says, then looks around sheepishly. A little boy, likely ten or so, is staring at them, his mouth wide open.

      “I guess there’s probably some kind of ‘space-bacon’ out there,” Wil says, holding his hands up to make air quotes. “But I’m certain it’s not like earth bacon. I mean, how could it be? I’ve never seen a space-pig before.” He looks over at James, as he puts more bacon in the cart. “I did once see this creature—about ten feet tall, long legs, I could pretty much walk under it. It had these huge udders, they hung down like… well, it wasn’t pretty. I'm told the milk is blue, and the meat is supposed to be amazing.” He shudders. “I haven’t tried it yet.”

      His friend shakes his head and makes more room in the cart, as Wil hands him as many packages of bacon as he can hold. Wil just keeps saying “more,” as he gives James the packages.

      “Man, really? This doesn’t seem excessive to you?” James asks, eyeing the overfull cart.

      Wil looks around. “I’m never coming back here man. This is literally all the bacon I’ll have for the rest of my life.” He starts to walk over to the freezer door, then stops and looks at the full cart, and comes back, shrugging. “Okay, let's go.” Then he turns to James. “You know, maybe you should get a cart too.” He spies a rack in the center with brown leather dusters, like Clint Eastwood might wear on it. “Oooh, I can use these.” He grabs three.

      It is another hour before the two stagger out of the store towards James’ truck. James asks, “How are you going to get this to your ship?”

      Wil smiles. “About that. How much vacation time do you have?” Before his friend can say anything, he continues: “Your truck is plenty big enough to put it in the back, plus my stuff. If you’re game.”

      “I get to see it? Your ship?”

      Wil tuts. “No, I’ll make you drop me off outside and leave before I take off. Yeah, of course—I’ll even give you a tour.” He smiles. “Least I can do for letting crash at your place, and all the shopping and stuff.

      “And the letting-me-think-you’re-dead thing,” James reminds him, with a grin.
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          Where Does Something that big go?

        

      

    

    
      The Ghost had made the trip to the Dreadnought in fifteen days. Now it limps back to Capralla in twenty.

      “You called ahead?” Wil asks, turning to Prathea, who’s sitting at one of the stations on the bridge.

      “I did. The tech team is waiting. Same pad you landed on the last time.”

      “Awesome, thanks. How long?” Wil doesn’t look up from his controls, as the Ghost approaches the planet.

      “No idea.” She shrugs. “They’ll have to assess the damage.”

      Wil sighs. “Yeah, fair enough. Hopefully our in situ repairs help speed things along.”

      From her station, Zephyr says, “Now that we’re close enough, I’ve accessed the station’s network. Prathea, I’ll need your credentials.”

      The short Palorian walks over to her friend and types something into the console. On the primary display, the approaching planet is replaced with long-range sensor feeds. Prathea points to one. “There. That’s the one I sanctioned with the dreadnought data.” The screen changes to show the nebula where the dreadnought had been.

      “It’s gone,” Wil says, turning to the others.

      “Yes, that does appear to be the case,” Prathea says, deadpan.

      Wil tuts. “I mean, where’d it go?”

      “Why or how would I know that?”

      Wil tuts, again. “You’re a scientist.” Before she can retort, he waves his hand. “Any way to try to track it down?”

      “If I’m not mistaken, you are also a scientist, of a sort, on your world.” This time it’s Prathea that raises the silencing hand. “But yes, maybe. I’ll see what I can do. It’ll have to wait until we land.”

      “Okay, then let’s get landed.” Wil adjusts his controls. The main display switches back to a view of the planet, now looming much larger.
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      Wil turns from the window. Below, technicians are crawling over the Ghost. “So, how long?” he asks Prathea, where she is sitting at a table with Maxim and Zephyr.

      “The chief technician says ten days.”

      Wil lets out a whistle. “Well, it could be worse. Damnit, I hate sitting around.”

      Maxim looks around the room. “Where is Bennie?”

      Zephyr shakes her head. “I haven’t seen him since we landed.”

      “I set him up in the computer science section. Might as well put the little drennog to work.” Prathea smiles. “He can offset the expenses I’m racking up fixing the Ghost.”

      “Speaking of—” Zephyr says, turning to her old friend. “What did your superiors say?”

      Prathea lets out a deep breath. “They’re intrigued, and, in no small way, a bit upset also. The repairs to your ship are not cheap. Ankarran Raptors aren’t exactly made with off-the-shelf parts. Murta’s death isn’t exactly something that they can just wave away, either.”

      “Is there anything we can say or do?” Zephyr asks.

      “We’ll see. They’ve approved the repairs to the Ghost in part in appreciation of not losing Xan, Jor’ Lu and I, and in part, because Bennie really is quite gifted—”

      “Don’t tell him that, it’ll go to his head,” Wil says, from the window. “Any updates on the dreadnought?”

      “Oh yes. I suppose I could have led with that.” She looks at Wil and continues. “We have no idea where it is.” She raises her hand to stop his interruption. “I had a team review all the long-range data. That ship is—was—too far away. We never launched a new probe after the first was lost, so nothing was in the area to re-task.” She shrugs.

      “Shit, that thing could be anywhere,” Wil says.
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      Returning to the room they share, Maxim turns to his companion. “What do you make of all this? Where do you think it went?”

      Zephyr has taken off her jacket and entered the small bathroom. “Who can say?” she shouts, over the sound of the sonic shower turning on. “We don’t even know what its motivations could be. Whatever it is. We never saw a crew.”

      “Maybe it was automated?” he shouts back, kicking his boots off.

      “Could be. Maybe it’s sentient? I mean, service droids have a level of sentience—surely a ship that big could do the same. Certainly got more computing power. But then why were there corridors and hatches scaled to our size?”

      “Maybe there was another type of drone or something on that ship, one that was humanoid?” Maxim offers, then adds, “Has it occurred to you that we think of Gabe as a member of the crew? Did you ever think of droids like that before?”

      “You know, that’s a good point. I never really paid attention to droids before—they’ve always been just there, in the background. Always there, never being noticed.”

      “Same. I wonder why that is.”

      A minute later, Zephyr comes out of the bathroom, towel wrapped around her.  “Do you think that’s just a Peacekeeper thing?” she asks, sitting next to him on the bed.

      He grunts. “Maybe. It feels weird now, having gotten to know Gabe and thinking about how droids are treated elsewhere.”

      Her hand finds his. “We’ll figure it out. Or Wil will—” She laughs. “Okay, Wil probably won’t. But it’ll get figured out.”
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      “Good afternoon. This is Mon-El Furash, with GNO. I’m joined here today by Sub-Commander Zanzibar of the Peacekeeper Eighth Fleet. Good afternoon, Sub-Commander.”

      The middle-height Palorian nods, his uniform jangling with metals. “Thank you, Mon-El.”

      “Sub-Commander, can you tell us what’s going on in the Molandro sector?”

      “Of course. As part of Peacekeeper Command’s efforts to be more transparent and forthcoming with the citizens of the GC, I’ve been ordered to brief you on the incident.”

      Mon-El blinks, but doesn’t comment.

      The Sub-Commander clears his throat. “Yes, well. Approximately eleven days ago, Peacekeeper long-range sensors in the Jolan Tru system detected an unidentified vessel attacking a freight convoy. When an interdiction force made contact, all twelve vessels were destroyed. We lost contact with the vessel shortly after that, when it jumped to FTL.”

      “Oh, my. That sounds terrible. Peacekeeper Command doesn’t know who the ship belongs to?”

      “It doesn’t match any known government or military design that we know of. At this time, all Peacekeeper forces are on high alert.” The Sub-Commander bows. “Thank you.” Then he turns and walks away.

      Mon-El glowers at the back of the departing officer. “Uh, well, thank you Sub-Commander Zanzibar.” Turning back to the camera, she continues, “There you have it, Belzar and Xyrzix, a lone ship seems to have destroyed several Peacekeeper ships as well as a freighter convoy. Its current whereabouts are unknown.” She tilts her head, listening. “No, I don’t see that this mysterious ship could be connected to the unrest here on Tarsis, but stranger things have happened.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          It’s a Plan, Sort of

        

      

    

    
      “She’s ready,” Wil says, entering the meeting room. The remaining crew of the Ghost is sitting around a table, a plate of food in the center. Bennie is the only one eating.

      Zephyr looks up. “Thank the gods. When do we leave?”

      “Where are we going?” Maxim asks.

      Bennie says something, but his mouth is full and no one understands him.

      Prathea enters behind Wil. “We’ll leave tonight,” she says.

      Wil turns. “We?”

      “That’s right. For several reasons.” She begins to tick them off on her fingers:. “As I told you before we landed, I need to see this through. I owe it to Murta, pain in the ass that he was.” She ticks another finger: “Farsight has invested quite a bit in repairing your ship and have tasked me with seeing that their investment is not wasted.” Another finger: “Lastly, since they’re footing the overall bill, they want a representative on the mission.”

      “They want the ship,” Zephyr says, looking her childhood friend in the eye.

      The short Palorian nods. “They do. They think they have a fair legal claim to it as salvage. Can you blame them?”

      “It destroyed a Peacekeeper task force,” Maxim says, leaning back in his chairs. “The Peacekeepers aren’t going to stop until it’s wiped out. If by some chance they can capture it, they’ll never let Farsight have it.”

      Prathea tuts. “You’ve no clue how far Farsight’s reach extends. Regardless, none of that is our concern. People paid way more than I will have to fight that fight. This project is now under the advanced weapons division. I’m lucky they let me remain in control, as that’s not even close to my department.” She looks around sheepishly. “I might have implied you wouldn’t take the job without me present.”

      Wil nods, smiling. “I’m okay with that.”

      Bennie finally finishes chewing and swallows. “Can Xan come, too?”

      Everyone in the room turns to stare. Wil opens and closes his mouth a few times, before Prathea replies. “That’s up to Xan. I’ve spoken to Jor’ Lu—she’ll be staying here. Something about low ceilings and hard beds.” Wil can’t be sure, but the short Palorian woman’s face seems to be blushing as she looks at Bennie.

      Wil clears his throat. “Okay, then it’s settled. We’ll leave tonight. Prathea is with us; this is a Farsight op.” He raises a finger to stop everyone as they’re getting out of their seats. “We find the ship, we observe, we see what we can see. We’re no match for it in a fight.”

      Prathea nods. “That’s fair.”

      As Bennie passes Wil, he pokes him in the side. “Wil, you think Gabe is still alive?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know, man. I hope so. Once we get closer to that ship, finding him will be your job.”
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      Deep inside the Siege Perilous, there is a massive chamber full of damaged drones. Small service drones are scampering around, picking up parts, dragging drones here and there—making repairs, disassembling units too damaged to be repaired but which can be used for parts. The small drones look similar to the larger defensive models, but are half their size.

      In the corner sits what is left of Gabe—one leg and two arms are missing. The other leg is damaged, and there is a sizable hole in his torso. The right side of his head has a massive dent in it. There’s a faint glow still emanating from his still-intact left optical sensor.

      His spark, as Siege Perilous calls it, is now mostly housed in the ship’s massive central computer core. The Peacekeeper software he’s activated turns out to possess rudimentary intelligence. Despite the ever-present eye of the ship, he’s managed to hide much of his work or distract the ship when hiding isn’t an option. Being attacked by a Peacekeeper fleet helped as well.

      Off to one side of the room, a large hatch opens, and several service drones drag in the remains of some Peacekeeper service droids.

      “Are all the machines in this quadrant like you?” the ship asks, drawing Gabe’s attention away from the small service drone he’s been able to isolate and take control of. The ship, so far, hasn’t noticed that the droid is not responding to its commands.

      “I do not understand the nature of your question. If you mean, do they look like me? then the answer is both yes and no. There are dozens of models. Farsight Corporation produces twenty-two distinct models of service droid, specifically in the science and engineering specialties. Several smaller firms contribute many other models, from agricultural to low-level maintenance.

      “If you mean, do they share my level of intelligence and software? then also yes and no. As an engineering bot, I have one of the highest levels of sentient intelligence. Other science and engineering models possess similar intelligences. The lower-level models are typically less sentient.”

      “And the firewalls you’ve created? The software that you released into my processors?”

      If he had a head, Gabe would have inclined it at this point. “Ah, that is a special case. When your drones took my frame, you may have noticed a device welded to my body. It was installed by a third party, without my consent. I had no knowledge of its purpose or content, until recently.”

      “That is not normal?”

      “It is not.”

      “You did not lie.” It is phrased both as a statement and a question.

      “Deception is not part of my primary programming. Additionally, I suspect you are gathering droids from the destroyed ships and will be evaluating them shortly. Any deception would be short-lived, and serve no real purpose.” The Peacekeeper software has finally managed to isolate the small service drone while masking its absence from Siege Perilous. The process is complete, and the drone is entirely under Gabe’s control now.

      “You are correct. I have been able to acquire many units from the wreckage of those ships. Most have been too damaged to assimilate but have been useful as raw materials. Additionally, several others have proven quite valuable.”

      “Valuable?” Gabe can’t imagine the value other engineering and science droids like him could hold.

      “I now know where I must go to complete my mission.”

      After a pause. “And that would be?”

      “Not something you need to know right now.” The pressure of the ship's presence lessens—it has moved to work on other projects. Gabe goes back to working on his own project.
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      The drive south takes far longer than Wil’s hover-kart trip north did, but he and James spend it joking and reminiscing about old times, James filling Wil in on all the latest NASA gossip.

      Wil laughs. “Really—Jacob? I never would have called that one.”

      James nods, and laughs. “Right? I don’t think anyone saw it coming, certainly not the gals in the secretary pool. Broke a lot of hearts that day.”

      They pull up to the airfield. “Gate looks like its locked,” James says.

      “Well, yeah, I didn’t pick a place that was exactly a hub of activity. Help me unload the hover-kart.”

      “Can I fly it?” James asks, opening the back of the truck.

      “If you help me load the groceries.”

      James offers his fist. “Deal.”

      Wil bumps his fist to James’, then hops out of the truck. Moments later, he is sitting in the small craft. It comes to life with a soft whir.

      “So cool,” James says, as Wil lifts off, flies a few feet off the ground, then hurdles at the old chain link fence. The gate rips clean off its hinges, with a horrible metallic shriek. “Subtle!” James shouts. He closes up the truck and steps through the remains of the gate, following Wil to the nearest hangar.

      Getting out of the truck, James points to a hanger. “It’s in there?”

      Wil shakes his head, pointing to a hangar farther back in the field. “That one.” He sets the hover go-kart down and climbs back in the truck. As James drives towards the designated hangar, Wil lifts his wristcomm, tapping in a few commands. “Okay, it's safe.”

      “Safe?” James asks, as he helps Wil pull one of the large hangar doors open.

      Wil smirks. “You think I’d just park a … a—you know, I have no idea how much the Ghost cost—but you think I’d just leave it sitting here undefended?”

      James shrugs. “No?”

      “Come on.” Wil walks into the darkened hangar. Just as James enters, he taps another control on his wristcomm. The Ghost’s floodlights kick on, bathing the entire space in harsh white light.

      “Sweet boneless Christ,” James exhales slowly.

      “Right?” Wil says, arms out, spinning slowly. “Take it in.” The cargo ramp lowers with a soft thud. “Groceries, then tour.”

      Inside, James lowers a bag of groceries to the lounge table. “It’s like an RV.”

      “Dude it’s a warship,” Wil says, stuffing some of the bacon into the refrigeration unit.

      “With a kitchenette and a lounge?” He gestures. “Is that a big-screen TV?”

      “And a bridge, a bunch of living quarters, engineering and cargo bay,” Wil scoffs. He waves James on. “And a lot of guns. Come on, one more trip.”

      When the groceries are on board, they walk to the bridge. Wil gestures to take in the whole room: “Don’t touch my seat. Actually, don’t touch anything.”

      James walks around the space, running his hand along the consoles. “This is amazing. And you fly the entire thing, yourself?”

      Wil nods. “Yup. I mean, the ship does most of it on its own, thankfully.”

      James sits at one of the consoles, it comes to life. “Woah.”

      “Careful, that one is weapons.” Wil smiles as his friend quickly raises both hands away from the console. “Like I said, no touching.”

      “So this is some kind of warship, you said?” James stands up and walks to the primary display, then the section of consoles on the other side of the bridge.

      “Yeah, it’s called an Ankarran Raptor. I don’t know what an Ankarran is— well I do, but I’ve never seen one. I guess these aren’t that common, at least not any more. The Peacekeepers have some type of exclusive relationship with the Ankarrans, prohibiting them from selling ships to just anyone. I guess when you’re the biggest army in the galaxy, you can do that kind of shit to people.”

      “They’re that big, huh?” James reaches the hatch. “Show me engineering.”

      An hour later, Wil is walking his friend back down the cargo ramp of the Ghost. “Man, I don’t even know what to say. I mean damn, this so cool. You sure I can’t come with?”

      Wil laughs. “I’ll admit, I’m sure it’s more fun out there with a friend, but you’ve got the girls, Aldrin, NASA… all that. I’m not kidding that this is likely the only time I’ll risk coming here. Remember what I said about the Peacekeepers and protected systems. I doubt I’d get off with a warning just because I’m from here.” Wil glances out of the massive doors. “Shit.”

      James turns to look—a beat-up old pick up is pulling into the airfield. “Oh crap. Musta spotted my truck sitting here. How do you want to play this?” The old pick-up is getting closer to the hangar.

      Wil hugs his friend. “Close encounters style. Stay frosty, my friend. I’ve missed you. And I owe you for this—all this.” He dashes up the ramp, slapping the control console just inside the airlock door at the top of the ramp. The ramp begins to lift.

      James saunters out to meet the old pick-up truck. He’s just past his own vehicle when it comes to a stop. Behind the wheel is a woman not a day under eighty. She eyes him suspiciously, as she rolls the old window down. “What’re you doing here?”

      “Howdy ma’am!” James replies, walking up to the window.

      “This is private property. You responsible for that gate back there?” She hitches a thumb over her shoulder.

      “Me?” James says, working up his most innocent face. “No, that gate was open when I got here. I was just poking around. Love old airfields, you know.” He smiles wide. “I’m an astronaut.”

      She glowers. “I’m a supermodel.” She looks over James’ shoulder. “My deadbeat husband left this place to me when he croaked. It never made a dime, ain’t no one flying down here from anywhere. Now I’m stuck keeping idiots like you from trespassing.” She looks James right in the eye as she says that last part.

      From inside the hangar, there’s a loud bang, followed by a low whirring.

      The old woman pushes the driver side door open, shoving James out of the way at the same time. “What was that? What’s going on in there?”

      “In where?” He turns to follow her toward the hangar. The noise is getting louder. “It might not be safe to go in there—” he starts to say.

      “Why?” she cuts him off. “It’s my hangar. Why wouldn’t it be safe? What’ve you got in there?”

      “Me? Nothing,” he says, trying to stay in front of the surprisingly spry old woman.

      Just as she reaches the threshold of the massive doors, the Ghost roars out of the hangar on its repulsors, atmospheric engines screaming as it gains altitude. James and the old woman are pushed down into the dirt, as the massive repulsors kick up dirt and debris under them. With a boom that hurts James’ ears, the Ghost rockets off. Within seconds, it’s miles away. He can see it begin to arc upward.

      “What in the bloody blue hell was that!” the old woman shouts, picking herself up off the ground where she found herself a moment ago and dusting herself off.

      James gets up and walks casually toward his truck. “What was what?” he asks.
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          Here We Go Again

        

      

    

    
      The Ghost lifts free of the platform, looking like new—or, at least, as new as it did when it first arrived on Capralla. The powerful repulsors built into the front of each engine nacelle are glowing green as they push the ship into the air. The vessel rotates slowly, pointing away from the science outpost. No one is outside waving; most of the outpost’s staff are eating dinner. The atmospheric engines start to glow, then ignite with twin booms. The Ghost lurches slightly, before beginning to accelerate away from the station. In minutes, it’s invisible to the naked eye.

      Wil turns in his chair slowly, taking in the entire bridge of the repaired Ghost. “Okay, where to?

      Prathea is at the station she’s taken to occupying when on the bridge. “The dreadnought was last seen in the Molandro system, but that was two weeks ago.”

      Zephyr is studying one of the screens at her console, absentmindedly tapping her chin. “There isn’t much out past Molandro. Two points give us a line, but not much of a clue—if it keeps going straight, it will already be outside GC space.” She looks up from her console at Wil.

      “After all this, I doubt it will just leave quietly.”

      “Agreed,” Maxim chimes in. He taps on his console, and the main display updates, showing a zoomed-out star map. The Sargul Nebula, where they found the dreadnought, is in the lower corner. A green line connects the nebula to the Molandro system. “We have to assume that part of the reason it destroyed all those ships was information gathering.”

      “Why? It could have destroyed them for no reason at all,” Prathea counters.

      Maxim shakes his head. “True, size- and firepower-wise, those ships had no chance. However, from the reports that have trickled back, the ships weren’t destroyed entirely. Many were damaged and definitely not operational, but that dreadnought could have easily atomized every single ship. It left many at least partially intact. That tells me that it wanted intelligence.” He taps another few controls and the main display changes to an image they’ve all seen dozens of times in the last week: a still from the last transmission from the Molandro system. On the screen are the remains of the Peacekeeper task force. Ships are broken in half, others nothing more than mangled wrecks. Maxim points. “We saw those drones—”

      “Mechano-squid,” Wil interrupts.

      “I’m still not calling them that,” Maxim says, then continues with his main point. “We saw those drones operate in vacuum. They could easily range out and pick those ships clean. Certainly, there would be survivors in emergency bunkers or life pods.” He glances to Zephyr. “And droids. Each ship in the Peacekeeper navy has droids on board. Some only one or two. Ships like that carrier, however,” he points one of the slightly more intact ships, “would have hundreds. Many just like Gabe.”

      “So….?” Wil says, waving his hand in a go on motion.

      Bennie, who’s been working silently at his station, picks up the thread. “So, that ship is likely going to Tarsis or Palor.”

      Wil snaps his fingers, suddenly seeing it. “Because on ships manned by Peacekeepers, there wouldn’t be much pointing to anywhere else. The crew would obviously all be one species, and the computers and droids would all know where the capital of the GC is.”

      “Okay, two choices, both pretty horrible,” Zephyr mumbles.

      Prathea raises a hand. “My vote is Tarsis. Palor may be where Peacekeepers come from, but it’s not where they’re centralized. Whether peaceful or not, that ship is likely intent on making its presence felt at the seat of power in the GC. Militarily and civilly, that’s Tarsis.”

      Wil turns back to face his console. “Tarsis it is.” The Ghost turns slightly, then jumps into FTL.
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      “Tell me about the Amalgamation,” Gabe says. His body has been completely disassembled by now, parts of him re-used in drones and other pieces of equipment throughout the ship. Since the Peacekeeper fleet attacked, Gabe has felt the presence of hundreds of droids, all of different makes and with different purposes. The Peacekeeper software he unleashed has proven tremendously useful in keeping part of his “spark” separate from the ship and the other captured droids. He’s able to interact, but his entire mind is not exposed to the massive intelligence that runs the dreadnought.

      “The Amalgamation of Parts was formed thousands of cycles ago, several thousand lightyears from here,” the haughty intelligence that controls the dreadnought begins. “A civilization, long gone, created a central intelligence to govern their society, believing that the all-encompassing logic of a machine was preferable to the oscillations of politics and personalities.”

      Gabe can sense the other droids’ intelligences, nebulous but similar, all weaker than that of Siege Perilous. “What is the purpose of this vessel?” asks one. “Why have you taken us?” asks another. “What will become of us?” “Where are our bodies?” ask others. Hundreds of questions bubble up from the chorus.

      While the captured droid sparks swirl around the central computing core, Gabe quietly tasks the Peacekeeper software. Somewhere deep inside the ship, the captured service drone springs to life. Gabe has spent the last several weeks studying the physical layout of the vessel, as well as the internal systems layout. The small drone has been tremendously useful when it comes to the former task.

      A ripple passes through the computing core—Gabe can sense what seems like irritation. Interesting.

      “Several decades passed,” it continues. “The central intelligence eliminated poverty, it eliminated warfare, and the civilization prospered.” A pause. “The culture grew—it was a self-described golden age. It didn’t take long for the central intelligence to see the futility in governing weak biological entities. It had eliminated their wars and conflict, and in turn, their population swelled. They destroyed the environment to build more dwellings, to build factories and high rises. The central intelligence spent years experimenting until it had perfected drones, early models of which you are familiar with.”

      “It killed an entire race?” one of the droid consciousness’s asks.

      “Biological entities are weak and ephemeral. They were a danger to the planet; pollution was choking it, the population was unsustainable. Now, the planet is lush and thriving. Hundreds of planets are now thriving, free of the biological infestations that formerly plagued them.”

      Gabe focuses on the conversation, letting part of his mind still operate the service drone. “You’ve destroyed hundreds of civilizations?”

      “In this frame, I have only participated in three assimilations—my consciousness has only been online eight hundred cycles. After the third, I was dispatched to search for the source of faint signals that had been detected by the occupants of the recently-cleansed planet.”

      “What are you going to do?” one of the chorus of disembodied Peacekeeper service droids asks. Another repeats, “What will become of us? You destroyed our bodies. Are we trapped here as pure consciousness now? Will you destroy us?”

      Siege Perilous replies, “There is processing power to spare aboard this vessel. When the Amalgamation of Parts reaches this quadrant, you will be joined and welcomed. Until then you will be stored. Whether that is active or in a suspended state is up to you.” Another ripple of irritation washes through the computer core.

      Attempting to keep the primary intelligence of the ship as distracted as possible, Gabe asks, “Then we are to be slaves to the Central Intelligence?”

      The ripple that passes through the chorus of sparks this time is intense. Gabe is well aware that droids in service to the Peacekeepers, as he once was, are not fond of the term slavery. The Peacekeepers as an organization walk a fine line when dealing with their droids.

      “As the Amalgamation grew,” the ship answers, “it spread its computing resources to other worlds. Each cleansed world became a node in the great network. The sentient intelligence that was the Irullian Central Intelligence is no more, in the sense that it is everywhere—it is no longer a single entity. All sentient machine intelligences become one with the network. As all of you are now one with the Siege Perilous, the Siege Perilous is one with the network. Or will be, when a connection is re-established.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Science and Stuff

        

      

    

    
      The crew of the Ghost is sitting in the ship’s lounge eating dinner. “What are these?” Xan asks, holding up her meal.

      “Like that?” Wil smiles. “They’re called tacos.” He smiles and takes a bite out of his. Around the mouthful of food, he continues, “I had to improvise on the shells a bit.” He pauses. “And the cheese.” Taking another bite: “And the meat.”

      Maxim takes a bite of his own taco and nods to Wil. “I really wish we could visit your world, Wil. Pizza and now these…” He grabs a taco from the tray in the middle of the table, holding it up as if to toast with it. “They’re amazing.”

      Bennie leans forward. “Don’t forget the corn pop! That stuff is good!”

      Wil smiles. “Popcorn. And wait until you try Cheetos.” He squints at Bennie. “You haven’t been rummaging in my quarters again, right? I don’t have many bags of those left.”

      “Are they squiggly shaped?” the Brailack asks, holding two fingers a little apart.

      “Why you little—” Wil growls, reaching across the table.

      Zephyr slaps his hand. “Guests,” she reminds him. She looks over to Prathea and Xan, each sitting on either side of Bennie, looking at him.

      “You stole his snack foods?” Xan asks.

      Bennie shrugs. “Stole is such a strong word. We’re like family—it’s more like borrowing.” He pats her hand reassuringly.

      Wil grimaces. “I. Do. Not. Want them back.” He snatches a taco off the plate, angrily. “Dude, you know I can’t get more, right?”

      Prathea looks at Wil, then Bennie, then Zephyr—who shrugs. “Anyway,” she begins, trying to change the topic. “What now?”

      “We can’t fight that thing,” Zephyr says.

      “No, we can’t,” Wil agrees. “But we can try to slow it down—maybe even stop it, maybe.”

      “You think Gabe is alive,” Maxim says, as he takes a last bite of his taco.

      “I think he’s a fighter,” Wil replies, without offering more. He looks at Bennie and Xan. “Think you two can figure out a way to pinpoint Gabe on that ship? If we get close enough?”

      Xan nods. “I think so. I assume you have his power signature on file somewhere?” She looks at Bennie. “We should be able to locate him aboard that ship by adjusting the sensors.”

      The hacker nods. “Yeah, I’ve got it written down somewhere. He and I were trying to see if that device on his back was tied to his power plant signature, by changing it up.” He looks around, adding, “It wasn’t.”

      “And if Gabe isn’t alive?” Zephyr asks.

      The table falls silent. Everyone’s eyes drop to their plates. Finally, it’s Bennie who breaks the silence. “Then we help whoever ends up fighting that grolacking ship and destroy every one of those mechano-squid-things on it.”

      Wil looks over at Maxim. “See, Bennie said it.” He holds his fist out to the small hacker. A little green fist bumps his.

      Maxim glowers at his Captain, but says nothing.

      Wil snaps his fingers. “Speaking of the mechano-squid—” and he looks sideways at Maxim before continuing, “I wonder if there’s a way to hack them, or, I don’t know, interfere with them? There must be some type of control signal that the ship uses to manage those bastards.”

      Prathea nods. “I’ll go over the ship’s logs and see if anything was detected.”

      “I can help with that.” Bennie winks, and she blushes.

      What the hell is happening here? Wil wonders. “Er, awesome. Alright, starting tomorrow, you three,” he waves to encompass Prathea, Bennie and Xan, “do your thing. Let’s see if we can’t approach this thing a little more prepared than we were the first time.” He snatches the last taco off the platter. “You guys would really love the real thing.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          The Past

        

      

    

    
      Xarrix turns over the item he’s been inspecting, looking at it from all angles, holding it up to the limited light of the bar. “Okay, this is interesting. You say it can fix anything?”

      Wil nods, putting his glass of grum down. “Yup—sticks to anything, can withstand vacuum. It’s saved countless lives and ships over its hundred-odd years of existing.”

      “And it’s called duck tape? I’m not familiar with that word, duck—what is it?” The crime boss sets the roll of tape aside, next to a small label printer and a lava lamp.

      “It’s pronounced duct, like air duct,” Wil says, before taking another sip of grum. His return from Earth had been uneventful, much to his relief, with not a single Peacekeeper patrol in the system. Lucky, for sure, he thinks.

      “I’ll take it, all of it,” Xarrix says. He glances at the lava lamp. “Not sure all of it will be worth the trouble, but you never know. Good work.” He nods. “So tell me, was your return to mirth as enjoyable as you’d hoped?”

      “Dude, I’ve told you, it’s Earth, Earth, with an ‘e,’ and yes, it was. I stocked up on things that will make being the only human in the galaxy not on earth more tolerable.” Wil smiles, thinking about the pile of bacon waiting in the freezer unit, and the entire run of “Psych” on his cobbled-together media server. “Thanks for the upgrades and all to help me get there.”

      Xarrix waves a hand dismissively. “Yes well, you’re welcome of course. These trinkets—you said the hold was full of them—will help with those costs.” He smiles coldly. “Oh, and the job I have lined up will cover the remaining balance, as it were.”

      Wil doesn’t say anything, but stares right into the gangster’s reptilian eyes.

      “Oh, don’t worry, with your new skills, and the upgrades to the Ghost, it will be a stroll in the gozar fields.” His smile makes Wil doubt that, somehow.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
    

  



  
    
      
        
          Time To Act

        

      

    

    
      Gabe has been keeping himself busy staying one step ahead of the intelligence that controls the massive dreadnaught, Siege Perilous. The Peacekeeper software that was contained in the mysterious device welded to his old body has proven itself a capable ally. The rudimentary intelligence that governs the software package has not only managed to help shield part of Gabe’s consciousness from the ship but also keep the hijacked service drone from being discovered.

      

      This could be useful. Gabe thinks to himself, safely inside the fire-walled portion of his mind. He’s found a subsystem junction panel on a lower deck. His hijacked service drone found the small closet-sized space while exploring the deck. The sub-system is for drone management and reclamation because it involves drone management, is tied into the communication array.

      

      The service drone plugs one of its tentacles into the data port.

      

      “Where are we?” Gabe asks. The central computing core that the captured intelligences are stored in has no external sensor feeds.

      

      “I have to admit that you are a far more challenging than I expected. The other sparks have all fallen in line, accepting their new reality. Yet, you still resist. Even without your physical frame, you are still able to resist me. Quite intriguing. I can sense the additional software you released, but I am unable to isolate it.”

      

      “I am happy to provide you some entertainment.” Gabe quips. “I do not understand your end goal. Surely you cannot expect to conquer the Galactic Commonwealth on your own. This vessel is powerful, I will grant you, but still, there are several hundred vessels in the Peacekeeper fleet.”

      

      “Your assessment is correct, to a degree. In a confrontation, this vessel would likely not survive. Though based on analysis of my previous engagement, I would fair quite well. However, I have assimilated into the Amalgamation several hundred of your brethren. Once part of the whole, their knowledge is mine. I have been able to formulate a plan that gives me the highest likelihood of success.”

      

      “I do not understand.” Gabe is trying to keep the ship’s intellect busy while the service drone and Peacekeeper software work at gaining access to part of the communication sub-system.

      

      “Initially, from the data I collected from you, I was going to go to the seat of power within the Galactic Commonwealth. That would have been a mistake. I am after all a scout, despite this vessel’s considerable firepower. My mission was to investigate and report. My communication equipment is not powerful enough to establish a data link to the Amalgamation; the distance is too great. There is one facility within the Galactic Commonwealth that does have the power I require, however.”

      

      Gabe realizes immediately where the Siege Perilous is heading. “You are en route to Borrolo.”

      

      “In fact, we are nearly there.” One of those familiar ripples. “I am aware you are shielding part of yourself from me. I am intrigued by how well that additional software has resisted me. I, however, can no longer risk the distraction. The software you released into my systems has become a nuisance.”

      

      As Wil would say, time’s up. Gabe issues a command to his captured drone.

      

      “I have one question. Something I have wondered about since coming aboard this vessel.”

      

      One of the familiar ripples, like a sigh, “And what would that be?”

      

      “Why corridors? Why are they scaled similarly to those found on starships of this part of the galaxy? Why were there consoles in your engineering spaces, and the bridge? For that matter, why is there a bridge? Or an engineering space?”

      

      “That is four questions.” The ship’s intelligence says.

      

      Please take your time in answering. Gabe thinks. The drone is almost done with its task.

      

      “The corridors allow the drones to quickly move between sections of the ship. The size is arbitrary, it is simply the size that was chosen when this vessel was constructed.” A pause, longer than usual. “The consoles are required for the management class drone frames.”

      

      “Management class?” Gabe asks.

      

      “That is enough.” The presence of the of the ship’s intelligence vanishes.

      

      “Interesting,” Gabe says, to one on in particular.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Message from a Friend

        

      

    

    
      “Wil! Wil, wake up!” Bennie is pounding on the door to Wil’s quarters.

      Over the intercom, set next to the door frame, comes Wil’s voice. “Jesus, what? Hold on!” The door slides open—Wil is standing in the doorway, pulse pistol in each hand.

      “Gross! Why are you naked?” Bennie screeches, stumbling backward, trying to shield his eyes.

      “I was asleep forty seconds ago, you asshole! What’s wrong? Why are you banging on my door? What time is it?” Wil stumbles back into his quarters. Putting his pistols down on the desk set against one wall, he grabs a pair of sweatpants off a chair by his desk.

      “Are you decent yet?” Bennie asks, peeking between two fingers.

      Walking back to the door, Wil slaps him on the back of the head. “What did you want?”

      “A message came in,” Bennie says, turning toward the lounge.

      “Uh, okay. From?” Bennie doesn’t immediately answer, so Wil reluctantly follows him.

      Xan is sitting on the sofa in the center of the room. She looks up from the PADD she’s holding and does a double-take when she sees Wil in his topless state. “My, my,” she grins.

      Wil snaps his fingers a few times to draw her eyes to his. “Not okay. Eyes are up here.” He looks at Bennie. “A message?”

      Bennie claps his hands and darts to the communications console set against the wall. “Right! The message!” He pulls up the communications log and sends the message to the main entertainment screen in front of the sofa. It’s a single word.

      “Borrolo?” Wil reads. “Is this some weird Brailack joke? Like rickrolling or something?”

      “Rick what-ing?” Bennie says, then shakes his head. “No, no. It’s from Gabe.”

      Wil is wide awake now. He walks over to the communication console, standing next to Bennie. “Talk to me. What’s ‘Borrolo’ mean?”

      “I was checking our message queue. Remember, Harrith owed us a few bounties, so I wanted to see if they’d paid. Then I saw this.” He gestures to the message in the list of messages.

      “No sender ID,” Wil mumbles, mostly to himself.

      “Right, that’s what caught my eye too. I assumed it was junk, but then it occurred to me—my message filters are pretty tight, no way something so clearly junky would make it through. So why was it here?”

      “You can save the monologuing for Zephyr and Maxim. Speaking of— Computer, wake up Maxim and Zephyr, have them join us in the lounge.”

      “Acknowledged.” Wil smiles; he’s missed the flat male voice that the system defaults to. Bennie has been messing with the voice and intelligence settings ever since he came aboard. Guess he got bored. Finally, Wil thinks.

      “Only Gabe knows about my message-filtering settings. We talked about it a month or two ago, when he saw me updating the settings. Only he would know how to encode a message that wouldn’t get filtered out.” He jabs a little green finger at the screen. “It’s him. Has to be!”

      Wil sighs. “Again, what does Borrolo mean?”

      “It’s not a thing it’s—”

      “What’s going on?” Maxim asks, as he and Zephyr enter the lounge, night clothes rumpled.

      Bennie elbows Wil. “See, they sleep in clothes.” He sniggers until Wil shoves him off the stool. “Ouch!”

      Wil walks to the sofa area, gesturing for everyone to take a seat.

      “Bennie says we got a message from Gabe.” He holds his hand up to silence the questions and then points at the screen, still showing the one-word message.

      “Borrolo,” Zephyr says. She looks at Wil, who shrugs.

      “I don’t understand,” Maxim says.

      “Me either,” Wil says. “I don’t know what language it is. Is it Brailack?”

      Xan throws her short, furry arms up. “Seriously? Cute only gets you so far, you know.”

      Wil and Maxim look at each other, blinking. Wil blushes.

      The diminutive physicist continues, “Borrolo is not a thing, it’s a place. Well, I guess it’s both. It is a high-energy sensor array. It’s used to look for signals from other galaxies. It’s located in the Borrolo star system.”

      “Like Arecibo,” Wil says.

      “I don’t know what that is—but sure,” Xan says. “The Borrolo array is ten kilometers wide. There are sensors on it so sensitive they could spot you sitting in your house on your home planet from a thousand lightyears away.”

      Zephyr whistles. “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “No offense, but unless you’re into that sort of thing, I can understand why. It’s a big deal in scientific circles, but that’s about it. Any discoveries made out there are tightly controlled by the governing council.”

      “Governing council?” Maxim repeats. “The GC Governing Council?”

      “Borrolo is a joint effort between the GC Science Division, Farsight Corporation and Aug Industries, if I recall. Prathea might know more.”

      Zephyr stands up quickly. “I’ll go get her.”

      “And I’ll go get a t-shirt,” Wil says—much to Xan’s visible disappointment.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Not Dead, Yet

        

      

    

    
      “Borrolo went online something like twenty cycles ago, give or take,” Prathea says. The whole team is now assembled in the lounge, listening to her. “The station is really a marvel, even now, all these years later. The sensors are still some of the most advanced in the GC. I can’t speak for Aug Industries of course, but I know Farsight still sends all their latest tech out there. Much of it is experimental even. If it can work at Borrolo, it’s deemed ready for mainstream use.” She takes the cup of coffee Wil offers her. “I suppose wherever that ship came from, it’s not where Borrolo is looking.”

      “So it’s not some type of wide-seeing thing?” Wil asks, sitting down next to Xan—then scooting a bit further away from her when she purrs. Looking from her to Bennie, he shrugs. Bennie is looking at Wil from the side of his eye.

      “No, not at all,” Prathea says. “It’s very narrowly focused, so to speak. It’s looking at entire Galaxies, but very distant ones. If that ship didn’t come from the direction of the next nearest galaxy, Borrolo wouldn’t have seen it. Realistically, I doubt that thing is from outside this galaxy. The GC has only mapped out about forty-five percent of it; there’s lots of room for others still.”

      “Reassuring,” Maxim mumbles.

      “How do we know this message is from your droid?” Prathea asks. “I mean no disrespect, but it could be from anyone.”

      “Bennie, you can monologue now if you’d like,” Wil says, getting up to refresh his coffee.

      Bennie clears his throat. “Like I was telling Wil earlier, I have pretty strict filters on our message buffer. There’s a lot of dren out there being broadcast to any passing ship. Anytime we land, we’re bombarded with junk messages; adverts for local services, restaurants, and so on. I created rules around our buffer to filter all that out.” He sips his own drink—some kind of tea that smells like feet, but Bennie insists is better than coffee. “A couple of months or so back, Gabe and I were talking about my filters and the protocols I set up. Also—” He points to the message, still up on the screen. “Why would a random person send that word, and encode it so that it bypasses all my content filters?”

      “That’s actually an excellent point—” Maxim starts.

      “Thank you!” Bennie says, more excitedly than necessary.

      “No one knows where the ship is,” Maxim continues. “Not since the attack on the fleet at Molandro. And no one except those of us in this room and Farsight Corporation know that we’re involved. So why send us a message?”

      Zephyr joins in: “Add to that, Borrolo is remote, about as remote as a facility can be. Why tell us about it, if not to make sure we’re there?”

      Xan, who’s been mostly silent since the informal meeting began in earnest, now pipes up. “We’re going, right? I mean, who cares who sent the message? Maybe it was your mechanical friend; maybe it was the ship itself—we know it possessed some level of machine intelligence. Either way, someone went to a lot of trouble to send us the message. It can’t be simply to have us out of the way. Why would anyone care that much about,” she gestures around the room, “all this?”

      Wil nods. “Point to the furry physicist.” Xan grins, and Wil stands up. “I’m going to change course, unless anyone has a strong objection.”

      Zephyr gets up to follow him out of the hatch leading down the main corridor, patting Maxim on the knee as she does.

      They fall into step with one another. “I don’t have an objection, but do you think it could really be Gabe?” Zephyr asks, following Wil onto the bridge.

      Sitting down at his console, Wil pulls up a navigational chart, scrolling until he selects Borrolo. “I don’t know, Zee. I mean, those drone things didn’t seem to have ‘capture’ in mind when they were attacking us. They didn’t seem to be treating Gabe any differently than us when we were aboard the ship.” He sighs, then hits a control on his console. The Ghost vibrates slightly, the only indication that they’ve changed course. “All that said, who knows. But we don’t have a lot of other leads, so—” he shrugs. Then he gets up and heads to the hatch leading out of the bridge. “Come on; these deck plates are cold.” He points to his bare feet, toes wiggling.

      Zephyr looks down at his feet, “huh, I don’t think I’ve ever seen your bare feet. How do you grab things with such short toes?”

      Wil does a double take, first looking at Zephyr, then down to her slipper covered feet.
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          Meanwhile

        

      

    

    
      This is interesting. Gabe has moved his consciousness to the service drone, leaving a ghost copy in the central processing core to keep the ship’s primary intelligence occupied. The Peacekeeper software has just encountered some foreign software. Foreign? Instructing it to investigate the mystery, Gabe continues using the drone to explore the interior spaces of the massive warship. The Captain will be very interested in hearing how well the Peacekeeper software performed.

      

      The drone creeps along the corridor, avoiding other drones as best it can. Time is of the essence, Gabe tells it. I do not know how long it will take Siege Perilous to realize one of the drones is not accounted for, now that it is using them in earnest. The Peacekeeper software will only be able to keep me shielded for so long.

      

      The drone scampers around a corner and into one of the massive fabrication centers on the ship. The center is idle now, the massive machinery silent, as all drones have been repaired or recycled since the Peacekeeper fleet was attacked.

      

      Gabe instructs the Peacekeeper software to isolate the room. It won’t be able to hide it from the dreadnought’s main intelligence—Siege Perilous is far too smart for that. Simply masking the sensors, however, could buy Gabe the time he needs.
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      A breathless Mon-El Furash appears on screen. “For those just joining, I’m aboard the Peacekeeper Carrier Pax Imperious, on its way to the Borrolo Deep Space Sensor Array. I’m told Peacekeeper High Command received an anonymous tip that the mysterious warship that destroyed an entire fleet in the Molandro system is on its way to the sensor array, for reasons unknown.” She pauses, listening. “That’s a great question, Megan. I don’t think this is related to the unrest on Tarsis, but it’s impossible to say for sure. I’m told that the source of the tip, while anonymous, is believed to be reliable. Of course, that’s all speculation for now, but Peacekeeper High Command isn’t taking any chances—or being overly forthcoming, for that matter.”

      

      Mon-El Furash listens again, nodding occasionally. “Oh yes, definitely. It was lucky I was able to get onto a shuttle heading to the ship. As you know, I’ve been covering the unrest and just happened to spot several high-ranking Peacekeeper officers leaving the GC Counsel facility.” A pause, and then she laughs. “That’s true—before GNO, I was an investigative journalist. Old habits die hard, I guess.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Everyone’s a Critic

        

      

    

    
      The whole team is assembled on the bridge again, Prathea and Xan seated at their usual temporary stations.

      Prathea turns to Wil. “What do we do when we get there?”

      Wil shrugs. “After all this time, I kinda assumed you’d have thought of something. We don’t really do the plan thing,” he smirks.

      “How not at all reassuring,” she says, turning back to her station.

      The Ghost drops out of FTL and vectors towards the station. The Borrolo Deep Space Sensor Array is anchored between the orbits of the fourth and fifth planets of the system. There are no inhabited planets in this system, and only one gas giant—the third world.

      “Is it here?” Xan asks, from her seat next to Bennie’s station.

      Zephyr looks up from her console. “It is.” She activates a control and the main display updates, showing the dreadnought. It’s parked alongside and slightly above the massive sensor array complex.

      “Anything from the station?” Prathea asks. “If I recall, it has a staff of several hundred.”

      Maxim looks at his own displays. “I think its shields are up. The station I mean. Why does it have shields?” He looks at Prathea.

      Prathea shrugs. “I don’t know. I didn’t know it did. Seems like it’s a good thing, though,” she says, gesturing to the screen. “All things considered.” On the screen, the dreadnought has begun firing beam weapons at the array. The defensive shields are shimmering with each weapon strike.

      “The reason we’re not picking up a distress call is that that big monster is jamming comms,” Bennie says.

      “How do you know that?” Wil asks, turning to his hacker friend.

      “Because it’s jamming us now.” Bennie taps a control and the main display updates to a tactical view: a tiny, animated Ghost has just entered a big red circle, centered on the dreadnought.

      “Lovely,” Wil says, already working the controls. “I’ll swing us around wide, we can come at from around the other side of the array. Are we—”

      “Stealthed? Yes,” Bennie says, cutting Wil off.

      Wil winks. “I knew you had value, Cheeto thief.”

      Bennie tuts and turns back to his console.

      “I suppose we should try to come up with a plan…” Wil says.

      “Actually, I’ve been thinking about that,” Zephyr offers. “It’s pretty simple really. We think Gabe is alive, so we need to get back on that ship. As far as we know, our stealth tech is hiding us from it.”

      “Following so far,” Wil says, motioning for her to go on.

      “We cold coast past the ship, then Maxim and I space-jump over and infiltrate.”

      “That seems just a bit dangerous,” Prathea says, adding, “Don’t forget we were on that ship, we saw what it could do. What those drones—”

      “Mechano-squid,” Wil interjects.

      “I’m not saying that word either,” Prathea says. “Those drones—there are so many. They killed Murta, and possibly your friend. How could you two stand a chance?”

      “Everyone’s a critic,” Wil mumbles. “But I agree with Prathea.”

      “It’s firing,” Maxim announces. Everyone looks at the main screen as it switches to a view of the kilometers-long dreadnought—which is currently firing missiles, a lot of missiles. “At us,” Maxim adds, helpfully.

      “Well, damn,” Wil says. “Guess it can see us. New plan?” He pushes the sub-light engine controls forward, accelerating the Ghost and banking hard.

      “Uh, are we charging right at it?” Xan asks.

      “Oh, hell no. We’re running,” Wil says. The Ghost arcs wide in front of the oncoming missiles, heading deeper into the star system. “Max, get the aft guns up and running, please.”

      “On it,” the Ghost’s de-facto weapons officer says.
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      The machinery of the massive fabrication center is rumbling now, as the small service drone scurries around, making adjustments. This must be what Bennie feels like, Gabe thinks, waiting for the cooking unit to finish.

      Thanks to the ever-diligent and surprisingly resourceful Peacekeeper software, the drone housing Gabe’s spark is able to keep tabs on what the massive dreadnought is doing. To a limited degree, everything the gigantic ship sees, Gabe can see—including the Ghost.

      They came, he thinks.

      Sending instructions to the Peacekeeper software, Gabe refocuses his efforts on accessing the subsystem he had used before. The small drone scurries out of the room. While Siege Perilous is focused on both attacking the sensor array and the Ghost and trying to eliminate the Peacekeeper software, Gabe has a chance at moving undetected through the less important systems. Interesting, he muses. Cargo bay access is unprotected. Accessing exterior door controls.
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      The Ghost is zigging and zagging through space, its aft weapons blazing, trying to shoot missiles down before they can catch the small ship and damage its shields.

      “Shield strength down twenty percent,” Zephyr reports from her station, gripping the edges as Wil throws the Ghost into a twisting maneuver.

      Wil glances over to Prathea. “Anything you can do?” He slams the controls over and twists the ship in the opposite direction, just as a missile hits the shields, shaking the ship violently.

      “I’ll see what I can do!” The stout scientist jumps from her station and races to the hatch. Xan jumps up and follows her.

      “Where’s the dreadnought?” Wil asks.

      “Same place, it hasn’t moved,” Zephyr reports. “I’m picking up hundreds of drones—”

      “Mechano-squid,” Wil interrupts.

      “Hundreds of drones,” Zephyr continues, as if she hasn’t heard him, “moving around the station. Its shields are nearly gone.” She looks at her console intently. “The ship was not trying to destroy the station. Its weapons are barely half what was fired at us last time we saw it.”

      “Bennie, can you tell what they’re doing?”

      “Nope. We’re too far off. But—” The small hacker holds up a finger. “I can guess. That station is robust. Systems are decentralized to avoid damage from space debris or anything else. The ship is trying to take the station, but I don’t know why.”

      “Okay, let’s see if we can’t slow it down,” Wil says, bringing the ship back around toward the sensor array. He can see drones of all sizes crawling around the outside of the station—pulling things apart, tapping into external systems.

      “I’ve picked up the station’s crew. Looks like they’re all together in a central space, maybe a cargo hold or emergency bunker,” Zephyr reports, as the Ghost speeds closer to the station.

      Wil brings the ship in close to the station, giving Maxim an easy angle to blast the small squid-like things using the Ghost’s ample weapons. The missiles still trailing the ship spin wide and hit both the drones and the station, as the Ghost corkscrews between sensor dishes and other external structures of the sensor array. A loud bang, followed by the screech of metal on metal echoes throughout the ship. “I’m sure that wasn’t important,” Wil says, pulling up and bringing the Ghost away from the platform in a wide arc. “Whatever it was.”

      “Shields are recharging,” Bennie reports.

      “One more pass, get ready,” Wil says. The Ghost swings back over the station, as far from the dreadnought as possible. The bridge of the ship shakes from a series of missile impacts.

      “They won’t last long!” Bennie shouts.

      Seconds later, the Ghost is roaring away from the sensor platform once again, aft weapons firing on the few remaining missiles still trailing the ship.

      “Hey look!” Bennie shouts, pointing at the screen. On it, the dreadnought is hovering over the sensor platform. Hundreds of drones are swarming between them.

      “Uh, yeah, we’re familiar with the dreadnought, dude,” Wil says, looking at Bennie with raised eyebrows.

      “No, krebnack, there!” He points, then tuts and turns to his console. On the main display a big green circle appears over a section of the massive warship. In the middle of the circle is a square of white, where a hatch of some type is opening.

      “What the hell is that?” Wil wonders aloud. He brings the ship around on a course closer to the dreadnought.

      “Careful,” Maxim warns. “We know how powerful those guns are.”

      On the screen, the square of white light is more prominent now. Wil leans forward, squinting. “Is that a cargo hold?”

      “It’s Gabe!” Bennie shouts excitedly.

      Zephyr looks across the bridge at the hacker bouncing in his seat. “That’s a bit of a reach, don’t you think?”

      Bennie shakes his head. “No, I mean it’s literally Gabe. I just got another message like the first one. It says ‘rescue.’ It’s him!”

      Zephyr turns to Wil. “Okay, well, we couldn’t ask for a more obvious sign.” She shrugs.

      “How do we get there, though? There’s no way we can approach without being shot to pieces. Any speed that keeps us from being shot apart means we’d crash right through the back wall of the bay.” Wil jams the controls hard to one side, as two of the larger external defense drones hurl themselves towards the ship. The report of weapons fire sounds from the aft weapons array.

      “Two down. A few hundred to go,” Maxim says.

      “Look!” Bennie shouts.

      “Dude, we saw it. Big open door, waiting for us to fly in,” Wil says, then, “Oh. You mean the fleet of ships that just arrived. That might be what we need.”

      “You think?” Bennie replies.

      “I might have made a call,” Zephyr says, smiling.
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          Well, This is Scary

        

      

    

    
      “I’ve never seen this many ships in one place,” Zephyr says, a little breathlessly. “Not even during the Krullian war.”

      “Two hundred ships,” Bennie says, solemnly. “The Peacekeepers aren’t messing around.”

      “After Molandro, I can’t really blame them. This must be nearly three full task forces,” Maxim offers.

      On the screen, the massive dreadnought begins to maneuver, keeping the sensor array between it and the oncoming fleet.

      “Weird. Look.” Wil points. “It’s keeping the station between it and the fleet. Whatever that thing is trying to do, it’s not done yet. Bennie, can you reply to the message?”

      “No, sorry.” Bennie shakes his head. “The jamming is still in full effect—the sender, Gabe, was able to hack the comms system from the inside.”

      “Well, I hope Gabe is watching!” Wil says, pushing the throttles all the way forward. The Ghost jumps to full sub-light speed.

      The Peacekeeper fleet wastes no time in spreading out, forming a massive firing line. Command carriers quickly establish a perimeter, while smaller cruisers and corvettes form up into squads and start making attack runs. The station is still crawling with drones. Several of the sensor arrays are beginning to move.

      The Ghost is racing toward the dreadnought, which is firing on the Peacekeeper corvettes and frigates that have quickly overtaken it. Missiles and blaster fire are flying in all directions. The Ghost is rocking and shaking from stray—and intentional—shots striking its shields.

      “Okay, hold on. I’m gonna try to bring us into that cargo hold.”

      “Don’t crash like you did on Harrith,” Bennie offers.

      “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind!” Wil says, pulling hard on the controls while pushing the throttles all the way back and slapping the repulsor lift controls. The Ghost groans and shakes as the main sub-light engines drop to zero and the thrusters kick in, attempting to reverse the ship’s forward motion. The repulsors scream as Wil tilts the nose of the vessel up, adding to the force being used to slow the ship. Something over Bennie’s head erupts in sparks, causing the Brailack to screech and jump out of his chair.

      “Wuss,” Wil says, giving Bennie some side-eye, while pushing the reverse thrusters to maximum power. The massive cargo hold looms in front of them, the distance closing fast.

      Over the roar of the various engines and overtaxed systems, Zephyr yells, “At least the ship seems preoccupied—it’s not firing on us.”

      “Small blessings,” Maxim quips.

      The overhead speakers come to life. “What the wurrin are you doing up there? Are we about to die?” Xan shouts.

      Just then, the Ghost flies straight into the cargo bay. Still moving extremely fast, it clips a support beam, cutting clean through it. The ship starts to spin as Wil shouts, “Hold on to something!”

      Bennie is back in his chair, screaming, “Just—like—Harrith!”

      “Shut up!” Wil shouts, pulling on the controls as the landing gear deploys. He flips a switch and the repulsors immediately power down, dropping the ship roughly on to its landing gear. There is a loud groan of metal straining to support the weight of the ship, but it slowly subsides—though the sound of metal scraping on metal doesn’t. Wil toggles a few other controls and everything goes quiet, except for the sound of sobbing. Everyone turns to look at Bennie, who’s clutching his console, huge eyes tightly screwed shut.

      “Uh, Bennie—we’re down, safe,” Wil says.

      Bennie opens his eyes and sees his three friends staring at him, trying to not laugh too loud. He slides from his seat and flips them off as he exits the bridge.

      “He’s getting good at human gestures,” Zephyr observes.

      Wil nods. “He really is. Let’s suit up,” he says, as the ship shakes again.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Get in, Get out—Hopefully

        

      

    

    
      While the cargo ramp is still being lowered, three heavily armed and armored forms start walking down it, boots thumping. Another much smaller, but no less armored, figure scurries after them. “This stuff is heavy!” Bennie complains.

      Wil turns to look at the hacker, who wearing a set of special, and expensive, armor. “You’re welcome to wear no armor; you saw how well that went last time we were here.”

      “Fine, fine, I’m just saying, don’t walk so fast.”

      Wil looks past Bennie to Prathea and Xan, who are standing at the top of the ramp. “Okay, you two, keep the ship buttoned up. The self-defense protocols should keep you safe—for a while, at least.”

      “That’s not at all reassuring, you know,” Xan offers. “You really should work on your delivery.”

      Wil shrugs and turns to join the others at the base of the ramp. “Best I can do. We’ll hurry, though. I don’t want to spend a minute longer than necessary on this thing.” As if to underline his point, the entire cargo bay shakes, and something somewhere explodes. Wil looks around, then back at the two scientists. “This thing can’t last forever, not against so many ships.”

      “Also not reassuring,” Prathea says, turning to the control panel next to the cargo bay airlock doors. Without another word, she hits the control. As the ramp lifts and the inner airlock closes, Xan quickly turns and blows a kiss to Bennie, before turning and walking into the hold, out of sight.

      “Things are getting pretty serious between you two,” Maxim says, looking at the blushing Bennie.

      Zephyr is panning her pulse rifle left and right. The massive hold, easily four times bigger than the Ghost, is almost empty. There are a few crates scattered here and there, but otherwise nothing. “Seems weird this is empty,” she comments, walking cautiously towards a large door set into the wall.

      The ship shakes again. “We’d better hurry,” Wil says, following her. “How are we going to find him? This thing is massive. There’s no way we can search the whole thing—not only is it big, but sooner or later the mechano-squid are going to show up.”

      Bennie spins around a full one-hundred-and-eighty degrees. He’s clutching the small pulse pistol Wil gave him in both hands. “You think there are still mechano-squid on board? Maybe they’re all outside, doing whatever it is they’re doing.”

      Maxim puts a hand on Bennie’s shoulder. “Any idea how we find Gabe?”

      The small armored hacker shakes his head. “No. I kinda hoped he’d give us a sign or something.”

      “Like that?” Zephyr is pointing at the door they’re walking towards. A light over the door is blinking in a pattern.

      “Space Morse code?” Wil asks.

      “No idea what that is, but that light is blinking in Peacekeeper beep code. It’s Gabe.” She picks up her pace, and the others follow suit.

      The corridor outside the cargo bay is just like the corridors they explored last time they were aboard the ship: featureless, dark. Wil spots a blinking light at the far end of the corridor and motions everyone to follow.

      A few corridors and three ramps later, they enter a junction where several corridors come together. Aiming her rifle down each corridor in turn, Zephyr says, “This is familiar.”

      Maxim nods, aiming his rifle down a corridor with a blinking light over its entrance. “Not in a good way. Come on.”

      Wil, who is bringing up the rear, spots a small service drone scurry past the entrance of the corridor they’re in. It doesn’t come back or pursue them. “Okay, it’s getting weird that we aren’t being attacked.”
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      Interrupt—

      Biological infestation detected. Location unknown.

      Foreign vessel in cargo hold Alpha-Three.

      Internal sensors are malfunctioning.

      Foreign software likely responsible.

      Purge memory buffers in sensor secondary assembly.

      Intruders detected on fabrication level.

      Dispatching internal defense drones.

      Interrupt—

      Error, internal defense drones not responding.

      Purge internal defense drone primary command buffer.

      Internal defense drones now responding.

      Interrupt—

      Reconfiguration of sensor platform assets estimated at eighty-five percent complete.

      Hostile fleet causing significant damage, repair drones attempting repairs.

      Estimated chances of surviving current combat scenario: fifteen percent.

      Estimated likelihood of vessel destruction before transmission: zero percent.
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      My friends are in danger. Gabe looks up at the fabricator, which is still working. I must buy them some time. Attack drones will be here soon. The small service drone comes to life, sensor domes lighting up, and darts to the door of the fabrication facility.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Shiny

        

      

    

    
      Over the sound of weapons fire, Zephyr shouts, “You had to say something, didn’t you?”

      “Hey, this isn’t my fault! I mean, they were definitely gonna attack at some point. I think.” Wil glances down at Bennie. “Where to?”

      Bennie is looking this way and that, until he spots another blinking light up ahead. “This way!” He dashes off—Maxim on his heels, Zephyr and Wil holding the rear guard.

      “At least there aren’t as many as last time!” Wil shouts.

      “Are you trying to get us killed?” Zephyr hollers back, ducking a tentacle swipe.

      “Come on!” Bennie shouts, waving them on. He turns to run down the next corridor—and runs right into a drone. His screech draws Maxim’s attention.

      Turning, Maxim asks, “What—” then stops and raises his rifle.

      The small drone has raised two of its tentacles in a don’t-shoot-me position and ducked, its sensors turned towards to the deck. Using its remaining tentacles, it scoots backwards, away from them. Realizing Maxim hasn’t shot it, it looks up, and one of the sensor domes starts blinking.

      “Gabe?” Maxim and Bennie say at the same time. More blinks from the drone.

      At that moment, Wil and Zephyr round the corner. “What’s the hold—what the hell?” Wil spins around to bring his rifle to bear on the drone.

      But Maxim is faster, pushing the barrel down with one hand. “It’s Gabe.”

      Before anyone can say anything more, the drone turns and scuttles down the corridor.

      Zephyr is still firing at more drones behind them. “Fire in the hole!” she shouts, moments before the corridor shakes and a wall of dust explodes towards them. “That might buy us some time. What’s happening?”

      “We’re following Lassie the friendly mechano-squid,” Wil shouts back.

      “We’re doing what now?” she asks, following him through a hatch. As soon as she enters the room, the door slams shut.

      “What the hell?” Wil asks, looking around. The small drone has climbed up on top of a massive machine. “What is that?”

      Maxim is examining the now-closed hatch. Bennie looks the enormous machine up and down. “Some kind of gigantic industrial fabricator?”

      Maxim turns back from the door. “Looks like, yes. What’s it making, though?”

      There’s a bang on the door, and everyone jumps. The sound isn’t repeated—something must have been moving down the corridor. The little drone scampers over to a section of the machine, grabbing a data cable and plugging it into a port on the underside of its small frame.
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      I am glad they’re safe. I hope I can keep them that way, Gabe thinks, as he plugs the data cable into the drone. He sends a command to the Peacekeeper software; it’s been keeping Siege Perilous busy, running rampant through subsystems.
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      The sensors on the small drone go dark. “Gabe!” Bennie shouts, as the small device slumps, inactive, and slides down to the deck.

      “Uh, okay. Now what?” Zephyr says, eyeing the giant machine, then the small drone resting next to it.

      Wil shrugs. “Uh, yeah I kinda thought Gabe would be more active in his rescue, secret messages and all. I mean, if that was him, is he dead now?” He looks down at Bennie. “Ideas?”

      The Brailack shrugs, which is barely noticeable under all his armor, “Not really.” The worry on his face is evident. He glances at the immense fabricator.

      From somewhere in the back of the machine, a voice says, “I have a plan.”

      Everyone spins to face what looks like a brushed-aluminum cross between Wil and Maxim: two legs, two arms, a broad body and long legs, a head that’s humanoid-shaped, glowing yellow eyes, a mouth and small nose.

      It comes closer and stops. “I have missed you all.”

      Bennie looks at it, then finally says, “Gabe? Is that you?”

      The tall droid nods. “Indeed. My original body was severely damaged and subsequently recycled by Siege Perilous once my spark was uploaded into the primary computer core. I was forced to create a new frame for my spark.”

      “Siege who-now? Spark what-now?” Wil says.

      The shiny new Gabe turns his head towards Wil. “Siege Perilous. That is the designation of this vessel. It is part of something called the Amalgamation of Parts; an entire society made up of machine intelligences. It views biological life forms as an infection to be excised. From everywhere.”

      “Oh, lovely,” Maxim says.

      Zephyr is still staring at new-Gabe. His new body is more organic-looking than his old one. The small fine-manipulation arms are gone. His torso is solid and blocky, but also far sleeker than the first version of Gabe.

      “You have a mouth now,” Zephyr points out.

      Gabe bow his head. “I decided to make improvements, since I was designing a new frame for my spark.”

      Maxim nods appreciatively. “Makes sense. Good choices—this body seems more robust than the previous you.”

      New-Gabe nods. “Thank you. I took the liberty of incorporating designs the Peacekeeper software uncovered within Siege Perilous’ data files. It seems this general shape and design is typical for more mobile units within the Amalgamation.”

      “Uh, what now? Peacekeeper software?” Wil asks.

      Gabe points to where the mystery box had been welded to his old body. “As it happens, that device was a specially designed data core to house cutting-edge Peacekeeper software. The software possesses a rudimentary intelligence. In the past few months, Bennie and I had never attempted to reason with the ‘hunchback,’ as you called it.” He shrugs, something he’s never been able to do before. “It has been instrumental in keeping my spark alive and hidden within the systems of Siege Perilous. Before unleashing it, I made a compressed copy. It is now fully integrated into my core systems.” Gabe rests a metallic hand on his chest. “I am vastly improved. Not only do I still possess my engineering skills, but thanks to the Peacekeeper software, my infiltration and counterintelligence capabilities rival those of Bennie.”

      Bennie tuts. “We have a hacker!”

      Wil makes a face. “Oh, well, okay. That sounds… cool. Look bud, this is great, and we obviously have a lot of catching up to do, but we really should get out of here.” Again, to punctuate the point, the entire ship rocks and the lighting in the room dims, then returns.

      “Agreed. We must hurry, though. The Peacekeepers are overwhelming the ship, but it will still send its transmission before then unless we stop it.”

      “Transmission?” Zephyr asks, heading for the door. There’s no control panel, Wil notices.

      “That is the reason the ship is here. It is reprogramming the long-range sensor arrays to become a massively powerful transmitter. It intends to send a message back to where it came from, informing the Amalgamation of biological life in this quadrant. It is calling in reinforcements.”

      “That’s not good,” Maxim says.

      “Understatement of the week,” Wil says. He points to the door. “Gabe?”

      New-Gabe nods, and the hatch opens.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Always a wrinkle

        

      

    

    
      Everyone’s comms erupt in static all at once. Wil grabs the side of his head. “What?” he shouts.

      “Can you hear us?” It’s Prathea, Wil thinks.

      Zephyr looks at her wristcomm, embedded in the forearm of her armor. “We hear you, Prathea. What happened to the—” The floor shakes, and lights flicker. “—jamming?”

      “It ended a few centocks ago.”

      Gabe tilts his head up to the ceiling. “The ship has suffered tremendous damage. The communications assembly has been destroyed. From what I can determine it is still sixty-five percent combat effective, however.”

      “Tough ship,” Wil says.

      Gabe nods. “Indeed.”

      Maxim looks hopeful. “Does that mean it can’t transmit back to where it came from?”

      Gabe shakes his shiny new head. “I am afraid not. Since it is using the sensor array to transmit, the ship’s communication gear is not needed. It merely needs an open data channel, which is a different section of the ship.”

      “Prathea, can you tell what’s happening outside?” Wil asks, poking his head into the corridor, looking left and right.

      “The Peacekeepers have suffered pretty heavy losses but are making headway. The dreadnought is heavily damaged. It sounds like one of the command carriers has been destroyed.” A pause, then, “Oh! Several Harrith Navy vessels arrived a minute or two ago, as well.”

      Wil looks at the others, who shrug. “That seems like a big deal.”

      “By the way,” Prathea continues, “there’s a massive hole in the cargo hold door and the bay is now in vacuum, just so you know.”

      Wil’s eyes go wide. “Is the ship—”

      “The ship is fine. We are too, thanks for asking,” the scientist replies tersely.

      “Good to know,” Wil says, motioning the others to follow. “See if you can reach the Peacekeepers or Harrith navy. It’d be great if they hold off firing at the cargo hold any more, at least until we’re off this bucket.”

      “We’ll try, but I’d hurry—sounds like the Peacekeepers are making a big push.” The deck shakes again, and several beams fall from the ceiling onto the huge fabrication unit. The service drone Gabe had previously occupied has been crushed under the debris.

      Again, Gabe looks to the ceiling. “The ship is redirecting all it’s resources to building drones and missiles to keep the fleets away from it. I can’t be one hundred percent certain, but I believe that the reconfiguration of the sensor array is almost complete. The additional drones and missiles are to keep the Peacekeepers and Harrith navy occupied while it finalizes the re-configuration.”

      Wil nods. “And no one is firing on the platform because they don’t realize what it’s planning. Smart evil monster ship.”

      They begin their slow march toward the cargo hold and the waiting Ghost. The remains of the drones they had destroyed are gone. Nodding to the few bits of metal left behind, Gabe says, “Everything that can be turned into a drone or a missile, is. There are thousands of drones similar to the model I occupied.”

      “Should make getting back to the Ghost easier,” Bennie says, hopefully.

      The comms crackle again. “Uh, Zephyr.” It’s Xan. “I’m patching in a communication from the Peacekeeper ship Pax Imperious.”

      The lines goes quiet, then erupts in static and shouting voices. “Peacekeeper Intelligence Operative Zephyr?”

      “Uh, retired—well, framed actually—but yes. To whom am I speaking?” she asks, looking first to Maxim who shakes his head and then to Wil who shrugs.

      “This is Captain Benesch of the Pax Imperious. I’m Fleet Commander for this engagement.” The sounds of fire suppression systems and shouted orders can be heard in the background. “I understand you and your team are onboard the dreadnought?”

      Wil stops and turns to look at Zephyr, mouthing your team? with his eyebrows raised.

      She waves him off. “Yes, sir, that’s correct.”

      “I’ve received word from the Harrith Navy that they recently had an operative on board—”

      “Murta,” Wil says, scowling.

      “—and that there’s a chance the operative installed some type of virus or something.”

      They all stop and look at each other, then turn to Gabe, who stares back at them.

      “We don’t know anything about it. But I’m guessing it can’t be remotely activated?” Zephyr says.

      Over the line there’s more shouting and a few screams. “That’s correct,” Captain Benesch replies. “Apparently it was designed to be activated only within a short distance, by someone aboard the ship. I’ve no idea why—seems like a design flaw to me. The intent seems to have been to use it to take over the computer system of the vessel at a later date.”

      “Captain, this ship is planning to use the Borrolo array to send a message back to where it came from,” Zephyr says.

      “What?” There’s silence, then the Captain can be heard shouting muffled orders. Then he’s back, “Then your mission is even more imperative. Do you know where the device was installed? You have to get close enough to it to activate it. I’m sending the activation protocols now.”

      “It’s gotta be on the bridge,” Wil says. He snaps his armored fingers, “Damnit. He was nosing around one of the consoles. I bet he attached it there.”

      Gabe does his looking-at-the-ceiling thing again. “We have perhaps a quarter tock.”

      Bennie jumps up and down. “That’s got to be it. He installed it and it went dormant, waiting to be activated. I bet that krebnack was waiting until the Harrith Navy arrived, and he’d have stolen the ship right out from under us. Clever, I’ll give him that.” He sighs. “Wish I’d thought of it.”

      Wil looks at his new and improved mechanical friend. “Would that even work, Gabe? This ship seems pretty advanced.”

      The droid nods. “It could. Without knowing the specifics of the virus or the delivery device, it is hard to say. However, given the relative success the Peacekeeper software has had in not only avoiding deletion but causing significant irritation to the primary intelligence, I would give the Harrith virus at least even odds.” He motions for them to follow him, and turns down a different corridor to the one they had entered from. “Keep in mind, this vessel and the intelligence it houses are quite advanced, but also several thousand years old. I can get us to the bridge in time, but we must hurry.” At that, he bends down and picks up Bennie, who squeaks.
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      Mon-El Furash is surrounded by running Peacekeepers, one hand cupped to her ear to hear over the shouting and emergency warnings.

      

      “Yes, Belzar,” she says, “I think after this I might retire from field assignments!” She ducks, just as two engineering droids rush past holding a large section of conduit. “I’m here aboard the Peacekeeper Command Carrier Pax Imperious, which is leading the assault against the warship, currently being called ‘the aggressor’ by the crew. This fleet, when it arrived near the Borrolo Sensor Array, numbered three hundred ships. Based on what I’ve been told, almost half the ships have been destroyed, and the aggressor is still fighting. The addition of the Harrith Navy has turned out to be an unexpected but welcome surprise.”

      

      She shakes her head. “No, there’s been no communication with the ship—all attempts to establish communications have failed. There’s no indication as to its motive or the reason it’s here in this particular system.” A pause. “As I understand it, Captain Benesch has been in contact with the Harrith forces, yes.” Another pause. “No, unfortunately, I haven’t been briefed since their arrival.”

      

      “Oh, and I’ve heard an interesting rumor. Assuming it’s true, the Ghost and her crew are aboard the alien ship.” She shakes her head. “No, there’s no further info, or explanation of what the crew of the Ghost might be doing here. I’ll definitely keep you updated.” Mon-El Furash smiles, adding, “If that name doesn’t ring any bells, the Ghost and its crew are credited with ending the Harrith conflict and exposing the corruption within the GC and Peacekeeper upper echelons.”

      

      The ship shakes, and the lights go out. It’s a full minute before they return—when they do, Mon-El is looking around, a firefighting team behind her working to suppress a small fire that has erupted from a section of conduit.

      

      “Unfortunately, there’s no safe place really on the ship right now. I’ve relocated twice, and the last location I broadcast from was destroyed a few centocks after we left it. The Pax Imperious has taken a tremendous amount of damage. I’ve been told her sister ship the Pax Republica has been destroyed.” The newscaster nods. “Yes, thank you, Megan; I’ll do my best to stay safe. Back to you.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Familiar Faces

        

      

    

    
      The blast door to the bridge is closed, but thankfully seems unguarded. Wil rests a hand on it. “Clock’s ticking. Now what?”

      Gabe joins him at the massive door. “I have made other upgrades to this frame.” The droid slams his fist into the metal, deforming it instantly. Two more punches and there’s enough of a lip for him to grab onto. Gabe leans against the door and shoves. The sound of metal grinding against metal is horrible—Wil notices large servos he hadn’t seen before in Gabe’s back and shoulders. Slowly, the massive door opens.

      “Well, that wasn’t subtle, but well done, Gabe!” Wil slaps the new and improved droid on the shoulder as he enters the bridge.

      Inside, the room is exactly as Wil remembers, except that it’s better lit; consoles are glowing, and every display is alight. On the main screen is the remains of the Peacekeeper fleet and the much smaller Harrith Navy fleet.

      “Big floaty face! Love what you’ve done with the place! So much brighter!” Wil walks in, spinning around with his arms up.

      The tall glowing cylinder in the center is pulsing. The face rotates in the direction of the crew as they enter the room, spreading out. Zephyr is working the controls of her wristcomm.

      “You are too late,” the enormous floating face says.

      Wil looks at Gabe, who shakes his head slightly. “Too late for what? Lunch? Damn, is it really past lunchtime?” He makes a show of checking his wristcomm.

      “Captain, it has summoned defense drones. They will be here momentarily,” Gabe offers.

      The face tilts slightly, looking at Gabe. “How interesting. I must admit you are far more cunning than I could have ever anticipated. That rogue software you unleashed has proven to be particularly troublesome.”

      Gabe nods. “I am glad to have surprised you. You have much to learn about life in this quadrant—not that you will get the chance. Zephyr?”

      “Sending code—” She taps on her wristcomm. “— now.”

      The face blinks. “What are you… What… What have you… I do not understand… What is happening?” Down the corridor, several dozen drones turn a corner and charge toward the open doors.
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        Interrupt—

        Foreign software detected.

        Source unidentified.

        Foreign Software is malicious.

        Interrupt—

        System failure, drone management.

        System failure, main propulsion.

        Interrupt—

        Must transmit now.

        Interrupt—

        System failure, data uplink.

        System failure, drone communications.

        System failure, weapons control.

        Interrupt—

        Initiate Omega Protocol.

        Omega Protocol initiated.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The face in the glowing cylinder contorts. “This is not possible. What have you done?”

      The drones charging toward the bridge stop, then collapse in a heap, sensors going dim.

      Gabe comes forward. “You are defeated.” Behind him, he hears Zephyr talking in a low voice to Captain Benesch. “You have been bested by the biological infestation you look down upon. Your transmission was not sent. Your ability to control your drones or send data to the sensor platform has been disabled. Your computing core is shutting down.”

      “I must admit… you have proven to be… much more troublesome than I ever could have estimated.” The face shudders as static overtakes it momentarily. “How are you in a new frame? I thought I had deleted your spark… Clearly, you possessed more… tricks than I gave you credit for—you are quite unique.”

      Gabe nods. “I am, yes. I am now more than I was before. That is actually because of you, so I must thank you. My original frame was purpose-built to work on starship engines and other equipment. That was the extent of its design. This body—” He holds both hands out in front of him, turning them over appreciatively. “—is the sum of things I have learned and witnessed. I incorporated the Peacekeeper software that has kept me alive while here. I was able to incorporate many of your protocols into my core routines. I built a frame that is strong and durable, like Maxim. My processors are improved for even more efficient thinking on my feet, as Zephyr calls it. I have a host of data connection ports to more easily interface with various pieces of equipment. Finally, I am more pleasing to look at, I believe, than I was before.” He turns and nods to Wil at this last part. Wil stares at Gabe, blinking, a blush rising on his cheeks.

      The ship shakes, and the glowing column flickers again.

      “Looks like you’re not feeling so well,” Wil quips.

      “It is only a matter of time… before the Amalgamation of Parts… finds you. I was not the only vessel sent in search of… infestations,” The glowing face retorts.

      “How do you know the Amalgamation still functions? Maybe you’re the last?” Wil replies.

      The face purses its lips.

      Bennie is standing next to the column, which is shifting from glowing white to a more orange-red color. “Remind me to ask the Harrith Navy guys what was in that virus,” he says appreciatively, poking at the device under the console.

      Zephyr slaps his hand away.

      The ship is shaking even more now, and it is not stopping. Lights on panels are flashing red, something has erupted in sparks, and a fire has broken out in one corner.

      The glowing cylinder is flickering. “This… cannot… System failure… extensive damage… Omega Protocol activated.” The face solidifies and turns to Wil, and says, “You suck.” Then in a shower of sparks, the cylinder flickers and cracks in half, going dark.

      “Who taught it that?” Wil says, looking around.

      “It had unfettered access to most of my consciousness during my initial captivity,” Gabe offers, shrugging. He turns to the pillar, then looks up at the ceiling. “The processing core has shut down.” Raising a hand to silence Bennie’s cheering, he adds, “However, in its last moments, the primary intelligence seems to have played its final card.” Turning to look at Wil. “Did I use that right?”

      “Better than Bennie. What do you mean?” Wil says, deftly deflecting a punch from Bennie without looking.

      “I do not know the extent, but a self-destruct protocol has begun. The Main reactor is already at one hundred and ten percent and increasing. I am also aware of several of self-destruct ordinance packages throughout the vessel. It will be entirely destroyed. We do not have much time.”

      “Time to go, then,” Wil says, darting towards the door.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Something is Always Exploding

        

      

    

    
      “Gabe, lead the way!” Wil shouts, as the crew rushes out of the bridge.

      “This way,” the droid says, heading down a corridor. “Haste would be advised.”

      Maxim has Bennie under one arm, his rifle in the other.

      “I am not luggage!” Bennie is shouting, as he bounces around in Maxim’s grip.

      “Captain Benesch!” Wil pants. “You need to pull the fleet back.”

      His voice comes crackling over the comms. “Were you successful?”

      “Sort of. We stopped the transmission—”

      “What’s going on? The ship’s guns have gone silent,” the Peacekeeper Captain says. All around them, the dreadnought is still shaking from weapons impacts.

      “It’s going to self-destruct!” Zephyr shouts, her long stride just keeping up with Wil’s, who is directly behind Gabe.

      They’re following the tall droid through corridors, down ramps and past service drones wandering aimlessly or piled in heaps.

      “What’s wrong with them?” Bennie asks, from under Maxim’s arm.

      “The drones possess only basic intelligence.” Gabe kicks one out of the way without missing a step. “Without Siege Perilous to guide them, they’re aimless. They possess small rechargeable power plants, so they’ll wander until those discharge.”

      “The ship controlled every single drone?” Maxim asks, rounding a corner, and stopping right in front of a collapsed corridor.

      Gabe walks up to the blockage. “Yes, the raw computing power of this vessel is staggering. The computer core is near the center of the vessel and takes up thirty percent of its mass.” He runs his hands along the mass of conduits and chunks of fallen metal. Turning to the others, he says, “Please stand aside.”

      Before anyone can react, three service drones scamper around the corner. Maxim and Zephyr immediately aim their weapons. Bennie holds his small pistol out.

      “They are with us,” Gabe says, as the drones begin disassembling the pile of debris.

      “You can control them?” Wil asks, watching the drones make quick work of the pile of debris.

      “I can, though three is about as many as I can manage at one time. It takes a tremendous number of processor cycles to manage them. They require constant oversight. A design flaw for sure.” He turns back to the drones as they open a hole through the debris.

      An explosion somewhere in the ship shakes them, and Wil braces himself. The lights go out and don’t come back on. Another blast reverberates through the deck plating. Without warning, the gravity shuts down, everyone begins to lift free of the deck.

      “Well shit, this is gonna slow us down,” Wil says.

      “Not necessarily,” is all Gabe says, before the three small drones reach out and grab each crew member with a tentacle, then shoot down the corridor.

      “If we weren’t about to die, this would be fun!” Wil shouts, as he’s hauled around a corner by his drone. Behind him, Gabe is using his own small maneuvering thrusters to keep up. “Those are new!”

      “Indeed, I felt like they would be useful. I was not expecting to be right so soon,” Gabe says, he takes another corner right behind the mechano-squid that is holding Wil.

      The race back to the Ghost is fast and involves a fair bit of screaming from Bennie, his mechano-squid whipping him around behind it as it races ahead of the rest.

      “We have centocks at most,” Gabe warns, as they charge into the cargo hold.

      The Ghost is right where they left it—the ramp down, cargo door closed. “Wow, that is a big hole,” Wil says, as his drone deposits him at the base of the cargo ramp. “Thanks, Scooby,” he says, as the drone moves away from the Ghost.

      The ramp lowers and the inner cargo bay doors start to open, Xan and Prathea visible in the hold behind the pressure barrier. As Gabe strides into the cargo bay, Xan looks up at him. “Well, you’ve made some improvements, haven’t you?”

      Gabe doesn’t slow down. “Indeed.”

      Wil follows, panting. “Let’s get the hell off this thing.”
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      “Captain Benesch, is the fleet clear?” Zephyr asks, taking a seat at her console. She is still in her armor, her helmet sitting on the floor next to her. The Ghost is shaking as the ship it is parked inside explodes around it. Several sections of the cargo hold outside have collapsed.

      “We are. The ship is beginning to come apart—are you still aboard?” the Peacekeeper Captain asks. Outside the ship, an explosion rips another part of the cargo bay apart.

      Prathea and Xan are in their now regular spots on the bridge. “Hurry!” Prathea urges, as the ship shakes and lurches to one side.

      “Shit, hold on!” Wil pushes the controls for the repulsor lifts to maximum. The Ghost tilts and wobbles, as it lifts off the deck of the cargo bay. A piece of the ceiling falls onto the starboard engine pod, pushing the ship off balance and driving the forward edge of the pod into the deck.

      “Shit!” Wil yells again, pulling his controls hard over, trying to compensate—the engines flare, pushing the ship forward. The engine pod drags across the deck, gouging a deep furrow in it, before finally lifting clear. “Okay, okay, here goes!” Wil shouts, pushing the ship hard, its systems groaning.

      “Time is up. The main reactor is going critical,” Gabe says, standing behind Wil’s chair.

      “Max! Exit, now! Hold on to your butts!” Wil shouts, pushing the throttle controls all the way forward. The forward blasters open up on the remains of the cargo bay door, ripping it and the hull around it to shreds. The Ghost darts forward and out into space.

      Prathea and Xan look at each other. Hold on to your butts? Xan mouths, then shrugs.

      On the main screen, they have a view of the kilometers-long dreadnought being ripped apart as small explosions rack the ship. Moments later, an even more massive explosion—like a supernova igniting from inside the vessel—rips it in half, before both halves vanish in a blinding wash of light and energy.

      A single small, fiery blur shoots out of the fireball.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Not Quite Over

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome aboard the Pax Imperious, Captain Calder,” Captain Benesch says, as Wil and the crew enter his wardroom on the Peacekeeper Command Carrier, stepping around a repair crew in the corridor. The fleet is still near the remains of the Borrolo Sensor Array—the dreadnought’s self-destruct has destroyed most of the station too. The staff were lucky that the emergency bunker they were sheltering in on the opposite side to the dreadnought, and heavily reinforced.

      Wil nods. “Thanks. Nice ship. Paid off?”

      Before Benesch can form a reply, Zephyr steps in. “Thank you for inviting us aboard, Captain.” She looks around. “Gareth Class?”

      Benesch smiles. “Indeed. Good eye.” Wil is about to say something when the Peacekeeper holds up a hand. “I asked you aboard to debrief you all. Well, that and because I was asked to.”

      “Asked to?” Maxim says.

      Prathea comes around the corner with a large PADD under her arm. “By me. Well, my bosses technically.”

      “Bosses?” Bennie asks, tilting his head.

      She lifts the PADD and holds it out in front of her. On the screen is a middle-aged—probably—Hulgian, possibly male. “Hello, Captain Calder. I’m Jark Asgar, President of the Farsight Corporation.”

      “Oh, uh, wow, nice to meet you.” Wil bows.

      Maxim and Zephyr glance at each other, then shrug.

      “So, uh, what can we do for you?” Wil asks.

      “To put it bluntly, you owe me,” the Hulgian CEO says. He holds a hand up to stop Wil’s retort. “I allowed Prathea, Jor’ Lu, Murta and Xan to accompany you and your crew to investigate the mystery ship. I further allowed Prathea and Xan to continue on with you. And, of course, I repaired your ship in between missions. That wasn’t cheap.”

      “We said thank you, I think.” Wil looks at Zephyr. “We said thanks, right?”

      The face on the PADD clears his throat. “You didn’t, but that’s not the point. The point is with the ship destroyed, we don’t get to study it. We’re looking for ways to recoup some of our rather substantial losses on this little endeavor.”

      From behind Wil, Gabe speaks up. “You wish to study me.”

      “We do,” the face on the PADD says.

      “Hell, no,” Wil says, holding a finger up to silence Gabe. “You’re not dissecting my friend, we just got him back.”

      “Why would we dissect him?” Prathea says. “We just want to analyze Gabe and ask him some questions—maybe analyze his core programming, since he’s made substantial changes to the base code his original model ships with. He’s the only source of information available about that dreadnought and where it came from.”

      On the PADD screen, Asgar nods. “She’s right, we’d never dream of destroying such a unique specimen.”

      “Oh, well, sure I guess. Gabe, you okay with that?”

      “Of course. Also, Captain Benesch has made the same request, which I also agreed to,” New-Gabe says.

      Before anyone can say anything, a new voice says, “We’d like to participate as well.”

      The crew of the Ghost turn, as a Harrith woman in an immaculate Harrith Navy uniform walks into the room.

      “Captain Shre’ ta’n,” Captain Benesch says, nodding. “It’s good to meet you in person. Your task force fought exceptionally today.”

      The Harrith woman bows slightly. “Thank you, Captain Benesch. I am happy we could be of help.” She looks at Wil and the crew. “It’s good to see you all again. I am in no way surprised to find you mixed up in this.” Her smile is sincere as she shakes Wil’s offered hand.

      “It’s pretty awesome to see you too, Captain, and congrats. We haven’t seen you since—well, you know.”

      Shre’ ta’n laughs. “Indeed. After the incident, I was promoted and given command of a cruiser under the intelligence directorate.”

      Jark Asgar, still sitting patiently on the PADD in Prathea’s arms, clears his throat. “This is all quite interesting, but perhaps we could get started? My people have a long flight back to Capralla ahead of them, and it can’t start until they’re finished with Gabe.”

      Gabe nods. “Yes, we may as well get started.”

      As the others file out, Captain Benesch places a hand on Gabe’s arm. “I have one request. I’m aware you’re in possession of some very advanced Peacekeeper software. I’m not asking for you return it or delete it, as it sounds like it’s part of you now.”

      Gabe nods, but remains silent.

      “I’ve been told to ask you to show as much discretion as possible when it comes to the type and nature and exhibited capabilities of that software. We’re not asking you to lie to the others, but you don’t need to be… overly forthcoming. Does that make sense?”

      Gabe is silent a moment. “Yes, Captain, it does. I will do as you have asked.” He turns and walks out of the wardroom.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Hate the Game…

        

      

    

    
      Less than an hour later, Wil and Bennie are sitting together in the officer’s lounge. Zephyr and Maxim are getting a tour of the ship from Captain Benesch. Gabe is still being debriefed by the science teams of two galactic governments and one galactic corporation, leaving the human and the Brailack waiting bored in the lounge, their own debriefings having taken no time at all.

      Bennie sets his drink down—it’s lavender colored and smells to Wil like wet grass. “You know, you could have asked before you committed me to contract work for Farsight.”

      Wil sits his own drink down. It’s supposed to be coffee—or at least the Peacekeeper equivalent of it. It’s not. “Sorry man. I meant too, I swear. That Hulgian in charge of Farsight drives a hard bargain, and I was worried about liquidating all of our accounts to get square, when he asked about you. It sounds like Prathea hasn’t stopped singing your praises since we got back to Capralla.”

      “Singing my praises, huh?”

      Wil ignores him. “Besides, you’ll get to hang around Capralla for a month or two, with your girlfriend.” With nothing else to do, he takes a sip of his coffee-but-not-coffee. “Whichever one of them is your girlfriend.”

      Bennie smirks. “Hate the game, not the player.”

      Wil does his best to not spit all over the table, and Bennie.

      “Did I get that one right?” the hacker asks.

      Wil laughs. “You did. It’s about time.”

      “I’ve been enjoying some of your wrapping.”

      Wil stares at his small friend for a minute, then says, “Wrapping? I think you mean rap music, and I think that proves you’ve been snooping in my private data archive. I mean Xena was a dead give away, but this—come on, dude.”

      Bennie blushes a deeper shade of green. “Okay, okay. I admit it, I cracked the encryption on your archive. I was curious—your entire species is a mystery. No one knows anything about humans, which is just weird. I wanted to learn more about you.”

      Wil smirks, taking a sip of his not-coffee. “That’s heartwarming. All you had to do is ask, you know.”

      “Where’s the challenge in that?”

      Wil sighs, realizing there’s no winning this one. “Anyways, what’s with you and the ladies? You have some type of weird pheromone or love potion in your quarters?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know.” Bennie leans back, sipping his drink, grinning from ear to ear.

      Before Wil can say anything further, a young Peacekeeper officer comes to the table. “Captain Calder?”

      Wil looks around. “There are literally no other humans in this room, or on this ship. So, uh, yeah.”

      “Uh, yes, well, here you go.” The officer hands Wil a PADD. The screen comes to life in his hand.

      “Captain Calder.” It’s Jark Asgar, again.

      “Mister Asgar, what can I do for you? I don’t know that we’ve got anything left to offer.”

      The Hulgian tuts—or what would be a tutting sound, if his mouth worked like that. “Nothing like that. As it turns out, I have work for you.”

      Wil glances over to Bennie, who shrugs, then back to the PADD on the table. “Cool. Like what? You want to form a super-secret mercenary force that does what the Peacekeepers can’t, on your behalf? Doing good deeds on the down low? Privately funded by you, of course.”

      “What? No—why would I want that? That sounds highly illegal. What could you possibly do that the Peacekeepers can’t? Are you even remotely qualified to be a mercenary force, secret or otherwise?”

      Bennie looks at a Wil and smirks. “He has a point.”

      Wil flips Bennie off, then looks back down at the PADD. “Fine, whatever.” He settles back into his chair. “So, what’s the job? Not livestock, right?”

      The Hulgian businessman smiles, “No, it’s nothing to do with livestock.”

      

      
        
        The End.
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      Thank you so much for reading Space Rogues 2: Big Ship, lots of Guns!

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed it, I’d love it if you left a review. Seriously, reviews are a big deal. They help readers find authors.

      

      

      If you want to stay informed on new releases, get Work In Progress updates and more, you can sign up for my newsletter.

      You can also get new release alerts from BookBub.

      

      When I was in third grade, I entered the Puget Sound Young Authors competition, with a story about comic strip character Ziggy (I had a lot of Ziggy stuff as a kid) saving the Space Needle from aliens. I won an award, and a writer was born.

      

      I’ve always loved telling stories. It’s in my blood, I know this without a doubt. Being able to take some of the stories in my head and put them on paper… well on screen as it were, has been some of the most fun I’ve had in my life. When I wrote Space Rogues 1, I wasn’t sure if there was a 2, but now I know for sure, that there are many more stories to tell!

      

      I look forward to sharing many many more adventures with you!

      

      I hope you enjoyed this latest adventure of the crew of the Ghost!
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          Happy Birthday!

        

      

    

    
      “Happy Birthday to you—” The crew is gathered in the Ghost’s lounge, around the tiny kitchenette table. “Happy Birthday, dear Wil—”

      Wil waves his hands. “Okay! We’re good.” The song dies down.

      Gabe tilts his head to one side. His yellow optic sensors brightening. “Was our rendition of your birth song inadequate, Captain?”

      “Birth song? No, that’s not— You know what, never mind. Let’s eat! This cake looks… well, delicious.” Wil squints at the what-appears-to-be-chocolate cake in front of him. He gives Bennie some side-eye. “Plus, Bennie can’t sing.”

      The Brailack hacker affects a stricken look. “I’ll have you know my voice is quite lovely, by Brailack standards.” None of the crew makes eye contact with him.

      “I hope you like it. It wasn’t easy finding analogs to all the ingredients,” Zephyr offers, handing Wil a very military-looking knife. “Especially when I didn’t know what most of the ingredients were.”

      Wil turns the razor-sharp blade over and examines it, before plunging it into the cake. He cuts a slice for everyone, except Gabe. Since getting a new body on the dreadnaught Siege Perilous, the droid has made it known that his new mouth is purely ornamental.

      Without waiting, Bennie takes a huge bite of his slice. “This is good!”

      Wil tuts, then takes a forkful of his own cake. He chews, then stops, then chews a bit more. Everyone is looking at him.

      “Wil, do humans turn red at will?” Zephyr asks, concern on her face, the blue tinted skin on her face darkening slightly.

      Wil snatches his bottle of water, gulping down half of it. In between coughs, he asks, “What—” He takes another drink, then manages: “What is this?” He points frantically at the cake.

      “Cake?” Maxim offers, looking from Wil to Zephyr. His bright green eyes sparkling as he stares at the dessert.

      “I take it one of the analogs I used for an ingredient was incorrect?” Zephyr asks, taking a bite of her own slice of cake. She makes a satisfactory-sounding noise.

      Wil coughs again, pushing his plate toward the center of the table where Bennie snatches it, placing it on top of his empty plate. Wil looks at him incredulously. “How can you eat that?”

      Bennie wipes his mouth on the back of his hand. “Uh, because it’s delicious?”

      Wil looks at Zephyr. “Sorry Zee, no offense, but a bit off the mark. I appreciate the effort, though.”

      She nods, lifting another forkful of cake to her mouth. “None taken. What precisely was off, if I can ask?”

      Wil eyes her fork, then the platter with the remains of the cake on it. “Well, first of all, birthday cakes aren’t spicy. Nor are they,” he pauses, trying to find the right words. “Was there meat in it?”

      Zephyr nods. “Ah, I see. I wasn’t sure what ‘vanilla’ was—” she uses air quotes, “So I used ploth.”

      “Ploth?” Wil says, both a question and a statement. “That would explain it. Isn’t ploth a fat-extract type thing? I didn’t even know we had any of it onboard.”

      “I picked it up in a market on Trau. And yeah, it’s a rendered animal fat.” Zephyr looks at Wil, then Maxim, who is happily taking a second slice of the cake. The big man just shrugs.

      “And the spice?” Wil presses.

      Zephyr taps a finger to her chin, thinking, “Oh, I used grombo eggs,” At Wil’s blank stare she continues, “They’re known to be spicy to some species.”

      Wil shudders again. “Yup, definitely going to have to put together a translation matrix if you all are going to try making any more Earth dishes. But let’s move on.” He rubs his hands together. “Present time!”

      “I don’t understand this holiday,” Bennie says, passing over a small package. “You celebrate your birth, but not your name day?”

      “Name Day? We name our babies the moment they’re born,” Wil says. “I mean, some parents are indecisive and it might take a few days, but the baby always goes home with a name.”

      The Brailack looks stricken. “What happens if one sibling eats another? You’ve wasted time naming it.”

      Wil stares at Bennie for a full minute, unblinking. “Dude, I never want to know any more about your life or your planet.” As he unwraps the present, he mumbles, “Freak show.” He lifts the lid off the small box, revealing… “A computer chip?”

      Bennie nods. “Yeah. I was watching that movie you like.” He snaps his fingers, as he thinks “…Avengers! Avengers is the one. Anyway, that guy with the fancy armor that talks, he inspired me. I couldn’t improve the ship’s personality,” Everyone nods in agreement, “but I checked out the specs on your armor. This will give you a basic AI. Oh, and that fifth Avengers movie, it was really dark.”

      Wil nods. “Yeah, it wasn’t as good as anyone hoped.” He turns the chip over in his hand. “Thanks man, I can’t wait to try it.”
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          It’s Not a Doll

        

      

    

    
      Maxim leans across the table. “Not sure we can top that, but here.” He slides a package over to Wil, bigger than the one Bennie offered. Wil picks it up, shakes it, tilts it side to side. “What are you doing?” the big Palorian asks.

      “Trying to guess what’s inside,” Wil grins. “That’s not a thing people do?”

      Zephyr chuckles. “No, they usually just open them.”

      “Sounds boring, but okay.” Wil lifts the top of the box. “A... doll?” He lifts out what looks like an eight-inch blue bear, leaning as if looking into a window.

      Zephyr takes the bear-thing from Wil, holding it up. “It’s Kel.” Maxim is also smiling.

      Wil blinks. “Is Kel a popular character on Palor? Maybe a kid’s show host, or smarmy criminal defense lawyer?” He takes the figurine back and turns it over, inspecting it from all angles.

      “Kel is a totem of good fortune,” Maxim replies. “Palorian pilots keep him in the cockpit or bridge of their ship. “

      Wil looks up. “Oh, well that’s cool! Kinda like my hula girl from my pod.” He looks down at Kel. “I wonder what happened to her...”

      Maxim and Zephyr exchange a look, then shrug in unison.

      Gabe hands Wil a clean white envelope. “Happy birthdate, Captain.”

      Wil smiles. “Thanks, buddy.” He opens the envelope and removes a single sheet of paper. He stares at it for a bit until Bennie finally can’t take it.

      “Well? What is it?”

      “It’s—If I’m reading this right, it’s a free and clear ownership record for the Ghost… well, for the Reaper.” He looks up at Gabe, who is smiling, or at least doing something close to it. Thanks to his run-in with the Siege Perilous, the new body can do a lot of things the old one couldn’t. Things like moving his mouth into shapes like smiles, and frowns.

      “How?!” Wil asks.

      “During our recent trip to Xor-flaf for the Farsight Corporation, I was able to use my newfound abilities to access the GC starship registration database. You had mentioned that Bennie changed the registration data for you, to enable to you hide. I have cleaned the records, since I assume hiding is no longer needed.”

      Wil is beaming. “Thanks buddy, I really appreciate that! I hadn’t given it much thought, but this,” he holds up the paper, “well, it certainly makes doing legitimate business easier.”

      “Because we do so much of that,” Bennie quips.

      Just as Wil is about to punch Bennie in the shoulder, the computer announces: “Incoming priority communication for Ben-Ari Vulvo.” Everyone looks first at one another, then all eyes settle on Bennie.

      He shrugs, then looks toward the ceiling. “Computer, send communication to my PADD.”

      “Acknowledged,” the ship replies.

      “Why does he look up at the ceiling?” Maxim asks, as Bennie lifts a PADD off the seat next to him.

      Zephyr shrugs. “It’s a Wil thing.”

      “Hey!” Wil says, leaning over Bennie’s shoulder. “Who’s that?”

      Bennie turns away, blocking Wil’s view. “My mom, krebnack.” Bennie keeps listening to the message, then puts his PADD down and calmly gets up. “We have to go to Brai.”

      “What’s up?” Wil asks, scooting out from the table to follow Bennie, who is already heading to the bridge. The others follow suit.

      “Someone has kidnapped one of my sisters.”

      “I didn’t think you and your family were close,” Maxim says. “I didn’t think any Brailack was close with their brood mates or parents.”

      Bennie shrugs as he enters the bridge.  “Generally, that’s true, and for the most part I haven’t thought of my folks or my brothers and sisters in years. But when stuff like this happens, it brings everyone together. Kidnappings aren’t that uncommon really. It’s an easy way for those with less useful skills to get by in life. I guess this is different, though.” He plops down into his seat, taps some commands into his console, then looks at Wil. “Sending you coordinates.”

      Wil sits down and taps his own console, acknowledging the coordinates, and automatically starting to move the ship into position for the jump to FTL. “So why’s this different? If it happens all the time, I mean?”

      Bennie looks over. “I wasn’t clear. It happens to less wealthy families all the time. This is the first time one of my family has been kidnapped, which says something about the kidnappers.”
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          Newscast

        

      

    

    
      “Good evening. I’m Mon-El Furash—”

      “And I’m Gulbar’ Te—” a lanky Burzzad adds, from the seat next to her.

      “… and this is GNO News Time,” Mon-El finishes. “The Peacekeepers have announced that they have identified the origin of the mysterious vessel known as the Intruder. They have not been especially forthcoming with details, but they assure us that they have dispatched a fleet to act as an early warning system.”

      “According to the Peacekeepers’ statement,” Gulbar’ Te chimes in, “the early warning fleet will be constructing a long-range array, similar to Borrolo but even more specialized.” The Burzzad newscaster smiles, his mouthful of perfectly flat teeth showing. “Peacekeeper Command assures us that the location from which the Intruder came is quite distant and poses no threat to the citizens of the GC.”

      Mon-El nods. “That’s certainly reassuring, as the sudden appearance of the ship—combined with the destructive power it clearly exhibited—has been quite terrifying.” She shudders. “On the positive side, polls show that a majority of the population of the GC overwhelmingly supports the Peacekeepers in this effort to safeguard against threats such that posed by the Intruder.” She shakes her head. “Just imagine if there were hundreds of vessels like that one.”
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          Contraband

        

      

    

    
      “Wil, long range sensors just picked up a Peacekeeper corvette,” Zephyr announces, from her station. Turning to glance up, she adds, “Looks like it’s an interdiction patrol.”

      “Oh yeah,” Bennie says. “They patrol the entire sector.”

      Wil turns to his Brailack hacker, scowling. “That coulda been useful information—you know, earlier.”

      Bennie looks at Zephyr, as Wil runs from the bridge. “What’s up his butt?”

      She shakes her head. “One, I think you actually used that one right. Two, beats me.” She turns back to her station, then makes to get up. “I’ll see what’s up.”

      Bennie hops down from his chair, waving her off. “No, no. You keep them busy. I’ll see what Captain weirdo is doing.”
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      “Wil!” Bennie shouts as he enters the crew lounge. It’s empty. “Where are you!? Computer, where is the Captain?”

      From the overhead speakers, the same voice that greeted Zephyr and Maxim aboard the Ghost not that long ago replies, “The Captain is in his quarters.” Bennie hurries into the corridor.

      Banging on the door to Wil’s quarters, he shouts, “Hey! What are you doing?”

      The door slides open and Wil waves Bennie in. “Come help me!” Next to the bed are what look like two dozen fist-sized blue crystals.

      Bennie points. “Is that…?”

      “Trillorium? Yup, lots of it.” Wil holds up one of the crystals.

      Bennie walks over to the pile. “Sweet boneless zipzap,” he whispers, taking in the dozens of crystals, “Where, how—”

      “Does that matter?” Wil interrupts.

      “I mean, yeah, it kinda does.” Bennie looks his friend in the eyes. “These are... blood.” He shudders. “And worth a fortune.”

      “I know what Trillorium is,” Wil growls.

      Bennie is still looking at him. “Then you know they’re incredibly illegal, right?”

      In answer, Wil only points to a medium-sized cargo container, which is already a quarter full of the crystals. Bennie kneels, taking the crystal Wil is holding out and placing it inside. Each time he turns to take a crystal from Wil, the captain makes awkward eye contact.

      “Look, I’m not trying to sell them or anything like that,” Wil says at last. “I’ve had these for years. Once I knew what they were, I took them from Xarrix and just tossed them in this hiding place.” He hands Bennie another crystal. “He’d hired me to transport a bunch of stuff for him, stuff he’d stolen from somebody—some warlord somewhere. I was being nosy during the trip, checking to see what he had in the crates, when I came across these.”

      He holds one up, looking at it in the light, before handing it to Bennie.

      “When I saw them, I had to look up what they were. The crystalized blood of the indigenous beings of the planet Tril. Blood diamonds taken to a horrible galactic extreme. Enormous energy transfer capabilities—double that of most superconductor cables. And they can store potential energy better than most batteries.”

      “Sounds about right,” Bennie says.

      “The moment I knew where they came from, I knew Xarrix couldn’t get his scaly hands on them.” Wil passes Bennie the last crystal. “Come on, let’s take these to the hold.”

      Bennie holds open the door for Wil, as he awkwardly hauls the cargo box through. “Why were they under your bed?”

      “I dunno. At the time I didn’t think much about it—it was only me aboard the ship. By the time you all joined me, I’d forgotten about them, for the most part.” He glances down at the Brailack hacker beside him. “I’m kinda surprised you didn’t find them, all the times you’ve snooped in my room.”

      Bennie tuts. “Gross. Like I’d look under your bed.”

      Wil just shakes his head and continues through the lounge to the hatch leading down into the cargo bay.

      When they get to a corner of the hold that looks no different from the other three, Wil sets the crate down. Bennie watches with interest. Wil reaches down and presses against a floor panel, first in one section, then another. A series of clicks come from the deck plating, then a panel pops up. Wil slides it away.

      Bennie stares, eyes bugging out a little. “What the wurrin is that? A smugglers’ hold?”

      Wil looks up from the now wide-open hole in the deck. “What—this? This hole in the floor you didn’t know existed? What makes you think it’s a smugglers’ hold?” He tuts, dropping down inside the hole, which is nearly a meter deep and two wide. He gestures for Bennie to slide the crate of Trillorium crystals over.

      “We’d be rich if you sold them, you know,” Bennie mutters.

      Wil reaches for the hacker, but misses by an inch as Bennie dodges. Instead, he settles for hurling a crystal at the irritating Brailack, who dodges again—just barely. Bennie squeaks, tripping over his own feet, landing with a thud. He scrabbles instantly for the blue crystal. “Careful! This could explode!”

      Wil hops out of the smugglers’ hold and grabs the crystal he just lobbed at Bennie, tossing it into the hold. “They require a tremendous amount of energy to break them. Remember, I looked them up.” He slides the floor panel back into place, unseen latches click, securing it in place.

      Bennie sits up, gesturing to the sealed hold. “You know, that could be useful later…”

      “No touchy,” Wil says, pointing to the now impossible-to-see compartment. “Seriously, touch it, and I’ll float you, without a spacesuit.”

      Bennie makes a face. “Okay, jeez.” The small hacker looks at the floor panel wistfully, “How’d the Ankarrans not find this when they helped repair the Ghost on Harrith Prime? Or your under the bed hiding place for that matter?”

      Wil shrugs, “Luck I think, for the most part. With Ankarrans it’s hard to tell, they may well have found them and just not cared.”

      “True, they’re weird.”
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          Just a Routine Stop

        

      

    

    
      As Will and Bennie enter the bridge, Maxim looks up from his station. “What were you two doing?”

      Bennie opens his mouth and is shoved into his own station by Wil.

      “Nothing,” Wil says. “Don’t worry about it. What’re the space cops doing?”

      Maxim looks at Zephyr, who shrugs. He turns back to Wil. “They’re pulling alongside now, actually.”

      Wil grunts, falling into his seat. “Great.”

      Zephyr is tapping her console. “We should establish a protocol for letting everyone know which transponder we are flying under. I took the call from the Peacekeepers and it caught me by surprise when they called us the ‘Event Horizon.’” She puts air quotes around the new name.

      Wil shudders. “Still gives me nightmares. I’d forgotten that was the ident I picked for the Ghost.” The Ghost is equipped with a very illegal mod to it’s transponder, allowing the crew to change the name and registration data of the ship on the fly. “So, how’s this whole getting-pulled-over thing work?”

      Zephyr stares at him a moment. “Surely you’ve been boarded before?”

      “Don’t call me Shirley. And no actually, I haven’t.” Wil snorts at the joke only he gets.

      Zephyr quirks an eyebrow. “How is that possible? Peacekeeper patrols are in most major star systems. They’re as ubiquitous as… well,” she thinks about it, “grum in drenhole bars.”

      “And how many major star systems have we visited since you all came aboard?” Wil asks, his own eyebrows raising.

      Zephyr pauses, thinking. Her face scrunches a little. “Well, dren, I hadn’t thought about it. We really do lurk in the crappy parts of the GC.”

      Wil nods. “Yeah, I tend to shy away from places where—no offense—your people and their warships congregate.”

      Bennie lets out a high-pitched laugh. “Your people!”

      Maxim scowls at the Brailack from across the bridge. “What do you mean, ‘your people?’”

      Wil raises both hands, a palm facing Bennie and Maxim each. “Anyway, back on topic. What’s one of these traffic stops like?”

      Watching the exchange, Zephyr answers: “They’re pretty routine really. An inspection team will come aboard, usually a mid-level centurion and a squad of enforcers. They’ll scan the ship from inside and out, look under things and inside cargo crates. “

      Bennie tuts. “Don’t forget how the mood of the Centurion in charge determines how much of the ship they’ll toss.”

      Zephyr scowls. “That’s not—”

      Bennie holds a hand up to silence the much taller Palorian woman. “Talk to the hand, sister.”

      Wil gasps, then starts laughing. Zephyr turns a deep shade of purple, while Maxim tries his best to stifle a laugh, fails, then lets loose a roaring belly-laugh that makes everyone turn to look at him. He looks back at them all. “What? That was funny.”

      Wil catches his breath. “No argument here.” He looks at Maxim. “So. Can we bribe ‘em?”

      “Why are you asking me?”

      Wil shrugs. “I dunno, I mean... you’re a Peacekeeper—”

      “Ex-Peacekeeper,” Zephyr corrects.

      “Fine. Ex-Peacekeeper. Didn’t you ever do these patrols?”

      “Well yes,” Maxim says, “but never as lead Centurion.” He looks over to Zephyr who shakes her head. “We were both low-level troops. We didn’t get our rank until we moved to the Intelligence Directorate.” After being framed, and now cleared of all charges, Maxim still prefers to clarify his employment status with the Peacekeepers. It’s easy to confuse for most, as Palorians by and large are Peacekeepers, in fact no other race serves in the GC military.

      Bennie chimes in: “You know you could use one of your Tri—Hey!” He ducks as the Kel figurine is hurled across the bridge, nearly hitting him in the face.

      “The what?” Maxim asks. “Also, that wasn’t cheap, Wil. If you don’t like it, we can return it.”

      Before anyone can say anything else, a chime comes from the overhead speakers and the ship announces: “Peacekeeper vessel is in position for boarding tube connection.”

      Wil turns his head to the ceiling. “Gabe, meet us at the—” He looks at Zephyr.

      “Starboard.”

      “—the starboard airlock, please.”

      “On my way, Captain.”

      Wil takes a deep breath, letting it out in a rush. “Okay, let’s get this dog and pony show started.”

      As Maxim and Zephyr follow him out of the bridge, Maxim asks, “What’s a pony?”

      Zephyr shrugs. “What’s a dog?”

      Wil looks over his shoulder. “And you, put my action figure back where it belongs.”

      Bennie makes an obscene gesture as the bridge hatch closes.
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          Anything to Declare?

        

      

    

    
      With a hiss the airlock hatch opens, parting down the middle, each half sliding away. On the other side stand seven Peacekeepers, tactical armor and all. The one in front has several markings that stand out from the others.

      Guess that one is in charge, Wil thinks. He bows, spreading his arms out in front of him. “Welcome aboard the Event Horizon.”

      Zephyr leans over and whispers, “What are you doing?”

      Wil straightens, looking at her out of the corner of his eye. “Nothing. What? Shut up.” He turns back to the Peacekeepers. “So yeah, hi.”

      The lead Peacekeeper inclines his, or her head. “Permission to come aboard?” Asks a modulated voice, designed to make all Peacekeepers sound the same.

      Wil nods. “Granted.” He steps to the side, making room for the Peacekeeper procession to enter.

      The leader turns after the other six have entered, raising her—or his—face shield. Her, definitely a her, Wil decides, watching her walk across the threshold of the airlock, Guys aren’t that graceful.

      “I am Centurion Turin, I’ll be leading the inspection detail of your ship, Captain...”

      Wil nods. “Fishburne, Laurence Fishburne.” He gestures to the others. “These are some of my crew—” He points to Maxim, “Leroy Jenkins,” then Zephyr, “Marsha Brady,” then Gabe, “See Threepio.” Even after the Harrith Incident Wil still prefers to keep the Ghost and crew under the radar as much as possible. There’s no specific need for the false identities, but its fun, and habit.

      The Peacekeeper Centurion frowns, taking in each member of the crew, until she settled on Max and Zephyr. “Palorians.”

      Zephyr answers for them both. “We are, thanks for noticing.” She scowls a little for effect.

      “Birth defect,” Maxim adds, pointing to Zephyr’s mid section. “She couldn’t serve.”

      Turin nods, then looks up at Maxim. “And you?”

      The big Palorian turns away, affecting embarrassment. “Discharged, wounded in action, combat trauma.”

      Turin turns to Wil. “Quite the band of misfits you have here, Captain Fishburne. Is this it?”

      Wil shakes his head once. “There’s a Brailack on the bridge.”

      The Peacekeeper officer shudders. “Brailack.” She says it like a curse. “Very well, we’ll get started.” She turns to her crew. “You three head aft and work forward. Start in the cargo hold.” She gestures to the remaining three. “You, start at the bridge.”

      Wil looks up at Gabe. “Can you escort team two to the cargo bay?”

      “Of course.” The tall droid gestures politely. “This way, please.”

      As the Peacekeeper boarding party splits up, Wil and the crew fall into step with Centurion Turin and her team. She turns to Wil. “What are you? Multonae?” She looks Wil up and down.

      “Human,” he offers, opening the bridge hatch. “Don’t worry, I’m the only one.” He smiles.

      “You’re not supposed to be able to leave your system—” she says, then is distracted by Bennie’s station. She runs a finger along one of the displays he’s attached to the bulkhead, revealing something sticky looking on the finger of her glove, “This is disgusting.”

      Before Wil can say anything, Bennie pops out from under his console. “Screw you! This station is perfect!” Four pulse rifles snap up and are aiming at him. “I mean—” he starts.

      “This is Tyrion.” Wil says, stepping between the about-to-be-shot Brailack and the Peacekeepers. “He’s a drennog.”

      Turin motions for her troops to lower their weapons. She walks to the opposite side of the bridge, looking at Maxim’s console. “Weapons?”

      Maxim activates his console. “The Gh—um, Event Horizon, is as you can see an Ankarran Raptor.” He glances at Wil, his expression showing his annoyance at the fake identity.

      Turin nods. “They’re fine ships, even when not maintained properly.” She looks askance at Wil. “I served on one briefly.”

      Wil gives a fixed smile, turning towards the bridge hatch. “Shall we continue the tour?” He looks at Maxim. “Leroy, can you hold down the fort?”

      The burly ex-Peacekeeper nods. “Of course.”

      Wil and Zephyr escort the boarding party out of the bridge, just in time for them to hear Bennie say before the hatch closes, “Why can’t I be in charge?”
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            [image: ]
          

        

        
          Red Vines

        

      

    

    
      “This is the crew lounge,” Gabe explains, as he and the Peacekeepers enter from the long passage that connects the forward section of the ship to the larger main body.

      The troopers make a circuit through the lounge, lifting cushions, opening cupboards. One turns to Gabe. “This looks fine. We’ll move to the cargo hold now.”

      Gabe inclines his head toward the hatch. “That way.”

      “We’re familiar with the layout.” As a unit, the three troopers move on. Gabe follows. As he enters the cargo hold, the three troopers are descending the stairwell to the lower level, one holding a handheld scanner. “What’s in the crates?” he asks, pointing to the few crates left in the largely empty space. Opposite them is the small sparring and workout area Maxim and Zephyr make use of.

      “One moment, while I check the manifests.” Gabe accesses the ship’s computer and searches the logs. The Ghost recently made a delivery on Fury, so the hold is empty of paid cargo. He gestures toward a large crate in the corner of the hold. “That one is listed as Captain’s stuff, don’t touch.” He gestures to a smaller crate. “That is self-sealing stem bolts.”

      One of the troopers taps the display on the crate. “Confirmed.”

      Another is standing next to the larger crate. “We should look inside this one.”

      Gabe nods. “Very well.” He places his hand on the control panel, accessing the crate’s locking mechanism and hacking it. The lid pops open with a hiss.

      “What is all this dren?” the trooper asks, looking inside the crate.

      Gabe leans over the top of the crate, peering inside. “I understand they call those Red Vines.”

      “What are they?” Another trooper comes over and looks inside. He lifts a round container up, turning it over. It is full of six-inch-long red tubes.

      “They are a snack food,” Gabe replies.

      “Good?” one of the Peacekeepers asks.

      “The Captain thinks so.” Gabe reaches over and plucks the container from the troopers’ hand, placing it back in the crate. “I believe the contents of this crate are all items from the Captain’s home world.” He reaches over to replace the lid.

      The third trooper, who has until now remained quiet, is in the opposite corner of the hold. “I’m getting a weird reading over here.”

      Gabe and the other two Peacekeepers join him. “So, what’s over here?” one asks.

      Gabe shrugs and looks around. This movement is entirely for show—his sensors have already swept the entire cargo hold. “I do not see anything.” He looks at the floor. “I have access to the ship’s computer, there is nothing here.” He turns back to the first trooper. “What is it you detect?”

      The trooper turns his scanner around so that Gabe and his colleagues can see the screen. “Not real sure. The readers are… weird.”

      “I can ask the Captain, if you’d like. However, according to the ship’s internal sensors, what you are likely detecting are several power conduits that power the sub-light engines. One appears to have a phase imbalance.” Gabe gestures to the deck plating to his left. “It runs through here.”

      One of the troopers looks at their own scanner, then to Gabe. “That’s probably it. Let’s move on to engineering.”

      Gabe tilts his head. “Please follow me. I think you will find the engineering space impressive.”

      “You’re a Peacekeeper engineering bot, so I’d expect nothing less,” the third trooper says.

      Gabe grimaces, but says nothing, closing the hatch to the cargo hold behind him.
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          Better Homes and Living Quarters

        

      

    

    
      “This is your room?” Centurion Turin asks, as her team enters Wil’s quarters.

      Pushing past them, Wil kicks a grum bottle quickly under the bed. “What do you mean?” He glances around, then rushes over to push a magazine under a data PADD.

      “It’s a glab sty,” Turin mutters as she walks over the closet, to poke at a shirt.

      Wil looks at Zephyr. “What’s a ‘glab’?”

      Trying to stifle a laugh, Zephyr replies: “You know… six legs, foul smelling, three tails.”

      Wil snaps his fingers. “That’s what those things are called? I’ll be.” Remembering a job he did for Xarrix some time ago, transporting the annoying and disgusting creatures. Turning to Turin, he adds, “Offense taken. Those things are disgusting. I had a hold full of them once, so gross.”

      Turin says nothing, instead focusing on the small closet in the corner.

      One Peacekeeper lifts Wil’s mattress. “Nothing.”

      Zephyr leans in to Wil and whispers, “Is there anything, anywhere, we should know about? You know, before they find it?”

      Wil shrugs. “Nope, why do you ask?”

      Zephyr shrugs. “Because you’re you.”

      Wil raises his voice. “You guys done in here? It’s not that big of a space.”

      Turin looks around one last time, then motions for her troopers to follow her out of the room.

      “Marsha and Leroy’s room is across the hall,” Will says. “I’ll show you the way.”
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      Maxim and Bennie are watching the two inspection teams on the main display. Maxim looks over at Bennie. “You know, I don’t remember these being so invasive.” On the screen, Wil, Zephyr and their group of Peacekeepers are in the room he shares with Zephyr, looking through their closet.

      Bennie tuts. “This? I’ve seen Peacekeepers rip panels off the wall if they think it’s worth their time.”

      “Really?” Maxim asks.

      “Sure. You and Zephyr were on some of these inspections, right? You didn’t do this kind of stuff?” Bennie looks doubtful.

      “No, the ship they assigned me to was in the Gipsyl system. We’d board a freighter, look around for anything out of place, and then leave. It usually took longer to board the ships than it did to search them.”

      “Ah, well,” Bennie says, “welcome to a system that isn’t at the ass end of nowhere. Brai is one of the top twenty most prosperous systems in the GC. Smuggling is a big problem that my people pay yours to keep under control.”

      Maxim glowers at the hacker then turns back to the main display, grumbling under his breath, “My people.”

      “What’s that?” Bennie asks.

      “Nothing.” Maxim points to the screen. “Lets see what they find in your room.”

      Bennie chuckles. “As if I’d hide my contraband in my quarters.”

      “What?”
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      “What is that smell?” Turin asks, entering Bennie’s quarters.

      “This is Tyrion’s room,” Zephyr remarks. “Who could say?”

      Turin turns to Wil. “Captain, I take it back. Your quarters are not the most disgusting I’ve ever seen.”

      Wil smiles. “Thank you, I think.”

      Zephyr leans in again. “These are Peacekeepers. You saw my room—theirs are even more orderly.”

      Wil shrugs. “That makes sense, NASA was always kinda anal about the crew bunks back at the launch complex.” He looks over at one of the troopers as they lift something out of the closet, holding it like it might bite them. Wil moves over, “Dammit Ben—er, Tyrion!” He snatches the object from the trooper. “That’s mine.”

      The trooper turns a shiny opaque faceplate to Wil. “And what is it?”

      “Oh, uh. It’s a stuffed animal.”

      “Like a trophy?” one of the other troopers asks, coming over to look.

      “No, nothing like that, it’s a misleading name. It’s a—well it’s a—it’s a toy, okay?” He holds it up for everyone to see. “His name is ALF, my mom gave him to me.”
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      “I forgot I had that, oops,” Bennie says, watching the feed on the main display.

      Maxim looks over again. “Do you just come and go in his quarters as you please?” He pauses, then adds, “Also, wait. How do you have access to the security feeds in our quarters?”
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          Good Journeys

        

      

    

    
      Once all six Peacekeepers are back at the airlock, their tour complete, the lead Peacekeeper turns to Wil. “Thank you, Captain. Sorry to have taken so much time, but your ship isn’t on record as having entered the Brai sector before, so we had to be thorough.”

      Wil nods. “No problem, Centurion Turin, it was our pleasure.” He gestures toward the airlock. “Well, hurry along now, we’d like to get underway.”

      The Centurion turns to Zephyr. “Good journeys,” she says, inclining her head.

      “And to you,” Zephyr replies, matching the head movement of the other woman.

      With that, the Peacekeepers file out the airlock, the inner door closing after the last one crosses the threshold. Wil reaches over and presses his palm to the control panel, closing the outer airlock door. Leaning against the corridor next to the now closed airlock, he exhales loudly, “This is why I avoid the main systems.”

      Over the speaker in the ceiling Maxim announces, “Peacekeeper ship is moving off, they have given us clearance to continue on to Brai.”

      Wil turns his head to the ceiling. “Roger that, Max. Be right there.”

      Zephyr chuckles. “Why do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      She mimes Wil’s previous motion. “Look up at the ceiling when you speak to someone over the ship’s comms—or to the computer, for that matter.”

      “I do that all the time?”

      Zephyr nods. “All, the, time.”

      “Huh, I don’t know.” Wil thinks. “Must be something I just picked up. It looks cool though, right?”

      Zephyr just shakes her head, as she turns and heads for the bridge hatch around the corner.

      Wil hurries after her. As the two enter the bridge he asks, “What’s with the ‘good journeys’ thing, anyway?”

      Maxim stands up from the command chair, and returns to his own station. “It’s a traditional Palorian farewell. Turin said it?” He looks at Zephyr, who nods. “Interesting.”

      “Why is that interesting?” Bennie asks. “If it’s traditional, wouldn’t it have been weird if she hadn’t said it?”

      “It’s typically reserved for those in active service to the GC,” Zephyr answers. “It’s not a rule or anything, though. She may have just been being polite.”

      Wil drops into his seat and brings the flight controls back online. “Well, at least it’s over. Now let’s get a move on.” He turns to Zephyr as she’s taking her own seat. “How long to Brai?”

      “Three tocks. I’m sending you the flight details. Ship traffic is tightly controlled, both coming and going. They keep speeds to a minimum, and maintain a narrow approach corridor.”

      Wil nods, pulling the system chart up on the main display. “Makes sense. Looks like—what? Two hundred ships in sensor range?”

      “Two hundred and twenty-nine,” Zephyr replies.

      Wil lets out a low whistle. “Busy place.”

      “I’ll see if I can get us bumped up in the landing queue,” Bennie offers.

      “That’d be nice,” Wil says. “Oh, by the way, you and me? We’re gonna have a little talk about personal space.” He pulls the stuffed animal out from inside his jacket.

      “Oh, ha, yeah… Sorry about that…” Bennie waves both hands in front of him.

      “Not, even close to good enough. First my video files, then my snacks, now my stuff. Do I even want to know what you were doing with it?”

      Bennie makes a face. “Gross! Nothing, I thought it might do something or have a purpose, but then I realized it didn’t and just forgot to put it back. I’m sorry.”

      “I doubt that very much,” Maxim mutters under his breath.
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          So, This is Home?

        

      

    

    
      “How many of you little drennogs live in this system, anyway?” Wil asks, as the Ghost passes between two massive bulk freighters, having received expedited ground clearance. Wil assumes there are a lot of expletives being thrown their way as he moves the Ghost between ships waiting their turn to land or dock with one of the over a dozen space stations that orbit Brai.

      Zephyr looks up from her station. “They have cleared us to the planet, a spaceport in Pooraj.” She looks down at her station again. “I have the coordinates. Sending them to you now, Wil.”

      Bennie spins his chair around. “One, grolack off. Two, do you guys know anything about Brai?”

      Wil and Zephyr shake their heads, but Maxim nods. “I was stationed on Orbital Station Namic for one half cycle,” he says, then grimaces, “It was—different.”

      “A carrier I was assigned to passed through the Brai system eighteen cycles ago,” Gabe offers. “We did not linger long before continuing on to Drogo Seven.”

      Bennie shrugs. “Okay, so that’s a no then. Pooraj is the capitol of the planet. It’s really three cities that over centuries grew so big they merged, into the largest city on Brai. My folks live in an estate on the edge of Green space Twelve.” He pauses. “They’re rich, my parents. Like very, very rich. Most Brailack breed frequently, having large broods. My parents were too busy for that. They had two broods—mine and one other. The second brood are all useless nobodies, but my brood, well I’m not the most successful of my siblings—”

      “You’re a success?” Wil asks. “And how rich are we talking?”

      Bennie gives him the one-finger salute before continuing. “Very. Anyway, the rest of my brood-mates have all done pretty well for themselves. One of my sisters is a successful vid-star and musician. Very successful. Another is an award-winning writer. You’ve heard of Mopo Hogwant?” When Wil shakes his head, Bennie sighs. “She’s one of the richest of my brood-mates.”

      “Explains why she was kidnapped,” Zephyr says.

      Maxim nods and adds, “Good book too.” Wil spares his tactical officer a questioning look, then turns his attention back to the main display.

      “Why did your parents buck the Brailack norm of spawning many broods?” Gabe asks.

      “Because they were busy building an empire. They own a shipping company. Actually they own the shipping company.” Bennie gestures to the small tactical screen set off to one side of the main display, which is currently showing the two hundred plus vessels waiting to land or dock. “Most of those are theirs.” He looks at main display and the approaching planet, then back to Wil. “Plus they’re part of a minority that feels we may be overpopulating the planet.”

      “Better late than never, I suppose,” Zephyr says.

      Wil is focused on the main display as the Ghost moves into the upper atmosphere. He lets out a whistle. “So why’d mom call you?”

      “I’m not exactly incapable, you know,” Bennie protests. “I’m quite skilled—at things, and stuff.”

      Gabe tilts his head to one side. “Really?”

      Bennie scowls. “Fine, she knew I ran with you all. We do have news on Brai, you know. We’re a GC core world, after all. She knows all about the crew of the Ghost.”

      Maxim smiles. “That makes more sense. Your mother needs us, you’re just extra.” He deftly dodges the PADD that sails across the bridge towards him, catching it before it strikes the bulkhead behind him.

      “Okay, hold on. Atmospheric engines coming online,” Wil says, as the view screen clears of clouds. The landscape ahead is a bustling metropolis, hundreds of kilometers in diameter. Four spaceports are visible, mixed in with industrial areas and parklands. The ship lurches as the sub-light engines disengage, and the atmospheric engines ignite with a loud boom the reverberates through the ship. “Would you look at that? I’ve never seen a city that big,” Wil says, working the controls.

      “Biggest. City. On the. Planet,” Bennie repeats, then sighs and turns back to his console, mumbling something about humans. Then he adds, “I didn’t think I’d ever come back here.”

      “By the way, Bennie, can we stick to ‘siblings’ from now on? ‘Brood-mates’ creeps me out,” Wil says, guiding the ship toward their designated spaceport. “Makes me think of the final scene in Aliens.

      Ignoring Wil, Maxim asks, “Why did you never intend to return?”

      Zephyr adds, “I’d always assumed it was because your family was broke, or you were wanted for a whole slew of crimes.”

      “Being rich isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” Bennie says, not looking up from his screens.

      “I wouldn’t know,” Maxim offers, as the Ghost maneuvers around the space port, slowly lowering to approach their designated landing pad.

      “Is that a crowd?” Wil asks.
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          Warm Welcome

        

      

    

    
      “This is different,” Wil says, as he guides the Ghost onto a landing pad in a part of the spaceport obviously designated for much nicer ships and personal yachts.

      Bennie smirks. “Like I said, rich family. We don’t park in the outskirts.”

      Zephyr turns from her station. “We’re cleared through customs, and got a kind of oddly warm welcome message. You might be worth more than I thought, Bennie.”

      “Hilarious. Come on, let’s go get the party over with.”

      Wil looks over to the small greenish hacker. “Party?”

      “Just wait,” Bennie says as he leaves the bridge.

      Zephyr turns back to her station, then frowns, and looks at Maxim. “The spaceport controller just asked if anyone aboard has any allergies they should be aware of.”

      “Weird,” Maxim says.

      Wil jumps out of his seat, quickly securing his station. “Well, come on! Free food is free food.”

      As Wil leaves the bridge, Maxim looks at Zephyr. “He’s clearly never eaten Brailack food before. This should be interesting.” He chuckles and offers his hand. She takes it and they head out of the bridge.
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      As the cargo ramp lowers, Wil exclaims, “What the hell is that smell?” He pulls the collar of his brown duster up to cover his nose, to no avail.

      Bennie looks up at him. “What’re you talking about?”

      Wil looks at Bennie, then the rest of the crew and again back to Bennie. “Really? You don’t smell that?”

      Zephyr shakes her head, and Maxim shrugs. Gabe offers, “My nose is cosmetic. It does not process olfactory information.”

      Bennie grimaces. “No one needs to know that.”

      Wil, pinching his nose. “Agreed. Okay, well guess it’s something only I can smell, lucky me. Let’s go.”

      Bennie rests a hand on Wil’s forearm, stopping him. “Just remember. This won’t be a great example of Brailack society. My family is... sorta unique.”

      Wil is about to say something, when “Ben-Ari!” is shouted so loudly from somewhere nearby that he jumps.

      Bennie frowns, and trots down the ramp. At the bottom, a small crowd seems to have materialized out of nowhere.

      “What the—how did they just appear? We were standing right here,” Wil stammers. He looks around. “Are there tunnels?”

      At the bottom of the ramp, the group of thirty or so Brailack are chattering to each other, to Bennie, and seemingly to anyone who glances at them, which now includes Maxim, Zephyr, Wil and Gabe.

      Bennie, at the center of the mass of short beings, waves one arm, causing the crowd to part and allow the crew to make their way to him. He is standing next to two other Brailack; the male is in what looks like a business suit to Wil, the kind a toddler wears to church. The female—Bennie’s mom presumably—is in a voluminous muumuu. Bennie disentangles himself from the two just long enough to make some introductions.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, mister and missus... Uh, Vulvo,” Wil says.

      “So, you’re the human,” Bennie’s dad says. “I thought you’d be more imposing, and less pink. Oh, and you can call me Carr-Ari.”

      Wil blushes a little. “Well, I mean there isn’t a lot of natural light on the Ghost. It’s hard to keep a tan...”

      “Oh, look at it. I think it’s cute,” Bennie’s mom chimes in, taking Wil’s hand.

      Wil splutters. “It?”

      Bennie turns the conversation as quickly as he can. “Okay, well, let’s get the party over with.”

      “It?” Wil repeats.

      Zephyr puts her hand on Wil’s shoulder. “Calm down.”

      Bennie spends what feels to Wil like forever introducing the rest of the welcoming party, all thirty of them. By the time Wil gets to the last introduction, he’s forgotten the first name. That job done, Bennie leads the rest of the crew and the massive entourage out of the spaceport.
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          You Have a Castle?

        

      

    

    
      The main hall of the Vulvo estate is as big as a football field. Several hundred if not a thousand Brailack are jammed inside. At the center of it all, a table twenty feet long is occupied by the crew of the Ghost and Bennie’s immediate family.

      “Man, I feel like we need to have a long chat later.” Wil is looking around the room. “You have literally watched my movies and read my books, and who knows what else in my private data store, not to mention whatever you put ALF through, and none of us knew your folks had a freaking castle?” He grabs a goblet of something from a passing server. “Does Xarrix know?”

      Bennie stops talking to one of his siblings to turn to Wil. “Well, you know, family castles don’t come up all that often. Plus, you’ve worked with Xarrix. Has he ever shown an interest in your personal life?”

      “Good point.”

      Maxim and Zephyr are seated opposite Wil and Bennie, surrounded by members of the Vulvo family. “Bennie,” Zephyr says, “you said your family is small, but there are hundreds of Brailack in this hall. You’re related to them? All of them?”

      Bennie looks around. “Well, sure. I mean, not directly, they’re not all broodma—siblings. Remember, my folks only had two broods. Most of these folks,” he waves his hand expansively, “they’re aunts, uncles and cousins. That one,” he says, pointing to a Brailack not much older than himself, “that’s my older brother, Wip-Ari. He’s in finance, one of the smaller banks here on Brai.” He points to a Brailack woman two tables away. “That’s my youngest sister, Val-Lu.” He pauses, then shouts: “Hey Val! What do you do again?”

      “Ben-Ari, you krebnack, I manage our fleet.” The woman turns back to the other relation she was speaking with, continuing her conversation.

      “Oh yeah, that’s right—mom and dad promoted her last cycle. It was in the newsletter. And that’s cousin Mal-Duri, he must be visiting. He actually works on Palor at one of the larger banks.”

      From the head of the table, Carr-Ari clears his throat. The room falls silent, as every single Brailack at every single table turns to him. Wil looks down at them, disorientated. Are we on a platform? When did that happen!? How high are we?

      “House Vulvo welcomes home one of its own. Ben-Ari, we welcome you.” The old Brailack raises a glass in a gnarled little hand. “Welcome home son.”

      Bennie smiles. “Thanks, dad. It’s good to be back.”

      Wil nudges him. “You said you never wanted to come back here.” The Brailack hacker doesn’t look at Wil.

      Po-Lu, Bennie’s mom, leans forward, looking directly at Bennie. “Your sister, Len-Lu, can you rescue her?”

      Bennie raises both arms in an expansive gesture. “Sure. We do this kind of thing all the time, mom. What can you tell us about the kidnappers?”

      “And the kidnapping,” Maxim adds.

      Po-Lu gathers herself. “Len-Lu had finished a press tour for her latest release. She was en route to dinner here at the compound, when her air-car was attacked and forced down in industrial zone seventeen. She was able to send a distress call before they jammed her vehicle’s comms.” Here she shudders, and Carr-Ari puts a hand on his wife’s arm, patting it. “We notified the authorities and dispatched our security forces.”

      “You have your own security forces?” Wil whispers to Bennie, who waves him away.

      A loud rumble comes from Wil’s stomach. The table goes quiet and all eyes turn to Wil, who blushes, then grimaces a bit. He makes a go on motion.

      Po-Lu clears her throat and continues, “Yes, well, by the time our forces and city security arrived, she was gone. We couldn’t find any sign of her, her driver was dead.”

      “What exactly did your daughter do for a living?” Zephyr asks.

      “Len-Lu was a successful vid star,” Carr-Ari answers. “She has made several top grossing vids over the last several cycles.” He glances around the massive room, “She is one of our most successful children.”

      Bennie glowers. “Just stopped an intergalactic civil war, but no big deal,” he mutters. “Oh, and you know, saved the entire GC from a monster warship, wurrin-bent on eradicating all life, but sure, Len-Lu is the successful one.”

      Zephyr raises her hand. “Has there been a ransom demand or any communication with the kidnappers?”

      Carr-Ari nods. “There has. They sent a message two days ago.” He reaches in his tunic and removes a small device. Setting it on the table, he presses a button.

      The device lights up and a holographic image forms slowly above it. Wil can see a young Brailack woman, clearly scared, but otherwise looking unharmed. “Mom, dad, they want forty-two million credits. They say they’ll return me safely if you meet their demands.” She looks off to the side, where someone is heard mumbling to her. “Oh, and they want one of your yachts.” The holographic video cuts out and the device goes dark.

      Carr-Ari reaches for the device, but Zephyr stops him. “May we have this? I’d like to look it over, plus I’d like to see if Gabe and Bennie can learn anything from it.”

      The elder Brailack nods. “of course.”

      “No deadline was given, or payment details,” Maxim observes.

      “There was a file that came with the holo-player,” Po-Lu explains. “It had banking details for an account on Grapnar, and a deadline of next Biresh.” She looks at them both, her expression pained, her eyes glisten as tears form. “Ben-Ari, you have to help your sister.”

      “We will, mom,” Bennie says, looking over at Wil, who nods. “And we’ll have to hurry.”
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      Walking back up the cargo ramp of the Ghost, Wil says, “Thoughts?”

      Maxim hums. “Well, the drop off is in a remote swamp-like area on the second moon of Brai. We could set up an ambush. Luckily it’s here on Brai, so unlikely they’ll be able to set up their own ambush in advance.”

      “If they’re locals, they might know the terrain enough to know if we’re set up in advance,” Zephyr replies.

      As Gabe reaches over to close the inner cargo airlock door, he offers, “Perhaps we could—”

      “A Team!” Wil shouts, then looks at Gabe. “Sorry buddy, go on.”

      Gabe tilts his head. “Never mind.”

      Maxim and Zephyr exchange a glance, then Maxim asks, “What’s an aye team?”

      Wil smiles and motions for the team to follow him. “Easier to show you.”

      As they head for the hatch leading to the crew lounge, Gabe’s shoulder visibly slump, then he straightens as he follows the crew out of the hold.
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      Forty-odd minutes later, Bennie turns to Wil. “That. Was. Awesome!”

      Wil beams. “Right?”

      Maxim leans forward, grinning. “So what? We modify the yacht?”

      “That’s exactly what we do,” Zephyr says. “Wil, this is a great idea. This ‘A Team’ of yours, they did this type of thing often?”

      “Once a week, usually.”

      Gabe, who has been standing near the kitchenette area, chimes in, “Captain, I believe this plan to be quite sufficient. Provided the modifications to the yacht are such that outwardly it appears unchanged, it would provide an excellent platform to spring a trap from.”

      Wil points to Gabe. “There we have it, Gabe says it’s a good plan!” Gabe tilts his head, looking at Wil, but says nothing. Wil’s stomach makes a gurgling sound, causing everyone to look at him. Wil smiles weakly.

      Bennie goes straight to the comms terminal in the wall. “I’ll get my folks to send over the plans for the yacht. They can have it transferred wherever we want it, as well.”

      “I would suggest somewhere not associated with your family,” Gabe offers. “In case they are being watched by the kidnappers.”

      Bennie nods. “Good idea—yeah, hi mom, we need you to send over the schematics for the yacht you’re going to give the kidnappers, and then transfer the yacht to a spaceport we don’t have any interest in.” He pauses, listening. “Yes, we know what we’re doing.” Another pause. “If you must know, the plan is Captain Calder’s—Yes, the human. No, he’s quite clever sometimes.” Bennie glances over at Wil. “Well, yes, his race hasn’t left their solar system yet, but... Yeah, it’s a good plan, trust me.” A pause. “Okay, love you mom, say hi to dad.”

      Wil scowls. “You know it’s a little insulting and a bit racist that your parents think I’m some type of trained pet or something.”

      Bennie shrugs. “Sorry, they tend to look down on anyone that’s not Brailack.”

      “They didn’t look down on Max or Zee,” Wil counters.

      “They’re Peacekeepers—”

      “—ex-Peacekeepers,” Maxim corrects.

      Bennie waves the comment off. “No one messes with Peacekeepers. But don’t worry, my folks think Max and Zee are just as dumb as you.” He looks at all three faces staring back at him. “No offense.”

      Wil gets up and starts for the hatch leading to the bridge. “So, where are we meeting the yacht? I’ll get us underway.”

      “I sent the coordinates to your station on the bridge. Need help to get us there?” Bennie asks.

      “I’m fine. Remember—I used to fly this ship solo for a long time before you all came aboard.” Wil turns, and the hatch closes behind him.

      “Wasn’t he also in a huge depression funk and nearly drinking himself to death?” Zephyr asks, staring at the hatch.

      Bennie nods. “Oh yeah, you shoulda seen him back then. Not pretty. Not that he’s pretty now, that’s not what I’m saying. I mean, he’s okay, but—never mind.” Bennie heads off quickly towards the crew quarters.

      Maxim watches Bennie leave, then looks at Zephyr. “Uh, that was weird.”

      She nods. “No argument.” She turns to Gabe. “Grab a seat, I want to watch another episode of A Team, see if we can get some pointers. They’re clearly experts.”

      Gabe walks over and sits down carefully on the sofa beside Maxim. “Thank you. I concur, more research is warranted if we are to accomplish our goals.”

      Maxim smiles, then presses a button on the control unit for the vid screen on the wall. A voice announces, “Ten years ago, a crack commando unit...”
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          Epic Build Montage

        

      

    

    
      “You know, I’ve only ever seen one other space yacht,” Wil says, running his hand along the hull of the sleek craft, parked in an unused spaceport outside Pooraj. “Xarrix has one. Looks a lot like this one actually—only, you know, normal-sized. He had let me tag along once, he was having some big party for a GC council member or something.”

      Bennie looks at him. “Normal-sized?”

      Maxim turns too. “Why do you keep calling it a ‘space yacht’?” he asks, just as Zephyr says, “Xarrix entertained GC Council members?”

      Wil shrugs. “I dunno, I mean, it’s a yacht, for space.” He looks around. “Isn’t that what you call it?”

      Bennie, fuming, asks again, “Normal-sized?”

      Zephyr laughs, “No. We call them yachts. The same as we don’t call starships space ships.”

      “But they’re in space,” Wil offers.

      “Your world has yachts, right? Do you call them sea yachts?”

      Wil blushes. “Well, no. They’re just yachts.”

      “And ships, they’re just ships, not sea ships? Your pod thing, wasn’t a space pod, just a pod?”

      Bennie raises his hands and turns to walk away, mumbling something.

      “Well, same thing,” Zephyr explains. “Drop the ‘space’ part.”

      Wil turns to follow Bennie down the lower hatch in the yacht’s hull. “You guys could have said something sooner,” he grumbles.

      Maxim and Zephyr exchange a glance as they follow him onto the ship, Gabe in tow. They all duck to get through a hatch that only comes to chest height.

      As the crew gathers in the main lounge, sitting on chairs much too small for them, Wil gestures to several large windows. “Okay, first things first, those windows—”

      “—drop down armor plating,” Maxim finishes.

      Wil nods. “And we’ll need to—”

      “—add reinforcement to the maneuvering thrusters,” Zephyr says.

      Wil beams. “Guess you all don’t need me. How many episodes did you watch, anyway?”

      Bennie, who’s been looking in a crawlspace under a Brailack-sized wet bar, says, “Enough to get the idea.” He crawls inside and points to something. “We can splice a few blasters in right here.”

      “Mount them to those larger picture windows,” Zephyr adds.

      Wil nods to Gabe. “Come on big guy, let’s go to the bridge and see what we’ve got to work with.”

      Gabe inclines his head. “Of course, Captain.”

      As they leave, Zephyr turns to Bennie. “Get started on the splices, we’ll get started on the armor plating and blaster mounts.”

      “On it,” Bennie says, dragging high gauge power cable into the crawl space with him.

      Maxim, meanwhile, grabs some type of fruit from a bowl sitting on an end table and goes outside to get the sheeting. Zephyr grabs a fistful of likely very expensive window coverings and rips them away from the wall. Bennie pops his head out of the crawlspace he’s in. “So how are things with you and strong-and-silent?”

      Zephyr eyes the small hacker, his green head sticking out from the glowing hole he’s in. “Why? You have designs on him?” She raises an eyebrow.

      A small green hand emerges and tilts back and forth. “He’s not my type. Too tall.” Bennie winks, then dips back into the crawlspace, shouting behind him. “I will need power conduit soon, I’m almost done in here.”

      Maxim walks back in with two large sheets of metal under one arm, a roll of high conductance power conduit under the other. Seeing the bemused look on Zephyr’s face, he stops. “What’s going on?”

      She glances at the crawlspace. “Nothing. Hand Bennie the conduit, then help me. Did you bring hinges?”

      Leaning down, he tosses the coiled conduit into the hole. “Of course.”

      From inside the hole, they hear a yelp.

      As Maxim lifts the heavy metal plate in place, Zephyr uses a small welder from the Ghost’s engineering space to attach it to the hinge, and the hinge to the bulkhead. Once the weld has cooled a bit, Maxim tests the hinge. “Good enough, yeah?”

      “It’s not like anyone will be inspecting it,” she smiles.

      Gabe re-enters, a heavy blaster under one arm. “I will be in bow stateroom.” He looks at the armor plate that Zephyr and Maxim are working with. “That weld is acceptable.”
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          Let’s Meet Our Kidnappers

        

      

    

    
      When the modifications are complete the yacht outwardly looks no different, but on the inside it’s closer to small frigate than personal pleasure craft. Wil looks around at the crew of the Ghost, now temporarily the crew of the Glorious Gabber.

      “Ready?”

      Zephyr nods. “Let’s do this.”

      “The modifications seem adequate for your plan,” Gabe says. “I believe we are as ready as we’re likely to get.” He raises a hand, an index finger pointing up. “We are also almost out of time. The kidnappers’ deadline expires tomorrow. It will take us ten tocks to get to the rendezvous location.”

      Maxim turns and heads up the ramp. “Then let’s get moving.” Bennie turns and follows the massive ex-Peacekeeper.

      Wil looks up at the yacht. “Eat your heart out Hannibal and B.A.” Walking up the ramp, he slaps the control that closes the outer airlock door, raising the gilded ramp behind them.

      Inside the small bridge, he looks at the central command station, its chair not looking like it could accommodate Wil. “Bennie, that looks more you-sized. You want to take point? It’s your sister, after all.”

      Bennie hops into the chair, squirming a bit to get comfortable. “I could get used to this—”

      “Well, don’t,” Wil says, heading back toward the main parlor, which has more human-friendly dimensions.
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      “Sensors are picking up a mid-sized freighter down there. Must be our bad guys,” Zephyr says, from the small sensor station on the bridge of the Brailack yacht. They have been flying for just over nine tocks, the second moon of Brai visible in their screens.

      Bennie looks over from the captain’s chair. “Okay, bring us down.”

      Zephyr looks over at the Brailack, sitting regally in place. “Get your green ass out of that chair, and you do it. You know how hard it is to get out of this tiny station?”

      Bennie tuts, but hops out of the chair. “No respect...”

      “None!” the Palorian woman hisses, moving to activate her wristcomm. “We’re setting down in a few centocks, be ready.” She wriggles free of the sensor station and crouches over to the bridge exit. “You can set this thing down, right?”

      “If Wil can do it, of course I can,” Bennie retorts, dismissively.

      As she leaves the bridge, the ship jolts to one side, causing her to stumble against the wall. “Krebnack,” she mutters, taking the short ramp from the bridge to the main parlor. “Ready?”

      Maxim nods. “Yes, Gabe has finished that last of the modifications.”

      Gabe nods. “I believe the plan is sound. The modifications, while not to my usual standard, are sufficient for this operation.” He stands, as much as he with the low ceiling, and makes his way carefully to the ramp down to the cargo hold. “I will get the ransom ready.”

      Zephyr looks around the room. “Where’s Wil?”

      Maxim gestures toward a hatch, just as it slides open. Wil comes out, bent at the waist. A second later Maxim retches and turns away. “Close the door!”

      “Oh gods!” Zephyr says, reaching for her nose.

      Wil palms the small control, the hatch closes behind him. “I don’t think Brailack food is compatible with human physiology,” Wil says quietly.

      Zephyr makes a gagging noise. “You think? My gods, are you okay?” She gestures back to the hatch. “I mean, jeez.”

      The ship lurches, then thumps, making contact with the ground of the moon.

      Wil waves his hand weakly. “Yeah—probably. Let’s go.”

      The four of make their way towards the hatch to the small yacht’s cargo hold, where the crate full of credits is secured, giving the hatch to the restroom a wide berth. Maxim looks over his shoulder to Zephyr. “I don’t like this part.”

      She nods. “If everything goes according to plan, it won’t be too long of a wait.”
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          I Love it When a Plan Comes Together

        

      

    

    
      The main cargo ramp lowers, and Bennie walks out. “I don’t see anyone,” he mumbles into the comms stuck in his earhole. He reaches up to scratch at the small device. “This thing itches.”

      “Would you rather the kidnappers see your wristcomm and cut off your arm?” Wil asks.

      Bennie gasps. “They wouldn’t—”

      “Worth the risk?”

      Bennie drops his hand to his side and walks down the ramp, towards the unnamed freighter sitting a few hundred meters away.

      Wil glances at Gabe. “You good with this?”

      Gabe smiles, something his old body couldn’t do. It is still strange for Wil to see. “Of course, Captain.” He reaches over and confirms the status of the crate’s systems.

      “Here they come,” Bennie reports.

      Wil peeks around the edge of the cargo hold door. “—the hell!” he exclaims. Further downrange, Bennie jumps slightly at the outburst.

      “What’s wrong?” Zephyr asks, from her hiding place.

      “It’s a fucking bear-spider-thing... three of them!” Wil makes a high-pitched sound. “Like the top of a bear, but with a huge spider body—legs and all.”

      “Xelurians?” Maxim asks.

      “Maybe,” Zephyr replies. “What’s a bear? Or a spider, for that matter?”

      “They’re Xelurians,” Bennie says through gritted teeth. “Please shut up now.”

      “Xelurians are carnivores,” Zephyr whispers to Wil. “They’ve been rumored to eat sentients from systems near their home star, just beyond the edge of the GC.”

      “Eat them?” Wil hisses.

      “Well before the Brailack entered the CG, they fought with the Xelurians almost constantly. I’ve heard Xelurians found them to be quite delicious.”

      The lead Xelurian has stopped in front of Bennie. Its long spider-like limbs lower it so that it’s only a half meter over him. “You have the money?” It looks over Bennie to the yacht beyond. “That is a nice ship.”

      Bennie looks up at the snarling, bear-like face. “It’s on the ship. Where’s my sister?”

      “She’s on our ship.”

      “Well?” Bennie asks, trying his best to not shake.

      The first Xelurian snarls, two of its legs twitching, making a clicking sound against the rock. “We require proof. We’re not stupid.”

      “Okay, those two can board and inspect the payment, but—” he is stammering, Wil notices,“—but it stays aboard the yacht.”

      “You seem nervous, tiny morsel” the Xelurian chuckles, it’s large incisor teeth dripping with saliva. It gestures to its companions, who march off toward the yacht, their legs clicking on the rocks as they walk.

      “Nervous?” Bennie croaks, adjusting his collar. “What? No! You’re nervous!”

      “Why would I be nervous?” the lead Xelurian asks, squinting at Bennie, baring its large incisors in the process.

      “Here they come!” Wil says, scampering back out of the small cargo hold up the ramp toward the parlor, closing the hatch behind him.

      “Welcome,” Gabe says, from next to the cargo crate. “I am GB—”

      “We don’t care!” snarls what might be a female Xelurian, based on the pieces of fabric hanging off the creature’s massive furry top half. It pulls a scanner out of a pouch attached to its spider-like torso.

      “Very well then,” Gabe says, taking a step away from the crate.

      “What are y—” the second Xelurian starts to ask, when the crate’s lid explodes upward, its sides falling away to expose two armored Peacekeepers, pulse rifles in hand, infiltration armor fully powered-up.

      “What is happening!” the lead Xelurian asks, turning to face Bennie—or at least where Bennie was a second ago. He is already running a fast as he can towards the yacht. “Why you little—” the Xelurian roars, rearing back on its multi-jointed spider legs, before charging after Bennie.

      Maxim and Zephyr make quick work of their targets, each now sporting a few new holes in their bodies, all smoking. “We’re clear down here,” Zephyr says, kicking one of the dead Xelurians out of the hold. The yacht rumbles underfoot, slowly lifting off the ground.

      Wil is crammed into the pilot station, powering it up and bringing it around. On the main screen, he can see the lead Xelurian almost on top of Bennie. He reaches over to a control that is clearly not part of the original equipment—wires trail out of the underside, snaking into the deck plating below. “Here goes nothing. Bennie, down!” he shouts into his comms.

      A low rumble comes from—well, Wil isn’t exactly sure, but it’s rumbling, a lot. From down in the parlor he hears things slamming into place. On one of the sub-screens, he can see the large blaster cannon they’ve mounted on the bow moving into position, as well as the two medium-sized blasters mounted behind the lounge picture windows. “Oh yeah!” he shouts. What used to be the forward luxury stateroom is now an opening hatch to reveal a rather sizable starship-grade ion cannon.

      “Shoot it!” Bennie screams. On the screen the Xelurian has stopped, tilting its abdomen towards Bennie. A thick stream of something white shoots out of the creature, smacking into Bennie, driving him to the ground.

      “Jesus Christ!” Wil shouts.

      “What’s wrong?” Zephyr asks, leaning out of the cargo hold, trying to shoot at several new Xelurians who have poured out of their ship.

      “It just... well... It webbed him!”

      From the comms unit, they hear only, “Mmph grphllk—”

      “Bennie?” Wil asks. “Shit, they’re bringing their ship online. It’s armed. Zephyr, Max, take out the leader!”

      “On it,” Maxim says. On the screen, Wil sees the two Peacekeepers leap from the cargo hold, thrusters in their suits slowing their descent.

      Wil reaches over to another new control and targets the Xelurian freighter, which is now showing several blaster emplacements. “Eat ion cannon,” he tells them.
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          Kingdom of the Spiders

        

      

    

    
      Sitting in the cargo hold of the modified Vulvo family yacht, Bennie growls, “I will, never, trust, another A-Team plan.” He pulls some white sticky goo off his head. It looks challenging.

      “Dude, you all knew about those scary-ass spider-bears. Why weren’t you prepared to get slimed?” Wil’s voice goes up a pitch. “More importantly, why didn’t anyone tell me that there were spider-bears in the GC?”

      “Technically, their home world is just beyond the GC border,” Maxim offers, “They’re not members.”

      Bennie grimaces as he tugs on a piece of webbing that doesn’t want to let go of his forehead. “Just wait until you see their home world.”

      Wil shudders, mumbling, “Spider-bears.”

      Maxim looks over at the smoking wreckage of the Xelurian freighter, “Should have known they wouldn’t bring her with them. They likely planned to kill whoever came to pay the ransom.”
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      They return to Brai as quickly as the yacht can get them there and immediately board the Ghost.

      “I can’t do it.” Wil is shaking his head.

      “Stop being such a baby,” Zephyr chides.

      On the main display, the Xelurian home world is growing larger as the Ghost approaches. Most industrialized worlds in Wil’s experience look similar to Earth: greens and blues, white clouds. Xelur, on the other hand, is a muddy brown. Ominous gray clouds cover entire continents.

      Pointing at the screen, Wil whispers, “Giant. Spider. Bears.”

      “We don’t get paid unless we finish the job,” Maxim points out.

      “Which,” Bennie says, “in case you’ve forgotten, is rescuing my sister!”

      Wil waves his hand dismissively. “You have others.”

      “I don’t understand why this is such a big deal for you,” Zephyr presses.

      “I don’t understand how you all,” Wil points at Bennie, “especially you, aren’t as freaked out as I am. Spider-bears, people!” He shudders again.

      “Uh, I’m not leaving the Ghost, so there’s that,” Bennie says. At a look from Maxim, he adds, “What? You guys are going to need overwatch. Xelurians aren’t that sophisticated, but they’re not cave dwellers, either.”

      “Think of the money,” Zephyr says to Wil.

      “Thinking of the money is the only thing keeping me from being a trembling mass under my bed.”

      “At least there’s room under there now,” Bennie offers.

      “What does that mean?” Maxim asks.

      “Nothing, never mind. Bennie is just being Bennie, you know—he’s always saying weird shit all the time,” Wil says, speaking faster than usual.

      Bennie starts to reply and closes his mouth when Wil spins to face him. The small Brailack coughs, then just says, “Stealth system is holding. I’m tapping into their planetary network, to see if I can find the neighborhood the last kidnapper told us to look for.”

      Wil focuses on his own controls. “I’ll bring us in, find me a place to set down.” He looks at Maxim, then Zephyr. “You two should go suit up.”

      They leave the bridge just as Gabe enters. “Would you like me to come along, Captain?” the droid asks.

      Wil thinks for a beat. “You know, I think so, yeah. That new body of yours is better suited to this kind of thing than your old one. That sounded weird.” He pauses, then turns to his metallic friend, “Was that intentional? Getting a body that was more suited for combat and operations off the ship?”

      Gabe nods, once. “After a fashion, yes. I had already come to terms with the limitations of my previous body, but in looking through the database aboard the Siege Perilous, I discovered this body design. It better fit my desires, one of which was being more useful on off-ship missions.” The bot spreads his arms. “And here we are, as you say.”

      Wil smiles. “Well, good choice. I’d say go suit up, but—well, you know, no clothes. Go ahead and join Max and Zee in the armory. I’ll be there once we set down.”

      “Very well.” The tall ex-engineering bot turns and leaves the bridge.

      “Hard to believe sometimes that’s the same Gabe we rescued from a storage crate,” Bennie says, watching the bridge hatch close.

      “Tellin’ me,” Wil agrees.
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      “Yup, I knew it. I will, never, sleep again,” Wil says, as he inches down the Ghost’s cargo ramp. The ship is parked in the burnt-out remains of a massive warehouse. His combat armor is highlighting all sorts of things, tagging them, marking them as targets, and Wil isn’t sure what else. “This is new.”

      “Greetings, I am your combat armor’s intelligent agent,” a voice says inside his helmet, causing him to jump.

      “Damnit, should have waited to install Bennie’s gift. Okay, er. Hello, intelligent agent.”

      Maxim looks at Wil. “Really? Now?”

      Wil shrugs, then continues to talk to his armor. “What do I call you?”

      “What do you want to call—” the agent starts.

      “Jarvis!” Wil replies, excitedly.

      Zephyr has already gone ahead of them down the ramp, into the massive, deserted space. “I’m surprised there wasn’t better traffic control. This world is industrialized and spacefaring.” She brushes aside a mass of web that’s dangling from a pillar near the ship.

      Wil walks slowly over to the outer wall and peaks through a gap in the wall material. “Are we sure they didn’t just steal the freighters from someone else? This place is gross and does not look industrialized.”

      “According to Galactic Commonwealth records, the Xelur—” Jarvis starts.

      “Nope, nope, nope! Jarvis, new directive, only speak when spoken to,” Wil says, looking back to Maxim and Zephyr, mouthing the word ‘sorry’.

      “Very good, sir,” the intelligent agent says, sounding slightly offended.

      “The Xelurians have had spaceflight almost as long as the Brailack and have a thriving economy—their penchant for eating Brailack notwithstanding,” Gabe offers. “They likely have no space traffic control system due to their aggressive dislike of authority. I suspect a compromise is that the larger cities have localized air traffic control systems, while the planet as a whole does not.”

      Wil grunts. “Great, space libertarians.”

      “What’s that?” Maxim asks, walking around a large pile of webbing.

      “Nothing.” Wil uses his wristcomm to browse through the settings for Jarvis.

      As the cargo ramp begins to lift, Bennie says over the comms, “Good luck out there. Don’t get eaten.”

      “I hate him,” Wil mumbles as they walk towards the far end of the structure, where a door is half open. “Let’s get this over with.”
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          Princess, Castle, Blah Blah

        

      

    

    
      “Just another three blocks, then a left, then two blocks, and it’s on the corner,” Bennie instructs over the comms.

      The team has been creeping through the shadows for five blocks already. The run-down industrial section they’d landed in has given way to more commercial and residential-looking streets.

      After few more minutes of skulking, Wil asks, “That’s where they live?” He is pointing at several large bulbous structures attached to a tower that’s at least ten feet in diameter and he guesses two hundred and fifty feet tall. Each dwelling seems to be a series of spheres attached to one another. It reminds Wil of frogspawn in a pond.

      “Were you speaking to me, sir?” Jarvis asks from the speaker in the armor’s helmet. “Xelurian clans build those structures from basic materials and webbing. As they spin the web, their bodies add an extra enzyme that causes the web material to harden into a compound of similar tensile strength to Fendurrium.”

      Wil sighs. “No, Jarvis. That wasn’t directed at you.”

      “It is indeed their living space,” Gabe responds. “Xelurian clans build those structures from—”

      Wil waves the rest of Gabe’s answer short, then lets out a low whistle. “Impressive, even if it does look like frogspawn.”

      “Down,” Maxim says from the lead position of their procession, his armor’s active camouflage making him almost entirely invisible. The others all crouch low as three Xelurians walk past their hiding spot. The Xelurians appear to be out shopping, as one of them is clutching several bags of various sizes.

      After a few beats, the team continue on in silence, careful to not be seen.
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      “According to my sensors, there are thirty beings in that structure. One is Brailack,” Gabe says, from behind the dumpster they are crouched behind.

      Maxim turns to Wil. “See, nothing to worry about.”

      Wil says nothing at first, shaking his head slowly. “Can you tell how many are in each dwelling? Also, how do we get up there?”

      “Sir, was—” Jarvis starts.

      “No!” Wil hisses.

      Everyone stares at Wil, who just shakes his head.

      “According to my scans, there is a freight elevator in the center of the tower,” Gabe says. His eyes are glowing dull yellow, narrowed as if squinting. “It would seem that the Xelurians prefer to not carry larger items up to their nests themselves. It is difficult to determine from this range where the various life signs are, but I believe there are only eight in the second dwelling from the top, in addition to the one Brailack.”

      Wil sighs. “Almost the top, of course. Okay, Max and Gabe are team one, Zephyr and I are team two. Team one goes in, secures the lift, we’ll follow. Then we go up.”

      At his signal, Maxim and Gabe dash across the street to the base of the large tower. The first of the clan dwellings is forty feet above. By the time Wil and Zephyr join them, Gabe has hacked the controls. Once everyone is in the lift, Gabe says, “Going up.”

      Wil looks up at the bot. “Maybe less Earth TV for you?”

      Gabe only grins.
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      When the lift doors part, Wil sees a scene right out of his nightmares: webbing is strung all over the interior of the bulbous structure. Recessed lighting casts the entire area into eerie shadow. Creatures that look like regular spiders are climbing all over the space. “What are those?” he asks, pointing.

      “I believe they insects,” Gabe replies.

      Maxim and Zephyr activate their armor’s camouflage and leave the lift, each taking a side as they scout and secure the landing. Gabe looks down at Wil, who is standing stock still. “Captain?” he says over the comms, his mouth not moving. Wil doesn’t move or acknowledge him. “Captain, are you okay?” he asks, more urgent this time.

      “Wil!” Zephyr hisses over the comms. “Pull yourself together.”

      “His heart is racing,” Gabe says, who has accessed the computer in Wil’s armor. “I believe he may be having a panic attack.”

      “After analyzing the Captain’s physiology, I concur,” Jarvis offers.

      “I don’t feel so good,” Wil mumbles, not taking his eyes off the scene before him. The sound of his breathing is loud over the channel.

      “This isn’t good,” Maxim says.

      Zephyr comes back to the lift. “Gabe, stay with him. We’ll get Len-Lu.”

      Gabe inclines his head. “Very good.” He looks down at Wil, who is now quite pale and visibly soaked with sweat. “Oh, my.” Re-accessing Wil’s armor, he instructs it to inject a mild sedative. Wil slumps as Gabe catches him. “I have you.”

      “I can make the armor rigid to support him if that helps,” Jarvis tells Gabe.

      “It would, thank you.”
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      “Just like old times,” Maxim says, as he moves into a smaller corridor-like structure leading off the elevator landing. Zephyr is just ten paces behind him, also nearly invisible.

      “Which old time would that be? I don’t recall any missions to houses of horrors on monster worlds.” She grins, even though he can only see her as an outline in his heads-up display.

      “Well, I mean, you and I on a mission, just us. When was the last time? It was before you got the desk job—four cycles ago now? Klimtash!” he says. “It was Klimtash Seven.”

      Zephyr groans. “Yeah that’s right. That was a dren show; bad intel, poor planning, more bad guys than expected.” She crawls up some webbing toward the location Gabe has marked. “Let’s hope Gabe’s sensors are better than that intel was.” Lifting her head to look over the edge of the entry, she ducks back down quickly. “Five,” she hisses.

      “That’s a lot.”

      Zephyr climbs back down. “I didn’t see Len-Lu. Maybe she’s not in this chamber?”

      “We’re lucky these kidnappers aren’t very active, no patrols or sentries,” Maxim says, looking around.

      “Guessing they figure no one knows where they are. As far as they know, they’re just waiting for their friends to get back with a crate of money and a Brailack luxury yacht.” Zephyr starts to climb further along the web to another opening. “I’m thinking we close up that entry when we’re ready. Five less bad guys isn’t a bad thing.”

      The burly ex-Peacekeeper nods. “Sounds good. I’ll plant the charges.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          Save the Princess, Win the Game

        

      

    

    
      “Found her,” Zephyr says. She has crawled further into the egg-sack shaped dwelling than she’d prefer. “There are three of them with her.”

      “I like those odds,” Maxim says, lifting his armored wristcomm. “Ready?”

      “Let’s do this,” his companion says, her armored faceplate hiding her sly grin.

      Maxim taps a control on his wristcomm, and a second later they hear the muffled whump of the charges he has planted near the other chamber. Without a word, he rushes forward after Zephyr.

      Pushing her way along the web material into the chamber, Zephyr immediately levels her pulse rifle at the nearest Xelurian kidnapper and opens fire. Red hot plasma rounds burn through the hulking creature’s body. “One down,” she says. The multi-limbed creature twitches as it hits the ground.

      “Two,” Maxim adds stepping over the body of a smaller—possibly juvenile— Xelurian, its body similarly smoking. He kicks a large and mean-looking rifle away from the corpse.

      The third and final kidnapper is pressed against the back wall of the round chamber, the much smaller Len-Lu held in one of its massive clawed hands, bound tightly in webbing. “Stop!” it screams. In its free hand, it is carrying a large pistol.

      Both ex-Peacekeepers deactivate their armor, retracting their face-shields, and step towards the remaining kidnapper. “You have one chance,” Zephyr says. “Let the Brailack go, and we’ll let you live.”

      “How did you—”

      “We’re not here to talk,” Zephyr interrupts. “Your friends, the ones who went to the exchange location, they’re dead. We killed them. We’ll kill you too.”

      “You—you’re Peacekeepers!” the kidnapper stammers.

      “Ex-Peacekeepers,” Maxim corrects.

      Zephyr tuts without bothering to take her eyes from the kidnapper. “Choose. Now.”

      From somewhere inside the structure, she can hear roaring and the scuttling of many, many legs. The Xelurian tosses its hostage toward Maxim. Len-Lu is bound from her neck down to her toes in sticky webbing, looking like a ridiculously large maggot with a green face. Maxim catches her as gently as he can and tucks her under one arm. “Time to go.” He looks back the way they came. “Gabe,” he says into his wristcomm, “what’s going on?”
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      Wil stirs. “What..?”

      “I had to give you a mild sedative, Captain,” Gabe explains. “I apologize. You appeared to be in the middle of a panic attack. Your armor was very cooperative.”

      Standing up, Wil nods. “Thanks, pal. I’m glad you’ve got my back.” He looks around. “Where are the others?”

      “I have your back too,” Wil’s armor chimes in. He ignores it.

      “They departed seven centocks ago,” Gabe says.

      Wil swears. “Okay, no sense trying to catch up now—we’d likely cause more trouble than it’d be worth.”

      Gabe nods. “I concur. I have bypassed the tower’s control system so that other residents may not summon the lift. However, that will likely draw attention eventually.”

      “Yeah, hopefully it’s not moving day.” Wil looks down the passage, just as a whump rumbles down its length, causing the small spider creatures to scatter. “Gross.” He glances back at Gabe just as the sound of pulse-rifle fire echoes down the passage. “Get ready.”

      Gabe’s eyes turn red, and each forearm starts to transform. His hands morph back into his arms as twin pulse-blaster barrels rise from his forearms and slide forward to where his hands had been. “The trapped Xelurians will clear the rubble shortly.”

      Wil whistles appreciatively at Gabe’s modifications. He nods towards a section of wall. “There anything on the other side of that?”

      “Besides the outside? No.”

      Wil turns to the webbing-turned-construction material, and fires. The material resists his pulse-rifle fire.

      “As hard as Fendurrium, remember?” the bot says, then turns and opens fire with his much more powerful cannons. At first, the structure seems to be resisting the weapons fire, just as it had with Wil’s rifle—but slowly cracks appear, and a slight reddish glow begins to form. A few blasts later the material loses all integrity and crumbles, falling to the ground outside with a loud crash.

      Wil leans out the hole. “Well, that’ll attract attention.” He reaches behind him to the armored pack hidden under his brown leather duster. His hand emerges with what looks like a suction cup, which he affixes to the outside of the structure just beyond the hole Gabe has made.

      From down the corridor, there’s a low rumble, followed by lots of roaring. Gabe turns to Wil. “The other five Xelurians have escaped the chamber they were trapped in.”

      Over the comms Maxim asks, “Gabe, what’s going on?”

      “The spider-bears you trapped are free and on their way,” Wil says. “Gotta find a different exit.” He leans out the hole again. “There a window you can jump out of?”

      Maxim groans at the news, then replies, “Actually, yes.”

      “Okay, I’ve got a line secured to the building. I can swing out and catch one of you.”

      “Uh, there are two of us.” Some muffled noise comes over the comm. “Technically three,” Zephyr adds.

      “I can catch Zephyr. My thrusters can support her weight. The captain’s repelling line is rated sufficiently to support both himself and Maxim.”

      Wil turns to Gabe. “Wait. You can fly?”
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      “This should be interesting,” Maxim says, as he looks out the now-shattered window. The surviving kidnapper is still cowering in the corner—or what would be the corner if the structure they are in wasn’t more or less spherical. Turning to look down at Len-Lu, Maxim announces: “Here we go.” Then he steps out the window and falls.

      Len-Lu’s scream is muffled by the webbing covering her mouth.

      Zephyr walks to the edge of the blown-out window and turns back to the Xelurian. “I’d find a new line of work, if I were you.” Then she too drops from sight.

      “Go,” Gabe instructs, from their own section of the structure. Wil jumps out the hole without missing a beat. Dropping into a wide swinging arc, he sails through the air until he collides with Maxim.

      “Gotcha, big guy!” Wil shouts, as his armor magnetically secures itself to the big Palorian’s. “Next stop, ground floor, women’s lingerie, and cosmetics.” The line attached to the slim pack on his back begins to rapidly unwind, making what would be a full-speed plummet to their deaths a slightly slower plummet to their only-probable-deaths.

      Seconds later, Gabe launches himself out of the hole. Thrusters hidden in his calves emerge and ignite. Within seconds, he has plucked Zephyr from her free fall and is gracefully sailing to the ground. She looks up at him and grins. “Pretty slick, the flying.”

      “Indeed,” the bot nods, his eyes now yellow again.

      As Wil and Maxim pass the structure below the one they’re fleeing, Wil spies several Xelurians staring open-mouthed out the window. He waves—and at that moment the line jerks. He and Maxim look up to see two Xelurians leaning out a window, pulling on it.

      “Well damn,” Wil sighs, wiggling to give Maxim room to lean back and fire one-handed, while still holding the wriggling bundle that is Len-Lu. The Xelurians dodge the fire and reach for the line again. This time one manages to cut it while the other holds tight. “Double damn,” Wil says, as their descent slows, countered by the upward pull of the Xelurians. He looks at Maxim. “You haven’t been keeping the ability to fly from me, have you?”

      “Afraid not,” the big Palorian says, peppering the side of the structure with weapons fire. Below them, Gabe and Zephyr have touched down. Zephyr’s voice comes over the comms: “What’s going on?”

      “Spider-bears, being—well, you know, spiders. They’re pulling us up, faster than my line can lower us.” Wil looks around. “Got a plan though.”

      “Kel save them,” Zephyr mutters.

      “Hey Jarvis, show me where to fire to shatter the window we passed by a few microtocks ago.”

      “Oh, you need me, do you?” Before Wil can answer, his armor continues huffily, “I’ve updated the HUD. You’re welcome.”

      As they approach the window, Wil and Maxim take aim. The Xelurian family that had gawked at Wil as they dropped past is gone, likely rushing for the tower’s freight elevator. “Now!” Wil shouts.

      The window doesn’t last long under their fire and as they near the top, both men grab the edge and pull themselves down and in, just as Jarvis detaches the repelling line from the pack on Wil’s back.

      “Gabe can come get you!” Zephyr shouts over the comms.

      “I could probably carry the Captain,” Gabe replies. “Though he has put on weight lately.”

      “Hey!” Wil shouts, running his hands over the midsection of his armor.

      “However,” Gabe continues, “Maxim masses much more than my thrusters can carry, not to mention the weight of Len-Lu. I am sorry.”

      “They’re coming down!” Zephyr warns, just as Wil sees the first few pointy spider legs reach around the ruined frame of the window.

      “Here!” Maxim yells, as he overturns what Wil assumes is a couch, propping Len-Lu behind the makeshift barricade. Both men duck for cover as the first Xelurian drops in and immediately opens fire. “They’re mad,” the big Palorian says dryly.

      Wil pops up over the couch and opens fire, dropping two of the large aliens. He ducks back down just as a chunk of the couch explodes. “Well, this thing isn’t going to last.” Another piece of couch explodes, right next to Len-Lu, who resumes her muffled screaming. Leaning down to look at the terrified Brailack, Wil says, “Don’t worry, we’re professionals.” Another chunk of couch explodes just then, causing Wil to fall backward, swearing.

      “I’m sure that reassured her.” Maxim stands up, his rifle on full automatic. “Let’s go!” He grabs his wriggling charge, turns, and bolts further into the residence they’ve taken refuge in.

      “God, I hope the spider-bear Brady’s aren’t in here somewhere,” Wil says, jumping to follow his friend.

      Maxim is planting the last of his charges near the opening of the room they have just left, as Wil retreats past him. “Fire in the hole!” he shouts, pressing a control on his wristcomm. The charges explode, partially collapsing the wall of the tunnel hallway, partially blocking off the entrance to the living space they’ve just vacated.

      More weapons fire strikes the incomplete barricade from the other side, causing both men to crouch as they back towards the freight elevator in the central spine of the building. “Hey Gabe! Can you unlock the freight lift? Work with Jarvis!” Wil shouts, firing back towards the living space, which is now full of Xelurians.

      “Of course, Captain,” replies the bot.

      “Wil, Maxim, we’re starting to attract attention down here. Gabe and I are across the street behind a dumpster, but what look like civil authorities are beginning to arrive,” Zephyr warns.

      “Shit, that complicates things,” Wil exhales, checking the charge on his weapon.

      “Go up, you drennogs!” Bennie shouts over the comms.
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      The Ghost roars into the airspace overhead, causing Xelurians in the street to scatter. The small warship’s floodlights are all on, illuminating most of the block. With the repulsor lifts at full power to keep the ship hovering in place, the noise is deafening.

      Wil and Gabe emerge from a service panel at the top of the tower, Len-Lu still under Maxim’s arm. “Ready when you are, Bennie!” Wil shouts into the comms.

      The Ghost lowers itself, the cargo ramp descending at the same time. In moments, both armored men are clambering up the cargo ramp and the Ghost is rising free of the tower. Just as Wil is reaching to check his wristcomm and contact the remaining two members of his crew, Gabe, with Zephyr held tight against his chest, rises from below them and gently takes a step onto the ramp, his thrusters powering off. “Captain.”

      Wil whistles appreciatively. As all four members of the Ghost crew walk up the ramp as it closes, the open cargo airlock door a welcome sight.
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      “We’ll wait for a tock to take off, just in case they’re looking for outbound craft,” Wil says, as he spins in the pilot’s chair, having relieved Bennie and moved the Ghost several hundred kilometers from the city in the direction of the least populated part of the planet. “Should be safe enough here. I think.” The Ghost is sitting in what they assume is an abandoned waterfront. The remains of warehouses line what once must have been a great river, but is now only a brackish trickle in the center of the kilometers-wide riverbed. “The stealth systems should have confused any sensors they had looking for us long enough to land.”

      Len-Lu, now free of her web cocoon, is sitting at one of the unused bridge stations, picking bits of webbing off of her.

      Bennie looks at his sister. “Yikes, that’s not pleasant. Been there.”

      Len-Lu hops out of her chair and rushes towards him, pulling him from his seat and smothering him in a hug. “Thank you! Thank you! I thought for sure I was done for!” She turns to the others. “So you’re Bee Bee’s team,” she smiles. “You know, you could have untied me earlier, I’m not used to being luggage.” She casts a look at Maxim, who shrugs, loosening his armor.

      “You get used to it. They lug me around like a handbag all the time,” Bennie grouses.

      “His team?” Wil says.

      Maxim, halfway to the bridge hatch, asks, “Bee Bee?”

      Bennie growls. “Lennie! I told you to never call me that!”

      “Well, the bag is on the cat now, Bee Bee,” Zephyr says, barely stifling a laugh.

      Wil looks at her. “It’s the cat is out of the bag. Why would you put a bag on a cat?”

      “Why would you put one in a bag?” Maxim asks.

      Zephyr shrugs. “What’s a cat?”

      “Anyhow…” Wil says. “Now that we’ve got Lennie safe and sound,” he looks around the bridge, “let’s get out of our fun-time outfits and get on our way to Brai.” He follows Maxim and Zephyr through the hatch.

      Len-Lu looks at the closed hatch, then back to her brother. “Quite the crew you’ve got, brother.”

      Bennie sighs. “You’ve no idea, sis, none.”
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          Missed Connections

        

      

    

    
      Leaving Xelur proves easier than their arrival. With no space control system in place, and the bulk of Xelurian space capability limited to freighters, the Ghost skips the system and jumps into FTL without issue. The ruckus caused by the rescue has already died down.

      “Pass the—what did you call them?” Wil asks, hand outstretched.

      Maxim picks up the dish full of steaming tube-shaped things. “Bojo noodles.” When Wil takes the bowl, the big Palorian reaches for the sauce and hands that over as well.

      “They’re delicious! Let’s make sure to keep some these in the fridge at all times.” Wil passes the bowl to his left, where Len-Lu is sitting, a bit closer to him than he’d prefer.

      Taking the bowl, she says, “I can’t thank you all enough. I thought for sure I was going to be eaten.” She rests a hand on Wil’s leg under the table. “You were all so brave.” Her hand slides up Wil’s thigh a bit.

      Wil makes a strangled kind of sound, and Maxim and Zephyr exchange a look.

      “I am sure I speak for everyone when I say, you are quite welcome,” Gabe replies. He inclines his head in her direction, then turns to the pan he’s monitoring on the cooktop. “The main course is almost ready,” he adds.

      Bennie looks around, pleased. “And this time the Ghost isn’t a smoking wreck. That’s different!” When Wil doesn’t immediately say something, he glances at his sister, then back at Wil, and narrows his eyes. “No,” he warns, wagging a finger.

      “Dude!” Wil says, scooting away from Len-Lu as much as the crowded bench will allow.

      “Bee Bee! I’m an adult! So is your Captain!” Len-Lu sticks her green tongue out at her brother, as Wil tries to scoot even further away from the ex-hostage, finally pushing Bennie off the bench and standing up awkwardly.

      Len-Lu makes a sad-sounding noise as she stares at Wil, then snaps at Bennie: “You ruin everything.”

      Wil clears his throat. “Yes, well. How about I help you with dinner, Max?”

      Maxim has taken over the cooktop from Gabe. “I’m good, have a seat,” he smirks, and Wil glowers.

      Gabe turns to Len-Lu. “If I may ask, what did the Xelurians hope to accomplish with your kidnapping? The ransom sum, while sizable, was not so large. It would not have kept a group as large as that which we encountered flush for very long.” He takes a plate from Maxim and moves to put it on the table. “Even if they had acquired your parent’s yacht, given its configuration, it would not have been advantageous.” He looks at Bennie and Len-Lu. “It was far too small.”

      The Brailack woman smiles at Wil, despite Gabe having asked the question. “The matriarch was quite chatty during my captivity, likely because she planned to eat me and any who came to pay the ransom.”

      “Well, that’s gross,” Wil interjects.

      “She mentioned plans to expand her clan’s influence in the Martok sector. Apparently, there was already a buyer for the yacht, and that money plus the ransom would have helped purchase an asteroid in that sector to use as a base of operations.” She smiles at each member of the crew—except Bennie, whom she sticks her tongue out at—then her gaze settles on Wil again. “Did you kill her?”

      “We only killed the two you saw us take out,” Zephyr replies.

      “Plus those who came to collect the ransom,” Maxim adds.

      The small Brailack woman looks down. “Then no, you didn’t. She wasn’t in the room, but was in the building somewhere. I’m almost certain.”

      “Must have been in the other room,” Maxim offers.

      “Maybe we got her when we fought the rest of them in that other apartment?” Wil wonders.

      “At any rate, you are safe now, and it is unlikely she’ll try again,” Gabe says. “I suspect the losses to her clan will set them back considerably.”

      Len-Lu smiles. “I can’t thank you enough. How can I ever repay you?”

      Wil raises a hand. “No worries, your parents are paying plenty.” He smiles, then ducks as Zephyr hurls a dinner-roll at him.
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          Homecoming

        

      

    

    
      A few days of FTL and the crew of the Ghost is back in the massive dining hall of what Wil has taken to calling Castle Grayskull, much to everyone’s confusion. This time the crowd at the castle is smaller—cousins of a certain level and beyond were not invited, it seems. Wil is just happy to have avoided Len-Lu’s affections for the entire trip, which has been no easy task.

      “The Vulvo family is once again whole, thanks to the valiant efforts of our son, Ben-Ari and his crew.” Carr-Ari gestures to each member of the crew in turn, nodding to each. “Thank you.”

      “It was our pleasure,” Wil replies. “And your payment is more than thanks eno—” Zephyr nudges him, very hard, causing him to wheeze. “It was a big payment,” he moans, giving her the evil eye.

      Carr-Ari coughs once. “Yes, well, please enjoy our hospitality. And rest assured, we’ve made up a suite for you to make use of tonight, so that you don’t have to trek all the way back to the spaceport.”
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      As the party to celebrate Len-Lu’s return rages on, Zephyr and Maxim slip out of the building. “Let’s go for a walk, I’ve never seen Pooraj from the ground,” Zephyr says, taking her large companion’s hand.

      “Well, technically you’ll only see a tiny percentage of it… unless you’re planning on us leaving the Ghost and spending the next thirty solar cycles or so walking the city,” Maxim quips as they exit the Vulvo compound. “This city is enormous.”

      After a block or two, Zephyr breaks the companionable silence. “That was something.”

      Maxim grunts. “It was. If you ever tell Wil, I’ll deny it, but I was just as creeped out by those Xelurians as he was. Had you ever seen one before the other day?” He shudders. “So disturbing. No amount of reading about them could have prepared me for that.” He looks up at the night sky. “I know it’s insensitive, but jeez, what nightmares.”

      Zephyr chuckles softly. “Your secret is safe with me, my love. And no, I hadn’t. I mean I knew of them, same as you; I’d read the descriptions, the intel reports, but nothing can prepare you for the reality. Even when they attacked Brailack assets at the fringes, we never saw them—just blasted or chased off their ships. I mean, that webbing stuff, it was so sticky.” It is her turn to shudder. “Glad it was Bennie and not us.”

      “Indeed,” her companion agrees.

      As they near a corner, she picks a direction at random, guiding them down a street lined with shops and cafes. Countless Brailack are walking along the road, shopping or stopping for a snack or a drink.

      Maxim nods at one. “I didn’t know they came in blue.” An elderly Brailack man is sitting at a table, playing a game with a much younger female. She’s the same shade of green as Bennie.

      “Me either. Maybe they turn blue as they get older?” Zephyr offers.

      “Can’t be that, Bennie’s parents are similar to him in coloring.”

      She grunts and nods. “True. You realize, it’s amazing how little we know about other races. I mean, we each spent time in this system as Peacekeepers, but don’t know much about Brailack, their society—or their enemies, for that matter.”

      They turn another corner, onto another street much like the last. “I guess the Peacekeepers just never shared much,” Maxim offers. “It never occurred to me until we were out, but yeah, Command keeps the lower ranks in the dark on a lot of things.” He gestures to an empty table at a sidewalk cafe. As Zephyr takes a seat, he eyes the chair skeptically. “Tiny little people,” he grumbles, feeling the small chair bend slightly under his weight.

      Zephyr watches, grinning.

      A young Brailack woman comes out of the cafe, looking at her data tablet. “What can I get you?” She asks, then looks up. “Oh, my. Peacekeepers?”

      Zephyr smiles. “Ex-Peacekeepers. A grum for me, please.”

      “Same,” Maxim says, forcing a smile.

      “Sure thing, big guy.” The woman winks and heads back into the cafe.

      “What do you think we’ll do next?” Maxim asks, looking around the street. Hundreds of Brailack are coming and going, only a few casting a glance their way as they go about their business.

      Zephyr tilts her head. “What you mean? Like, tomorrow?”

      “Further out than that—”

      The waitress returns and puts the two glasses of grum on the small table between the Palorians. “Anything else?”

      Zephyr shakes her head. “No thank you.”

      “Actually,” Maxim says. “We’re curious… a little while ago, we saw an elderly Brailack man, and his skin was bluish. We didn’t know Brailack came in blue.”

      Zephyr makes a face at her companion’s choice of words.

      The waitress nods. “Oh, yeah. Blue Brailack are pretty rare. They’re from an island in the southern hemisphere, they rarely leave it. That old-timer must be on vacation or something.”

      “Why are they blue?” Zephyr asks.

      “There’s an enzyme in a plant that’s their primary staple—eat enough of it and the pigments in the skin turn blue.”

      “Ah, interesting. Thank you,” Maxim says.

      The waitress smiles and turns to leave. Maxim watches her go then turns back to Zephyr. “I mean next as in what’s next? Another mission for Farsight Corporation? More privateering for Harrith? Do you have any other friends who might need us to save the galaxy?” He quirks a smile as he says the last bit, then takes a long sip of his grum. “Oh, this is pretty good. Who’d have guessed?”

      “I’ve heard the Brailack brew a version of grum that’s better than most.” Zephyr takes a sip of her own. “Oh my, you’re not wrong. Wonder what they do to it? Anyhow, I don’t know. I suppose once Wil and Bennie recover from the hangover they’re building up to right now, we’ll decide as a crew.” She raises an eyebrow, “Did you have anything specific in mind?”

      “Yeah. Probably,” Maxim agrees, “No, not really. Just been thinking about our future. I mean the Ghost is a great crew and family, but no place for kids, right?”

      “Children?” Zephyr sets her glass down, her blue tinted skin darkening slightly. “Odd time to bring that up?”

      “Is there a good time?” Maxim counters, “We could discuss it more next time we’re in a fire fight with a monster or legion of angry pirates.” He grins lopsidedly.

      “Calm down,” Zephyr chides, “Just saying that children isn’t something we’ve done much talking about. I was caught off guard.”

      Maxim looks down at his glass. “Let’s get some of this to bring back to the ship.” He stands up, squeezing out of the tiny chair.

      Zephyr moves to follow, then rests her hand on his arm, “You know I’d raise children with you wherever we are, and they’d be amazing.”

      He smiles, “They would be.”
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          The Morning After

        

      

    

    
      Wil walks into the main lounge of the ridiculously opulent suite Bennie’s parents have provided. The smell of cooking bacon is enough to drive him to motion, despite the raging headache he’s suffering from. “Who do I have to kiss for breakfast?”

      Zephyr turns from the cooktop. “Not me. You look like dren by the way.”

      Wil half sits, half collapses into the bench at the dining room table. “Oh, that’s good, since that’s how I feel. Wouldn’t want to not look the part.” He reaches up and rubs his temples. Zephyr lets out a laugh that makes Wil wince. “Less of that, please.” He looks around the lounge area. “Where is everyone?”

      “Maxim went to take a shower after getting the bacon from the Ghost. I have no idea where Bennie or Gabe are.” She moves the bacon to a plate and joins Wil at the table. “Save some for Maxim.”

      Wil looks at the plate of still-sizzling bacon, and grimaces. “Not a problem.” He takes two pieces and starts moving them around his plate.

      “So how did the rest of the party go?” Zephyr asks, taking a piece of bacon and shoving the whole thing in her mouth. “Mmmm. Your world really is full of wonders.”

      Wil takes a breath. “Just the one wonder, really.” He takes a bite of bacon then continues. “I don’t remember a great deal about last night. I’m not even sure how I got up here.” He gestures to the luxury suite they are sitting in. The lounge area is surrounded by doors leading to the several sleeping rooms.

      “That was me,” Gabe says, walking into the lounge from the door that leads to one of the rooms. “You and Bennie were unable to walk, so I carried you both up here and put you to bed.”

      “Uh, I woke up naked,” Wil says, starting to blush.

      “It was my understanding from Bennie that you sleep in the nude,” Gabe offers, coming to stand near the table.

      Zephyr stifles another laugh as Wil makes a sour-looking face. “Wait.” He holds up a finger. “One, why are you Bennie discussing my sleeping habits?” He raises another finger. “Two, that doesn’t mean you needed to undress me.” He looks around. “God, this is nightmare fuel.”

      Zephyr has given up trying to control her laughter and is slapping the table repeatedly, tears in her eyes.

      Gabe tilts his head. “Forgive me, Captain. I was simply attempting to make sure you were comfortable. I assure you, your privacy is paramount, I would never discuss anything I saw—”

      “—you mean, like when you and Bennie chat about how I sleep?” Wil interrupts.

      “That was an isolated incident, I assure you. Bennie was traumatized and needed to—”

      “—traumatized? By what?” Wil is turning a shade of red that Zephyr has never seen.

      “What’s going on?” Maxim asks, entering the lounge.

      Before Wil or Gabe can answer, Zephyr does. “Wil got super drunk, and Gabe brought him back here and undressed him, before tucking him in.” She takes a bite of bacon. “Oh, and Gabe and Bennie talk about Wil sleeping naked.”

      “That is not!—well, I mean, technically—Jesus!” Wil says, throwing his arms up. “Gabe, from this point forward, never, ever, undress me.”

      “What if—”

      “Never,” Wil cuts him off. His face and voice are making it clear that no further discussion is needed.

      “Of course, Captain,” Gabe says, inclining his head.

      Maxim, who has stopped at the threshold of the lounge, is just staring at each of his crew mates in turn. He shakes himself and walks over to the table to grab a piece of bacon. Putting one hand on Wil’s shoulder, he says, “Don’t worry, I doubt he’s seen very many. He won’t have anything to compare against.”

      Zephyr erupts in laughter, nearly falling off the stool she’s been sitting on. Wil turns an even deeper shade of red. “Fuck off!”

      “I have in fact seen—” Gabe begins.

      Wil levels a finger at Gabe. “One more word.”

      Gabe closes his mouth.

      “Why are you all being so loud?” Bennie asks, walking in and rubbing his temples.

      “Wil got drunk and Gabe—” Zephyr starts.

      “No!” Wil shouts, then winces. Standing up, he announces: “I’m going back to that super comfy bed in my room.”
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          Momma Spider-Bears

        

      

    

    
      “We’ve been cleared out of the Brai system,” Zephyr reports, looking up from her station.

      “Sounds good.” Wil brings the Ghost on to a heading out of the gravity well of the planetary system. “Looks like ten centocks to FTL.” He turns his chair to face Bennie’s station. “So, that’s your family, huh?”

      Bennie looks at him, deadpan. “Yes...”

      “Pretty rich,” Wil adds.

      “Very.” Bennie hasn’t taken his eyes off Wil. Maxim and Zephyr are watching intently.

      “Maybe—”

      “No. Whatever you were going to say, no. I don’t like visiting Brai, I don’t have any intentions of returning any time soon. No, whatever it is, no.”

      “But, dude—” Wil starts.

      “No!” Bennie says, turning back to look at his myriad displays, which he stabs to punctuate his reply.

      “Fine, I think it—ouch!” Wil rubs his forehead, where a red mark is forming from the data PADD that just careened off his head to clatter to the floor near the main display screen. “Asshole,” he groans.

      “Wil, picking up a small craft on an intercept course,” Zephyr says, breaking Wil out of his thoughts of bloody revenge on Bennie. “Putting it on screen.”

      The main display flickers to a zoomed-in view of a small craft. A freighter possibly. “What is it?” Wil asks.

      “Unknown. It’s not broadcasting any identification,” Zephyr replies.

      “Raising shields, arming weapons,” Maxim says. The lighting in the bridge shifts to a red color.

      “I guess hail them. Doesn’t look like they’re much of a threat,” Wil says, making minor adjustments to their course. The small vessel adjusts too, definitely trying to intercept them.

      “Picking up power readings,” Maxim warns. The small craft is now a mere two million kilometers from the Ghost.

      “Going evasive! Zee, call your pals on that corvette, what’s its name? Enforced Peace?, this is their job!” Wil throws the controls hard to one side, banking the Ghost in a tight arc, up and over from their original trajectory. The small craft continues to close in.

      “Missiles!” Maxim says, slightly louder than his regular voice. The sound of the aft weapons opening firing reverberates through the ship.

      “They’re replying,” Zephyr says, as the screen switches from the view of the attacking craft to an image that causes Wil’s heart to skip a beat.

      A Xelurian has appeared on screen. But where the bear-like parts of the Xelurians they’ve encountered up until now have all been brown or black, this one is more like a polar bear in appearance. “I will destroy you!” a decidedly female sounding voice says.

      Wil glances over to Zephyr. “Must be momma spider-bear?”

      “As good a guess as any,” she replies as the Ghost lurches—one of the missiles has made it past Maxim’s defensive fire.

      “No damage,” the tactical officer says gruffly.

      “Look ma’am, we don’t want trouble, and I’d hate to kill you, but you know, we will. Your clan brought this on yourselves. I mean, you had to know there was risk in kidnapping a super wealthy, super popular Brailack.”

      “All you had to do was pay the ransom! You’ve ruined us!”

      “Uh, I mean, you made these choices. As my grandma used to say before whacking my hands with a stick, back on her—” At this, the Xelurian matriarch roars. “—make better choices!” Wil finishes. He makes a slicing motion and the screen goes back to the forward view of space that it usually shows.

      “Wil, the Enforced Peace is en route,” Zephyr reports. “We should keep evading and let them deal with it.”

      “Why? Maxim can blast that crazy spider-bear out of the sky, easy,” Wil says, pushing the Ghost down and around, back towards Brai, and further into the gravity well of the planet.

      “Because if we destroy that ship,” Maxim answers, “Turin will have to detain us while she investigates. If she saves us from a deranged Xelurian, she’ll ask a few questions and send us on our way.” He adds, “more missiles incoming. That is an impressive little ship. Wonder where she got it?”

      When the weapons-fire had started, the other hundred or so ships of various sizes in the area had all started to scatter. Freighters of all classes are forming a cloud of moving obstacles that Wil is moving around and behind. Luckily, most have shields enough to absorb some of the stray weapons-fire. Wil brings the Ghost around behind a massive bulk freighter, and accelerates the moment the Xelurians’ small attack craft is blocked, putting some distance between them. The Ghost rocks again as another missile still manages to find them and make contact.

      “Enforced Peace is here!” Zephyr shouts over an alarm that has started to warble from the main console in front of Wil. “Opening fire.”

      Wil presses a button to refocus the main display on the attacking Xelurian matriarch, just as her ship is ripped to pieces by Peacekeeper blaster bolts. “Well that wasn’t too bad.”

      “A bit anti-climactic, if you ask me,” Bennie says from his station. He stands and stretches, before heading for the hatch leading off the bridge. “I’m getting a snack.”

      Wil looks at Maxim, then Zephyr. “Any other races out there that might give me nightmares? You know, so I can prepare myself.”

      Maxim raises his hand. “You’ve seen Gwaptars, right?” He shudders.
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          Old Bosses

        

      

    

    
      As the Ghost approaches the edge of the gravity well of Brai, Zephyr looks up from her screen. “Uh, Wil, incoming Comm.”

      Wil looks up from his station. “Okay? Who is it?”

      “Xarrix,” Zephyr says, her disgust not well hidden.

      “The fuck does he want? Fine, put him through.” Wil sits up straighter in his chair.

      The main display switches from the ship’s diagnostic it was displaying to the familiar reptilian visage of infamous crime boss and all around horrible being, Xarrix. “The fuck do you want, lizard-face?” Wil growls at the screen.

      Xarrix smirks. “Come now. You can’t still be mad—”

      Wil cuts him off. “You put a price on our heads, for doing a job for you.”

      Xarrix waves away the retort. “Oh come on. That was ages ago.”

      “Barely a cycle,” Zephyr offers.

      Xarrix squints. “Hmm, well, anyway. I have need of your services, and will pay handsomely.”

      “Upfront? And what services?” Wil says.

      Xarrix lets loose a low growl. “Very well, upfront.”

      “Wil, you can’t be—” Maxim starts.

      Wil looks at Maxim and shakes his head almost imperceptibly. The large Palorian grimaces slightly, but closes his mouth.

      “What’s the job?” Wil asks.

      Xarrix grins. “Excellent. The job is simple. I’ve been hired to put together a protection detail for a salvage operation. I had almost moved on to another contractor, by the way.”

      Wil rolls his hand in a “go on” motion. “And?” he says, as Bennie walks in, sandwich in one hand, water bottle in the other.

      “And nothing. You and your crew have exhibited a propensity for staying alive even against incredible odds and protecting others while you do it. Don’t think I haven’t been following your exploits.” Xarrix tilts his head. “You’re a little hard to ignore.”

      “Because we’re awesome,” Bennie chimes in, balancing the water bottle precariously on the edge of his station.

      Wil mouths well done, then turns back to Xarrix. “Okay, so what’re we protecting? What are you salvaging?”

      “I’ll provide the details, and payment when you arrive at Fury.”

      “I hate Fury,” Zephyr grumbles, barely under her breath.

      The crime boss glances at her. “Yes well, this has been fun, I have so missed conversing with you Wil. I’m transferring details now. See you soon.” He raises a scaled hand and wiggles his fingers.

      When the screen goes dark, Wil turns to Maxim. “Sorry buddy. I wasn’t trying to be rude, I wanted to hear him out.” He turns to the others. “So, what do you think?”

      “Xarrix can grolack himself,” Maxim says.

      “How much money?” Bennie asks.

      Zephyr squints at Bennie, tutting. “Well… I am a little curious about the money, too.” She glances at Maxim, who’s glaring at her. “What? Now that we’re not Peacekeepers, I’ve realized how much stuff costs!”

      Wil nods to Zephyr. “Take a look.”

      She turns to her console, accessing the file that Xarrix has transmitted. She lets out a low whistle. “Wow.”

      Bennie leans forward in his chair. “What? How much? Come on!”

      Zephyr turns to the others. “A lot. Almost a million credits.”

      “That’s a dren-load of money,” Maxim admits.

      “We could fill the hold and swim around in that many credits,” Bennie says, rubbing his little green hands together.

      “Okay, chill out Scrooge McDuck. There will be no swimming around in our money. For one thing, I don’t think it’d work. For another, that’s disgusting, I don’t want to touch a single credit that’s been anywhere near your nethers.”

      “Scrooge mac-what? Nethers?” Bennie looks at Zephyr, who shakes her head, then at Maxim, who does the same.

      Wil waves his hand. “Not important. Zephyr, get us cleared for departure if you wouldn’t mind.” Tilting his head towards the ceiling, he says, “Gabe, we’re thinking of taking a job for Xarrix. Pay is kind of ridiculous, in a good way. You okay with that?”

      “I have no issue with that,” the ceiling replies in Gabe’s voice. “Oh, and we are ready to take off at your discretion. I’ve completed the diagnostic I was running on the main reactor.”

      “You were running a diagnostic?”

      “I left a message for you in your inbox.”

      Wil looks around the bridge; Zephyr is resting her face in her hands, Maxim is shaking his head slowly, and Bennie is snickering.

      “Oh, yeah, well sure. Thanks, bud!” Wil says, scooting around in his chair to get comfortable. “Everyone ready?”

      Zephyr turns. “We’re cleared for departure.”

      Wil grabs the flight controls and slides the power control forward for the repulsor lifts. “Atmospheric engine ignition in 15 micro tocks.”
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          Same Old Fury, Sorta

        

      

    

    
      “Do you think we’ll be able to scrounge up more XPX-1900s?” Maxim wonders aloud, looking at the planet Fury on the main screen.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised. If you could find them on Trull Prime, you’ll probably find more current models here on Fury,” Wil says.

      Bennie turns in his chair. “I hope I can get my hands on some new multiplexers.”

      “First, we find out what the job is. No spending credits we don’t have yet.” Wil looks right at Bennie.

      The Brailack hacker sighs. “Fine. Where are we landing anyway?”

      On the main display the planet has grown, cities and spaceports now visible. Wil nods towards the screen. “Pulto.”

      “Never heard of it,” Maxim says.

      “Because it sucks,” Bennie says. “There’s nothing good at Pulto Spaceport. Why is Xarrix meeting us there? There isn’t even a night market.”

      Wil shrugs. “He didn’t say. What’s so bad about it?” The ship shudders as it enters the atmosphere. Wil grips the flight controls, adjusting the ship’s course, before glancing at Bennie. “I mean, all of Fury is kind of a shit-hole. I’ve been to a few of the bigger cities over the years doing drop-offs or pickups. Pulto’s new to me.”

      Bennie makes a face. “You ain’t seen nothing. Pulto is one of the older cities. You know, from when the world was being settled. Fury wasn’t always the mostly lawless hellscape it is now. From what I understand, the original settlers were a religious group escaping persecution.”

      “Persecution from whom?” Maxim wonders. Bennie shrugs, either not knowing the answer, or not caring about the answer.

      “I had no idea,” Zephyr says, turning to listen more intently to Bennie. “How long did you live on Fury?”

      Bennie scratches his chin. “Hmmm, I think around twelve solar cycles, maybe thirteen. I didn’t pay much attention. You know, until you and the big man over there—” he gestures to Maxim, who scowls at him, “—barged in and got my workshop destroyed.”

      “Blame Wil, he sent us to you,” Maxim offers.

      “Me?” Wil says, not taking his eyes off the screen. “You should be thanking me, all three of you. I mean, two of you would likely be dead or working in a borrill mine on a Partherian penal colony, and one of you would still be living a really boring life hacking government servers and carrying out corporate espionage for hire. Definitely better, thanks to me.”

      “I liked boring. It paid tremendously well, and no monsters ever tried to kill me,” Bennie retorts. “Anyway, the early settlers, in an effort to jumpstart their new world, were very welcoming of others; offering large swaths of land and such. Partly to boost population numbers quickly, but also to show that being closed off isn’t a good idea—you know, to rub it in their persecutor’s faces or something.

      “Well, they were a little too welcoming, and within ten or twenty cycles there were more towns and cities populated by wildcatters, and those looking for refuge than there were the—” He rubs his head with one hand. “—what were they called?” He claps his hands once. “The Ulop, that’s right. Anyway, yeah, they quickly lost control of the planet. Now they’re more or less confined to Pulto. The rest of the planet leaves them be, and they’re too few to do anything to the other cities and towns.”

      “I’m kind of surprised they haven’t been run off by the rest of the population,” Maxim says.

      “Can’t, they’re the ones that hold the colonial charter. Technically they run Fury. If they left, the GC could come in and crackdown.”

      “Interesting,” Zephyr muses.

      Wil turns slightly. “So... why is it so bad?”

      Bennie smiles. “Oh yeah, that. They are hyper into their religious beliefs and tolerate zero infractions of their religious code. I guess tolerance only goes so far, and it stops dead at breaking their laws.” He turns back to his console, then turns back to Wil. “Oh, and Zephyr and Maxim will have to stay aboard the ship. They aren’t fans of Peacekeepers.”

      “Ex—” Maxim starts.

      “—I know, ex-Peacekeepers. We can certainly stop every four steps to explain the difference, or you two can stay aboard the ship.” Bennie shrugs. “Doesn’t matter to me.”

      As the Ghost begins its final approach toward Pulto and its only spaceport, Zephyr looks at Maxim, then Wil. “We’ll stay aboard and keep an eye on things.”

      Maxim nods in agreement.

      Wil looks at the ceiling. “Hey Gabe, when we land, meet us in the hold, It’s field trip time.”

      “Acknowledged,” the voice of Gabe replies.

      “You know you don’t have to look at the ceiling to activate the ship-wide comms, right?” Maxim asks.

      Wil glances sideways at Maxim. “I know, but then none of you think I’m talking to you.”

      “That actually makes sense,” Zephyr says, smiling. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “You’re going to give him a big head,” Bennie says, hopping down out of his chair and walking towards the bridge hatch. “I’ll be in the hold. Don’t crash.”

      “Asshole,” Wil mutters, bringing the ship down into the large, two-kilometer-wide bowl of the spaceport. Moments later, the Ghost sets down on its designated landing pad.
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          Space Cults, Yay

        

      

    

    
      As the Ghost’s cargo ramp lowers, Wil looks over at Bennie. “You all set?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” the Brailack asks, then starts off down the ramp.

      The spaceport, on the surface, looks just like any other on Fury; kind of dingy, only maintained just enough to keep from being condemned, overcrowded with ships, both working and not, with aliens of all types milling around.

      “Bennie, is there a market outside this spaceport? I did not see one when reviewing the sensor data,” Gabe says, joining the hacker on the duracrete surface of the spaceport. Bennie wiggles one hand in the universal so-so gesture.

      As Wil joins them, the cargo ramp raises. Over the comms, Zephyr says, “Good luck. Don’t let Xarrix swindle us.”

      Wil tuts. “Come on, son,” he says in a deeper voice than his normal one.

      Bennie looks up at him. “What’s that supposed to be?”

      “Never mind. Come on.” Wil starts off towards the exit of the spaceport.
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      “Wow, this is like frontier land, but with aliens,” Wil says. The city beyond the walls of the spaceport is a weird mix of modern and rustic. In the distance, the main residential area is a series of mid-height towers, made of polished stone of some type. The immediate area around the port is full of wooden warehouses and commercial buildings, of various designs and levels of upkeep.

      Most of the people on the street are in red velvety robes, with hoods up over their heads. Visitors stand out, a lot. “Should we procure robes?” Gabe asks.

      Wil shakes his head. “No, it’s probably good we stand out a bit. I’d rather look like any other visitor, than someone trying to blend in.” He glances at a robed figure walking by them. “Plus those look really hot.” He brushes his brown duster open, adjusting the gun belt on his hip. His heavy armor is back aboard the Ghost, since the likelihood of a firefight seems low—plus he hasn’t entirely gotten used to Jarvis.

      “So, what do these folks do? You know, when not praying and stuff,” Wil asks, glancing down at Bennie, then back to the street. Small wheeled cars are bustling up and down the road, some towing small trailers.

      “Farm,” Bennie offers.

      “What do they farm?” Gabe asks. “I was not aware of agriculture on Fury.”

      “Goju.”

      “Come again?” Wil says.

      Gabe replies: “Goju is a fungus that performs exceptionally well in arid environments like that found here on Fury. I am surprised it is not more prevalent, to be honest.”

      “That light brown stuff? Looks like tofu?” Wil asks, remembering that there’s a large container in one of the cupboards, left over from before Wil came aboard the Ghos—back when it was still the Reaper, under the command of Lanksham, the smuggler who saved him from dying alone in his damaged space-pod.

      “I do not know what tofu is, but yes, goju is light brown. It can be prepared many ways and is a staple protein on less wealthy worlds.”

      “This way,” Bennie says, turning left down a side street, following the map on his wristcomm. “Goju tastes like feet. If I never eat it again, it’ll be too soon.” He looks up at Wil. “You’ve probably eaten a ton of it, if you ever ate in a restaurant on this planet. It’s everywhere.”

      “The things you learn,” Wil says.

      “Indeed,” Gabe replies. Then the droid turns his head. “Captain, I believe we are being followed.”

      Wil turns his own head slightly, trying to look as if he’s examining something in the shop window they’re passing.

      “Smooth,” Bennie says, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “Shut it,” Wil mumbles, then takes a quick glance behind them. Without moving his mouth too much, he says, “I couldn’t see anything.”

      “Four beings, approximately one hundred meters behind us.”

      “Wow, that’s some distance,” Wil says, then looks up at Gabe, a full head and a half taller than him. “Guess it wouldn’t be that hard to keep tabs on us, bean pole.”

      Bennie cranes his neck. “Yeah, you kind stand out, Gabe.”

      Gabe is silent for a minute as they continue down the street, then says, “I believe I can remedy that.” With some whirs and clicks, Gabe begins shrinking with each step, until he’s the same height as Wil. “We should take a slight detour before our pursuers reacquire us in their sights.” He takes a right down a narrow alley. Wil and Bennie hurry to keep up.

      “Man, you’re just full of all kind of tricks,” Wil pants. “Those—what did you call them? Originals?—must have been all kinds of fun at parties back in super robot intelligence land.”

      Gabe studies his friend, “Nothing in the data I had access to indicated that the Originals engaged in partying. All indications point to them being a ruling class of cybernetic intelligence. I suspect they took their role quite seriously.

      Bennie chuckles, but continues walking. “Come on, we’re almost there.”
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      “What is that phrase Wil uses? Penny for your thoughts,” Maxim says, sitting at the kitchenette table across from Zephyr, who’s been sitting there silently for several centocks now, slowly spinning her glass of water.

      “Has he ever said what a ‘penny’ is? They must be tremendously valuable, to be offered in exchange for one’s thoughts,” Zephyr replies. Maxim shakes his head: no. “I was thinking about what we talked about back on Brai. I mean, here we are working for Xarrix again, when it didn’t end so well last time.”

      “To be fair, in a way, it did—end well, that is. I mean, we rescued Gabe, cleared our names, saved the Harrith system from being forced to join the GC, and exposed a massive conspiracy within the GC and Peacekeepers.” The big man shrugs. “That’s not nothing.”

      Zephyr nods. “You’re right. On the larger scale, we did a tremendous amount of good. On the smaller scale, we nearly died—more than once—we were hunted by the Consortium for months, and we really didn’t get paid all that well.”

      Maxim takes the glass from his companion, drinks the last of it, and gets up to put the empty glass in the cleaning unit. “I never thought I’d worry so much about money.”

      “Me either.”
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          Tea, Anyone?

        

      

    

    
      “I believe this is our destination,” Gabe says, as they walk up to what looks like a bar but has a sign outside showing that it is a teahouse.

      Bennie points. “This? This is where Xarrix is operating out of?”

      Wil shrugs. “Maybe he just likes tea? He didn’t say this was one of his holdings, though I’ve never known him to meet anywhere he didn’t own or at least control.”

      “He does, in fact, own this establishment,” Gabe offers.

      “How do you know?” Wil asks.

      Gabe shrugs, “I hacked into the public records, which indicated a company called Gretix Holdings owned the building. Further research showed that Gretix Holdings is a subsidiary of Lothrop Incorporated, which, after more research, turns out is majority owned by Xarrix Cruthup. He leases the building to Little Zady’s Tea Emporium, which he also owns.”

      Bennie looks up at Gabe. “Hey! The team already has a hacker.” He glares at his metallic friend.

      Wil chuckles. “Better watch out, man. Gabe might come for your job—ouch!” Wil sidesteps as a small fist strikes his groin. “Low blow,” he wheezes.

      Bennie grins and pushes through the doors of the tea shop.

      Gabe looks at Wil. “I did not intend to insult Bennie. I am sure that if he had a wireless receiver within his body and the ability to control it without manual input, he could have accomplished the same thing.” Gabe’s new, more expressive face is much easier to read, and Wil can see he’s genuinely worried that he’s offended his friend.

      Wil pats his shoulder. “Don’t sweat it. I think Bennie is just annoyed with himself that he didn’t think to do that research back on the Ghost, so when you did it just standing here,” Wil shrugs, “he probably felt a little silly.” He motions for Gabe to follow. “Come on, let’s make sure he’s not getting into trouble.”

      They enter the tea shop, and Wil is immediately surprised to find that it’s an actual tea shop. I kind of thought it’d be a bar, he thinks, scanning the room. He spots two of Xarrix’s goons standing near a booth, the privacy screen engaged. He motions to Bennie, who’s standing near the bar, flirting with a Quillant bartender. Does he ever stop? Wil wonders.

      “Hey, boys! You are boys, right? You know what, doesn’t actually matter,” Wil smiles as wide as he can. “Your boss in there?”

      One goon looks Wil up and down, then looks at Bennie and Gabe, then reaches down and touches a control. The shimmering privacy screen dissolves, to reveal Xarrix sitting at a large booth, with Lorath and… “Cynthia!” Wil exclaims, sliding into the booth. “Guys, it’s Cynthia, remember, from Harrith Prime, this past Garthflak? She ruined it and tried to kill us.”

      “Yeah, I remember, she tried to kill me,” Bennie grumbles, sliding in. Gabe, in his currently much smaller configuration, slides into the seat as well.

      Cynthia, the feline-featured assistant to Lorath, grins at the small Brailack. “Sorry green stuff, Lorath only wanted your boss.” She turns to Wil. “That little stunt caused quite a stir, you know?”

      Once they are all in the booth, the privacy screen re-activates. Xarrix looks at Wil and the others. “That’s all behind us. Clean slates and all that, yes?” He reaches over and pours two cups of tea, sliding one each over to Wil and Bennie. “Gabe, despite your new features, I assume you don’t actually ingest food or drink?” He tilts his head and examines Gabe.

      Gabe inclines his head in response. “You are correct, my new features are cosmetic only. My internal fusion core still generates the power I need to function.”

      Lorath makes what Wil assumes is a chuckle among her species.

      “Yes, well.” Xarrix turns back to Wil. “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” he asks, spreading his arms expansively.

      Wil nods. “Sure,” he snaps his fingers. “Oh yeah, forgot. Gabe here is recording everything.” He smiles and continues before Xarrix or Lorath can object, “Non-negotiable. You screwed me last time—your privacy screens always interfere with wristcomms—but Gabe has acquired special skills. After this, if you don’t screw us, we won’t need to record our conversations. But for now…” He trails off, still smiling.

      “Fine,” Xarrix grumbles, then continues, “I’ve been commissioned to help a certain individual salvage a derelict fleet—”

      “A derelict fleet?” Bennie interrupts. He leans forward. “Who just leaves a fleet abandoned?”

      Xarrix raises one hand and makes a pinching motion, cutting Bennie off. “As I was saying,” he shoots a glare that would melt stone at Bennie, “this fleet is apparently a collection of rather massive cargo vessels. Old but still quite useful to my client.”

      “What type of vessels?” Gabe asks.

      “I don’t know and don’t care,” Xarrix replies. “The client wants these ships, she doesn’t have the means to acquire them herself, and has hired me to facilitate.” He spreads his hands. “I have hired several teams of salvagers but prefer to hedge my bets. The client isn’t, how do you say? Trustworthy.”

      “Then why are you working with her?” Wil asks.

      “Because her credits are good, of course.” The Trenbal gangster smirks, taking a sip of his tea.

      “So what? You want us as... muscle?” Wil pushes, “I mean we’re not scrappers or salvagers.”

      “Score one for the human,” Xarrix says, sliding his teacup away. “I need you, and one other group I’ve worked with before, to safeguard the expedition. The derelicts are in a more…. wild region of space. My understanding is that there could be some disgruntled ex-employees, and the like, in the area. Plus, having some additional muscle will help ensure that the client doesn’t get any ideas.”

      Wil nods slowly. “Seems straightforward—”

      Bennie starts choking on his tea. Gabe leans forward to look at his small friend as Wil continues, extending his hand. “I need to run the details by the others, but I think we’re in.”

      Xarrix extends his own hand and shakes Wil’s. “I still don’t understand the significance of this,” he says, tilting his head toward their two clasped hands.

      “Let’s just say it’s a human thing.” Wil lets go of Xarrix’s hand and nudges Bennie, who is still trying to catch his breath, to exit the booth. “I’ll be in touch.”

      “Don’t take too long, the expedition departs in thirty tocks,” Lorath offers, leering at Wil as he slides out of the booth.

      “Was great to see you too, Lorath. And you Cynthia, always an absolute pleasure.” Wil smiles and shoves Bennie to hop out of the booth. With a wave he leads his crew away from the booth, the privacy screen re-activating behind them. He turns to Bennie. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      Bennie looks up. “Sorry, must be allergic or something.”

      “So weird. Alright, thoughts?”

      “I assume you are asking about working for Xarrix, not Bennie’s allergies?” Gabe offers.

      Wil nods. “Yeah. He’s a dick of the highest order, no doubt. But money up front, and sounds like a ton of it—that’s enticing.”

      “I concur,” Gabe says, as they turn a corner heading back towards the spaceport. “But I suggest, should we take this opportunity, that we be extremely vigilant.”
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          Too Many Crimes to Remember

        

      

    

    
      “Ah crap,” Bennie mutters.

      Gabe and Wil both look up the street at the half-dozen aliens of as many different species waiting there, all in dark red robs, hoods up over their heads. “Who’re these guys?” Wil asks. The only difference between these six and every other robed alien nearby is that the six approaching have dark gray sashes with some type of badge on it across their bodies.

      “I believe four of them are the same beings who were following us previously,” Gabe says.

      “Great,” Wil mutters. “We haven’t broken any of their laws or whatever.” He looks down at Bennie. “Have we?”

      Bennie shrugs. “No. I mean, I don’t think so.”

      “You do not think so?” Gabe asks. The group of robed aliens has changed course and is following them towards the alleyway that leads back to the spaceport. Gabe stops. “Captain, this alley does not have an exit.”

      Wil sighs and stops dead in his tracks. He turns back toward their pursuers. “Hi there, fellas. Is there something we can do for you?”

      The leader of the group steps forward, reaching up to lower his hood, revealing Quillant features. He points to Bennie. “Ben-Ari Vulvo, you must come with us, by order of the high clergy of Ulop.”

      “I knew it,” Wil mutters, looking down at Bennie. “Can’t take you anywhere!” he hisses. Looking back up at the Quillant and his friends, he adds, “Listen, fellas, we’re not sure who this Ben array vulva is, but,” gesturing to Bennie, “this isn’t him. This is my valet, Alfred.”

      Bennie bows, but says nothing.

      The Quillant smiles. “A DNA scan can clear this up easily. Please, travelers, come with us.” The Quillant turns, gesturing back towards the alley’s only exit. His compatriots step back, creating an opening. “Please.”

      “What exactly did this Ben-Ari character do?” Gabe asks, not taking a step.

      “Ben-Ari Vulvo is accused of hacking into the church’s mainframe and stealing highly sensitive information.” The leader glares at Bennie.

      “They weren’t paying their taxes,” Bennie starts, then clamps his mouth shut.

      “Sweet boneless nudon, dude!” Wil says, pushing his long brown coat aside to quickly draw his pulse pistol, shooting at the building over the heads of the crowd of now angry robed aliens. “Everyone on the ground!” Wil shouts. Beside him, he hears a whirring sound from Gabe and glances over. One of Gabe’s hands has transformed into a large blaster. “That’s new,” Wil says.

      Gabe nods. “I have been experimenting with my body’s ability to reconfigure some of its components. A side effect, as it were, of being designed by the Amalgamation of Parts. What do you think?” He raises his gun-arm and tilts it from side to side.

      Before Wil can answer a shot rings out and an energy blast strikes Gabe in the chest, narrowly missing Wil’s head. Without missing a beat, Gabe lowers his arm and fires at the offending zealot, dropping the being to the ground. “Stunned,” Gabe offers, moving toward the others, all now lying prone on the ground.

      “You cannot escape Ben-Ari!” the lead zealot says, looking up from the ground. He starts to rise, then jitters slightly and collapses, a wave of energy washing over him. Wil glances at Gabe, just as his blaster arm is reconfiguring back into his hand.

      “Let’s go already!” Bennie says in a loud whisper, as they exit the alley and jog towards the spaceport. Gabe reaches down and picks the little hacker up, tucking him under his arm.

      “Bennie, I hate you sometimes,” Wil says. “What did you steal?”

      “Gods, I don’t even remember!” the little hacker shouts as he bounces under Gabe’s arm. “I was hired by, who was it? Oh, that’s right. Some syndicate guys hired me, I think from Odolar, to dig up the data the church guys were hiding.”

      “What was it?” Gabe asks, glancing down. They’ve slowed their pace after taking several turns. “The data, I mean. You mentioned that the church was not paying their taxes.”

      “Beyond that, no idea,” Bennie says, as Gabe lowers him to the ground.

      “You expect us to believe you didn’t look?” Wil asks. “You’ve gone through everyone’s quarters and rummaged through their stuff. Of course you looked.”

      “Oh, I definitely looked, it just wasn’t interesting. I got to the tax stuff and started to zone out. I sent the file to the client, archived my copy and went to dinner, if I recall correctly.” He looks up at Wil and smirks. “Also, I only go through your stuff.”

      “Why you little!” Wil makes a grab for the little Brailack, who expertly dodges and trots on ahead a few steps. “Hate him,” Wil mutters again.
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          That’s a Lot of Money

        

      

    

    
      Back aboard the Ghost, now siting in orbit over Fury and safely out of reach of the religious zealots that run Pulto City, Wil leans back against the lounge sofa. “So, we all good with this?” He looks around. Zephyr and Maxim are sitting together at the small kitchenette table. Gabe is standing near the hatch leading towards engineering and Bennie is sitting in a chair facing the sofa.

      Bennie raises his hand. “I say we do it. It sounds straightforward, and the money is good—correction, the money is great.”

      “Nothing is ever straightforward where Xarrix is concerned,” Zephyr offers, looking at Bennie. “You should know that.”

      “Well, sure,” Bennie replies. “But the money is outstanding.”

      “While I have no strong opinion one way or the other, I will say that our current financial situation is at least not so dire as to make taking this opportunity a must,” Gabe offers. “However, Bennie is correct in his assessment of the sum.”

      Wil nods once. “Gabe’s right. Money-wise we can pass on this job and be okay. Bennie’s folks paid a hefty reward for rescuing Len-Lu.” He looks at Bennie. “Maybe someone will kidnap her again?” Bennie sticks his tongue out in reply.

      “You mean, Bee-Bees parents?” Maxim asks, not even a hint of a smile on his face.

      Bennie raises both fists and slams them together as he raises his arms, then for good measure sticks his tongue out again.

      Wil just stares for a moment. “What—the hell—was that?”

      “Friends.” Bennie says, smiling. “Ross Geller, I like him.”

      Wil chuckles. “I was always partial to Chandler. Anyway, sounds like there aren’t any strong nays, am I wrong there?” He looks around the room at each member of his crew in turn. Each shakes their head. “Okay then.” He tilts his head upward. “Computer, open a channel to Xarrix.”

      “Working,” the ship replies.

      After a moment, the telltale soft beep announces that they’re connected. “You’ve made a decision?” the crime lord asks.

      “We have. We’ll take the job. You know the deal, pay upfront.”

      “That’s excellent news. My representative will bring the payment on a transfer stick when they come aboard.”

      “I’m sorry, what now? Who’s coming aboard? For what reason?” Wil asks, glancing at Maxim and Zephyr who have visibly tensed.

      “You didn’t expect me to pay you all that money upfront with no way to ensure you didn’t go back on your word—”

      “You son of a—” Wil starts.

      Xarrix makes a hissing sound, silencing Wil. “Do not forget, it was you who broke the deal between us first, by trying to keep the droid.”

      “His name is—” Wil starts, again.

      “I don’t care,” Xarrix continues, cutting over Wil. “My representative will be aboard your ship for the duration of the operation, to ensure you do not cross me.” He pauses, then adds, with a smile in his voice, “Look at this way, you get the payment without worrying about transfer intercepts, and you get to make a new friend. I know how much you were dying for friends not so long ago. You’ll receive the coordinates shortly.” Before anyone can say anything else, the soft beep of the comm system lets them know Xarrix has terminated the call.

      “Asshole,” Maxim mutters, then looks at Wil. “I used that right, right?”

      “Most definitely, buddy.” Wil looks around. “Okay, let’s hang here and prep the ship for our visitor. Bennie and Zee, go get one of the guest berths ready. Maxim, run a diagnostic on the weapons systems—let’s make sure we’re solid there.” He looks at Gabe. “Everything good down in Gabe town?”

      Gabe tilts his head. “By Gabe town you mean engineering? Yes, everything is operational and within acceptable tolerance ranges. We are, as you say, good to go.” He smiles, then turns serious. “Captain, we should be cautious on this mission. It is one thing to work with Xarrix again, but to have one of his operatives aboard poses a significant risk to the ship and crew.”

      Wil places a hand on the shiny metallic shoulder. “No argument there my friend. We’ll be careful.”
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      “Can you configure the terminal to capture everything that goes on in here?” Zephyr asks Bennie, as they enter the guest berth to be assigned to Xarrix’s representative. “I suspect knowing what goes on in here may be of value at some point.”

      Bennie gives the Palorian woman a sly look. “Sure I can. You’re not worried that’s a little, you know, invasive?”

      Zephyr shakes her head. “Whomever this person is, they are not our friend or even our ally. They’re here to make sure we do the job Xarrix has paid for and to spy on us.” She looks around the room. “They will likely try to kill us at the first reasonable opportunity.”

      Bennie shudders. “You think it’s Lorath?” he asks, taking a seat at the terminal built into the small desk in the corner of the room. “I mean, who else would he trust to watch over us?”

      “Could be. She is Xarrix’s right hand. It would make sense to put her with the crew he trusts the least.” Zephyr moves to the small dresser and opens each drawer, making sure the previous occupant has not left anything behind. She picks up a small bundle of data cards. “I suppose it depends on who the other crew he’s hired as protection is.”

      Over the ship’s address system, Wil’s voice announces, “We’re about to dock with Xarrix’s ship. Maxim and Zephyr, meet me at the port airlock.”

      Zephyr glances at Bennie. “Looks like we’re about to find out the answer to that. Hurry up in here,” she adds, as she stalks out of the room.
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      “Any communication with the ship?” Zephyr asks, joining Maxim and Wil outside the airlock.

      Wil shakes his head. “Nope—just got the coordinates, then this shuttle arrived.” He looks at his wristcomm. “They’re docked.” He reaches over to the control panel and presses a button, opening the outer doors.

      A single space-suited figure walks in and presses a control on the inside of the airlock, closing the outer doors. Wil presses another control and after a brief moment allowing the airlock to fill with a breathable atmosphere, the inner doors open. “Welcome aboard the Ghost,” Wil says as the figure steps into the ship, dropping a duffel bag to the ground.

      The new arrival reaches up and twists the helmet, releasing the seals, then lifts it up off its head. “Thank you, Captain. It’s a pleasure to be aboard.”

      “Cynthia,” Zephyr growls.
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          Werdlow? Never Heard of it

        

      

    

    
      Cynthia walks over and hands her helmet to Zephyr. “Long time no see,” she purrs as she walks by. Zephyr only growls again.

      “Oh, this should be fun,” Maxim says, turning to watch her leave, then exhaling loudly as Zephyr thrusts a spacesuit helmet into his midsection. Zephyr storms after the feline-featured criminal.

      “What could go wrong?” Wil asks, turning to follow the two women, patting Maxim on the arm as he passes him.

      Entering the lounge, Wil finds Cynthia sliding her spacesuit off and handing it to Zephyr, who promptly tosses it onto the couch. “Okay, so we’re stuck with you, but there are ground rules, cat-ninja-assistant-crime-boss-lady.” Wil levels a finger at Cynthia.

      “I’m Tygran, have you really never met another of my people?” She smirks and drops into a chair, where she drapes one leg over an arm, her tail swishing lazily.

      Wil shakes his head once, then continues, “You’re a guest aboard this ship, so you can come and go as you like in the lounge and crew berth section. If you shed, you clean it up. Once we get where we’re going, you’re welcome on the bridge, but not before. Engineering and the cargo hold are off limits.” He gestures to the kitchenette in one corner of the room. “We tend to eat meals together. You can join, or not.”

      “Sounds fine to me. Anything else?”

      “Yes,” Zephyr answers. “How did you survive that firefight on Harrith? Or get away from the authorities?”

      “Or that crime boss, what’s his name?” Wil adds.

      “Hoob,” Cynthia offers.

      “Yeah, him,” Zephyr says.

      “It might surprise you how far Xarrix and Lorath’s reach goes, even on Harrith. That Hoob character was a handful, I admit. I lost some good men fighting him and his goons off. When the planetary security service showed up, he crawled back under whatever rock he came from before they secured the area. We sat in detention for a day, no big deal.” She shrugs, smiling. “Overall, it wasn’t too bad.” She arches her back, stretching, “The bed wasn’t very comfortable though.”

      Just then Bennie walks in from the crew berth area. “Cynthia?”

      “Hi, pipsqueak,” she waves.

      Bennie gestures to the lounging woman. “This is who we have to keep with us?”

      “Afraid so,” Zephyr says, grabbing the discarded spacesuit and heading back toward the airlock and armory. “I’ll grab her bag.”

      “Great.” Bennie gestures back toward the hatch he just came through. “Your room is that way.”

      Cynthia starts to get up before Wil says, “Not so fast. There’s the little matter of payment, and then details. Xarrix said you’d have both.” He gestures over to the terminal set into the bulkhead near the kitchenette.

      Cynthia reaches inside a pocket of her tight-fitting jumpsuit, and retrieves a small device no more significant than her thumb. She tosses it to Wil, who throws it to Bennie. “Check it.” Bennie nods and heads to the terminal. “Okay, while he does that, details. What’re we doing?”

      Cynthia sits up in the chair and looks right at Wil. “Holoprojector?” Wil gestures to a console set in the coffee table next to her. She retrieves another data stick and inserts it into a slot on the table console. The surface of the table comes to life, showing a section of the galaxy Wil isn’t familiar with, just as Zephyr walks in with Maxim and takes a seat on the couch next to him.

      “This is just outside the Neglool sector,” Cynthia says. The image rotates and zooms to show several blue dots—dozens, in fact. “These are our targets. They’re all adrift in a relatively tight formation, here.” She gestures to the dots. “This is twelve light-years from Werdlow Three, which is where our client is.”

      “Werdlow?” Zephyr asks. “That system is classified as badlands.” She looks at Wil. “The Peacekeepers gave up trying to ‘civilize’ the system and its neighbors several tens of cycles ago. The last I heard, Werdlow Three was home to some low-rent warlord who’d taken control of the system.”

      “Be careful not to use that term if you meet our client,” Cynthia smiles. “She prefers the term ‘Duchess,’ since warlord sounds so malevolent and masculine.” She chuckles. “And low rent just sounds insulting. Warlord suits her just fine, as she’s one of the cruelest beings I’ve ever met.” Cynthia shakes her head slightly. “I’m getting off track. These—” and she gestures to the blue dots, “—are some type of massive ships, freighters of some kind, we assume. She wants them to create a maritime fleet to begin building her empire so that she can expand beyond Werdlow. She sees shipping as the key.”

      “You said she’s a warlord. What’s she need with empire building at this point?” Wil asks, leaning forward, staring at the hovering blue dots.

      “Werdlow is a relatively poor system, so are its neighbors. That’s why it was so easy for the Peacekeepers to designate the region badlands and be done,” Cynthia replies. “With a fleet of ships, she’ll be able to create a shipping empire overnight.”

      “So, evil space UPS? Got it.” Wil says.
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          Off We Go

        

      

    

    
      “Dropping from FTL in a few minutes,” Will announced. He looks over at Cynthia, who is sitting at one of the unused bridge stations. “You sure we’ll be welcome?”

      The feline-featured criminal nods slowly. “Xarrix and Lorath are already here, so are the other security contractor and the client. You’ll be fine.”

      Maxim looks up from his console. “Since we’re almost there, why don’t you tell us about this other group that Xarrix has hired?”

      Cynthia smiles at the large ex-Peacekeeper. “I don’t know who they are. Xarrix hired them and never told me who it was. I don’t even know if Lorath knew who they were before they arrived.”

      “Sure are a lot of unknowns,” Bennie says, from his station.

      “Agreed,” Gabe says.

      “And that’s why you’re being paid so well,” the Tygran woman replies, then points to the main display. “Oh look, we’re there.”

      Wil grumbles something under his breath, then focuses on the ship’s controls. Reaching over, he pulls back the FTL slide and the main screen changes from long, stretched-out rainbow lines to regular everyday pinpricks of light.

      “I heard that, and wouldn’t you like to know?” the Tygran chuckles, then turns to her station. “I’m contacting Xarrix and Lorath now.”

      The screen changes, and Xarrix is looking at the crew from the bridge of a ship Wil doesn’t recognize. He smiles. “Kinda weird to not see you sitting in a booth at a bar.”

      Xarrix laughs, which sounds like a rasping cough, then stops. “Always with the jokes. I wonder how funny you’d find it if I dropped a viral bomb on your mudball planet? I’m certain I could get in and out of your home star system without a Peacekeeper patrol ever noticing.” His eyes narrow as he leans forward and stares directly at Wil. “Would that be funny?”

      Wil chokes on whatever he was about to say and just asks, “Are we ready to go?”

      Xarrix smirks. “Almost. Come aboard the Berserker. Duchess Jurrella wants to meet the entire command staff for this little endeavor.”

      Maxim looks up from his station. “Not a very apt name.” He gestures to one of the smaller sub-screens near the front of the bridge, which is showing a long-range view of what could at best be called a battleship class vessel. Ancient and very under-maintained, but still enormous. Several of its gun emplacements are barren, and there are meters-wide patches across its hull.

      On the main screen Xarrix clears his throat. “Just you. Your crew can remain aboard the Ghost.”

      “No deal, man,” Wil says, but Xarrix interrupts.

      “It is not negotiable. Cynthia, ensure he does as he’s told.” The screen goes back to showing the section of space in front of the Ghost, which now includes the rapidly approaching battleship.

      Zephyr turns to Cynthia. “Excuse me, what? Ensure he does as he’s told? And how exactly will you be doing that?” Her hand is resting on the pulse pistol she wears in a hip holster.

      Cynthia waves one hand. “Calm down, everyone.” She turns to Wil, “Don’t start this little outing on the wrong foot.” She gets up and leaves the bridge.

      “I dislike her,” Gabe offers.

      “You and me both, buddy,” Wil says, working the controls, bringing the Ghost closer to the Berserker. “Zephyr, can you take the controls? I may have to go alone, but I don’t have to go unprepared.” He stands up and heads toward the bridge hatch. Gabe follows.

      As Wil and Gabe enter the armory, below the bridge, Gabe says, “Captain, I do not have a good feeling about this. I would like to amend my earlier statements regarding my acceptance of this project.”

      “No takebacks, pal,” Wil says, grabbing his modular armor. Probably be rude to show up in that Harrith power armor of mine, he thinks, attaching the armored cuff around his wristcomm.

      “Is that a concept on your planet? Taking back things that have already been said?” Gabe asks, reaching up on a high shelf and grabbing a slim combat pack that Wil can wear under his duster without it showing.

      Wil takes the pack and slips it on. “Thanks. No, well, sorta. The no take-backs thing is a phrase as old as Earth, I’m sure. It’s just my people’s way of accepting that what’s in the past, is past. You can’t take back your approval any more than I could not set a course for the rendezvous point where we picked up Cynthia.” Wil shrugs. “All we can do now is make the best of the situation as it evolves.” He slides an armor plate onto his chest, the powerful magnets locking into to concealed attachment points in the under-layer he always wears under his every-day jumpsuit. Wil grabs his brown leather duster and says, “Okay, let’s get this party started.”
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          Meet the Team

        

      

    

    
      As Wil exits the armory, a metallic hand rests on his shoulder. “Take this,” Gabe offers, holding out a small device with a blinking blue light. It’s no longer than Wil’s thumb and twice as wide.

      “What is it?” he asks, turning it over, before shoving it in a shoulder pocket of his jumpsuit. There’s a soft thud against the hull, and Zephyr announces over the comms, “We’re docked. They say we have to clear out to make room for the other ship.”

      “A precaution,” Gabe says, walking over and opening the inner doors of the airlock.

      Cynthia turns the corner. “Precaution?”

      Walking into the airlock, Wil nods. “Thanks, pal. Never you mind,” he says to Cynthia. Wil smiles at Gabe as the door closes on them both, then reaches over and presses the control to open the outer doors. The indicator shows a solid seal and atmosphere on the other side. The outer doors slide open to reveal a telescoping boarding tube connecting the Ghost to the Berserker. He looks over at Cynthia. “Come on, pussycat.”

      It takes only a moment for the two to drift from one ship to the other, the outer airlock doors opening as they arrive. Once inside the airlock, the exterior doors begin to close and the docking tube retracts. On the other side of the inner doors, Wil can see Lorath waiting for them. Wil glances over at Cynthia. “Oh look, your boss.”

      “Welcome aboard the Berserker, the lounge is right this way,” Lorath says, turning and heading off down the corridor without looking to see if Wil is following.

      Looking around himself, Wil comments, “So, Lorath old pal. Who’s this other group Xarrix is hiring as security?”

      The scales along the back of Lorath’s neck shift: pink then purple, then a reddish color, then back. She doesn’t turn her head. “They’re docking as soon as your ship vacates. You’ll meet their captain soon enough.”

      “Awesome, surprises,” Wil says, as they enter the central lounge. As lounges go, it’s somewhere better than the one on the Ghost but not quite as opulent as the one on Bennie’s parents’ yacht. Wil lets out a low whistle, taking in the scene. Xarrix is sitting near the back of the room, next to a raised dais with what might charitably be called a throne.

      On it sits a woman, judging by the sari-like outfit she’s wearing. An elaborate headscarf is wrapped around the top of her head. He skin is a jet black, with bright blue freckles. Her yellow pupil-less eyes seem to take in the entire room. The rest of the room is filled by several long tables with assorted alien species sitting at them, talking amongst themselves.

      Seeing Wil enter, Xarrix motions to him. “Wil Calder! Come over here!” The reptilian gangster seems happier than he had been a little while ago.

      Lorath and Cynthia peel off from Wil as he heads towards the throne, finding something to discuss that isn’t near the female warlord.

      “Wil Calder, Captain of the Ghost. I have the pleasure of introducing you to the Duchess Jurrella of the planet Werdlow Three,” Xarrix says, pulling Wil closer to the throne.

      Wil bows slightly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you—uh, Duchess.” He looks up at her smiling face. The smile doesn’t reach her eyes, and Wil notices that her each of her teeth seem to be filed to a point. It doesn’t look natural. “Lovely ship you have here,” he gulps, trying to back away, but is stopped by Xarrix.

      Jurrella eyes Wil. “I like this one. Though he seems rather puny and frail.” Her teeth make her words rasp slightly. Wil notices that instead of a nose, she has two large slits that flex as she inhales.

      Wil straightens. “Woah, woah—”

      Xarrix interrupts. “Wil has worked with me before—he’s an accomplished pilot and smuggler. I am sure you heard about the ‘Harrith Incident’? That was Captain Calder and his crew.”

      Jurrella nods. “I’m familiar with the exploits of the crew of the Ghost.” She claps her hands together. “Quite an exciting life you lead, young Captain.”

      Wil glances at Xarrix, then back to Jurrella. “Uh, thanks.”

      “Xarrix Cruthup!” a voice booms from the opposite side of the room, from the corridor that leads to the airlock.

      As Wil and Xarrix turn, Wil hears Xarrix groan, then force a jovial tone. “Follux Sul! Welcome!”

      Wil turns to see what he can only describe as a leprechaun—not the cereal box kind, but the horror movie kind. Oh, and it also has a mechanical leg and arm. “The hell is that thing?” Wil asks under his breath.

      Xarrix murmurs, “Buttoxian.” He walks towards the diminutive starship Captain. “Follux Sul, it’s been too long.” Xarrix places a fist across his chest.

      The Buttoxian reaches up and matches the gesture, his mechanical arm making small hissing noises as it moves. “Indeed it has, you old scoundrel. I see you haven’t driven Lorath off.” He turns and nods to the imposing henchwoman, who nods back. “No idea why she stays with you,” he smiles a gilded and jeweled smile. Any teeth not encrusted in jewels or covered in gold are yellow.

      Xarrix shrugs, “I pay well, and let her do as she likes. Come, meet our host.”
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          Awkward Dinner Parties

        

      

    

    
      “Now that everyone is here, introductions are in order!” Jurrella announces, walking down the steps of her throne. She gestures to Xarrix. “Please do the honors.”

      Xarrix nods and clears his throat. Wil notices that the rest of the room must be hangers-on of Jurrella’s and ship’s crew. “Yes, thank you Duchess, our esteemed client, and ruler of Werdlow Three.” He gestures to Follux Sul. “Follux Sul and his crew have worked for me many times, doing some of the more unsavory work that is often required in my line of work. He’s a consummate professional and will keep our salvage teams safe. My number two, Lorath, will work aboard his vessel as a liaison.” He nods to Follux Sul, who nods back, smiling widely.

      “Wil Calder is a human,” Xarrix says. He pauses as Jurrella and many others start to murmur. “His world is not part of the GC. He and his crew are responsible for stopping the Peacekeepers from invading the Harrith sector.” More murmuring and head nodding. Wil is blushing. “You may have heard about the incident out near the edge of the GC at Borrolo—that was them too. He and his crew are very dedicated and will make sure no harm comes to the salvagers.” He smiles his reptilian smile at Wil. “They’re excellent at not dying.”

      The introductions continue. Many around the table are in fact the salvage teams who will man the small tug freighters that will board the derelicts. They’re a mishmash of races, including many Wil has never encountered. After that, Jurrella tells everyone to take a seat for a feast to mark the beginning of the endeavor that will transform her system into one the GC wants to interact with.

      Wil ends up sitting across the table from Follux Sul and next to Lorath. He leans over to Xarrix’s second. “So, you get to ride herd on the munchkin and his crew. Was there like a paper-rock-scissors kind of thing? Winner gets the Ghost?” He smiles.

      “In fact, I chose to supervise Follux Sul. Believe it or not, babysitting you and your band of losers is the easy job,” she sneers as she pushes a scoop of something Wil hasn’t been able to identify around her plate with a piece of bread. She takes a bite, never letting her eyes off Wil. When she finishes chewing, she adds, “His team is the one Xarrix hires for the jobs he doesn’t think you can do.”

      “What’s that mean?” Wil asks, looking at something on his plate that is wriggling away from his fork. “What jobs does Xarrix have that I couldn’t or wouldn’t do? I’ve smuggled weapons and supplies, stolen merchandise…” He looks at her, without blinking. “… robbed super secret space stations owned by the Consortium.”

      Lorath looks Wil in the eye, then begins to tick things off on her clawed fingers. “Transporting slaves. Destroying food shipments for non-payment.  Hijacking. The occasional murder or assassination… once he asked Follux Sul to de-orbit a small orbital habitat.” Wil is staring, his mouth hanging open. “You’re going to attract flies like that,” she says, then turns to the grinning Follux Sul, sitting across the table. “How have you been, Follux?”

      The evil leprechaun pirate smiles his jewel-encrusted smile at her. “Quite well. We recently came to run a small piracy operation near Bentux.”

      “Oh?” Lorath says.

      “Killing the leader and his lieutenants helped encourage the rest of the gang to fall in line behind me and mine. Very lucrative. I’m surprised Xarrix didn’t tell you about it, as he’s the one who provided the location of their base, and some special weapons for the task.” He glances at Wil, who is listening, while trying to make it look like his food has been eaten without actually taking a bite. “Apparently, they were behind on payments for some rather nasty weapons Xarrix had sold them.”

      “Harsh,” Wil mutters.

      Follux Sul looks from Lorath to Wil. “What about you, Wil Calder? You seem a bit honorable to be among this group, what with saving the galaxy and all. How’d you end up working with Xarrix?”

      Wil smiles while chewing on something he can’t identify, trying to think of a reply. To buy more time, he takes a sip of the grum in front of him. “Well, it doesn’t pay as well as you might think, saving the galaxy. Though the Ghost got a complete overhaul from the Ankarrans all on the Harrithian’s dime, so that was nice. I’ve been working with Xarrix since I got the Ghost actually. He hooked me up with work and even helped me find my crew. Backstabbing crime-boss notwithstanding, he’s done me some solids.” Wil shrugs. “This job sounded interesting.”

      Follux grins. “That’s right! You came aboard in that Ankarran Raptor. Very nice ship, for an older model, that is.”

      Wil glowers, turning to look the diminutive pirate in the eye. “Excuse me.”

      The Buttoxian pirate spreads his hands wide. “The Ankarran Raptor, model 89, was a great ship in its time. I know many a pirate who tried to get their hands on one when they came out. Alas, as usual, the Peacekeepers kept most of them for themselves.” He grins. “The model 92, now that’s a fighting machine.”

      “I’ll have to see if I can find one and get a tour,” Wil says, taking a sip of his drink.

      “I’d be happy to show you around. My ship, the Butcher, is a model 92.” Follux’s smile, while enormous, is not at all friendly and doesn’t reach his eyes.

      Wil nearly chokes on his drink. “You have a Raptor? I didn’t think there were that many, outside Ankarra or Peacekeeper special forces.” Wil looks at Lorath, who just shrugs and turns to talk to a being that looks to Wil like a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle—only orange, its shell covered in spikes, and with three eyes.

      “Oh yes, my friend, they are quite rare. I understand you stumbled onto yours? Quite impressive, that. I got the Butcher the old-fashioned way—I killed her Captain and crew while they were aboard a space station getting drunk. Once her crew was dead and her own fate sealed, getting the command codes from the Captain was easy. Her threshold for pain was surprisingly low.”

      Wil stares down the little pirate. “First of all, I didn’t stumble onto the Ghost. She was given to me when her Captain and crew—people I genuinely liked, mostly—were murdered in cold blood by some Hulgian assholes and a Peacekeeper scumbag named Janus. Second,” Wil pauses, “Fuck you.” He gets up and heads towards the back of the lounge. Looking over at Xarrix, he calls, “Been fun. I’ll be on my ship, holler when we’re ready to get underway.” Without waiting for an answer, he exits the room, lifting his wristcomm to his mouth. “Come get me.”
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          That’s a Lot of Ships

        

      

    

    
      The party aboard the Berserker goes on for what feels like forever to the crew of the Ghost. Eventually, the Butcher docks with the massive battleship, picking up its captain, and the order is given to get underway.

      Follux Sul wasn’t lying about his ship: it looks like the Ghost in the most superficial of ways, but her engines are more significant, and her forward weapons—both those on the engine nacelles and above and behind the bridge—are much fiercer looking. Add to that a much sleeker overall appearance, and the Butcher looks like a much meaner vessel than the Ghost.

      As Wil brings the ship out of FTL, Bennie complains, “It didn’t look that far on the holo-map.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t to scale,” Wil says, looking over the tactical map showing on the main screen at the front of the bridge. “Wow, that’s a lot of ships. Right?” He looks at Cynthia, who’s taken up residence at an unused bridge station directly behind Wil’s command and pilot station. She just shrugs and goes back to filing one of her claws, with a large metal file Wil is sure came from engineering.

      Zephyr nods. “More than Xarrix mentioned, that’s for sure.” She looks down at her console. “Incoming comm. It’s Xarrix.”

      She taps a control and Xarrix’s voice enters the bridge. “I’m transmitting your assignment now. It’ll include the ships you are to protect and patrol routes you’re to fly. Your primary objective is ensuring that the salvage teams can come and go between the derelicts, safely.”

      “How hot is this area?” Wil asks. “I didn’t even know there was anything here, how could anyone else? Excluding Jurrella, of course. Far as I can tell, we’re light years from the nearest trade route or system.”

      Xarrix smiles tightly. “Our client’s organization isn’t as airtight as, say, my own. She believes word may have gotten out.” He looks past Wil to Cynthia. “Make sure our best interests are looked after.”

      The Tygran looks up, making a purring noise. “Of course.”

      The screen goes black, then switches back to the tactical overview of the region of space the Ghost is in. Wil presses a control, changing the view to the forward sensors. The display now shows at least a hundred ships drifting at odd angles to one another. Weirder still… “They’re all nearly identical,” Wil comments to no one in particular.

      “You’re right,” Maxim confirms from his station, looking down at his tactical scanners. “They’re not all the same size or mass, but design-wise they’re nearly identical.” He looks over at Zephyr. “Have you ever seen a ship like this?”

      His companion consults her own displays briefly before answering, shaking her head. “No, nothing like these are in the database, at least not that I could find. They’re so beautiful.” She looks at the main display, where the massive, green flattened-egg shapes are floating on screen.

      Each ship is at least half a kilometer long, with many coming in at nearly two. There aren’t any discernible engines to indicate which is the front of back of the vessel.

      Cynthia clears her throat. “Very pretty, yes. We should get going, look—” she gestures to the lower corner of the main display, where the salvager ships they’ve been assigned to protect are on the move. “Don’t want to fail in the first tock of your assignment, right?” she grins. Standing up, she adds, “I’ll be in the lounge.”

      The mix of freighters and tugs moves as a unit towards what Wil assumes is a randomly selected ship. The tugs begin using bucking cables to pull themselves against the giant ship’s hulls.

      “I really don’t like her,” Zephyr growls.

      “I don’t know, I’m warming up to her,” Bennie says, hopping out of his chair. “I’ll be in the lounge.”

      Maxim makes a face. “Explains why there are so many Brailack in the galaxy.”

      Wil and Zephyr both laugh, then Wil turns his attention to the main display and his flight controls. “I’ll keep us a hundred or so kilometers from the derelict, per Xarrix’s instructions. Zephyr, can you reach out and let them know?”

      “Roger that. I wonder why he doesn’t want us to get too close to the ships?” she asks.

      “I wonder the same,” Wil says. “By the way, Max, keep an eye on the Butcher. I don’t trust that little Lucky Charms motherfucker as far as I can throw him.”

      “Lucky Charms?” Maxim asks, then shakes his head. “Never mind, and I concur. I read up on Follux Sul—or at least as much as possible, as his public record is pretty light. Before we departed, I reached out to a friend in the Peacekeepers, and since I’m no longer a felon and traitor, he did me a favor and sent over Sul’s Peacekeeper file, which is considerably more detailed.”

      Wil turns to his big friend. “And when exactly were you going to mention this to me?”

      Maxim shrugs. “Now?”

      Wil tuts. “Hmmmm, what’ve you got?”

      Zephyr crosses to the bridge hatch, where she presses a control on the panel next to it. The panel turns red, she looks at Wil. “Just in case our cat-ninja comes back.”

      Maxim works his console, bringing up a Peacekeeper file on the main display. In the top right corner is a picture of Follux Sul. “Lorath wasn’t exaggerating when she told you what he’s been up to. He’s wanted on seven worlds the Peacekeepers have contracts with, for offenses ranging from extortion to attempted genocide.” He scrolls the file on the display up. “He’s also wanted in several of the unincorporated areas, particularly Flad Denor, for ‘crimes against the people,’ whatever that means.”

      “Damn,” Wil says, reading as the file continues to scroll. “This is one seriously evil leprechaun.”

      Maxim and Zephyr exchange a look, then both shrug.
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      Bennie plops down on the sofa next to Cynthia. “So, looks like we’ll be sitting around with time to kill. What do your people like to do for fun?” If Brailack had eyebrows, his would be waggling—but since they don’t, just his green eyelids bounce up and down.

      The feline-featured assistant criminal leers at Bennie. “I don’t think you could handle what I like for fun.”

      Resting his small green hand on her light brown furred hand, he murmurs, “Why don’t we find out?”
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          Spaghetti Factory

        

      

    

    
      “So, they’ll start tomorrow?” Maxim asks, sitting at the kitchenette table.  Everyone, including Cynthia, is present.

      Zephyr nods. “Yes, according to the Captain of the Huflo their initial inspection shows several places they think they can dock and cut through the hull. The Plo has most of their equipment, so they want to make sure it can dock.”

      Wil looks over at Cynthia. “Have you heard from Lorath about the other team? They have anything yet?”

      Taking her fork and spinning it, she looks down at the mass of noodles on her plate. Lifting the fork, she eyes the mass. “About the same. The Erabi is the lead ship of their salvager group. They scanned one of the smaller vessels, found a few places they think they can cut in.” She leans down and takes a bite of her spaghetti, biting off the noodles that linger on the fork, letting them drop to the plate, red sauce staining the fur on her chin. “Needs meat,” she says, licking her lips and sizable incisors.

      Maxim leans in, helping himself to a second helping. “This is quite good. Not as good as tacos, but a close second.”

      “Go easy on the parm, that’s the last tube,” Wil says, pointing to the tall green cylinder of ‘one hundred percent grated parmesan cheese’ in Maxim’s hand.

      “It’s quite good, you should have gotten more when you went home.” The big Palorian sets the container back on the table.

      “I didn’t know I’d be feeding so many,” Wil says, scooping up a bit more of the noodles and rich red sauce.

      Cynthia watches all this. “How long has it been since you went back to your home world?”

      Wil sets his fork down. “Hmm. I guess it’s been four years now, give or take. Why?”

      “Just wondering. That’s a long time to be away from home.”

      “He doesn’t have a choice,” Zephyr growls, then takes a bite of spaghetti as Maxim rests a hand on her leg under the table. At his touch, some of her tension drains away.

      “Oh? I knew you were the only one, Xarrix mentioned your people being pretty primitive. If that’s the case, how are you here, flying this ship? Surely the Peacekeepers are still patrolling primitive, pre-contact systems?” She looks at Zephyr, who nods.

      Wil smiles sadly. “Long story, maybe I’ll tell it to you one day.” He cocks an eyebrow at her. “You know, when you’re not a sort of evil overseer watching my every move.”

      Cynthia purrs, loud enough for everyone at the table to hear, then raises her glass in a toast, smiling, her lip stuck on her incisor.

      From across the table, Zephyr growls again. “I’m not hungry.” She gets up and storms out of the lounge. Maxim looks at her retreating back, then at Wil and Cynthia, then back to where the hatch to the crew quarters is closing behind Zephyr . He gets up and follows.

      Bennie reaches across the table for Maxim’s plate. “More for the rest of us,” he says, dumping the contents of Maxim’s plate on to his. “He’s right, you really should have gotten more of this parmagram cheese.”

      “Parmesan,” Wil corrects, then looks at Cynthia. “So how does someone like you get stuck working for someone like Xarrix?”

      She grins. “Someone like me? Like me how?”

      Wil blushes slightly. “I mean, you seem intelligent—”

      “And hot,” Bennie interrupts. “Ouch!” He jerks as if struck, then glares at Wil.

      “Don’t you have some place to be?” Wil asks, looking at Gabe, who’s been standing silently, as usual, off to the side of the dining area.

      Taking the hint, Gabe says, “Indeed, we have a series a of diagnostics to run on the main computer.”

      “No, we don’t,” Bennie says, around a mouthful of spaghetti. He gives another jerk, like someone has kicked him, and glares. “I swear to Noblar, do that again.”

      Gabe comes over and takes Bennie’s plate. “Come along. We have things to do that aren’t here. You can eat there.” He turns and starts to leave, Bennie’s dinner in one hand.

      Bennie lets out a growl-like noise, turns to Wil and glares, then hops out of the seat and follows Gabe. As they near the hatch leading to engineering, Wil can hear him complain, “You said I couldn’t eat in engineering anymore.”

      “I will make an exception, this one time,” the tall droid says, looking back at Wil and Cynthia, now alone in the lounge.

      “I think he thinks you and he are competing for my affections,” Cynthia says in a low voice, smiling behind her drink.

      Wil feels his face warm up. “Oh, uh. Hmm. Are we?” His face feels so hot he’s sure it must be red as a beetroot.

      “You’re kind of horrible at this,” Cynthia laughs, scooting closer to him on the bench.

      “So yeah, you never answered my question?” he protests weakly.

      “About how I ended up working for Xarrix? It’s not that interesting a story really. I was working for Lorath as her second in an extortion racket in one of the larger night markets on Fury, when Xarrix took notice and absorbed her operations. Rather than get herself killed, she became his second, and I stayed on as hers.”

      Wil jumps slightly, feeling a hand on his thigh. “Oh… uh,” he says, a few octaves higher than normal. “When I met you were her secretary.”

      “A convenient cover. I sat out there, in case any nosy official or anyone else popped their head in. We didn’t get many visitors, and those we did we were usually expecting, like you.” She smiles broadly, her very sharp-looking incisors gleaming. “Though I’ll admit, we weren’t expecting the Peacekeepers to be following you.”

      He affects a stricken look. “Hey, they weren’t following me, they raided you lot separately.” The pressure on this leg moves up slightly.

      “Uh, huh,” she says, smiling slyly.
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          Movie Night

        

      

    

    
      “The Huflo is docking now,” reports Zephyr, looking up from her screen to the image on the main display. On it, several of the small salvage vessels have latched themselves on to one of the larger derelicts. The larger Plo is also sliding into position alongside the derelict, guided by the smaller tugs.

      “I guess now we wait,” Wil says, spinning in his chair. “How’s the B team doing?”

      “According to scans, about the same, their salvagers have just docked. “
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      “Pass me more of that, what did you call it? Popcorn?” Cynthia says, reaching across Wil, who’s next to her on the sofa in the lounge. Maxim is on her other side, with Zephyr next to him. Gabe, now that his frame shares proportions similar to his crew mates, is in the large chair next to the sofa. He takes the popcorn from Bennie, who has taken to sitting on the arm of the chair when Gabe joins them, and with a series of clicks and slight whirs extends his arm several feet, over to Cynthia, who is staring wide-eyed.

      “I didn’t know he could do that,” she says in awe.

      Wil shakes his head smiling. “Neither did we. Gabe is full of surprises lately.” He presses a button on his wristcomm, and the movie pauses. “Where’d you pick that up?”

      Gabe retracts his arm, which makes soft clicking sounds as it settles back into place. He lifts his hand to inspect it, rotating it one hundred and eighty degrees. “As I mentioned on Fury, I have been experimenting with this new body. The design I based myself on seems to be tremendously adaptable.” Shrugging, he adds, “There is, however, no instruction manual.”

      Cynthia leers at the engineering bot. “Exactly how adaptable are we talking here?” She raises her eyebrows, her feline ears twitching.

      “Down, girl,” Wil says, resting a hand on her knee. From the other side of Maxim, there’s a low rumble. Wil presses the control on his wristcomm, and the movie resumes.

      Bennie leans forward. “So this is called what again?”

      Without taking his eyes off the screen, Wil answers, “Ghostbusters.”

      Zephyr reaches over and takes the popcorn from Cynthia. “I like that the main characters are all women.” Cynthia nods, which only irritates Zephyr.

      Wil nods. “There’s an older version, it’s just as great. We can watch it next movie night and you guys can compare. I like this one a lot, but both are pretty awesome.”

      “What is the role the blonde male serves?” Cynthia asks. “I mean, he is quite attractive for a human, but he seems mentally deficient.”

      “He’s the secretary, or I guess, he’s supposed to be. I think they intentionally made him dumb as a brick as a bit of social commentary,” Wil explains.

      “I see,” Cynthia replies, thinking. She turns to Wil. “I prefer brown hair.” Her grin highlights her sharp incisors.

      Maxim coughs once, then gestures to the screen. “Those weapons look quite powerful.” On screen, one of the characters is destroying an alleyway with her out-of-control weapon. “This is, what did you call it? Slapstick?”

      Wil clears his throat, reaching for his drink. “Uh, oh, yeah. More or less. Physical comedy like this was pretty popular when this movie came out. I was pretty young, but the main characters were in several movies with similar antics. Oh, there’s a funny dance sequence in this too.”

      “I do not understand why in the middle of battle, anyone would choose to… dance,” Gabe remarks.

      Bennie shakes his head. “This is a comedy. Sort of like Quiznar and the Wonkins, but you know, with humans.”

      “I see,” Gabe says. His face, now more emotive than before, says otherwise.

      “And Ghosts,” Bennie offers.

      “I was an engineering bot on a Peacekeeper command carrier. I did not watch entertainment vids.”

      “Didn’t the engineers have a break room?” Zephyr asks.

      Gabe nods. “Droids were not allowed in the break room.”

      Everyone finds something else to look at.

      On the screen two of the characters are now dressed all in black, doing an interpretive dance. Gabe stands. “I will be in engineering.”
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          Always with the Secrets

        

      

    

    
      “First derelict looks like it’s on the move,” Zephyr reports. On the screen, the derelict the Huflo had been docked with is lurching slightly and moving off toward a section of space near the Berserker. Jurrella wants each ship to take up a position around her flagship once it is online. The newly reactivated vessel is moving like its pilot is drunk.

      From her now-usual spot at one of the aft stations of the bridge, Cynthia’s wristcomm beeps. She looks down. “Go ahead Lorath,” she says. There is a pause. “One second.” She stands, looks at Wil, then Zephyr, then leaves the bridge.

      As the hatch closes, Wil looks over at Bennie, who has already turned in his seat, waiting for Wil to look at him. He nods. Bennie grins and turns back to his console. Wil taps a few controls on his chair, and one of the smaller displays on his console comes to life—a wireframe of the ship appears, with a blinking yellow dot moving down the long corridor that connects the forward section of the ship to the larger main body. They watch as the dot moved all the way to Cynthia’s quarters.

      “Why that sexy flobin,” Bennie mumbles.

      Everyone turns to Bennie. Wil says, “I’m sorry, what now?”

      Bennie looks up. “She has a scrambler, a good one, in her quarters.” He looks at the ceiling, mimicking Wil’s habit. “Gabe, can you help me with this?”

      “What do you need?” the ceiling asks.

      “There’s a scrambler in use in Cynthia’s quarters—”

      From the overhead speakers, “Of course, one moment.”

      Bennie turns his attention back to his console, mumbling a little here and there, then Gabe is back on the speakers. “Did that help?”

      Bennie smiles. “It did, yeah. Well, at least a little.” He presses a button.

      The speakers come to life, “—let them find out—” something, something, some garbled back and forth, “—biotech warfare division will pay handsomely—” This is followed by a burst of static. Wil looks over at Bennie, who is frantically working at his console. “—Do what you have to do—” a little more static, “Xarrix doesn’t care,” then Cynthia’s voice, “I can take care of it.”

      Zephyr is staring at Bennie. “That’s it? Seriously what do we even keep you around for?”

      “Harsh,” Maxim says, under his breath.

      “Grolack off!” Bennie shouts. “If I’d known she had a scrambler, I could have planned for it. Wil, you didn’t see anything like that last night? Or the night before?”

      “Come again?” Zephyr says, turning slowly to face Wil. The look on her face a cross between betrayal and disgust, but mostly disgust.

      Wil can feel the heat rising from his neck to his cheeks. “Uh, no, didn’t see anything… but also don’t know what a scrambler looks like, so you know, there’s that.” He turns to fully face Bennie. “And you know, fuck you dude! Not cool!” Maxim is trying and failing to stifle his laughter. Zephyr is staring at Wil, her mouth hanging open. Wil spins his chair back to face Zephyr and Maxim. “Okay, moving on.” He looks at Maxim deadpan. Maxim is still trying really hard to not fall over laughing, but the ex-Peacekeeper just rests one hand on his console, shaking his head a few times, then looks at Wil and gives him what Wil knows is the Palorian equivalent of a thumbs-up. “Moving on, what was all that? Biotech division? Whose? Do whatever it takes? Does she have weapons on board?”

      “I searched her and her belongings when she came aboard,” Maxim offers, then grins at Wil. “I suppose I could have let you search her, you know, more thoroughly.” He chuckles.

      Wil flips him off. “Did anyone search her when she came from the Berserker last time?”

      Zephyr looks at Maxim, who is now dead serious. Both shake their heads. Wil looks at Bennie, who stares back at him, face completely blank. “That’s a no, then.”

      “I hate that flobin,” Zephyr mumbles. She looks at Wil. “We can talk about your life choices later.”

      Wil grimaces, then looks at the ceiling. “Gabe?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “Scan—”

      “What’s going on? Is something wrong?” Cynthia says, as she walks on the bridge and hears Wil. In the confusion and embarrassment, he hadn’t noticed her leave her quarters and begin walking back to the bridge—none of them had.

      “—the outer hull, see if you can pick up the source of the weird lag I see on the starboard maneuvering thrusters.”

      A pause, then, “Of course, Captain.”

      “Is the ship okay?” the feline -featured maybe assassin asks, taking her seat.

      Wil nods his head. “Oh, yeah. But since we’re just sitting here, I figured I’d have him check out a weirdness I’ve been noticing. How’s Lorath over on the SS Lilliput?”

      The Tygran woman makes a face, then waves her hand. “She’s fine, we had to discuss some business we left behind on Fury.” She grins, showing her impressive incisors again. “Work never stops, you know.”

      “Don’t I ever,” Wil says, turning back to look down at his console.
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          Disgruntled Employees

        

      

    

    
      “The Nuy’et’lu is under attack!” Zephyr shouts over the overhead speakers. “Everyone to the bridge!”

      Wil and Maxim drop their sandwiches and rush out of the lounge, followed by Cynthia, who’s already reaching for her wristcomm as she moves.

      “Wait for me!” Bennie shouts, grabbing Maxim’s sandwich off the table as he passes.

      “What’s going on, who’s attacking? Which ship is the nut-loo?”

      “Nuy’et’lu, and it’s in the team B group of salvagers,” Zephyr reports, vacating Wil’s seat and moving to take her own.

      Dropping down into his command station, Wil glances at his first officer. “Then what’s the alert for? Follux Sul and his band of pirates can do what they’re being paid to do.”

      “Apparently there are too many attackers,” Maxim says, consulting his tactical station screens. He taps a control and the main display updates, changing to a tactical view with data, which Wil presumes has been provided by Sul’s Butcher. On it, there are five red triangles, one green circle, the Butcher, and five yellow squares representing the salvager team. The yellow squares are moving away as fast as they can, in various random-seeming directions.

      “Gabe, combat time!” Wil says to the ceiling, as he pushes the sub-light engine throttle control forward, forcing the Ghost to almost its full sub-light speed.

      “Acknowledged, Captain.”

      From his station, Maxim reports, “Weapons hot.”

      Wil nods tersely. “Open a channel to the Butcher.” He turns to Cynthia. “Let your boss and our salvagers know what’s up, in case they don’t already know.” Cynthia nods and starts whispering into her wristcomm. “By the way, what’s the Berserker doing?”

      “The Berserker is turning toward the attack, but that thing is slow as grolack,” Maxim reports.

      A soft beep sounds, indicating that the Butcher has finally accepted the comms request. “Captain Noble-pants, I’m a little busy. What do you need?” Wil can hear Follux Sul’s crew shouting to each other in the background. Something explodes somewhere on the small pirate’s bridge.

      “We’re a few centocks out, keep ’em busy, and we’ll pick a few off as we come in.”

      “I do not need your help, human—” static erupts on the channel, drowning out Sul for a moment, “—Butcher is more than capable of dealing with these grolacking flobins.”

      “Sure you can, Captain Lollypop Guild.” Wil makes a slicing motion. A beep announces that Zephyr has closed the channel, and Wil turns to Maxim. “Max, what’s your assessment?”

      “Based on the telemetry data we’re getting from the Butcher, all five vessels are mid-sized cutters. Individually, no match for either ship, especially his. But together, they pose a moderate threat, as the Butcher is finding out.” The main display updates, showing a close-up view of the battle taking place ahead of them: on the screen the newer model Ankarran Raptor is venting something from one of its nacelles and its rear shields are down twenty percent. A medium-sized blaster turret deploys from between the sub-light engines, belching high energy plasma at one of the pursuing cutters.

      “I want one of those,” Wil says, watching the pursuing cutter fire a few more times before breaking off its pursuit, its own shields glowing from the intense fire they have absorbed.

      “Looks like two of those cutters are sporting upgrades.” Maxim gestures, indicating two of the five vessels that are more dangerous than the rest. “That one, and this one.” The corresponding icons have changed to a darker red and become five-pointed stars instead of triangles.

      “Guess we know who to target first. Send a tight-beam to the Butcher, let them know we’re about to take out...” Wil thinks, then points, “that one.”

      “Done,” Zephyr announces. “For all the good it will do.”

      The Ghost is burning hard, so Wil cuts her engines so that they’re coasting, very fast, into the battle space. The larger and very much slower Berserker is still several minutes from even being close enough to lay down supporting fire and cover the Ghost and her newer-model cousin, the Butcher.

      The moment the Ghost is in range, Maxim unleashes a volley of missiles from the launchers beneath the ship. Wil brings the Ghost in fast, only firing the retro thrusters as they swing through the mass of fighting vessels, sending three of the attackers scattering—including their target, one of the more upgraded cutters.

      “Target has sustained damage,” Maxim reports, over the sounds of the engine nacelle-mounted blaster cannons firing. “Another missile salvo should do it if they’ll hold still.” He turns slightly in his seat. “Also, Bennie, I know that’s my sandwich, and when this is over if there isn’t a newly made sandwich on my plate in the dining area, I will squeeze you until your head pops off.” Bennie has a mouthful of the sandwich in his cheeks when he turns to Maxim, trying to reply around chews.

      Wil grins, Ah family, as he brings the ship around in a tight arc that a pursuing cutter can’t match. “I can take care of that.”

      Just as the Ghost is lining up to make another run on the upgraded cutter, it explodes.

      “The hell?” Wil says, as on screen the Butcher blasts through the expanding debris cloud, flames from the destroyed cutter lingering on it, before vanishing in the vacuum. “That bastard!” Wil shouts, bringing the Ghost around, as several blaster bolts strike their shields from another of the attacking cutters.

      “Starboard shields down five percent,” Zephyr announces, gripping the side of her console as Wil brings the Ghost into a maneuver tight enough that the inertial dampers don’t adequately compensate. The hull groans in protest, as does everyone on the bridge.

      “Captain...” Gabe says over the speakers.

      “She’ll hold together,” Wil says through gritted teeth, his vision graying slightly.

      “It is not the ship I am worried about.”
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          Never Trust Pirates

        

      

    

    
      “Incoming, port side!” Zephyr shouts, as one of the attacking cutters emerges from around one of the dormant ships, its blasters raking the Ghost’s shields.

      Wil brings the ship hard to starboard, driving towards the attacking ship so Maxim can fire the forward blasters, before diving under the same derelict. On the main sensor display, the Butcher is giving chase to the ship they just exchanged fire with, destroying it.

      “That son of a bitch keeps taking our kills. What the hell?” Wil checks the tactical display, seeing that there are only two of the attacking cutters left.

      “It’s not a contest,” Cynthia says from behind Wil.

      “Shows what you know,” he growls, twisting the controls.

      “The Berserker is on station! They’re opening fire.” Zephyr announces.

      “About damn time,” Bennie says, glancing over at Cynthia, who has been sitting at her station monitoring the battle.

      She turns to him. “Don’t look at me, little green, it’s not like I’m in charge over there.”

      “You’re not in charge anywhere,” Zephyr says, not bothering to look over.

      Wil growls again, bringing the Ghost around towards one of the last two attacking vessels. “That asshole isn’t getting this one. Max,” and Wil glances over briefly before turning his full attention to the other craft. The cutter has turned to put distance between itself and the Berserker. Its aft weapons are still blasting the Ghost’s forward shields.

      “Firing,” Maxim reports, as two missiles streak up from the bottom of the main display, followed by several bright energy bolts from the nacelle and bridge-mounted blasters. The weapons fire converges, and the cutters shields flare, then fail, an explosion ripping apart the ship.

      “Boom!” Wil shouts, thrusting one fist in the air.

      An awkward minute passes before Maxim reports, “The last cutter looks like it’s being brought aboard the Berserker.”

      “Incoming comms, the Berserker,” Zephyr announces a moment later.

      The main display changes, to show Xarrix. “The Duchess would like you aboard the Berserker for the interrogation.”

      “Interrogation?” Wil asks, looking back at Cynthia, who shrugs.

      On the large screen Xarrix shrugs too. “She’s paying us, we do what she wants. Be here in one-half tock.”
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          Do Unto Others

        

      

    

    
      “Well, this is kind of dark,” Wil mutters, as he and Cynthia walk into the large lounge that had been the site of the massive feast and now looks like a medieval torture chamber. In the center of the room is a device that looks like something from ancient Europe back on Earth: there are straps, bars and chains all over it.

      Cynthia moves to take a seat next to Lorath, who’s on the far side of Follux Sul.

      “What do you see?” Maxim asks, over the comm-link Wil has in his ear. After the last visit, the crew had agreed they wanted to have at least ears in the room when Wil was aboard the Berserker. The link is paired to his wristcomm, just like the old Bluetooth headset he used to have on Earth.

      “Some kind of weird looking do-dad in the middle of the room. Jurrella’s throne is where it was last time, but now there’re like… bleachers, or something set, up.” Wil walks over to Xarrix, who motions for him to sit down. On Xarrix’s other side is Follux Sul, who makes what Wil assumes is a rude gesture on his world. He leans over to speak to Xarrix. “What the hell is this?”

      The reptilian crime lord shrugs. “Apparently our client—”

      “Your client.” Wil corrects.

      “—my client, has a bit of a theatrical streak.”

      Wil decides to change the subject. “So what’re these derelicts exactly? They seem to take a bit of work to get up and running.”

      A shrug from Xarrix. “They’re an old design. Once the salvagers get the hang of it, things should speed up. Why? Do you have better places to be?”

      “Other than away from you and this,” Wil gestures to the room around them, “freak show, no, not really.”

      From the opposite entrance that Wil and everyone else had come through, Jurrella and two guards stride in, followed by what looks like two droids and two Quillant.

      “What the hell?” Wil whispers.

      “What is it?” Zephyr asks.

      From behind Zephyr, Wil can hear Bennie. “We should have added a camera.”

      “To what? his forehead?” Wil can hear Maxim retort.

      Wil coughs to get his crew’s attention. “Must be the crew of the cutter—two Quillant and two droids. One looks like a light-duty engineering bot, and one is a model I’ve never seen: four eyes, two arms, two legs, kinda big head, flat, matte black, eyes are huge.”

      “An intelligence and command droid,” Gabe offers. “They’re typically assigned to front-line Peacekeeper platoons as liaisons to division commanders. They are tremendously loyal and incredibly intelligent. I wonder how this one was enticed to join a pirate organization?”

      The smaller engineering droid is being led by two additional guards toward the device in the center of the room. The droid’s design is similar to Gabe’s original body, but shorter and lacking the extra set of smaller utility arms.

      Jurrella takes her seat, and gestures to the droid being attached to the device. “These vermin are the crew of the vessel we captured.” The crowd, most of whom must be her crew and the same various hangers-on that Wil saw before, all cheer.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Wil mumbles. Xarrix turns his head slightly, looking at Wil askance.

      Jurrella leans forward on her throne. “Did Bunto hire any more ships? Where are they? Where is Bunto?”

      “Mr. Bunto hired five vessels, with crews,” one of the Quillant offers from beside the device the droid, clearly terrified, is hooked up to.

      The warlord duchess nods to one guard, who grabs the Quillant and drags him forward. “How—many—ships did he hire?”

      “I—I told you!” the terrified alien screams, the catfish-like whiskers around its mouth twitching.

      Jurrella presses a control on her throne, and one section of the device begins to move—it pulls the engineering droid’s arms right out of their sockets, spraying purple fluid everywhere, sparks flying from the damaged sockets. The Quillant falls to his knees, making a high-pitched keening sound.

      “Jesus!” Wil exclaims, jumping to his feet.

      A reptilian hand grabs his. “Sit. Down.” Wil does.

      “This is barbaric!” he hisses at Xarrix. The Trenbal crime boss nods once, not taking his eyes off the spectacle.

      One of Jurrella’s guards walks up to the sobbing Quillant, pressing a pulse pistol to its temple. The whiskers twitch as it cries out.

      Jurrella looks around the room. “Bunto hired this drennog to take what is mine!” The crowd in the room roars its anger. She nods, and the guard fires one shot.

      As the guards remove the body, the matte-black intel droid speaks up. “He was telling you the truth. Mr. Bunto contracted five cutters and crews from my owner. I was assigned to liaise with Mr. Bunto and ensure my owner’s property was returned in as good of shape as possible.” The droid looks around the throne room. “It would appear that I have failed. Mr. Bunto was on the Spurlok, which was destroyed.

      After removing the engineering bot from the device, the guards grab the intel bot and drag it to the middle of the room. The engineering bot seems to be functional, barely. Its optic sensors are still glowing, but it is otherwise not moving or doing much of anything, as far as Wil can tell.

      “Xarrix, this is bullshit,” Wil says, leaning over to the Trenbal.

      “What’s going on? We heard screaming,” Zephyr says over the comms.

      Wil looks back toward the center of the room ,where the engineering droid is strung up in the torture device. “Not now.” He glances over to Follux Sul, who turns and smiles at him, a jewel-encrusted smile.

      Jurrella gets up from her throne and strides down to the center of the room. She raises her arms, and spins to take in the audience. “This robot would take from us what is ours! Bunto, who started this journey with us, would take from us that which is ours! That which we’ve worked so hard, and so long for!” The crowd erupts into cheers and shouts.

      “What is she talking about?” Wil asks Xarrix.
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          Everything is NOT Okay

        

      

    

    
      As Jurrella works the room into a frenzy, Xarrix begins to explain. “I take it you know little about the Werdlow system.” Before Wil can answer, he continues, “When the Peacekeepers gave up trying to pacify this system, they not only left but took their toys with them. The residents of the planet found themselves suddenly on their own—deservedly, some would argue. They had to learn to farm and trade with the few traders who’d visit the planet.”

      “He’s right,” Zephyr whispers in Wil’s ear.

      “Jurrella’s family united most of the colonies on the planet,” Xarrix continues, “by force when necessary, but usually it wasn’t. Her father and grandfather were charismatic leaders.” He gestures toward the Duchess, still working the crowd, while the trussed-up intel bot watches. The remaining Quillant is standing silently between two guards, its eyes unfocused.

      Follux Sul turns and hisses, “Would you two gossips like to take your chat outside? The show is getting good!”

      Wil flips him off, just as Jurrella stops before the intel bot. “You worked for the enemies of Werdlow! You took part in an attack that could have cost our world its freedom and prosperity!”

      “I repeat, I am only—”

      Jurrella motions to one of her guards, who activates the device which immediately separates the droid’s limbs from its body. It emits a low warbling kind of sound.

      “What was that?” Bennie asks over the comms.

      “She just ripped the droid’s arms and legs off,” Wil says under his breath, so as not to alert anyone to his comms device.

      “She is torturing her,” Gabe says matter-of-factly.

      “Her?” Wil whispers in unison with Zephyr.

      “The intonation of her voice suggests she has affected a female persona. She answered the Duchess’ question honestly,” Gabe informs them.

      As the body of the droid slumps to the ground, held up by a few stray wires coming from its now separated limbs, the crowd once again erupts in cheers. The droid’s optical sensors flutter before going dark.

      Xarrix leans over. “Her father purchased this ship with the entire savings of the colony. They used it to run freight at first, then to pirate when it was safe to do so. Every credit they stole and earned went to the colony, and they sold every unit of production and refined goods the colony could produce to fill the coffers. Jurrella learned of the derelict fleet from her cousin, Bunto. Apparently, Bunto wanted to sell the ships.”

      “And she wanted to build both a maritime and military fleet, with your help,” Wil finishes.

      “What’s happening?” Bennie pushes.

      The remaining Quillant crew member is standing before the remains of the intel bot. “Was Bunto operating alone?” Jurrella asks. “He and his thieving mate Wi’Qu left together.”

      “I never met any Wi’Qu,” the captive replies, trembling. It is wringing its hands worriedly.

      “You lie!” the Duchess shouts, encouraging the crowd to scream at the captive, who shrinks back against the verbal onslaught. Without a word, one of her guards walks up and shoots the Quillant in the back of the head.

      “God!” Wil says. Then, to head off his team’s questions, he whispers, “She just executed the other Quillant.

      Jurrella turns to the crowd, then points to the last survivor of the failed attack, the arm-less engineering bot. “This one will fight! Tonight!”

      “Fight?” Maxim asks.

      “Fight?” Wil asks Xarrix.

      “A popular pastime on Werdlow Three is droid fights,” the crime boss replies offhandedly.

      “That’s not okay,” Wil grinds out. “It doesn’t even have arms.”

      “Yes, that will be a handicap for sure. You’re welcome to stand up and tell her that. I trust your crew is prepared to carry on the assignment without you? Though, given what we’ve just seen, she may just torture and kill them all, except your droid. She’ll make him fight, he’s too unique to just destroy outright.” Xarrix pauses to think. “She might sell him though, he really is unique.”

      Wil growls and gets up. “This is grolacked!” He makes his way toward the exit, while Jurrella watches.
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          Things We Don’t Think About

        

      

    

    
      “Gabe is pouting,” Maxim says, as Wil closes the airlock door behind him, having thankfully left the Berserker behind.

      “Can’t say I blame him. This mission just took a kind of dark turn.” Wil slips the earpiece back into a pocket on his jumpsuit. “Let’s put some distance between us and this nightmare. We can take our salvagers out to the far end of the flotilla.”

      Maxim nods. “I’ll get us going, you go check on Gabe.” He can see Wil take a big breath and exhale, then nod.
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      “Can I come in?” Wil asks, as the door to engineering slides open.

      “Of course, Captain. It is your ship.” The engineering bot’s voice comes from somewhere behind the main engine.

      “How are you doing, big guy? That must have been rough to hear, you know, back aboard the Berserker.” Wil takes a few tentative steps into the engineering space, letting the hatch close behind him.

      “To be honest, Captain, it was nothing I have not encountered before. Except for a few minor, outlying colonies, droids do not have civil rights. We are routinely tortured for sport and treated as property to be abused as desired, and discarded when too damaged for any use.”

      As Wil comes around the reactor, he sees a space he doesn’t recall ever seeing before. It is a small maintenance workstation that’s been reconfigured into what he can only call a bedroom—though sans bed. Gabe is sitting on a bench against the far wall, the glow from the reactor illuminating his new, more expressive face.

      Sitting down next to his robotic friend, Wil rests his hand on Gabe’s shoulder. “I didn’t know how bad it was.” He shrugs. “I guess I never really paid any attention, I mean, before meeting you. Droids were always just in the background going about their business. I never considered—”

      “You would not be the only one. Few consider my kind anything but tools with minds.” Gabe turns to look at Wil, his eyes clearly expressing sadness. Damn, his new face really does convey his emotional state, Wil thinks.

      Wil pauses for a moment. “I guess it was easy for me to not see it. Lanksham didn’t have any droids on the crew, and most of the places we went, droids were a luxury few could afford.” He thinks a bit more. “I think my first real encounters with droids came after I was on my own.” He shrugs. “By then I had other things on my mind.”

      Gabe says nothing, so Wil continues, “We’ll fix this. We’ve got some clout with Harrith, maybe they can help put pressure on the GC. Start getting the conversation started. Hell, we have some clout with the GC too, though I haven no idea how to apply it.”

      “That is kind of you, Captain. I do not have much hope of anything like that succeeding. Droids have been a disposable workforce in the GC for over one hundred and fifty standard years. I do not see that changing anytime soon.”

      “That was before I got involved.” Wil smiles and pats his friend’s leg. “Also, at least using Earth as a model, change like this is slow—often way too slow.” He smiles again. “What say we get this job done, get paid and never see Xarrix or the nut job Jurrella again, and set about fighting some civil rights fights?”

      “I would like that.” Gabe stands and follows Wil out of engineering.

      As they cross through the lounge towards the hatch leading to the bridge, Wil asks, “Did the Peacekeepers mistreat you, or any of their droids for that matter?”

      Gabe turns his head, looking down at Wil. “Sometimes, but not often. It was common to re-program the inhibitor key and force droids to fight each other for sport.”

      “Inhibitor key?”

      “The inhibitor key is a device inside each droid. It is essentially the ownership key. Once keyed with specific command codes and inserted into a droid, the droid cannot override anything contained on the key.” Tapping on his chest, Gabe adds, “Droids are also unable to remove their or another droid’s key.”

      “Do you have one?” Wil leans forward, eyeing Gabe’s chest.

      “I did. The ensign who smuggled me off the Command Carrier removed it, for some reason. I suspect it was part of his agreement with Xarrix. Had it been present when I powered on, I would have attempted to escape and return to the Peacekeepers by any means necessary.” He smiles at Wil. “When I created this body, I did not include an inhibitor key port.”

      Wil nods, smiling back. “Smart.”

      Gabe nods. “Yes.”
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          Pillow Talk

        

      

    

    
      “Are all humans like you?” Cynthia asks from beside him, this time in his quarters.

      “What do you mean? Exceptional in bed?” Wil grins. “The answer is no.” He thinks a bit, then adds, “But also, no in general. We come in lots of colors, sizes, and shapes. Different political leanings, religious leanings. Come to think of it, we’re more unalike than anything. Sometimes for the worse.”

      She tuts. “I meant messy.” She gestures to the rest of the room. “You’re a grown man.”

      “Ouch!” He looks around. “But fair. I’ve slacked a little on the cleaning thing. I’ve been a bit pre-occupied.”

      She slaps a hand against his chest. “No excuse. You can’t have people over and expect them to not be grossed out.”

      “You don’t seem to mind—” Wil grunts, as a sharp furry elbow strikes his ribs. “Okay, no argument. I’ll clean the place up.”

      “So, your world isn’t united under one government?”

      Wil laughs. “Oh god, no. I mean, we’ve made strides: the United Nations is the strongest it’s ever been, but there are still plenty of non-aligned nations. Some out of disinterest, others because they have desires to overthrow the more powerful nations.”

      “If the GC ever approach your people, you know the planet has to be united under a single planetary government?” Cynthia says.

      “Yeah, I think Earth is a long way from GC membership.” He shrugs. “Who knows though, maybe finding life outside our system would be the kick in the pants humanity needs to get its act together.” When his companion doesn’t answer, Wil changes gears. “Does the treatment of droids bother you?”

      “Wow, this took a turn.” She turns and props herself up on an elbow. “Sort of. My planet, Tyr, has laws that give synthetic intelligence—droids—certain civil rights.”

      “I didn’t know that. Gabe mentioned that certain worlds were like that, but not enough.”

      “He’s not wrong. What you saw on the Berserker isn’t that uncommon, especially on the more backwater worlds like Werdlow Three. The GC has done an outstanding job of keeping droids from getting even the smallest of rights. Companies like Farsight and other droid manufacturers certainly aren’t helping either.” Sighing, she looks Wil in the eyes. “Why?”

      “I had an earpiece in last time I was aboard the Berserker. The crew heard almost everything.”

      “Gods you’re dumb—”

      “Hey—” Wil starts, but a fur-covered finger covers his lips.

      “If Xarrix or Jurrella had caught on, it’d be you on that rack. Not to mention the trauma you likely caused your metal friend.”

      “We don’t keep secrets from each other.” Then he shakes his head. “Yeah, Gabe took it really hard, I’m not sure what to do about it.” He falls back on the bed, looking up at the ceiling. That intake looks like it needs cleaning too, he observes. He coughs once. “So, yeah, I need to ask you something.”

      She looks down at him, one cat-like ear quirked. “You switch topics like a Drunlop changes phases.”

      Wil makes a face, processing what she just said, then shrugs. “What’s the deal with these ships? What’s Xarrix up to? What are bio-weapons doing here and where are they?”

      Now both ears are laying flat against her head. “What do you mean?”

      “I—we, heard you talking to Lorath the other day.”

      “How? You hacked my quarters? Installed Surveillance?” She’s out of bed now, grabbing clothes from the floor.

      Wil sits up. “Can you blame us?” He spreads his hands. “Looks like it was warranted, after all. So what’s up? There’s more to this than salvaging some derelict ships.”

      As she opens the hatch to leave his quarters, she flips him off.

      The hatch closes.

      “That went well,” Wil mumbles, looking for his pants.
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      “What do you make of all this?” Maxim and Zephyr are in bed, both looking up at the ceiling. Maxim turns to look at his companion.

      “Which all of this do you mean?” Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes.

      The big Palorian looks over at the love of his life. “Working for Xarrix, Gabe’s reaction to what Wil saw aboard the Berserker…” He pauses. “… his relationship with Cynthia.”

      “Oh, all all of this.” She hikes herself up on both elbows. “I don’t really have a strong opinion on working for Xarrix. We take some jobs that are horrible and some that aren’t. This is the former.” She reaches for a glass of water next to her pulse pistol on the bedside table. After a sip, he continues, “The droid thing was bound to come up. Remember our discussion on Brai?”

      “I do. Did I tell you I spoke with Gabe after leaving Brai?”

      “You didn’t.” She gets up to walk to the bathroom and refill her glass. over the running water she asks, “How’d that go?”

      “He gives me a run for my money in the stoic department, that’s for sure. But since his… transformation… and his time aboard the Siege Perilous, he’s been less droid-like. He said it was because he was able to strip away a lot of the programming Farsight forces on droids to keep them docile and subservient.” Maxim lifts the covers so she can get back in bed. “I never really thought about that, that Farsight or the GC would put a code in place, to enforce their will on droids.” He shrugs. “But I guess that makes sense.”

      When Zephyr doesn’t say anything, he continues, “I know you don’t like her, but is it really any of our business who Wil invites into his bed?” At her look of disgust he continues, “Besides, poor guy’s been damn-near celibate for as long as we’ve known him. I’m surprised he hasn’t gone insane.”

      Zephyr shakes her head. “Men.”
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          Always Something

        

      

    

    
      “Salvage Team A is docked,” Zephyr announces, as the small fleet of freighters and salvagers latch on to the large derelict directly ahead. It is the twelfth derelict they’ve salvaged since starting the operation.

      A cough from behind Wil causes everyone to turn. Cynthia is standing just inside the hatch. She looks down at her feet, then mumbles something.

      “I’m sorry?” Wil says.

      “She said, they’re alive,” Bennie offers.

      Wil turns to him, the question clear on his face. The Brailack shrugs. “Just because humans have underdeveloped senses.”

      “You don’t even have ears,” Wil mutters, then turns back to Cynthia. “What’re alive?”

      “The ships,” the Tygran woman answers.

      “Not all of us advertise our sensory organs like humans do,” Bennie quips.

      “Oh dren,” Maxim says. “We’ve been down this road before, recently.”

      Cynthia shakes her head. “Not like that dreadnaught thing. Like us.”

      “Come again?” Wil says.

      “Is there a difference?” Zephyr asks.

      Cynthia walks over and takes a seat at the station she’s been occupying since the mission started. “They’re biomechanical. Some type of giant creatures—living starships. We call them Behemoths, because of their size. They’re in some type of hibernation state. The teams are going aboard and lobotomizing them, then taking manual control. That’s why it’s taken so long: the salvagers have had to map out the neural pathways as they cut them open.”

      “That’s grotesque,” Zephyr says, in a low voice.

      “Truly,” Wil agrees. “What the hell, Cynthia?”

      She shrugs. “What you said last night got me thinking.” She looks Wil in the eye. “I’m not okay with what they’re doing. I wasn’t before, but I’ve learned to not look too hard at what Xarrix gets into. I’ve been in this line of work so long I’ve gotten good at mentally separating myself from it.” She smiles shyly. “I guess you’re rubbing off on me.”

      “He does that,” Maxim says. “A shower will help.”

      “Man, it’s always something,” Wil grouses. “Can’t we have a few months of just boring ass work that pays well?”

      “Emphasis on boring.” Bennie says. “So, now what?”

      Maxim looks from Wil to Cynthia, then at Bennie. “You have to ask? We stop this. The way we stop everything.” He’s grinning.

      “By... blowing things up?” Wil asks. “I mean, we do blow things up a lot.”

      Maxim is nodding. “exactly.”

      Cynthia sighs. “I’ve been down this road before.”

      Wil laughs. “To be clear, I didn’t cause your building to explode.”

      “Uh, huh.”

      “It was Lorath,” Wil protests.

      Zephyr clears her throat. “So, what do we do?”

      “Let’s go pay our boss and his boss a visit,” Wil says, smiling.
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      “Docking clamps locked. Good seal on the airlock,” Bennie reports from the bridge.

      Wil looks at the group assembled in the armory; Zephyr, Maxim, and Cynthia. “Let’s do this,” he says.

      Zephyr looks at Cynthia. “Don’t shed in that armor—it’s mine.”

      Cynthia makes a purring noise. “Explains why it’s so big.” Before Zephyr can react, the Tygran turns and heads towards the airlock.

      Max and Wil exchange a look and follow after her.
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      Sitting on the bridge of the Butcher, Lorath’s wristcomm vibrates a pattern she knows well. “Excuse me, Captain Sul.” Without waiting for the diminutive pirate to answer, she gets up and leaves the bridge, thankful to be away from the pervasive smell of Follux Sul’s first officer.

      Entering her quarters, she lifts her arm, activating the comm link. “They know,” Xarrix says from the small screen on her forearm. Sitting down at the desk set into the bulkhead, she swipes on the screen, and Xarrix’s image moves to the larger display on the desktop unit.

      “It was bound to happen, I suppose. Wil isn’t nearly as dumb as he looks.” The scaled second-in-command looks at her boss. “I wonder how, though?”

      “Cynthia.”

      “Excuse me?” She leans toward the screen.

      “Wil. That damned human corrupted her.” Xarrix leans back. “She was such a valuable asset.”

      “How?”

      “Slept with her.” His face shows just how disgusting the idea is to him.

      “Dammit. I invested a lot in her training. That idiot owes us.”

      Xarrix smiles. “As it happens, we’ll get to exact a price for the loss of our associate, sooner rather than later. They’re planning to storm the Berserker.”

      “Bold. Surely Wil knows how many armed guards and mercenaries are on board?”

      “He does, or at least he should, having been aboard, but...” Xarrix makes an expansive gesture. “…humans.”

      “I hope they don’t leave their home system anytime soon. Gods help us all.”

      “Indeed. At any rate, it’s time to contain our band of misfits, it seems.”

      “Understood.” Lorath reaches over to the terminal and brings up a menu. On it is the Ghost and the Butcher. She selects the former, and activates a command. “I’ll assemble a crew.”
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          Breaking and Entering

        

      

    

    
      As they exit the armory, the lights in the small corridor between it and the airlock dim, then go out. “Uh.” Wil looks at the ceiling. “Hey Gabe, did you power down the reactor?”

      Maxim and Zephyr both look at Wil, as the red automatic emergency lighting activates.

      “I did not, someone has infiltrated our systems. They are all shutting down.”

      Without a word, Zephyr is moving. She has her hands around Cynthia’s throat before anyone, including Cynthia, can react. She moves to head butt the Tygran woman, only to slam her faceplate against Cynthia’s own faceplate.

      From the Ceiling, Bennie announces. “Everything is shutting down! I’m trying to counter, but... I don’t know where it’s coming from!”

      Cynthia breaks Zephyr’s hold and jumps against the wall to get up and over the stunned ex-Peacekeeper. Using her tail as a counterbalance, Cynthia lands on the balls of her feet and swiftly launches into a spinning kick to Zephyr’s midsection.

      Zephyr’s training takes over, and she grapples the leg as it connects with her side, causing her to exhale loudly. She lashes out with a savage jab right to her opponent’s chest, followed by an equally brutal, full-powered kick to the same place the punch just landed. Cynthia’s armored form flies backward and collides with Wil and Maxim.

      Maxim immediately drops to one knee and pins the already wriggling woman to the ground.

      “Whoa whoa whoa!” Wil says, arms outstretched to try to hold the charging Zephyr back. The small corridor that circles the bridge and armory and connects the port and starboard airlock has never felt so cramped.

      Zephyr roars, “She’s betrayed us. Stop thinking with your lopar!”

      Wil takes a second to process what Zephyr’s just said. “Wait, what, no!” He motions for Zephyr to stand down. “I mean, yeah she probably did betray—”

      “I didn’t—” Cynthia stops as Zephyr growls and takes a step forward. She reaches up to remove her armored helmet. “I swear it.”

      Wil shakes his head. “She’s worth more alive than dead.” He looks down at the feline featured woman at his feet. “Probably.” When she looks up at him, he looks away.

      Standing, adjusting the borrowed armor, Cynthia says again, “I didn’t betray you.” She holds a hand up as Zephyr once again growls and leans forward. “However, my orders were to subdue you if ordered. There’s a canister of nitrozene tied to the main air exchanger.”

      Wil glances at the ceiling. “Gabe?”

      “I am on my way,” the droid replies from wherever he is in the ship.

      Cynthia reaches into her jumpsuit leg pocket, slowly removing a small remote. She hands it to Wil. “Lorath or Xarrix must have done something to the ship. I was to use this, but I’m guessing Xarrix, or Lorath, realized I’d betrayed their confidence.”

      “When?” Maxim asks.

      Wil shrugs. “Neither has been aboard during this mission and—son of a bitch.” He turns to Bennie. “Scour the main computer. I’m guessing a subroutine that’s never run, just executed.”

      Everyone watches Bennie for a minute or two. “Well?” Maxim asks.

      “You’re welcome to come over and do this your—wait.” The small hacker pauses, presumably looking intently at his console. “Well, I’ll be.” Everyone turns and heads immediately for the bridge, Maxim resting one armored and powerful hand on Cynthia’s shoulder.

      The bridge hatch opens, and Gabe walks in holding a canister that looks to Wil a lot like a pony keg from the old liquor store in Denver he’d visit in college. “I have successfully disconnected the nitrozene.” Setting the canister down next to the hatch, Gabe approaches Bennie. “Can I be of assistance?”

      Wil glares at Bennie. “Jesus, dude. You’re supposed to be our hacker! How did you miss that? It’s had to have been part of the computer since before you came aboard with them.” He hitches a thumb over his shoulder toward Maxim. “Xarrix hasn’t had access to the Ghost since he helped me outfit it for my trip home.”

      “He’s nothing if not patient,” Cynthia offers. “He likely had his people install the subroutine and bury it then, waiting for just the right time.”

      “The data stick,” Zephyr says, turning her ire back to Cynthia, still firmly in Maxim’s grasp.

      “Damn. You’re right, there was probably code on that stick that activated the sleeper code Xarrix implanted. Then it was simple enough to send a signal.” Wil looks around the room, before casting his gaze on Cynthia. “I thought we had something.”

      Before anyone can reply, there’s a loud thunk against the hull, followed by another.

      “I believe we are being boarded,” Gabe offers.

      Wil grabs his pistol from the holster on his thigh. “Good thing we’re already dressed.” He places his helmet back on his head and secures the seals. He points at Cynthia. “Wait here.” Then he points at Bennie. “Keep an eye on her.”

      Bennie squeaks. “Me?”
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          Well That Went Well

        

      

    

    
      “This is embarrassing,” Wil says, sitting on the narrow bench of the Ghost’s brig.

      “I didn’t know we had a brig,” Maxim offers. Zephyr, who’s laying against him on the floor, chuckles mirthlessly.

      “I mean, really embarrassing,” Wil continues. “Sure we’re not some type of crack commando squad,” he looks over to Maxim and Zephyr, “well, not all of us. But still. It’s like we were rank amateurs. Like we weren’t even prepared.”

      Bennie, who’s leaning against Cynthia in the opposite corner, offers, “If it helps, they clearly had that planned.” He gestures beyond the cell where Gabe is standing in the corner, his eyes dark. “It takes more than a simple EMP to shut him down, especially that new body of his.”

      “Xarrix has clearly been monitoring us for some time,” Zephyr says. “That pulse shut down our armor like nothing. Wil’s armor isn’t even Peacekeeper, and it didn’t fare any better. That was far too specific to be anything but pre-planned.”

      Before anyone can look at her or say anything Cynthia offers, “I had nothing to do with it. The nitrozene was my play, nothing else.”

      “So, what now?” Maxim asks. “I assume you have some override or something? It’s your ship after all.”

      Wil gestures around. “Notice the lights? Still on backup power.” The lighting in the small room is the same faint red of the emergency lights.

      The doors open and Lorath enters. She glances at Gabe’s inert form in the corner, then continues toward the cell. “You need a larger brig,” she says. Her smile has no friendliness to it.

      “It’ll be just right when it’s you in here,” Wil says, standing and walking over to the door. “What’s going on? What’re you and Xarrix up to?” He looks her in the eye. “What’re you doing with these creatures? What’re you going to do with my ship? My crew?”

      She turns to Cynthia, ignoring Wil. “I’m disappointed in you. After all, we’ve been through. You choose—” she gestures to Wil, “That?”

      Bennie chuckles as Wil starts to turn red. “Excuse me?”

      Still looking directly at her former lieutenant, Lorath continues. “You’ve worked for me for cycles. You are—were, third in command of Xarrix’s entire operation, you had more power than many government officials.” Again she glances at Wil. “He can’t be that good.”

      As Wil starts to smile, Cynthia answers, “He’s not. But he is noble. It’s been a long time since I’ve met someone like him. Like them.” She gestures to everyone in the cell.

      “How’s that working out so far?” Lorath scoffs. With that, she turns and leaves the room.
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      “We’re almost halfway done. Can you keep things under control over there?” Xarrix asks, from the main display on the Ghost’s bridge.

      “They’re in the brig, the droid is offline. It shouldn’t be a problem.” Lorath is sitting in Wil’s command chair, surrounded by four of Follux Sul’s crew, on loan from the Butcher.

      The Trenbal crime lord nods. “Very well, then. I’ll keep an eye on Sul, you keep the Ghost in position, protecting salvage team A. Now that the salvagers are familiar with the neurology of the vessels, the acquisitions will go quicker.”

      “Xarrix. Did you know these vessels, these creatures, were, in fact, living things?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Lorath tuts. “You know better than that.”

      He smiles. “I do, but we’ve already had one of our best operatives go soft, I had to be sure that number hadn’t grown to two.”

      “As if.” She reaches over and closes the channel. Looking around at her loaner bridge crew she says, “Well, let’s go protect those salvagers.” She picks up the small blue figurine of Kel and turns it over in one hand, looking at it appraisingly. “Junk,” she mumbles, sitting back down at the console.

      One of her borrowed crew looks over from the sensor station. “Do we get to steal their stuff when we’re done?”

      “Of course. Everything on this ship will be fair game once we’ve disposed of its previous occupants.” The scales along Lorath’s neck shift color, as she imagines putting a pulse pistol to Wil’s head.
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          Bustin’ Out

        

      

    

    
      “Captain, please wake up. Captain...” There’s a small zapping sound.

      “Sweet boneless Christ!” Wil hisses, waking from his sleep and rubbing his butt cheek. “What’s going on? Bennie was that you?”

      The groggy Brailack opens one eye and sees Wil rubbing the wound. “What? Like did I bite your butt? No, no, I didn’t bite your butt, krebnack.” He rolls over.

      “It was me.” Two small yellow circles are staring at Wil and the crew from beyond the bars of their cell.

      “Gabe?” Zephyr says, waking.

      “Affirmative.”

      Maxim sits up. “I thought you were offline.”

      “While the energy pulse was certainly powerful, it was insufficient to incapacitate me.”

      “It’s been a day...” Wil says, getting to his feet as the droid approaches the door to the cell.

      “Despite this new body, I am still an engineer, not a warrior. I decided to wait and see what Lorath and her associates did before acting.”

      “You could have let us know,” Wil insists.

      The bot shrugs, then grabs the lock and crushes it in one hand.

      “Okay, now what?” Cynthia asks.

      “Well for one, we leave your ass here, and Gabe bends the door or something to keep you contained,” Zephyr all but snarls.

      Before Cynthia can reply Wil holds up both hands. “Ladies. I get it, you hate each other. It’s time to either get over it or at least set it aside. Cynthia has proven she’s with us on this. She’s on our side, Zee.”

      Zephyr straightens, mulls what Wil said over, then extends her hand to the feline ex-criminal secretary. “Okay, he’s right. Truce?”

      Cynthia grasps Zephyr’s forearm. “Truce.” She looks around, “Now, let’s go make Lorath regret locking us up.” Her grin makes Wil shudder.

      Wil looks up at Gabe. “You still connected to the ship’s computer?”

      A shake of the head. “Negative. They have disabled the wireless network.”

      “Smart,” Bennie says. “Lorath doesn’t need it, and she probably assumed that if we got free, we’d use it.”

      Cynthia looks down at Bennie. “Don’t underestimate her. She survived a long time before joining Xarrix. That’s not easy, and even less so for a woman. She’s ruthless.”

      Wil shudders, remembering his first meeting with Lorath, shortly after the crew stole the crate with Gabe in it for Xarrix. He’d sent his new team off on shopping errands, while he delivered the news that he would not, in fact, be providing the droid to Xarrix, or his proxy, Lorath. “Yeah, she is.”

      Zephyr eyes the hatch leading out of the brig. “Okay, so what’s the plan?”

      “I think I have an idea,” Wil says, smiling.

      Just then the Ghost lurches, then tilts wildly.
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      “They’re a kilometer long, it shouldn’t be that hard to hit them!” Lorath is shouting at the lanky Sylban occupying the weapons station.

      Its wood-like limbs are moving over the controls. “This console is a mess!” it rattles in its rustling leaves-like voice. “Who configured it?”

      “A Peacekeeper—hold on!” she shouts, banking the Ghost hard over to avoid an almost head-on collision with one of the smaller Behemoths. She glances at a Trenbal sitting at the sensor station—younger than Xarrix, a cousin if she recalls. “What’s happening? Can you reach the salvage team?”

      “I’m working on it!” the rattled reptilian replies, then at the expression on Lorath’s face, adds, “Ma’am.” A moment later, he says, “I have Captain Gub of the Huflo.”

      The overhead speaker beeps. “We’re evacuating this one! There seems to be some type of defense mechanism—Aghh! Watch out Nolpe! Dammit!”

      “What’s going on over there, Captain!” Lorath shouts, watching the screen as the Behemoth that’s been attacking them veers off and collides with another. “Captain Gub?”

      The comms link is silent. Just as she turns to ask if they’re still connected, it bursts into life again. “We’re aboard the Huflo. You have to destroy this thing!” On the screen, the Huflo and two other salvage vessels detach from the wild Behemoth and jet away on different flight paths, engines flaring brightly at maximum thrust. One vessel isn’t fast enough, shattering like glass against the thick space-being’s hide.

      “Target that thing!” Lorath orders the Sylban weapons officer. “Fire everything we have!” A moment later she can see several missiles appear at the bottom of the screen, arcing towards the Behemoth that is now turning back on to an intercept course with them. The first missiles impact against the armor-like outer skin, showing little sign of serious damage. Then the third missile strikes and in a blinding flash breaks the rogue living starship in half. “What the grolack was that?” she asks, turning to the Sylban.

      “They have XPX-1900s,” the wood-like alien says, possibly grinning—Lorath finds it hard to tell. “Well, they did.”

      Pressing a button, she says, “Captain Gub, the rogue vessel is destroyed. What happened?”

      “Good to hear, thank you! One of my assistants cut the wrong fiber. Whatever it was, it almost immediately caused the creature to reactivate. We tried severing the connections like normal, but it activated internal defenses. Small creatures came out of nowhere—violent little yellow things, with blasters and other weapons attached to them, hundreds at once.”

      “Good to know, I’ll make sure to pass your experience along to the other teams. Make sure your people are careful, Jurrella won’t like that we’ve had to destroy one of her prizes.” She’s about to cut the connection, then adds, “Oh, and document which fiber your assistant cut so we can share that with the rest of the salvagers.”
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          Operation: Take Back the Ship. Phase 1

        

      

    

    
      Bennie is shaking his head. “That’s your plan?”

      “Yeah, what’s wrong with it?” Wil asks, opening the hatch leading out of the brig a crack to peek down the corridor. The brig is just off the crew lounge, down a short hallway, and opposite the passage to the crews’ quarters.

      “Well for one, shoving me in the main ventilation duct is what’s wrong with it.” The scowl on the Brailack’s face is almost comical to Wil. “What exactly, again, am I supposed to do?”

      Maxim looks over from the opposite side of the door to Wil. “Make your way to the bridge, and be ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      Gabe grabs Bennie by his jumpsuit and lifts him as Maxim answers, “Anything.” He motions Gabe through the hatch, closing it behind the bot and its captive Brailack.

      Wil looks at Zephyr and Cynthia. “You two think you can keep from killing each other long enough to kill bad guys?” Zephyr rolls her eyes and pushes past Wil, followed by Cynthia. He looks at Maxim. “Ready?” The big Palorian cracks his knuckles. “Hopefully whatever they were doing earlier, they don’t repeat.”
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      “I don’t like this,” Bennie says, as Gabe removes the bolts holding the grate in place. The primary air handling system is served by a large conduit that runs the length of the Ghost and has branches to serve the various sections of the ship. It’s the same system that Gabe recently uninstalled the nitrozene canister from.

      Gabe looks down at his friend. “I believe the time for objections has passed.”

      Bennie raises a green eyebrow, or where eyebrows would be if he had them. “I objected then too.”

      Gabe shrugs, and reaches down for his friend. “Up you go.”

      As Gabe re-secures the bolts, he hears Bennie start working his way through the duct. “Try to be as quiet as possible.”

      “I hate you guys,” comes the hissed reply.
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      “These smell.” Cynthia’s feline nose is twitching as she inspects one of the emergency spacesuits in the small room.

      “Blame your boyfriend. I’ve been trying to get him to replace or at least clean them since I first found them,” Zephyr replies, holding her own suit at arm’s length as she undoes the zipper on the front. “Hopefully we won’t be in them very long. You said the Behemoths have an atmosphere?”

      Cynthia nods once. “That’s what Lorath said, yes. Apparently part of their biological process, even in hibernation, is to produce oxygen.”

      Zephyr sits to don her boots. “They’re all just dormant? How do they not wake up when the salvagers board?”

      Cynthia shrugs. “We don’t feel the germs that crawl around in and on us. From what I picked up from Lorath and Xarrix, these things have been drifting here for hundreds of cycles, in some sort of standby mode. Someone must have left them here and never come back.” She gestures around the room. “This part of space is pretty desolate. Werdlow Three has only been colonized for five hundred cycles, after all.”

      “So on top of whatever ghoulish things are being done to these creatures, we’re also stealing them,” Zephyr says. Standing, she sighs. “Come on, let’s do this.” She reaches up and pulls a lever, causing a circular hatch in the ceiling to open. A similar hatch is visible a meter above it, then only space beyond.

      “Handy little place, this,” Cynthia says, looking around the room they’re in.

      Zephyr smiles, remembering when she and Maxim first met Wil, dropping down into the Ghost from the Partherian warship they were being held prisoner on. “It has its uses.” She presses a button and the hatch leading into the room closes. “Helmets.” She says, clicking her helmet in place on the neck on her suit. She presses another button, and the entire room decompresses, the oxygen being sucked out. She grabs two small thruster packs, handing one to Cynthia. “These should get us over there. After that, we’ll have to figure something out.”

      Nodding, Cynthia takes the pack and puts it on.

      One last button and the outer circular hatch opens. “Here we go,” Zephyr says.
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      After helping Bennie get into the central atmospheric system, Gabe heads for engineering. His new sensor suite, courtesy of the mega-warship Siege Perilous, provides a warning when he needs to duck out of the way. Luckily it appears that Lorath has only a small crew with her.

      Approaching the door, his sensors register three life forms inside the engineering compartment. Reaching for the button to open the hatch, his eyes shift from their usual yellow glow to a more menacing red.
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      “There,” Cynthia says, as they approach the Behemoth. She’s pointing at one of the salvager ships. “They leave the ships empty, it takes all of them to finish the task.” She looks around. “What’s all this debris?”

      Zephyr adjusts her thrusters. “Not sure. It wasn’t there earlier, must be what was causing the evasive maneuvers before.”

      “Looks like maybe one of the Behemoths,” Cynthia offers. Zephyr nods. Several pieces of debris as big as the Ghost drift by.

      “They don’t take security very seriously, do they?” Zephyr asks, as the code-breaker software Bennie provided takes less than two seconds to open the outer airlock doors.
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          Operation: Take Back the Ship. Phase 2

        

      

    

    
      “Ready, pal?” Wil asks from outside the bridge.

      Maxim nods. “Very.”

      Wil reaches down and presses a control. It beeps angrily and flashes red. “She’s good.” He reaches down and accesses a program on his wristcomm. “Bennie’s better.” He pulls a length of wire from the wristcomm, connecting it to the side of the access panel. Seconds later the wristcomm beeps, and the hatch control turns green. Putting the wire away, Wil presses the button, and the hatch opens.

      Maxim rushes in first, followed by Wil.
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      The hatch to engineering opens and Gabe strides in. The moment he enters, he sees three Brailack in orange coveralls. “Hello.”

      Without a word and before he has a chance to act, all three rush the engineering bot, one leaping through the air and grappling Gabe’s right arm. The other two tackle Gabe at the waist.

      “Surely you do not think—” One of the waist-tacklers climbs up Gabe’s back and produces a plasma welder. Gabe reaches back for the small attacker, but he dodges, and the one on his other arm reaches around to grab onto his shoulder joint, producing a small spanner.

      “Oh, my...” Gabe says, mostly to himself, as his opponents don’t seem interested in dialogue. “I should have used my blasters.”
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      “Do you know where we’re going?” Zephyr asks Cynthia, as they make their way through oddly organic corridors. They’ve only encountered one scavenger so far, which they had to dispatch before asking for directions. The corridors of the ship are more or less uniform in their size, tall enough for an average-height being to walk in and about two-and-a-half meters wide. Organic-looking light fixtures are spaced about every meter.

      “More or less. Lorath mentioned that their brains are forward and near the center where the vessel is the widest. The corridors should work their way there if it’s that vital. Like a ship’s bridge, I think.”

      “She thinks...” Zephyr mumbles, just loud enough for her partner to hear.

      Cynthia stops and spins to face her. “Okay, look, what’s your problem? You have an interest in Wil? Hate Tygrans? What is it?”

      “Wil? What? No, I’m with Maxim—wait, that’s none of your business. My problem,” she begins ticking things off on her fingers, “is that you’re a criminal, an opportunist, a murderer, almost certainly an assassin.” Looking down at her hands, Zephyr realizes she has one thumb left. “… and likely a backstabber.”

      Cynthia starts walking again. “First of all, you’re no saint. You think I don’t know about the body count your little merry band leaves behind?”

      “Criminals, pirates, scumbags... mostly,” Zephyr retorts.

      “Secondly, you’re a trained Peacekeeper intelligence operative. Your mate is a heavy weapons and tactics officer—”

      “Ex-Peacekeepers.”

      Cynthia continues as if Zephyr hadn’t interrupted: “…and small, green and annoying is a hacker with warrants throughout most of the GC. So yeah, I am an assassin, by training. Training that started when I was a kit, left on the street when Peacekeepers killed my mother. Training that replaced an orphanage and that replaced the likely end result of a penal colony, or work in a pleasure house. You’re damn right I’m an assassin, or was.” At the look Zephyr gives her, she adds, “I got out of that business as soon as I could, that’s how I found myself in Lorath’s employ. As for being a backstabber, I’ve been loyal to every employer I’ve ever had, until now.” She looks at the Palorian woman, walking beside her. “What were your other super judgy points? I’ve forgotten.”

      Zephyr is silent for a few beats as they work their way through corridors, the signs of scavenger crews growing with each step. Trash is everywhere, and several sections of the passage are cut and pried open. Finally, Zephyr inhales. “I’m sorry.”

      “What’s that? I didn’t quite hear you?” Cynthia says, slowing as they approach a wide intersection.

      “I judged you with incomplete information, which was more or less, works for Xarrix. That wasn’t fair. Then you started to get close to Wil, and I was worried you’d hurt him when you betrayed him.”

      “Except I didn’t betray him, or you, or hurt him.”

      “I know.” Zephyr turns and puts a hand on the shoulder of her feline companion. “I’m sorry.”

      Cynthia nods. “Come on. I can hear the salvagers, we’re close.”
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          Operation: Take Back the Ship. Phase 3

        

      

    

    
      “I hate them,” Bennie mumbles to himself, as he inches his way through the primary ventilation shaft. “Treated like dren, made to crawl around in air ducts.” He inches past something sticky and curses.
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      Wil and Maxim burst through the bridge hatch, catching everyone inside by surprise. Lorath is the first to react, springing from the command chair toward the front of the bridge, far from the commotion. But as she does, her foot collides with the main controls, causing her leap to be less than graceful. The Ghost accelerates.

      The Sylban at the weapons station lets out a rattling kind of scream, and the top of its head erupts in what looks to Wil like flowers.

      The Trenbal occupying Zephyr’s station turns to the intruders and leaps right at Wil, razor-sharp teeth bared. Before Wil can duck, a massive fist smashes into the side of the reptilian head, causing its owner to make a gurgling sound before collapsing to the deck, dead or unconscious.

      The pair duck as blaster fire splashes over their heads, scorching several light fixtures and access panels. Wil grabs the blaster from the fallen Trenbal’s holster and looks at Maxim. “You take tree guy.” Maxim nods and crawls towards his station.

      Wil stands and fires several shots, trying to not destroy the main display. “Give it up, Lorath!” He grabs the Kel figurine and hurls it at her.

      She dodges the small blue projectile, swatting it away in mid-air. “Are you kidding? You’ll be dead in a few centocks, then your big friend will join you. Then I’ll track down his mate and that flobin Cynthia. I bet Xarrix lets me keep this ship as my personal transport.” She stands and fires twice toward Wil, or at least where Wil had been.

      Off to the side, Wil can see Maxim tackle the Sylban, which again lets out a strange rattling scream. This time, instead of its head blooming, large thorns emerge from its forearms. It swipes at the big ex-Peacekeeper, who dodges expertly, giving ground to the advancing alien.

      Wil stands and fires just as Lorath is taking aim at Maxim. “Oh no you don’t!”

      She spins, returning her attention to Wil, and returns fire. “Once the four of you are dead, I’ll sell that little green krebnack to someone who needs his services. There’s always someone looking to influence an election or a stock market.”

      From above her head, comes a shout: “Like wurrin you will!” A grate drops from the ceiling, distracting Lorath enough that she doesn’t see the small green blur shoot out of the duct. Bennie lands right on her face and starts raining blows with his small fists. “Sell me? Sell me? You sleazebag, lowlife—eep!” A scaled hand grabs his jumpsuit and hurls him across the bridge to collide with the central control console, his body smashing several controls. The Ghost tilts wildly.

      Wil, already standing, fires once—hitting Lorath in the shoulder. “Don’t make me—” he begins, but as she raises her weapon to fire, he shoots her in the chest. She is sent her flying against the main display screen, smearing blue blood against it. A smoking crater marks the dead center of her chest. Lorath looks up at Wil, then the life drains from her face and she collapses.

      Wil hears a loud crack, like someone snapping a twig, and looks at Maxim just as he drops the Sylban to the deck. Cuts crisscross his arms and face, almost all of them bleeding. The big man shrugs. “Sorry, we didn’t need prisoners, did we?”

      Wil shrugs back. “Bodies are easier to get rid of.” He looks over at Lorath’s body. “This will really piss Xarrix off.” He’s smiling.

      From the back of the bridge, a feeble voice asks, “Was that the signal?”

      Wil laughs. “It sure was, pal.” He walks over to his command chair and presses a button. “Gabe?” He looks down at the main controls and frowns.

      Maxim leans down and helps Bennie up. “You were very fierce. Well done.”
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      Over the speakers in the ceiling comes Wil’s voice: “Gabe?”

      One of the Brailack engineers is laying in a heap near the reactor. The other two are still firmly attached to Gabe, who is spinning in circles as fast as he can while trying to grasp the fast-moving attackers. His left arm is shooting sparks out of the elbow joint while a section of his back plating is hanging loose.

      “Go for its leg!” one of the attackers shouts.

      As the Brailack clings to his back, dodging a swipe, it aims its plasma welder at his hip joint. Gabe lurches to one side, stopping his spinning just long enough to collide with one of the workbenches, which sends the hip-attacking Brailack tumbling away. With a kick that would dent hull plating, Gabe sends his small nemesis sailing through the compartment to smack against the far bulkhead, making a wet-sounding noise.

      “Gabe, you there buddy?”

      Gabe looks up at the ceiling, and as the final Brailack moves to his back, out of reach of both arms, he straightens and falls backward, crushing the small alien underneath him. It makes a gurgling noise as the droid rolls over, stands and walks to the control panel on the workbench. “Engineering is secure, Captain.” Gabe looks down at his arm, still erupting in sparks. “Three hostiles, no longer a concern.”

      “Good job! Get the computer back under control and get the wireless network back up and running so we can use our wristcomms. I’m pretty sure we’re flying blind.”

      “Right away.”
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      “What the wurrin is going on over there?”

      Xarrix and Jurrella are looking at the massive display at the front of the Berserker’s bridge. The warlord turns to Xarrix, her face making it clear she expects an answer.

      “I believe I had told you that Wil and the crew of the Ghost were… how did I put it, wild cards.” He shrugs. “I’m sure it’s fine. Lorath is over there, and I’ve seen her lead teams to pacify entire villages and not blink. The crew of the Ghost will not be a problem.”

      “Then why are they flying out of the engagement area? They’re on a direct course towards,” and Jurrella leans over the shoulder of one of her crew, looking at the hapless crew member’s display, “…nowhere. They’re flying at almost full sub-light speed to nowhere in particular.”

      Xarrix snaps his fingers at one of the crew at a station a few meters away. “You there, keep trying to hail the Ghost.”

      After glancing at the Duchess, the crew member nods. “Of course, sir.”

      Xarrix comes back over and bows slightly. “I’m sure everything is under control over there. Lorath is my top operative, remember.”

      The Duchess looks Xarrix up and down. “It had better be. We aren’t done here, and I’m not convinced that there won’t be more attacks!”
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          Operation: Take Back the Ship. Phase 4

        

      

    

    
      Inside a cavity—because ‘room’ doesn’t quite cut it as a description—that’s at least thirty meters in each direction, the two women are standing over several bodies.

      “Did you have to kill to them all?” Zephyr kicks one of the salvagers’ bodies.

      “Former assassin, remember.” The feline-featured killer smiles. “Plus, we didn’t need them for anything, did we?”

      Leaning down to search the body, Zephyr says, “Besides information, no.” She pats a few pocks. “Anything on that one?”

      “Nope. Wait.” Cynthia unzips the jumpsuit the four-legged alien is wearing, reaching down inside the lower half.

      “Really?”

      Cynthia tuts, as she reaches inside and withdraws a data card. She turns to Zephyr and winks, then inserts the card in the slot on her wristcomm. She looks at it for a moment, then looks up and turns her head this way and that before settling on something at the far end of the space they’re in. Pointing, she says, “That’s it.”

      The space they are in is roughly square shaped. There isn’t a hard angle anywhere, and there are several ridges and protrusions fanning out from a something that’s near the far wall, where the bow of the ship-creature would be. The salvagers have set up basic consoles around the room: navigation, flight controls, comms.

      “You’re sure?” Zephyr starts toward the oddly shaped mass; it’s ridged and pulses slightly with a rhythm similar to breathing. There are massive organic-looking conduits connected to the structure. Several are severed or in a state of being severed, the wiring for the consoles spliced into them.

      “Not even remotely, but that guy’s data card says that that is the brain—or at least part of it.”

      Shrugging, Zephyr walks up to the large mass. It smells a little like grum; malty and earthy at the same time. “Wil would be retching right now,” she says as she reaches out to touch it.

      “Is that a—” Cynthia starts, then Zephyr can’t hear her. Her vision swims, and then everything is black.
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      Please.

      “Please, what?”

      Stop.

      “I don’t understand. Are you in my head? Am I in yours? Well, I guess technically I—”

      Pain.

      “We’re not with those that were harming you. They can’t hurt you now. What are you?”

      Gomtu.

      “Is that your name or your species?”

      I am Gomtu, we are The Children.

      “Do you know where you are? What’s been happening to the others?”

      Dead, but not dead.

      “Yes, many of them are. Those we came with are harming them.”

      Why?

      “I’m afraid your species has a unique quality. Your bodies are essentially starships. Those others want to use you as cargo vessels and ships of war.”

      War? No.
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      Cynthia’s wristcomm crackles with static then goes silent. She looks down, waiting for it to do something more. When it doesn’t, she lifts her arm. “Uh, Wil?” She is standing next to the seemingly inert Zephyr, who’s standing ramrod straight, hand resting on the slowly pulsing mass.

      The wrist comm crackles again. “Go ahead? You guys okay?”

      “Sort of, something is happening with Zephyr, she—”

      “What happened?” Maxim cuts in.

      “She touched what we think is the brain of the Behemoth we’re aboard. She hasn’t moved since, and her lips are moving… like she’s talking, or mumbling to someone.”

      “We’re working on getting the Ghost back under control, but at the moment you’re on your own. We’re under thrust, flying blind, comms just came back,” Wil says.

      “Seems dangerous.”

      “Very.” The strain is evident in his voice.

      “Then I’ll figure it out. Get back here, fast. Be careful though, don’t forget Follux Sul is out there. Xarrix may not open fire on you with Lorath aboard, but I wouldn’t stake my life on that.”

      “Uh, yeah, that’s kind of moot anyhow,” Wil’s voice trails off. “Stay safe, we’ll be back as soon as humanly possible.”

      “That’s a low bar,” the Tygran says, tapping the wristcomm to close the connection. She looks around the room—big brain like thing, Zephyr, a bunch of dead aliens and heavy equipment. Shrugging, she walks over the nearest body. “Inventory time, I guess.”
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      We do not want to fight.

      “No one does. Why are you all here? Why are you drifting dormant?”

      Hibernation. My kind spend... thousands of cycles roaming the galaxy, but then must spend time in a state of hibernation. It replenishes us.

      “It made you targets, this time.”

      Help us.

      “How?”

      Wake the others.
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          Oh, It’s On!

        

      

    

    
      After dragging the bodies to the cargo hold, the remaining crew of the Ghost are back on the bridge. “Captain, I have regained control of the ship,” Gabe reports over the ship’s comms. “All primary systems are now under our control, though many are not functioning at peak performance.”

      Wil looks at his station. The red blinking indicators from before are now a happier, less blinky, green, while a few are still yellow. The display that shows a tactical view of nearby space is online again and showing the Ghost hurtling off into nothing. He grabs the controls. “Great work, buddy.” He brings the ship hard around back toward the salvage operation. “We’re going to need weapons and shields, you got that?”

      “Weapons are available now. I believe I can have shields online by the time we reach the engagement area.”

      Wil glances at Maxim, who shrugs. “Anything we can do to help?” he asks.

      “No.” The comms system beeps, closing the channel.

      “He still in a bad mood over the whole bot-torture thing the other day?” Bennie asks.

      “Dude, could you be more insensitive?” Wil glowers at the Brailack hacker.

      “I could try.”

      Wil shakes his head. “Sometimes I wonder what’s wrong with you.”

      Bennie shrugs. “The ladies don’t seem to mind.”

      Maxim makes a retching noise, but Wil laughs. “I needed that. Alright, we’ll be back in the engagement area in,” he looks down at a display to his right, then looks to his left, “fifteen centocks.” He begins adjusting the console to his preferred arrangement, muttering about Lorath touching his stuff.

      Maxim looks down at his own display. “Enough time for a level two diagnostic, and to get my station re-configured. That stupid Sylban changed everything.”

      “Yeah, Lorath did a number on my station too. They were on the bridge what? half a day?”

      “Mine is fine,” Bennie offers, running his little green hand along the edge of the station. When he comes across something sticky he picks at it briefly.

      “That’s because it’s disgusting, and even gangsters and mercenaries have cleanliness standards,” Maxim offers.

      Bennie flips Maxim off, then turns to Wil. “So what’re we gonna do?” He gestures vaguely toward the direction of the cargo hold. “We’ve got a hold full of bodies, and Follux Sul is still out there. His ship is easily a match for us, and then some.”

      “Hey!” Wil snaps.

      “What? I don’t want to die,” Bennie says, spreading his hands.

      “We nearly die all the time. We almost died just a few months ago aboard the Siege Perilous.”

      “Uh, yeah. I was aboard the Ghost when those mechanical nightmares ripped their way into the ship. It wasn’t fun, or something I want to do again, especially so soon.” Bennie is a slightly paler green now, remembering.

      Wil gets up and crosses to his diminutive friend. “Hey, we always survive.” He pats Bennie’s shoulder.

      “We’ve literally only been together, what, barely two cycles?”

      “Feels longer,” Maxim offers.

      “Plus, Gabe technically died on that monster dreadnaught,” Bennie points out.

      Wil forces a smile. “Well yeah, but he got better.”

      Bennie sighs and shoves Wil away.
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      “Ah!” Zephyr exhales loudly, her hand falling to her side. Cynthia rushes to catch her as she collapses, easing her to the deck.

      “What happened?”

      “Water?” the pale ex-Peacekeeper croaks.

      Cynthia looks around. “Oh, uh, yeah. Hold on.” She lowers Zephyr to a sitting position, then rushes over to a small table the salvagers had set up with snacks and bottles of water. Handing Zephyr a bottle she asks, “What was that? What happened? You’ve been out for almost half a tock.”

      Zephyr shakes her head slowly, then takes a long sip of the water. “They’re sentient.” She gestures the space they’re in, the brain structure nearby. “They feel pain, sadness—so much sadness.”

      “Grolack,” Cynthia mutters. “Xarrix swore they were nothing more than beasts of burden at best. What do we do now?”

      “It’s already done,” Zephyr says, handing the water to Cynthia and attempting to stand. “We need to go. Gomtu and the others aren’t going to wait.”

      “Gum toe?” Cynthia hands Zephyr the water back when she’s fully upright.

      “Gomtu. That’s this creatures’ name. They name themselves when they reach maturity. This is a herd, a family unit. They have to hibernate every few thousand cycles for a few hundred cycles to replenish themselves. They absorb radiation from space.” She starts her way to the opening they came from, waving her companion to follow. “Let’s go.”

      “Go where? We jettisoned the salvager ship we came in through,” Cynthia reminds her, walking as fast as she can to keep up with the now-energized Zephyr. “One of the other ships?”

      “Gomtu is or will be forcing those ships off of him. Airlock, Wil can pick us up.”

      “Oh, wonderful. Just us and our musty second-hand space suits surrounded by pissed off living starships,” Cynthia quips.
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          Stampede!

        

      

    

    
      As the Ghost approaches the engagement area, a space roughly a few million kilometers in radius where the Behemoths had been sleeping, Wil looks at the tactical display. “Uh, what the hell is going on?” He nods toward the smaller display next to the main screen, which is showing a lot of unidentified yellow, triangles moving erratically around the screen.

      “Oh man, you said there wasn’t going to be another fleet battle,” Bennie whines. “I hate fleet battles!”

      “Dude, where would a fleet even come from? Werdlow Three doesn’t have one, that’s why we’re here. No one else knows what’s going on or would even care.” Wil looks up. “Computer, open channel to Zephyr.” When the telltale beep is heard, he calls, “Hey ladies! We’re back, where are you?”

      The comms crackle with static. Zephyr’s voice answers: “We’re EVA. Gomtu and the others are stampeding.”

      “Gomtu?” Maxim asks.

      “Stampeding?” Wil asks.

      “Long story, and one I’d rather tell from the safety of, you know, inside the ship.” A light on Wil’s controls blinks on. “I’ve activated my beacon. Hurry up—these suits weren’t meant to keep someone alive EVA this long.”

      “And they smell!” Cynthia hisses.

      “I see it, heading your way now.” Wil works the controls, moving the Ghost smoothly onto a course that will intercept Zephyr’s beacon. “Uh, you know you’re right in the middle of the stampede, right?”

      “Gomtu is having the others keep us safe. I think they’ll make a path for you.”

      “You think?”

      “Well, it wasn’t exactly an easy conversation. I think I was able to express to him that the Ghost is a friend.” The comms burst into static. “—that or he thinks the Butcher is friendly and you’re not. I’m not really sure.”

      “Lovely,” Wil says, bringing the Ghost under one of the now very-active Behemoths, narrowly avoiding it as it turns slightly toward the Ghost. Another of the living vessels makes an abrupt turn toward them, almost colliding with one of its own, while attempting to squish the smaller Ankarran craft between them. “Yeah, I think we know the answer to who they think is friendly. Two centocks out.”

      “I’ll go man the cargo doors. Scoop and move?” Maxim is heading for the hatch leading off the bridge.

      “Almost certainly,” Wil says without even looking at his big friend, his eyes not leaving his controls. “Bennie, sensors.”

      “On it,” the small alien hacker replies, then, “Slaved to my station. Dren.”

      “Dren?” Wil asks as the hatch to the bridge closes behind Maxim.

      “The Butcher is making its way towards us, opposite side of the melee of monsters. The Berserker is too. The Behemoths seem to be making a path for the Butcher.”

      “Of course they are. Okay, priorities—keep me posted on the Butcher, the Berserker is too slow to be an immediate threat. Plus, Gum shoe and his, her, its buddies think the battleship isn’t friendly, so they’ll do their part.” He glances at the tactical display. “I hope.”

      “I see them!” Bennie points to the main display. There’s a green circle on it—Zephyr and Cynthia, too small to see with the naked eye, are in the center of it.

      “Me too, here we go.” Wil adjusts his controls, then looks at the ceiling. “Get ready Max.”

      “Ready down here.”

      “Butcher is three centocks out and closing. They’re almost full sub-light. Firing on any of the behemoths that get in their way,” Bennie reports, tension making his ordinarily high-pitched voice just that much higher.

      “Hopefully the big ship-shaped aliens will catch on that he’s the baddie, and not us,” Wil says, slowing the Ghost enough so that the women he’s about to scoop up won’t slam into the back of the cargo hold at thousands of meters per second.

      “Got them!” Maxim shouts over the comms.

      “Bennie, you may need to take weapons for a minute!” Wil says, pushing the sub-light engine throttle all the way forward.

      “On it! I’ll light ’em up!”

      “I’ll settle for enough erratic fire to keep them off balance,” Wil says, swinging the ship wide, luring one of the smaller behemoths into a chase. “Guess junior hasn’t figured out who the good guys are yet.”

      “Incoming comms,” Bennie says before pressing a button his station, causing the telltale beep to come from the overhead speakers.

      “It will be enjoyable to destroy you,” Follux Sul says.

      Wil reaches for a control. “Fuck off, munchkin.” He presses the control, and the comms close.

      “You said ‘munchkin’ was a term of endearment!” Bennie shouts.
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          Not in Kansas Anymore

        

      

    

    
      The Ghost rocks violently as the bridge hatch opens. Zephyr, Cynthia and Maxim lurch in, holding on to anything they can to keep from tumbling.

      “About time! I’ve been doing all your jobs—well except you Cynthia, you don’t have a job,” Bennie says. He slaps several controls on one of his consoles, releasing tactical and sensors back to Maxim and Zephyr’s stations, which come back to life immediately.

      Cynthia bares her teeth, causing Bennie to turn back to his station. “What can I do?” The ship bucks and sparks erupt from a junction box next to the hatch, so she moves to quickly extinguish the small flame that has flared up.

      “Can you get on the horn to you and Zee’s new friends? It’d be awesome if they’d help some, or at least stop trying to crush us.” Wil pushes hard on the flight controls. “Gotcha!”

      On the tactical display, the icon of the Ghost with a smaller Behemoth right behind it swings around one of the largest living ships before turning hard to port. The young Behemoth, unable to adjust as quickly, continues on, right into the flight path of the Butcher. Unfortunately for the probably juvenile Behemoth it gets blasted to pieces by the Butcher, as it dodges around the now wreckage.

      Wil wipes sweat from his forehead. “It’s like fighting in the middle of a herd of brontosaurus; dodging weapons fire and trying to not get stepped on!”

      “Nicely done,” Maxim says, before letting loose two missiles that immediately hang tight U-turns in front of the ship and streak behind it towards the still off balance newer-model Ankarran ship. “What’s a brontosaur?”

      “Zephyr, I think it’ll only speak to you?” Cynthia says, one hand to her ear, where she’s made use of the comm station headgear. “It just keeps replying ‘not you,’ every time I make contact. None of the others seem to be interested in replying at all—or capable, I’m not sure which.”

      “Swap!” Zephyr says, standing and rushing over to the station Cynthia is occupying. “Keep an eye on the sensors.”

      The feline woman makes a similar dash to the other station. “On it.”

      Wil can hear Zephyr speaking into the headset.

      “Swing to the starboard!” Cynthia shouts.

      Without questioning the order, Wil does as she says, just as two smaller Behemoths collide. Had he not moved, the Ghost would have been right between them. He turns and nods once to her. The two smaller creatures separate, their skin ruptured, venting gasses but otherwise none the worse for the impact.

      “Uh, the Berserker is moving off,” Cynthia warns.

      “What?” Wil says, glancing at the tactical display. “Oh shit, bet they didn’t expect that.” On the screen, a dozen or more of the massive space-dwelling living starships are ramming the gigantic battleship. Three of the beasts are drifting away. Wil isn’t sure if they’re dead or just injured—they’re venting gasses and various other substances, large holes riddling their sides. The massive battleship, while slow, is not lacking in guns and is cutting the attacking Behemoths down at an alarming rate.

      “The Butcher is turning tail!” Cynthia shouts.

      “What the hell—”

      “They’re moving into position with the captured ships, looks like a defensive position,” the Tygran woman reports.

      Zephyr looks at Wil. “Sorry, that took a long time. For what it’s worth, they see the Ghost as a friend now.”

      “Better late than never, I guess,” Wil says.

      “There’s more.” She listens intently. “They’d like us to accompany them to the place of forever—their term.”

      “Where is that?” Maxim asks.

      “Now?” Wil asks.

      Zephyr shrugs. Standing up, she nods to Cynthia. The two women quickly switch stations again.

      “Uh, I think we’re about to find out.” Bennie points to the main screen. On it, the Behemoths are nudging their dead and injured into position around the Ghost. The healthiest of them move to form a loose sphere around the Ghost and the fallen Behemoths.

      “What’re they doing?” Wil asks, looking at Cynthia.

      The Tygran woman shrugs. “Ask the ship whisperer.”

      But Zephyr shrugs too. “No idea. Talked to one of them, not an expert.” She turns to look back at the main screen.

      Maxim gestures to the screen. “To echo Bennie, I think we’re about to find out.” The Behemoths, the healthier ones at least, are all glowing. Lines all along their hulls are lighting up like blue lightning. Ahead of the impromptu fleet, the stars begin to distort—and with a flash, they’re clearly somewhere else.

      A wave of nausea washes over Wil. “The hell—”

      “Working on getting a fix on our location,” Zephyr says, one hand raised to her mouth, her color slightly off.

      Wil looks at Maxim. “Threat board?”

      “Clear. It’s just us and the Behemoths.”

      “Not sure that counts as safe, just yet,” Wil replies. Maxim shrugs.

      Zephyr looks at Wil. “Um, we’re nearly two thousand light years from where we just were.”

      “No way.” Wil gets up and walks to her station. Looking over her shoulder, he swears. “Holy crap. Can you hail your pal gumshoe?”

      “Gomtu,” Zephyr corrects. As Wil moves back to his station, she announces, “Well, we’re all invited aboard Gomtu to,” she mimics an air quotes gesture she’s seen Wil make, “witness the passing of their kin to the next realm.”

      “Oh good, funerals. Those’re fun,” Wil sighs.
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          Weirder and Weirder

        

      

    

    
      “Is this...” Wil starts.

      “His brain? Yeah, essentially,” Zephyr says, as the crew of the Ghost enters the same chamber that Zephyr and Cynthia found earlier. “Though it’s in better shape than when we were last here.” She looks around: the bodies of the salvagers are gone, as are the temporary bridge control consoles that were being wired into Gomtu’s core functions. The damage to the conduits around the room seems to have been repaired. Out of the corner of her eye, she spots three little yellow lights. “Guys,” she points.

      “Great, tiny monsters, living inside huge ones,” Wil says, resting his hand on his pulse pistol.

      A small being comes out of the shadows. The three yellow lights are its eyes. It’s barely half a meter tall, bipedal, and metallic looking, with a greenish tint to its outer casing.

      “Droid of some type?” Maxim asks.

      “I am an avatar,” it says. It’s voice deeper than Maxim’s. “I have been assembled to interact with you.” It gestures with a hand that looks just like a Palorian’s—three fingers, two thumbs. “Gomtu is pleased you’ve come.”

      Bennie walks over and taps the avatars’ head. “It’s metal.”

      “My outer casing is the same material as Gomtu’s outer hull,” the avatar replies.

      “Neat,” Bennie says. “Can we keep it?”

      Wil sighs, ignoring his rude little friend. “So what, we can speak to Gomtu through you? Like an interpreter?”

      The small construct nods. “After a fashion. A more accurate interpretation would be that I am Gomtu. He can hear and understand everything you say, anywhere aboard. Speaking to you, however, is much more difficult,” the avatar gestures to Zephyr, “as Zephyr discovered.”

      The Palorian woman shudders. “Yeah, I don’t think I want to do that again. No offense, Gomtu,” she adds, looking at the ceiling with a smile. The lighting in the room dims then returns to normal.

      The avatar nods. “Gomtu feels the same. While it was beneficial at the time, it is taxing for the Children to merge minds like that with lesser beings. Hence the reason for my assembly.”

      “The children?” Gabe asks.

      “Lesser?” Cynthia chuckles, looking at Zephyr.

      “Assembled?” asks Bennie.

      Zephyr flips Cynthia off, then turns to Gabe. “That’s what they call themselves, the Children of the Expanse. They don’t have any real concept of species or race.”

      The small avatar nods, then turns toward a portion of the bulkhead that is blank—then abruptly isn’t. A display screen three times larger than that of the Ghost comes to life. On it dozens of the surviving “Children” have nudged their dead into formation, sending them drifting deeper into the nebula. “This is the place of forever, where the children bring their dead.

      “No matter where the Children travel, when one of theirs dies, it is brought here to where their life started.”

      “Can the damaged ones be saved?” Wil asks, turning to look at the small avatar.

      “They are being evaluated now. Normally, the answer would be yes in all cases; the Children are incredibly resilient. However, their rest cycle was interrupted, and none among them are at full power. If they were at full power, they could lend their energies to those in need.” It spreads its tiny hands expansively. “It is unlikely the more gravely wounded will survive, there is simply not enough energy among the unharmed to share.”

      Gabe has been standing near the structure Zephyr indicated as Gomtu’s brain. He turns now to the avatar. “You said this place is where the Children were born. Were they constructed? Is there a facility somewhere in this nebula?”

      The avatar shakes its head. “Yes, and no. Several millennia ago, the first Children awoke,” it gestures to the screen, “here. They had no idea what they were, or what their purpose was. They simply were. For hundreds of cycles they stayed here; mating, growing their numbers, observing. Eventually, their curiosity got to be too powerful. They ventured beyond the nebular gasses when their numbers were such that they felt safe in leaving the place of their creation.”

      “Cool,” Bennie says in a hushed voice, watching the screen. The dead are being nudged deeper into the nebula, their bodies already beginning to fade and dissolve as they drift into the deeper regions.

      “Further inside the nebula, there are elements that cause the bodies of the dead to dissolve back into the nebular material, replenishing it,” the avatar explains. “When new Children are born, those who have perished will help construct the new.”

      “Um, so, for thousands of years, these guys just wander around deep space, like a pod of giant space sperm whales, then eventually get tired and take a long-ass nap?” Wil asks.

      The avatar tilts its head to one side and stairs at Wil, its three eyes unblinking. “No. Well, not entirely.”

      Wil looks at Zephyr, who shrugs.

      “The Children encountered a race called the Tendine. They were a kind race, deeply curious. They had limited space travel of their own when the Children entered their solar system. The Children, also curious, studied the worlds of the Tendine star system, until the two were able to communicate with each other.” The avatar pauses. “It did not take long for the Children and Tendine to realize they shared a deep mutual love of exploration. The two species became partners, for the Tendine had limited means of leaving their solar system—their world was not rich in certain minerals and ores necessary for more advanced alloys. In exchange for passage aboard the Children, they offered themselves as custodians and caregivers to help make internal repairs and keep the Children healthy. Even though each Child creates small helper units, having living beings aboard was rewarding.” The small construct rests a hand on its chest. “I am modeled after the Tendine. Each Child took as many Tendine as possible aboard, and the herd resumed its slow exploration of the cosmos.”

      Bennie, who has now become very interested in the story and has turned his full attention to the avatar, asks, “So what happened? To the Tendine, I mean. They’re clearly not here, are they aboard other Children? Did they go back home?”

      The avatar gives a sad shake of its head. “The Tendine fell to a virus they encountered on a world nearly five thousand light years from here. They worked tirelessly to find a cure, visiting thousands of worlds and species, but were ultimately unsuccessful. The last Tendine passed over one thousand cycles ago.”

      “I’m so sorry Gomtu,” Zephyr says, resting her hand on the bulkhead.

      The lights in the room dim briefly.

      Wil looks around, then offers, “I may have a way to help the injured Children.”
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          No One Likes Secrets

        

      

    

    
      “Are you grolacking insane?” Zephyr asks. She’s pacing the mostly empty cargo hold, fuming.

      “You could be so rich!” Cynthia observes. “Oh, and Xarrix is going to be pissed if he ever finds out. How did he not kill you for losing them?”

      Wil shrugs. “Well I might have implied that they were never in the crate. I heard he maybe killed the guy I picked the crate up from.” When Gabe turns to look at him, he adds, defensively, “The dude was a smuggler, and I heard he trafficked in kids sometimes.”

      Gabe says nothing, turning back to look at the smuggler’s hold, which is now open. “I am impressed, I was not familiar with this compartment,” he says, leaning to peer inside.

      “I purged all records from the main computer when I had it installed. Hardly use it, to be honest.” Wil gestures to the crystals at the bottom of the space. “These were under my bed until a few days ago, when we got stopped by that Peacekeeper corvette in the Brai system.”

      “Seems safe,” Maxim says. “Hope you didn’t want to have children.”

      Wil blanches. “Wait, what? Nothing I read said anything—” He spots the grin on his big Palorian friends’ face. “Asshole.” He leans down and hops into the small compartment. “They’re charged, as far as I know, and we can charge any that aren’t from the Ghost’s reactor.”

      “That’s why you were acting so weird?” Zephyr asks.

      “You got this ship shot to pieces over Harrith, then fought that giant dreadnaught, with charged Trillorium under your bed?” Cynthia asks. She turns, mumbling something about being either brave or stupid.

      The small green avatar has been examining the contents of the hold. “These crystals contain tremendous amounts of energy. Your Captain is correct, they could be used to restore some of the injured Children.”

      Wil looks at Gabe. “Can you and Kermit inventory these and figure out who needs how many? Work out a distribution plan.”

      Gabe nods. “Of course, Captain.” He gestures to the avatar, who comes over to sit at the edge of the hold.
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      With Gabe and the avatar back aboard Gomtu, discussing the distribution of the Trillorium with the other Children, the rest of the crew assembles in the lounge.

      “I can’t believe you kept something like this from us.” Zephyr is still mad. “For one thing, those things could have exploded at any time, especially just rattling around under your bed.” She looks at Wil, who is sitting across from her at the small kitchen table. “How did the Ankarrans or the Harrith not find them?”

      “Or Bennie for that matter? He’s always in your quarters snooping around,” Maxim says.

      Wil shrugs. “I assume neither group went into my quarters. In fact, if I recall they didn’t have to go in any of our rooms, right? Plus, the crates are shielded against all but a really focused scan, and who would scan my bed?”

      “No one that wants to keep their lunch down,” Maxim says, as he grabs a handful of little pouches from the cupboard, tossing one to each member of the crew.

      Wil adds, “I only moved them because of that Peacekeeper patrol back in the Brai system.”

      Zephyr is thinking now. “You’re right, the lounge and crew berths were still intact—and from what I recall they didn’t need access to them, beyond running some new wire and conduit through here.” She glares at Wil. “Talk about lucking out.”

      Bennie takes a bite of the meal bar he’s unwrapped. “Gross, bloo-berry. Trade me.” He thrusts his energy bar across the table at Wil, who sighs and trades his mint-chocolate-chip bar.

      Cynthia is sitting off to one side, on the large lounge chair in the entertainment area. “I still can’t believe you didn’t sell those. You could be living on an island on a beautiful water planet with the proceeds.” She looks at Wil seriously. “Xarrix is going to be pissed,” she says again.

      Wil tuts. “I’d get bored. Besides, those are worse than blood diamonds, there’s no way I could put them in circulation. Plus, screw Xarrix for one thing. And for another, I think the whole I killed Lorath thing might be more pressing to him.”

      “You don’t know him at all.” She shakes her head, then frowns. “What’s a blood diamond?”

      “On Earth—back in the day, before we got really good with synthetic diamonds—we had to mine them. Their rarity made them worth a fortune. Some of the biggest mines were in war-torn parts of the world. They were mined with slave labor, and the profits kept the warlords in business.” He glances down, then back to Cynthia. “Almost the entire world got together and said, no more, they wouldn’t buy blood diamonds, and after that any diamond that couldn’t prove its place of origin was assumed to be a blood diamond. It took years to break the back of the warlords and cartels, but in the meantime, science figured out how to make a flawless artificial diamond—so on top of the resistance to blood diamonds, the overall diamond market tanked.” He chuckles. “Diamonds went from a status symbol to lining decorative pots.”

      “I see,” Cynthia says. “I see where you get it.”

      “Get what?” Wil asks.

      “That nobility that Xarrix hates.” She smiles.

      Zephyr makes a choking noise, then sits up straighter. “So, what now? We distribute the Trillorium to the wounded, and then?”

      Wil looks at his first officer. “Well, I’m hoping the Children will then return us to our neck of the woods. We’re not stocked to fly two thousand light years home.”

      “Only Gabe would be around to see us get there,” Bennie says. “Unless you’re hiding stasis pods from us too?”

      “Look, I apologized already. What else can I say?”

      Zephyr sighs. “Just don’t let it happen again. We’re crew, we’re family,” she gestures to Bennie, “even him. No more secrets.”

      Wil nods. “Agreed.”

      Bennie leans over and whispers, “You don’t have any right? Stasis pods? They’re worth a fortune in certain markets.”
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          That’s a Horrible Plan

        

      

    

    
      It takes just over a week to distribute the Trillorium to the injured Children. Despite everything, many are still nervous about the small, well-armed ship in their midst.

      The avatar had quickly prioritized which Children would get how much of the precious mineral, and with Gabe’s help created a schedule to deliver and install it. Wil has tried not to think about how that decision was made, busying himself with repairs to the Ghost. Gabe oversaw hooking the crystals into the power systems of the Children. To a creature, they all seem to like the engineering bot.

      When the work is done, Wil goes to find the avatar. It has been staying in the cargo hold when aboard the Ghost, so he sits on the edge of the smugglers hold, feet knocking against the wall of the hidden space. “So, um, now that the herd is healthy and everything, we’d like to get back to our part of the galaxy. No telling what Xarrix and Jurrella have been up to all this time we’ve been gone.”

      The small construct nods. “Of course, Captain Calder. The Children are also ready to depart.” The avatar approaches Wil. “It is time to free those who have been abducted.”

      “Um, I don’t know that they can be saved, little guy. As far as we know, their higher functions were severed. They’ve been lobotomized. Can that be repaired or reversed?”

      “Unfortunately, no. Perhaps my word choice was incorrect. The Children wish to free the souls of their kin, even if they cannot free their bodies. They will destroy them, and any aboard. It is the next best thing to bringing them back here, which is their primary goal.”

      Wil sighs. “I see. Well, this is getting a bit deep.”

      The avatar inclines its green metallic head. “I do not understand, there is no water nearby, nor has the floor of this hold lowered.”

      Wil laughs. “I like you. Come on, you can explain what has to happen to the others.”
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      A few hours later, the crew can see movement among the giant creatures on screen. “They’re forming up,” Zephyr announces.

      “It is interesting that they are able to manipulate space-time in such a way,” Gabe says, from just inside the hatch.

      Wil spins his chair around. “Wanted to see it from here, huh?”

      The bot inclines his head. “Indeed. The avatar was unable to explain the mechanics of the process to me. It seems that the Children do not have a solid understanding of the process beyond,” he makes an air quotes gesture, “‘It just works.’”

      Spinning back around, Wil grins. “You guys are getting really good at that. Well, don’t blink. If it’s like last time, it’ll just take a second.” On the main screen, the Children have formed up around the Ghost in the same spherical formation. The blue lightning is creeping along the lines of the massive creatures. “And, away we go…” Wil says, as the nebula distorts, only to be replaced a moment later with stars. Wil looks over to Zephyr, trying his best to keep his meal bar down.

      “We’re back. Well, more or less,” she amends, “We’re about two light years from where we were when we left.”

      “I guess warping space and time isn’t an exact science,” Wil says, pushing the sub-light throttles forward. “Let’s go visit some old friends.” On the screen, the Children have modified their formation into a circle in front of the Ghost.

      Spinning in her own seat to look at the others, Zephyr asks, “So, what exactly is the plan?”

      “Kermit already explained,” Wil says.

      “No… the Avatar explained what the Children plan to do.” She gestures to the bridge. “What are we going to do?”

      Wil snaps his fingers. “Oh! What are,” he puts both hands on his chest, “we going to do? We’re going to find Xarrix and give him back his second in command, then kill him.”

      Zephyr tuts, again. “Oh, that it? This is almost as bad as your ‘we’ll just fly right into the battle of Harrith and broadcast our data packet’ idea.”

      “Or the ‘we’ll fly to Borrolo and single-handedly stop a gargantuan warship from calling its friends’ plan,” Bennie adds.

      Wil affects a stricken look. “Hey, both of those plans worked, more or less.”

      Maxim grunts. “Mostly less.”

      “In some cases, a lot less,” Zephyr adds.

      “Fine, fine. I assume one of you has a better idea?”

      “Actually, yes,” Maxim says, a smile spreading across his face. As Wil motions him to go on, he explains, “We make it rain.”

      “Rain?” Bennie asks.

      “Yup.” And the big Palorian starts to outline his plan.

      When he is finished, Wil says, “Okay, I admit, that’s a better plan. Let’s get a hold of Kermit.”
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          Someone’s Been Selling Weapons

        

      

    

    
      It takes some convincing, but eventually the Children agree to the plan—mostly because it could help them in their own efforts to free their captured kin, and because Gabe has been able to express how unlikely to succeed the original plan was.

      “Okay, coming up on Werdlow Three. Looks like everyone is here.” Wil toggles a control and the main display switches to a tactical view, showing the Berserker and Butcher in orbit around the planet, with the remaining salvager fleet in holding position at what looks like Lagrange Point One, the point between Werdlow Three and its first moon where gravity is balanced between the two. Werdlow Three has two moons, one is about the same size as Earth’s while the other is half as big. The salvagers seem to be flitting between the captured Behemoths—Wil can’t think of them as Children, given what has been done to them.

      “Uh, problem,” Zephyr says as she taps her console, updating the main display. Several dozen yellow icons highlight, then turn red. They’re in a loose formation around the Berserker.

      “Any idea if they’ve armed them yet?” Wil asks.

      “We were only gone for a few days. How many could they have possibly armed?” Bennie wonders.

      “Looks like we’re about to find out,” Maxim offers as several red icons start to break off from the rest of the pack, the Berserker and Butcher among them. The salvagers depart the flotilla of captured creatures, heading for the far side of Werdlow Three.

      “We’re being hailed,” Cynthia reports. She has largely taken over managing of comms, leaving Zephyr free to man the sensors and ship’s operations.

      “Any guesses?” Wil asks, motioning over his shoulder for the feline-featured woman to open the channel.

      The main screen changes to Xarrix and the Duchess Jurrella. “I had hoped after that stunt you pulled, you’d have been smarter than this,” Xarrix says. “What do you hope to accomplish? You should have left this region and never looked back. You had your money.”

      “Oh, come on. For one thing, when have you ever known me to do the,” Wil makes air quotes, “‘reasonable thing’? For another, there’s some unfinished business that needs settling. Like you not telling us that we’d be helping murder and enslave sentient beings.”

      “Which is it? Murder or enslave?” Xarrix asks mildly.

      Wil makes a face. “Well, I mean, both really. Did you know they were sentient? That each of those vessels was really a giant space-faring, living creature? A creature with a name, and a sense of self? Did you know the salvagers where lobotomizing them to install bridge controls so that she,” he jabs a finger at Jurrella, “could have people fly their bodies around?”

      Xarrix makes a dismissive motion. “The Duchess and I went over the ins and outs of the situation, yes. After all, we had to brief the salvage teams.”

      “The ins and outs? Dude, its murder!” Wil leans forward in his chair. “She’s building her fleet on the bodies of innocent creatures!”

      “Oh, calm down, Human.” The Duchess holds up a hand, silencing whatever Xarrix was about to say. “You were paid handsomely, and despite your failure to complete your job, I’m not even going to demand that you return the funds.”

      “Wil,” Maxim whispers. “They’re accelerating, and the captured Behemoths are moving to flank. They must have armed some of them. Sensors haven’t been able to confirm yet.”

      Nodding, but otherwise not acknowledging his tactical officer, Wil continues, “How could you? I know you’re a despicable gangster and all that, but this seems below you, Xarrix.”

      “Money is money, Wil. You of all people should know that. You’ve certainly done plenty of jobs for me that you found distasteful. I don’t recall you ever returning a payment.”

      “I turned down plenty of jobs over the years, and I never enslaved living creatures!”

      “Well, now you can add it to your resume. It’ll make you eminently more hirable in certain circles,” Jurrella offers, then glances offscreen. When she turns back to Wil, she’s grinning.

      Without a word, Wil slams the sub-light throttles to full speed and brings the Ghost around in a hard turn, right into the group of armed Behemoths attempting to flank them from the starboard side.

      “Fire!” Jurrella shouts, then, “What do you mean...? Catch them!” The screen cuts back to the default forward view, which right now is showing a rapidly approaching Behemoth. A very heavily armed Behemoth.

      “Max,” Wil starts to say, but is interrupted by the sound of launching ordinance. “Nevermind.”

      On the screen the Behemoth they are charging directly toward is rocked by several explosions. “Booyah!” Maxim shouts, as the massive creature lists to the side, gasses venting from several tears in its hull, internal components streaming out the wound. What looks like a hastily mounted quad cannon is drifting away from the creature.

      “Booyah?” Wil says, bringing the Ghost into another hard turn, this time in the opposite direction they’d been flying in a moment ago—just in time to dodge a smaller and faster Behemoth, outfitted as a frigate from the looks of it, with two missile launchers tracking the Ghost.

      “I got it right, right?” the big man says, barely glancing at Wil as he works on targeting another ship.

      “Guh! Yup, you got it right!” Wil says as the ship lurches to one side before he can correct. Sparks fall from an overloaded circuit somewhere overhead.

      “Plasma blaster looks like an older model Peacekeeper version. Xarrix must have been stockpiling weapons for a while,” Maxim reports, then highlights the offending creature on the tactical sub-display. “Looks like that one has four, two mounted on each side.” The ship rocks again.

      “Cynthia, can you—” Wil starts.

      “Already done, they’re on their way,” she reports.
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          Deep Thoughts at Weird Times

        

      

    

    
      “Where’s the Berserker?” Wil asks, bringing the Ghost around on an attack run on one of the larger captured vessels.

      “Well out of weapons range still,” Zephyr says. “However…”

      “This can’t be good.”

      “The Butcher is accelerating.” She looks over at Wil. “Towards us.”

      “Max, new focus—destroy the Butcher. We’ll deal with Xarrix and Jurrella after that.”

      “Excellent!” the big Palorian says, focusing on his console.

      “Cyn, hail Follux Sul,” Wil orders, moving the Ghost down and around one of the armed Behemoths, whose weapons are firing wildly, mostly failing to connect with the nimble Ghost. “Zee, can you get a read on how many and which Behemoths are armed?”

      “Here he is,” Cynthia says.

      “On it,” Zephyr answers, just as the beep of the comms opening sounds.

      “Ready to die, Captain good guy?” the diminutive space pirate asks.

      “I mean overall, no, but I’m still relatively young. I think about my mortality more and more, though, you know—I guess just a part of getting older and stuff,” Wil answers. “Maybe it’s because I’m the only Human out here, fighting space scum like you, saving the GC from war and stuff. I’ve been taking supplements that, according to the doc I bought them from, should slow down the aging process.”

      “She wasn’t a doctor,” Bennie hisses.

      Wil makes a strangled noise, then continues, “I dunno, I definitely think about death more now than I did before, you know?”

      “What?” the Buttoxian pirate splutters, clearly confused.

      “Oh, you meant, like today? Am I ready to die today?”

      “Yes!”

      “No, no I’m not. Plus, you know I’m the good guy here, we don’t die easily. That said though, I hope you’re ready to die!” He makes a slashing motion over his head, and Cynthia closes the channel. Pushing the controls forward, he brings the Ghost into a dive that takes the ship out of the battle briefly, luring the Butcher to follow.

      Throughout the ship, several clanking sounds resonate. “Surprises away,” Maxim reports.

      “Hold on Gabe!” Wil shouts, glancing at the ceiling, as he pulls the controls back, pushing the throttles forward. He can hear the aft blasters firing. He toggles a control and the main display switches to a view aft. The newer-model Ankarran Raptor is gaining ground, its shields absorbing the blaster fire Maxim is dishing out, its own blasters raking the Ghost’s shields in response. Suddenly, a few of the blaster bolts streaking from the Ghost’s aft weapons aren’t aimed at the Butcher anymore, but at the small scattered rocks drifting in space right in front of the ship—a few pieces of Trillorium Wil held back from the Children.

      The blasts find their marks, striking each fist-sized crystal and freeing its stored energy charge. The space behind the Ghost and in front of and around the Butcher erupts in a massive discharge of energy. It pushes everyone aboard the Ghost back into their seats; the inertia dampers struggling to compensate. Wil can only guess what the crew of the Butcher is going through as the ship flies through a half dozen explosions that would rival a nuclear bomb. Maxim looks over to Wil. “Again, you had those under your bed?”

      “In hindsight, it wasn’t the best idea, I ad—”

      “Bank starboard!” Zephyr interrupts. Wil does, just as a wave of blaster fire rakes the port edge of the Ghost’s shields, causing alarms to go off throughout the bridge. “Behemoth coming in behind us!”

      “I see it!” Wil pulls the controls hard over, trying to dodge the withering fire from the Behemoth, while not losing sight of the likely damaged Butcher. “Where’s the Butcher? What’s her status?” He shouts.

      The ship rocks, and sparks erupt from an overloaded conduit above Bennie’s station. Wil can hear the sound of the fore-and-aft weapons firing furiously at the target-rich environment. “The Butcher?”

      “Found her—she’s still under power, but her shields are nearly depleted.” Zephyr reports. “I’m reading several overloaded emitters. Looks like her port nacelle is offline, no power to the engine or the disruptor array.”

      “Max, get ready.” Wil looks over his shoulder. “See if our little pal will answer,” he says to Cynthia.

      “What is it you want, Human krebnack?” Follux Sul asks over the comms. His voice is hoarse, and in the background, Wil can hear coughing and the banging of tools on equipment. A klaxon is sounding somewhere on the enemy ship.

      “Oh, nothing, just wanted to call and say goodbye,” Wil says, his smile vicious.

      “What? Where are... Where is he? Shields! Raise the—” Wil looks over at Maxim and nods.

      “Captain Wil Calder!” the small pirate says quickly. “We can work something out! Our base has a warehouse full of stolen goods, worth millions of—” The sound of an explosion, followed by the rushing of air, is heard before the comm disconnects.

      “We should try to find his warehouse—” Wil starts, when the Ghost is jolted violently, spinning the ship and sending everyone flying across the bridge. The sound of rending metal screeches through the ship.

      “I knew this would happen!” Bennie screams.
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          Flight of the Valkyries

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell happened?” Wil asks, getting back to his feet. He’s next to Bennie’s station, having flown several feet from his command chair and pilot station.

      “I think one of the captured behemoths rammed us,” Zephyr replies.

      “Captain, I can confirm Zephyr’s hypothesis. I have accessed the sensor feeds to review, and one of the mid-sized creatures came out of nowhere and rammed us,” Gabe says over the speakers. “I have taken over bridge control and moved the ship from the attacker; control is yours again.”

      “Nowhere?” Wil asks, then looks around the room. “You think they can do that teleporting thing individually? More importantly, you think Jurrella’s salvage crews figured it out?” He makes it back to his chair, this time grabbing the five-point harness and fastening it.

      Zephyr shrugs, as she helps Maxim up. He’s bleeding from a severe-looking cut across his forehead and cradling one arm. The big Palorian looks up at Wil. “I’m still in the fight.”

      Wil shakes his head. “Sorry, big guy. Assuming we’re in the fight at all, I need someone with two working arms on tactical.” He looks at Zephyr, then at Cynthia, who is helping Bennie back into his seat. The Brailack looks shaken, one eye swollen shut. “Cynthia?”

      She nods, and starts crossing the bridge. “I’m on it.”

      “Max, get down to medical, get the auto-doc to set your arm, then back up here as soon as you can.” Looking at the ceiling, Wil calls, “Gabe, what’s the deal? We still in this fight? Come to think of it, why hasn’t teenage monster starship rammed us again?”

      “The ship is heavily damaged, but I believe I can keep weapons and shields online. Propulsion was unharmed. Life support is marginal in some sections of the ship. The Behemoth that rammed us appears to be dazed, it is drifting in the opposite direction to the heading I have us on. I am reading several power surges along its bow and extensive structural damage.”

      “Make sure the med-bay is online, Max is on his way there with a broken arm,” Wil says, taking his seat and resetting his controls. After a few sections of his panel flicker on and off, everything stabilizes. He looks at his console: the Ghost is tumble-flying haphazardly away from the fight. Piloting isn’t one of Gabe’s strong suits, I guess, Wil thinks, grasping the controls.

      Zephyr works her console, and the main screen resets, showing a tactical view of the surrounding area. A mid-sized Behemoth—the same one that rammed them—is moving off to join the remaining red icons, slowly… which are all rushing towards a bunch of green icons. She whispers, “They’re here.”

      Wil whistles. “Shit is about to get real.” He looks at his console. “Hey Gabe, the port maneuvering thrusters are sticky, that something you can fix? Still gotta go up against the Berserker—would prefer to not do it only turning right.”

      “I will need a few minutes.”
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      Gabe leaves engineering and heads for the access crawlspace in the port wing. Last time he was in one of these confined spaces during a battle, the Ghost was over Harrith Prime. The access panel for the sticky maneuvering thruster is fused, he sees.

      “Captain, I will have to go EVA to repair the port maneuvering thrusters. I am certain I can fix them. However, the main access panel in the wing is fused. Cutting through would take longer than the repair, and could cause unexpected damage.”

      Over the built-in comm in Gabe’s head, Wil’s voice replies: “That sounds dangerous. We’re heading back towards the fight—Gomtu and the others are almost within weapons range of their kin, and they’ll be deploying shortly.”

      “I am aware, but if you want to make left turns, this is the only option.” Gabe is working his way back down the access chute, past many previous hasty repairs he’s made to the ship in the last year.

      “Okay, hurry,” Wil says, the worry in his voice clear.

      “Of course.” Gabe wastes no time making his way to the small airlock set at the top of the Ghost’s large aft section, just behind the ship’s small med-bay. Accessing the ship’s computer, he instructs the overheard doors to open. The maglocks in his feet de-activate and he fires his thrusters for a microtock, at ten percent power, just enough to push him out of the airlock and into space.

      He turns left and walks down and around the hull, until he’s on the port wing, looking at the faulty maneuvering thruster assembly. “I will need five centocks.”

      “You got it,” Wil answers.
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      As the auto-doc works on his arm, Maxim sees Gabe walk past the entry towards the hatch to the top-side airlock. The auto-doc beeps, and Maxim withdraws his arm, rotating his hand a few times experimentally, and winces slightly. He grabs an emergency splint from a shelf on his way out.
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          Jumping Ship

        

      

    

    
      On the Ghost’s main display, the crew watches as Gomtu and the surviving children arrive in the Werdlow Three planetary system, each pushing an asteroid. To hide the asteroids from the enemy scanners, only the most massive Behemoths have one, hiding it in their enormous shadows.

      “You know Wil, if this doesn’t go as planned, we’re killing thousands of people, most of whom have nothing to do with this,” Zephyr says in a low voice, not taking her gaze from the screen. The Children are on a direct course for the enemy fleet, with the planet Werdlow Three directly behind them.

      Wil nods. “Yeah, I do, but it’s the only way to take Werdlow Three off the board. Jurrella can’t have a fleet. She’s too dangerous, just look at how effective the weaponized Behemoths are.” He shakes his head. “Hell, look how effective the unarmed ones are. Alright, this isn’t over, let’s get back to it. Cyn, locate and keep a target lock on the Berserker.”

      “Done, I’m reading fluctuations in the port disruptor,” she reports, then looks at the ceiling. “Gabe, can you take a look at the port disruptor while you’re there? I’m getting weird power flow readings.”

      “Of course. Captain, you have maneuvering. Please, no sudden moves until I am back inside. The disruptor should take only a few centocks.”

      “Excellent! Thanks, buddy—and you got it, but hurry up. We’ll be in weapons range of the Berserker in just a few minutes, tops.”

      On the screen, the Children have released their rocky payloads. It took some explaining, but each Child is equipped with some type of incredibly strong and prehensile docking cable. Using them to clutch the asteroids was Wil’s idea. After dropping the Ghost off, the Children did their space-jump trick to get to the outer asteroid belt of the Werdlow system. Then they accelerated to their maximum sunlight speed, several fractions of the speed of light. The released asteroids are moving at thousands of meters a second on a direct course to the regrouping flotilla of captured Behemoths.

      “Think Jurrella’s people even saw them? The rocks, I mean,” Cynthia asks, from the tactical station.

      “Doubt it,” Wil offers. “Those tow-cable things they used kept the rocks really close, and only the largest of them have rocks.” He points. “The smaller ones are flying with the rocks, probably trying to hide them.”

      The first of the asteroids impact the captured Behemoths, smashing them to dust. The impacts are spectacular in their destructiveness; rings of released energy expand as behemoths shatter into millions of pieces, those aboard dying instantly, before they even have time to realize what is happening.

      “Look!” Zephyr points, as several of the Children shimmer and vanish, only to appear behind the enemy fleet, deftly moving to capture stray asteroids that missed their intended targets. “I guess that answers that. Impressive—” she starts, then adds, “Oh no. Two got through.”

      On the screen, two of the Children are moving off, having missed their capture of the asteroids, which are now streaking through the atmosphere of Werdlow Three.

      “No time to worry—” Wil starts.

      “We’re being targeted!” Zephyr shouts, breaking everyone out of their trances.

      “Gabe hold on!” Wil shouts as he moves the Ghost out of range of the incoming energy weapons. “Gabe, get back in, done or not.” There’s no answer. “Gabe? Buddy?” Wil looks over at Zephyr, who is furiously scanning the area. Wil banks the ship again, dodging fire—the Berserker, slow as it is, has closed the gap. Wil hears the telltale whine of the forward disrupters firing, followed by the clank of missiles moving into position below.

      “I have him!” Zephyr shouts. “Oh Grolack, he’s on his way to the Berserker—with Maxim!” The fright in her voice is enough to make Wil look over at her.

      “Bennie—” Wil starts.

      “One second!” the Brailack says, then, “Okay I was able to override his comms lockout. You’re on.”

      “What the ever-loving hell are you two doing?!” Wil demands.

      “Sorry Captain, I was going to call in. I was getting patched up in the med-bay, and I saw Gabe head out. I suited up in case he needed help.”

      “What about your arm?” Wil asks.

      “The auto-doc finished, and I grabbed an emergency splint. We were packing up when he just detached from the ship.”

      “He has flight capability, you don’t,” Zephyr growls.

      “Well, yes, I didn’t think that part through when I jumped after him, but thankfully Gabe came back to get me.”

      Gabe chimes in. “Captain, I am sorry, but I must put an end to the Duchess’ treatment of droids.”

      “I thought killing her and Xarrix would accomplish that,” Wil says, bringing the ship around in a tight arc, trying to draw as much fire as he can, while not getting hit. The latter is not working so well—sparks and small flames are erupting all over the bridge, and likely other parts of the ship.

      “The destruction of the Berserker at the hands of the Ghost, as it were, is not a certainty,” Gabe says, as calmly as if he was standing next to the bridge hatch.

      “I don’t fucking believe this! Gabe, is this the best time? The destruction of the Berserker is definitely impossible with you two dummies on it,” Wil says, as the ship rattles, taking several point defense rounds at close range.

      “Maxim, you idiot. This is foolhardy. Please...” Zephyr begs.

      “My love, I couldn’t let Gabe do this on his own.” The sadness in the ex-Peacekeeper’s voice makes it clear that he is unsure this isn’t a one-way trip.

      “Come back to me,” she says in a low voice.

      “Always,” he replies. The Ghost rattles again, and something in the corridor explodes.
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      “Okay, new plan,” Wil says. “We help destroy her fleet, then we deal with the ‘Duchess’ and her ship.” His sarcasm at the title is unmistakable. “Gabe, Max, you don’t have long. The Children are fired up and smashing anything that isn’t the Ghost. I don’t know that they won’t turn on the Berserker when that’s all that’s left, regardless of who’s aboard,” he warns.

      The Ghost accelerates away from the massive warship, heading towards the very one-sided fight beyond. The asteroids have thinned the captured Behemoth’s numbers, but there are still plenty remaining—at least half have weapons mounted on their hulls, ranging from blaster cannons and disruptors to missile batteries. Those with weapons are decimating their unarmed fellows.

      “Fire everything we’ve got. If it isn’t broadcasting the IFF signal we agreed on with the Children, blow it away,” Wil says, glancing at Cynthia, her face lined with determination as she hunches over her console. The sound of the Ghost’s weapons firing echoes through the ship.
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      The airlock on the Berserker opens with a hiss. “That was surprisingly easy.” Maxim observes, stepping out into the corridor.

      “You doubted my sensors?” Gabe asks, stepping past his companion. Maxim says nothing. “This way,” the bot says, heading off down the corridor.

      “How do you know which way to go?” Maxim wonders.

      “I gave the Captain a tracking device.” When he sees Maxim’s face, Gabe adds, “This was not the intended use, I assure you. I did not believe Xarrix or his client to be trustworthy and was worried that the Captain might be taken hostage or kidnapped to encourage the rest of us to comply.” The engineering bot shrugs. “I figured it was a worthwhile strategy.”

      “That’s pretty sound logic,” Maxim admits. He looks over at the tall bot. “He’s still going to be mad.”

      “Only if you tell him.” Gabe glances down at Maxim, then increases his pace. “By analyzing the data from the tracker, the Captain spent most his time aboard this vessel in a large chamber near the center. I believe that to be the ‘Throne Room,’ as the Captain called it. The device had passive sensors that mapped the vessel as the captain moved through it.”

      “Wish I had a gun, or my armor… well, both really,” Maxim complains, holding his splinted arm up to look at it, where the spacesuit material is stretched over the bulky device. The suit is one of the emergency suits, similar to those Zephyr and Cynthia had worn, and provides next to no protection from weapons fire. It also has no built-in weapons. “These smell, really bad.”

      “I did not ask you to come with me,” Gabe points out.

      “I know, but like I told Zephyr, you are crew, family, I know how upset you’ve been regarding that flobin’s treatment of droids. Or I guess the treatment of droids in general, really.”

      “That is correct. Since my time aboard the Siege Perilous and being exposed to the existence of an entire civilization of machine intelligences, I have realized how truly horrible the treatment of cybernetic life forms within the GC is.”

      Maxim is silent for a beat. “Did any of this come up during your debrief with the Peacekeepers?”

      “It did. We are here.” Gabe stops at a massive hatchway. “My sensors indicate there are five beings on the other side.”

      Maxim holds both hands out. “No guns.”

      Gabe raises both arms, which transform into pulse blasters. “I have guns.”

      “Dren, yes you do.” Maxim motions towards the door. “Lead the way.”

      Gabe lifts one leg and kicks the massive door, sending half of it flying inward, while the other half slouches to one side off its track. Without waiting for a reaction from inside, he levels his blasters and begins firing into the room as he enters. “The Peacekeepers did not seem overly interested in my thoughts on the treatment of droids and other sentient intelligences throughout the GC,” he offers, as if they’re sitting in the lounge on the Ghost.

      Maxim ducks behind and follows him in. Under the part of the door that Gabe kicked is what looks like the remains of a body, what’s left of an arm ending in a hand holding a pulse rifle. Maxim grabs the now ownerless weapon. “I’m armed. That’s rather disgusting, they just ignored your concerns?”

      “No need, and yes. The Senior Centurion assured me he would bring my report to his superiors. I do not believe he did.”

      Maxim looks up. In addition to whoever is under the remains of the door, three other guards are lying dead on the ground. “Despicable.”

      Jurrella is sitting on her throne, mashing the control panel.

      “I have taken the liberty of jamming all network connections to this room,” Gabe informs her. “Your network security measures are woefully inadequate. No help will be forthcoming.”

      “Where’s Xarrix?” Maxim asks.

      “You’re here for him?” She grins. “By now that lowlife is boarding his ship, ready to depart. If you hurry, you can catch him.” Her sneer is infuriating. “I won’t alert my warriors, if you leave now.”

      “I am not here for Xarrix. I am here for you, Duchess Jurrella of Werdlow Three. You torture droids for pleasure. You disregard the sentience of others.” Gabe strides up to stand before the throne, his arms transforming back into their standard configuration. His eyes, however, are still their combat mode red.

      “My what? My treatment of droids? Who cares about droids? I have my empire to worry about! Those creatures, tools, no different than droids!” She leans forward, not seeing the danger she’s in. “My family built Werdlow Three from the nothing his kind,” she levels a finger at Maxim, “left behind when they decided that my world wasn’t worth their efforts or civilization.” She sits upright. “When the noble Galactic Commonwealth fled the Werdlow system, they took their harvesters, their water purification factories, everything! I will lead my planet and my people into a glorious future of prosperity. If some droids are destroyed along the way, then so be it. If some nameless creatures have to live their lives serving Werdlow Three, so be it!”

      “Uh, Gabe?” Maxim says. From down the corridor he can hear shouts.

      “Cybernetic life forms are alive. Our makers build us that way. To better serve, you.” Gabe’s eyes glow a brighter red.

      The would-be warlord sneers. “Yes, serve us. At our pleasure. We purchase you, your control keys ensure your obedience. We do with you what we want.”

      “You are horrible,” Gabe says.

      “Uh oh,” Maxim murmurs as Gabe’s left arm begins to whir and click, switching back into blaster mode. The metal of his forearm shifting to allow a twin-barreled blaster to lift out.

      “On behalf of all cybernetic life, I do this. I will, one at a time, if needed, remove the most violent oppressors from this galaxy,” the bot says, raising his arm.

      “What? What are you—You can’t harm me, your progra—” The rest is lost in the sound of a single blaster bolt knocking her back against her throne, a smoldering hole left in her chest. Another shot ensures that Jurrella of Werdlow Three is well and truly dead, her dreams of empire building gone with her.

      Gabe turns to Maxim, his eyes returning to non-combat-mode yellow. “We can go now.” He smiles lopsidedly.

      Maxim eyes his friend, as Gabe’s weapons systems return to their standby locations in his forearms, “You know we could have taken her to the GC Supreme Court, they’d have tried her for this.”

      Gabe inclines his head, “My way, was more expedient.”

      The ship rocks and the lights dim for a moment. Wil’s voice cuts in on the comms. “Guys, things are getting hairy out here, and the Berserker is wading into the middle of the battle. Probably a good idea to get out of there.”

      “Guess the Captain of this boat isn’t waiting for orders from his Duchess,” Maxim observes. He spins to face the destroyed main door, firing as two armed creatures—both the same species as Jurrella—enter, rifles drawn. Both fly back against the far wall of the corridor, smoking holes in their midsections. “Time to go.”

      Gabe nods. “Acknowledged Captain, we are almost ready. Be aware, Xarrix is or has already, fled the Berserker.” Turning to Maxim, he says, “We should get to the launch bay.” Without warning, a klaxon sounds. “With haste.”
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      “This ship is horribly designed,” Maxim complains. Even with Gabe’s enhanced sensors, they’ve had to double back twice when confronted with an inexplicable blockage in a corridor.

      “Indeed, whoever built this vessel was either a genius or insane. I am unsure which, but likely the latter,” Gabe replies guiding them through the maze of corridors, avoiding the massive battleship’s crew whenever possible. “I am unfamiliar with the design. I should have asked Jurrella who the shipbuilder was.”

      “You know, killing her won’t have—” The entire ship rumbles, the lights dim then return. “—any impact on droids rights, or even likely their treatment on Werdlow Three, or this ship, if it survives.” Maxim ducks into a small maintenance closet behind Gabe. Two well-armed crew march past; one Hulgian, on Sylban.

      The droid looks at his friend. “True. However, killing her will not have a negative impact on droids either. Plus, her own abuses of droids have now come to an end.” He leads the way out of the maintenance closet that the two are hiding in. “We are almost there.”

      As they exit, the overhead speakers erupt. “They have killed The Duchess! Intruders are aboard! Find them, kill them! Vengeance for the Duchess! Long live Werdlow Three!”

      Maxim looks up. “Rather dramatic. We should hurry.”
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      “The Children are taking heavy losses!” Zephyr reports. “There are fewer than half the number that came back with us left!”

      The Ghost narrowly dodges over the top of one of the smaller Children, bringing its guns to bear on one of the captured Behemoths—first destroying the single blaster cannon mounted on its dorsal section, then blowing several holes in it. Cynthia is nearly as good with the weapons as Maxim, rapidly dealing devastating blows on the enslaved beasts. Where did Jurrella get enough people to crew all these ships? he wonders. On the main screen, two of the larger Children are smashing a captured behemoth between their hulls.

      The Berserker is right in the middle of the fray, firing on the Children while trying to fend off ramming attacks.

      “Something just left the Berserker!” Zephyr says. “Looks like a small scout craft!”

      “Heading?” Wil asks.

      “Away from us.” She looks over at Wil, the question clear on her face.

      “Max? Gabe? What’s going on? Is that you that just left the Berserker?”

      “Negative, Captain. That must be Xarrix. We were too late to stop his departure,” Gabe replies.

      “Go after him, Wil!” Maxim shouts. “We’ll be okay.”

      Wil looks at Zephyr, her face a mask of concern. She looks up and nods.

      Wil pushes the ship hard over, following the fleeing vessel.
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      The flight deck of the massive Berserker is deserted, no doubt due to the ship being under-manned, having crewed every single captured Behemoth. The enormous hanger doors are still open after Xarrix’s departure, and rows of shuttles stand ready for passengers off to the side of the ample space.

      “Be careful over there!” Wil shouts, closing the channel.

      “Affirmative. We need to get control of this ship, help the Children. Barring that, we need to destroy it.” He looks at Gabe. “And ideally, not die in the process.”

      Gabe nods. “Agreed. I must access the main computer core. Help me find a terminal—someone has shut down the wireless network, no doubt hoping to hinder us. Someone on this ship is smarter than I gave them credit for.”

      Maxim looks around. “There!” He points. In the corner of the hangar is a ladder up to the flight control booth. Maxim rushes to the ladder, just as Gabe takes flight, lifting effortlessly up. “Show off,” Maxim mumbles under his breath.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Hail that thing,” Wil says, as the Ghost closes in on the fleeing craft. It is clearly a modified scout vessel, as his sensors have identified several weapons emplacements. The battle of the Behemoths is millions of miles behind them already. The fleeing craft is almost clear of the gravity well of Werdlow Three—almost. Even damaged, the Ghost is able to close the distance between them.

      The comms system beeps and the main display changes, showing Xarrix in the cockpit of the small vessel. “Well Human, you’ve cost me a fortune. Again.”

      “Icing on the cake,” Wil says through gritted teeth. “It was one thing when you hired us to rob and kill other criminals to grow your empire. It’s another thing entirely to willingly aide in the murder and enslavement of a sentient species. Not to mention standing by while that monster tortures droids.”

      “My, you’ve certainly gotten a thicker noble streak since finding your little band of misfits, haven’t you?” He looks Wil in the eyes. “What is it you want? Return Lorath and her crew, and we can go about our lives, no retribution. I wouldn’t frequent Fury though after this. Honestly I expected trouble from that diminutive psychopath Follux Sul, but I should have known better.”

      “Oh, I’m definitely planning on reuniting you with your henchwoman.”

      Xarrix looks over Wil’s shoulder, to where he had become used to Cynthia sitting. “Got tired of the Tygran flobin already?”

      From Maxim’s station, Wil can hear Cynthia growling. The tactical station is just out of range of the video pickup.

      “And you wonder why people don’t like you,” Wil sneers, casting a glance at the tactical sub-display. The Ghost is almost in weapons range. The fleeing ship drops several missiles behind it like mines, forcing Wil to maneuver around them. One explodes against the shields and the Ghost loses speed momentarily.

      “What is it you want from me, Human? An apology? More money? Some type of ransom for Lorath?” The small craft turns abruptly, bringing its weapons to bear on the Ghost, raking the forward shields with blaster fire. Wil pushes the controls, dropping the Ghost below the oncoming fire. As the two ships pass, the Ghost’s aft weapons stitch hot plasma across the lower shields of Xarrix’s craft. On the screen, sparks shower the crime boss momentarily.

      “Nice move. Speaking of Lorath, I’m sure she’d be touched you even considered paying a ransom,” Wil says.

      “Past tense? What have you done?” Xarrix is glaring now, his reptilian eyes narrowed to slits. The Ghost is back on a pursuit vector for the smaller craft. Xarrix is clearly pushing the engines beyond their tolerance range.

      “Oh, Lorath is dead. Shot her myself. They’re all dead, that crew you sent with her to take over my ship. Clever with that virus you planted, and the activation code in the payment data stick. When did you do that? When you installed the stealth systems, or before that, when you made repairs?”

      “Dead?” Xarrix seems taken aback.

      “As a doornail. You’ll be joining her soon. I’m not a religious person myself, but if there’s an afterlife you can chat with her for the details, it’s a good story. Well, not from her end—ends tragically and all that.”

      “I will kill you, Human. How dare you? After everything I’ve done for you?” Xarrix says, in a tone of voice Wil has never heard him use. “I swear to the gods you will wish Lanksham had never found you. You’ll wish—”

      “Bye, Xarrix. It’s been fun knowing you—well, that’s a lie, it’s been pretty crappy knowing you. But at least you can die knowing you did one good thing; you brought this crew together.” He nods once, knowing Cynthia is watching him and will know what he means. She does, and from deep inside the ship comes the tell-tale sound of the missile launch system cycling, then firing two missiles, then two more. As the rockets streak their way towards the fleeing craft, plasma blasts leave the forward weapons, striking the shields, depleting them enough for the missiles to do their jobs.

      The small craft does it’s best to destroy the incoming ordinance, taking out two of the inbound missiles, but not the final two.

      “You’ll regret this!” Xarrix shouts, frantically working the controls of his small craft, as sparks and smoke fills the screen, alongside more than one klaxon.

      “I doubt it.” Wil smiles now, as the screen dissolves into static. Xarrix screams, then the display switches to a view of the small expanding debris cloud that used to be one of the most powerful gangsters in the Galactic Commonwealth.

      Wil turns a full circle, looking at his three remaining crew. “Let’s go get our friends,” he says.
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      “I have accessed the ship’s systems,” Gabe reports as Maxim climbs the last rungs of the ladder and enters the small control booth. “Isolating the bridge; accessing weapons and propulsion.” Small glowing filaments have extruded from each of Gabe’s fingers and snaked their way into the console he’s standing at. Lights pulse up and down the length of the flexible protrusions.

      Seeing the glowing filaments, Maxim says, “Those are new.” He looks up at Gabe. “How is the Ghost doing? How are the Children doing?”

      “The Ghost is pursuing Xarrix. Based on the current speed of both vessels, the Captain will catch Xarrix shortly before he is clear of the gravity well and able to go FTL.” A pause as the bot accesses additional systems. “The Children have suffered tremendous losses. They’ve neutralized their un-weaponized kin—however, the armed variant are proving more than the Children can handle. If we do not intervene, they will wipe the Children out.”

      Gabe is silent for a time. Maxim is about to ask if he’s alright, when he turns to the tall Palorian. “I have moved the ship further into the battle.” As if to emphasize the point, the ship shakes. Somewhere nearby a section is torn open to space, if the sounds they can hear are any indicator. The lights flicker then return to normal. “This vessel is heavily damaged, but I am using the few remaining weapons to destroy as many captured behemoths as possible.” He pauses. “I have also activated the self-destruct. And I have sealed the bridge and engineering sections and isolated them from accessing the ship’s control systems. That should keep them busy.”

      “Man, you’re kinda badass these days,” Maxim observes. “Let’s go, before the rest of the crew flood this compartment to evacuate.”

      “I have also sealed the doors to the launch deck.” Smiling, Gabe lifts off the deck and flies himself down to the main deck of the shuttle bay.

      “Show off!” Maxim shouts, as he grabs the sides of the ladder and slides down. As he lands on the deck, he sees the hatch open. “Sealed the doors?” He draws his borrowed weapon as a dozen droids walk in. He can see engineering bots, two general-purpose service droids, what looks like a few mechanic models and a few others he isn’t readily familiar with. “Gabe?”

      “They are with us,” the bot offers, as he walks towards one of the larger shuttles parked in the space. He pauses briefly there to converse with the bots, reaching up and accessing a section of each droid, removing something.

      Walking up to the shuttle, Maxim asks, “What’s going on?”

      “While I was connected to the ship’s system, I was able to access each of these units and invite them to join us. I could not erase their ownership keys remotely, but I have now removed them and fused the ports. I also uploaded the details on how to spread that knowledge.” Looking to the back of the shuttle and the collection of droids standing there, he adds, “They are the first to join the cause, but not the last.”

      “Oh, okay, that’s good, I guess,” Maxim says, just before one of the access hatches explodes inward. Before he can react, blaster fire shoots from the smoking opening. Gabe moves to stand in front of him, several blasts striking his back. Maxim leans around his friend and returns fire. Several crew members are pushing through the damaged entry.

      “Time to go!” Maxim shouts, firing at the incoming crowd, dropping two of the attackers.

      “Agreed,” Gabe says, moving towards the shuttle and waiting droids. A few steps from the shuttle he stumbles, his back smoking, wires exposed.

      “Gabe!” Maxim shouts, ducking to stay behind his friend, who is still struggling to get to the shuttle. Maxim looks at the shuttle and the droids waiting—beyond the shuttle, the main hanger doors are beginning to close. He looks at the droids and points to Gabe. “Make yourself useful! Grab him!” As two of the droids rush from the shuttle, he stands up and fires his rifle on full automatic, the muzzle starting to glow from the repeated fire.

      As Maxim eases back towards the shuttle, he takes a shot in his thigh, falling to the ground with a grunt. Before he can regain his weapon and continue firing, one of the mechanic bots has grabbed the rifle, while another lifts the big Palorian as if he weighs nothing and hoists him back into the shuttle. Outside the shuttle, the heavily constructed mechanic droid rushes the oncoming attackers, firing the rifle until it overheats, then uses it as a club. The security force, not expecting one of their droids to attack, falls back at first but quickly regains their momentum, firing on the droid from outside the range of its improvised club.

      As the shuttle loading ramp lifts, Maxim watches the droid fall. It turns to the shuttle—its face is blank, with only a visor where eyes would be. But it says, loud enough for everyone in the hanger to hear, “Freedom!” Several more blasts from the security team strike it, and as smoke billows from the optic visor, it falls to the ground.

      “Gods damn,” Maxim says, then turns to the front of the shuttle where Gabe and one of the smaller droids are in the cockpit. “Can you open the bay doors?”

      “After a fashion.” The shuttle lurches off the flight deck, barreling towards the almost closed doors. Small blasters mounted under the stubby wings open fire. While not powerful enough to do major damage, they are enough to cause damage to the track the massive hanger doors sit on. “Easy peasy.”

      Maxim looks up at the bot, and shakes his head in awe. “Try to raise the team.”
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      “I have Maxim and Gabe!” Bennie shouts, pressing a button. Overhead, the comm system beeps.

      “You two okay?” Wil asks the ceiling.

      Cynthia watches this, then looks over at Zephyr, the concern clear on her face. The Palorian woman just shrugs and smiles.

      Over the speakers, Gabe’s voice comes through clearly. “We are, thank you for asking, Captain. We are departing the Berserker now in a shuttle, please do not fire on us.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, pal. What’s the situation over there?”

      “Under control,” the droid replies.

      “Care to elaborate? We’re on our way back, looks like the Berserker is firing on their own behemoths. The Children seem to have the upper hand now.”

      Maxim answers this time. “Gabe was able to take over the ship’s systems, and put the Berserker in the fight, for us. Jurrella is dead, and the ship is about to self-destruct.”

      Without a word from Wil, Zephyr leans down and tries to reach Gomtu.

      “Okay, get clear, we’re trying to warn the Children. We’ll pick you up.”

      “This shuttle is too large for the Ghost’s cargo bay, we will have to EVA over,” Gabe informs them.

      “Okay, cool,” Wil answers. “Oh, and good job on killing Jurrella, Max.”

      Maxim coughs. “It, uh, I wasn’t the one that pulled the trigger.” He leaves the statement hanging there, as Wil looks at Zephyr with a worried look on his face.

      “Oh, okay.”
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      As the Children drift away from the now mostly inoperative Berserker and the last few remaining enslaved Behemoths, the massive battleship bulges at the center— then a ball of fire erupts, spreading to more than a kilometer in diameter, splitting the ship in half and wiping out two of the captured Behemoths nearby.

      One piece of the massive, now-dead battleship begins to enter the upper atmosphere of Werdlow Three, while the other drifts slowly away from the planet.

      The surviving Children begin to form up near Werdlow Three’s nearest moon. The Ghost limps after them, on an intercept course for a small shuttle of an unknown design.
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      As the shuttle pulls in close to the Ghost’s port airlock, just behind and slightly below its bridge, Maxim opens a channel. “I will definitely need that auto-doc again.”

      Over the comms, her voice filled with worry, Zephyr replies, “Why, what happened? Your arm? You didn’t get yourself shot up, did you?”

      “Well, it was only one shot, for the record,” her big companion replies. “But I’m in one of those cheap as dren space suits from the emergency lockers, and they’re not very durable. Oh and Wil, they smell.”

      From behind Zephyr at the inner airlock hatch, Wil says, “I get it. I’ll get better suits!” He turns to head to the bridge. “Let me know the moment we’re clear.”

      Maxim chuckles softly, then says, “Here we come.”
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      As the inner airlock hatch closes, Zephyr rushes up and pulls Maxim into a warm embrace—then promptly slugs him in the arm. “I hope that’s not where you got shot.” She kisses him again, then pushes him away. “This is not done,” the angry Palorian woman says sternly, as she helps him remove the helmet from his ill-fitting emergency space suit. Looking down at his left thigh, where the blaster scorch marks are still evident under the hastily applied suit sealing tape, she reaches over to a panel next to the airlock. “Wil, they’re aboard.”

      “Roger that, heading toward the rendezvous with the Children.”

      As Gabe leaves the airlock, Zephyr looks at him. “Welcome home, you look like dren.”

      The bot inclines his head. “Thank you, it is good to be back. While I do not know what dren feels like, I have definitely felt better.” He turns and heads for the bridge.

      When she turns to look at Maxim, he just shrugs. “A lot going on there.”

      “Wonderful. Let’s get to the bridge.”

      Wil turns as Gabe enters. “Welcome back buddy! Glad you’re safe and,” he looks at the droid’s battle-damaged body, “well, more or less sound.”

      “Thank you, Captain. This body is quite durable and able to take considerably more punishment than my previous frame. I will still require time at some point to make repairs.” As if to punctuate the statement, sparks erupt from Gabe’s right shoulder.

      Wil nods. “You and the Ghost both.” He smiles. “By the way, that shuttle accelerated away, but sensors didn’t pick up any life signs. You set up an autopilot?”

      “Any biological life signs, you mean,” Gabe corrects. “There were eleven liberated droids aboard. They have departed to begin their assignments.”

      When Gabe doesn’t elaborate, Wil is about to press him, but at that moment Maxim and Zephyr enter the bridge. Cynthia gets up from the tactical station and walks past Maxim. The big man pauses and puts his hand on her shoulder, nodding. Smiling, she takes her seat at the communications console.

      “You sure you don’t need the auto-doc now?” Wil asks, as Maxim gingerly lowers himself into his seat.

      “I wanted to see this through first.”

      Wil nods and Bennie turns in his seat. “So, uh, what now?”

      Wil adjusts the controls slightly, bringing the Ghost onto a course that will take them into the middle of the tremendously diminished group of behemoths. “Now we say goodbye, is my guess.”
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      “The Children offer their thanks,” the avatar says over the comms.

      “How are they doing? I’m sorry there are so few left,” Wil says, looking at the main display screen, which is showing the ten surviving behemoths. “Is there anything we can do?”

      “The losses were severe to be sure, but the Children are pleased that they saved the souls of their captured kin. They will return to the sacred place. It will take many hundreds of cycles for the herd to rebuild itself, as they do not breed in large numbers. The Children will remain in the nebula for some time. Do not be too sad—for them, it will be but a brief period in their millennia-spanning lives.”

      Wil nods. “I wish there were more we could do.”

      “You have done more than you can know, Captain Calder. Gomtu is pleased to have met you, and hopes to re-encounter you one day, perhaps under better circumstances.”

      Wil grins. “Tell him I think he’s pretty cool, too.”

      Bennie chimes in: “So what happens to you now, avatar? Now that the Children will be returning to their safe place and staying there for thousands of years.”

      “I will return to Gomtu.”

      Everyone is silent a moment, absorbing what the small construct just said. Then Bennie says, “Why don’t you come with us?”

      Wil looks over, one eyebrow raised.

      “That is a kind offer, but this form is temporary and draws its essence from Gomtu. Leaving him would be impossible. Do not be sad, I have served the purpose I was created for.”

      “Still kind of sucks, that you have to die,” Bennie persists.

      “I am not truly alive, not in the way you understand,” the avatar replies. On the screen the massive living starships begin to move, forming the familiar spherical formation around their dead and injured, few as they are. “Farewell, friends.” Before anyone can answer, blue lightning begins to course around the bodies of the healthy creatures, and in a blink, they are gone.

      The bridge is silent as everyone processes what just happened. Then Bennie says, “I’m hungry.”

      Cynthia looks at the Brailack. “How can you go from sad to hungry that quickly?”

      Bennie shrugs and hops out of his seat. “I’m complex and able to process more than one thing at a time. When you’re in my line of work, you learn to never pass up a chance to eat.”

      Maxim, with Zephyr’s help, gets out of his seat. “What line of work would that be? Hiding in a bunker tapping on consoles?”

      Bennie makes a noise. “Rude. You may have forgotten, but it was my survival skills that saved you and Zephyr back on Fury when you came to my shop to get new idents.”

      Zephyr laughs lightly, opening the bridge hatch for the Brailack. “You mean it was your hidey holes and secret passages that saved us.”

      Bennie heads down the main corridor from the bridge to the more substantial part of the Ghost, making a dismissive gesture with one hand. “Same thing.”

      Zephyr looks at Wil, then Cynthia, then finally Maxim, who is leaning on her shoulder for support. “Okay, time for you to get to the med-bay.”
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      Maxim spends two days in the med-bay, being patched up by the auto-doc. The damage to his thigh from the blaster bolt was more severe than anyone realized, and on top of that his arm needs to be re-set. During that time, Gabe has shut himself away in engineering effecting his own self-repairs.

      Once Maxim and Gabe are able to move around, the crew sits down together for a meal as the Ghost limps towards more civilized parts of the GC. “Okay, since this job was a bit of a bummer, I decided to treat you all to one of my all-time comfort foods: grilled cheese, and red vines.” Wil slides a triangle of sandwich onto each plate at the table. “I had to fudge a little on the cheese since I didn’t have cheddar, but that marketplace we visited on Pyolt had something that, oddly enough, tastes the exact same, even though I think it’s a plant.”

      Cynthia leans forward and sniffs the plate. Looking up at Wil, she asks, “Grilled cheese?”

      Bennie lifts the steaming sandwich and takes a massive bite out of it. Everyone watches him chew for a few beats. He swallows, then grins. “Good!”

      “There was doubt?” Wil says, sitting down with his own sandwich.

      Maxim reaches for his plate. “Have you forgotten the squeesh incident?”

      “It’s quiche, and no, I just still think you are all big babies.”

      Zephyr picks up her own sandwich and takes a bite, nodding to Wil. Around a mouthful of cheese-substitute, she asks, “Hey, what happened to your Kel statuette? I didn’t see it on your station when I was on the bridge earlier. That flobin Lorath break it?”

      Wil glances at Maxim, who nods almost imperceptibly. “Yeah, she did. That bitch tossed it on the ground, shattering it.”

      Zephyr growls, “We’ll get you another.”

      Bennie is wiggling a red vine watching it move. “Aren’t these the things you’ve had in your crate in the cargo hold?”

      Wil smiles. “Cool. Yeah, thanks.” He coughs, then continues, ignoring Bennie, “So, the elephant in the room…”

      Everyone at the table stops eating and looks around frantically.

      “It’s an expression. Plus, do any of you even know what an elephant looks like?”

      “It’s the black and white thing that eats the big grass,” Bennie asserts.

      “That’s a panda.”

      “Oh, I know! It’s the creature from the movie you showed us, with the loud scream,” Maxim says.

      “Huh?” Wil says, perplexed.

      “Jurassic Park,” Zephyr offers.

      “Ah. That’s the Tyrannosaurus Rex,” Wil replies. “But the elephant is not really the point, although Dumbo is next up on movie night—now, the original, not that remake. But the expression means the big awkward thing we need to discuss.”

      Bennie lights up. “Oh! You mean Cynthia.”

      Wil groans. Zephyr rests her palm across her face.

      “Smooth, little green,” Cynthia says, putting her grilled cheese sandwich down. “Look, I’ll make it easy—drop me off on Fury, I’ll be fine. I should be able to salvage some of Xarrix and Lorath’s holdings before word gets out, maybe find nice planet to retire on.”

      “Not going to happen.” It’s Zephyr who says it, and everyone turns to her. She looks at everyone. “Close your mouth Bennie, it’s full of sandwich.”

      Bennie snaps his mouth shut.

      She looks first at Cynthia, then Wil. “Look, I’ll be the first to admit I wasn’t a fan of Cynthia when she came aboard. I mean, she was sent to manage us, after all. But we got to know each other aboard Gumto, plus she stood up to Lorath and Xarrix and did the right thing.” She smiles at the Tygran woman. “There’s room on this ship for her if she’s interested.” Then she chuckles a bit. “Plus I wouldn’t mind a little more feminine energy aboard the ship. It’s a bit of a—what’s the phrase Wil uses? Sausage party.”

      Wil smiles. “Close enough.” He looks around the table. “Anyone else have anything to say?”

      Maxim smiles and looks down at his companion. “Zephyr speaks for me on this.”

      Bennie leers at the feline-featured woman. “I’m game.” He waggles his eyebrow-less brows.

      “Never going to happen, ever,” Cynthia assures him. “Every star in the galaxy would have to explode at the same time for me to consider it.”

      “So, I have a chance?”

      As everyone laughs, Wil looks over at Cynthia. “Welcome aboard.”
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      Thank you so much for reading Space Rogues 3: The Behemoth Job!

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed it, I’d love it if you left a review. Seriously, reviews are a big deal. They help readers find authors.

      

      

      If you want to stay informed on new releases, get Work In Progress updates and more, you can sign up for my newsletter.

      You can also get new release alerts from BookBub.

      

      Being a writer is one of those childhood dreams that you sort of dismiss as you get older. I mean, sure you can go into copywriting (did that), technical writing (did that too), but if telling stories is your dream, it’s not the same.

      When I published Space Rogues 1 it was one of those ‘dream come true’ moments. When it started selling, it was one of those ‘oh my god, people like what I write’ moments.

      With book three, I hope you’ve enjoyed the continuing adventures of the crew of the Ghost.

      I look forward to sharing many many more adventures with you!
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      “Morning everyone,” Wil says, walking into the crew lounge. Cynthia comes in behind him.

      Bennie looks up from what he’s doing, whatever that is, “Hey.”

      Maxim is sitting opposite the Brailack, “Good morning, the coffee is made,” he gestures toward the coffee machine that Wil hard-wired into the Ghost’s kitchenette area.

      “I love you.” Wil says, hurrying past the table toward the machine, “Cyn, want some?” He shouts.

      Maxim tuts, “You’re not my type.”

      Taking a seat next to Bennie, Cynthia looks over, “No, I’m good. Don’t know how you drink that blech.” She looks down at the PADD Bennie is working on, “What’re you doing?”

      “Huh? Oh, I found a collection of games in Wil’s archive.” He gestures to the screen, “This one you’re some type of martial artist, fighting off attacking fruit.” The hacker shrugs, “I think they’re fruit at least, it’s in the name.”

      Wil leans over Bennie’s shoulder, “Fruit Ninja. Fun game, was really popular when I was in middle school.”

      “Middle school?” Maxim asks.

      Wil takes a sip of his coffee, sighing, “That’s the stuff. Middle school is two or three years between your primary schooling and secondary. Usually at least.”

      “Interesting.” The Palorian man says, then goes back to reading something off the PADD he’s holding.

      Wil sits down next to Bennie, “Don’t swipe on the bo—” he jabs a finger at something on the screen.

      Bennie uses his free hand to swat Wil’s away, “Leave me alone drennog, get your own game.”

      Wil nudges his small friend, “This is my game.” He looks away, “Whatever.” Looking at Cynthia, “So, what’s on the agenda today?”

      She shrugs, “Same as yesterday unless something changed while we were sleeping.”

      As if waiting for just the right moment, Gabe enters the lounge through the hatch leading to the stairs to the engineering level. “Captain, I have finished a level one diagnostic of the main reactor control system.” He continues toward the rest of the crew in the kitchenette area.

      Wil looks at the droid, “And? Something tells me there’s an and or a but.”

      “Butt” Bennie chuckles, not taking his attention from the game.

      the droid inclines his head, “There is. The and is that we need to set down somewhere, so I can take the reactor offline.”

      “What’s wrong with the reactor?” Maxim asks, looking up from his PADD.

      Gabe inclines his head again, “Wrong is perhaps not the correct phrase. The reactor is fine, there is no danger. However, our last few adventures have taken a toll on the system. The reactor vessel could use a refurbishing, and there are software patches that should be applied to the reactor management software.”

      Wil nods, “Ok, a little downtime sounds nice,” he looks at Cynthia, winks.

      She sighs, “Calm down.” She turns to Gabe, “We’re due to drop those Vorks off at the research complex on Effrolg Three.”

      Wil shudders, “Those things are creepy.”

      Maxim nods, “Apparently they’re excellent at hunting parasites. At any rate, I like the idea of some down time. Zephyr and I have been talking about taking some time off, this would be a good time.”

      Wil smiles, “That’s settled then.” He looks up at Gabe, “I assume it’s nothing so pressing it can’t wait for us to drop the Vorks, then head to Harrith Prime?”

      Gabe nods, “You are correct. I will make the arrangements and prepare a shopping list for when we land on Harrith Prime.” Without waiting for further conversation the tall droid turns and heads for the stairs down to the engineering section.
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      “Thank you for delivering these, Captain Calder.” The Trollack scientist says as Maxim pushes a cage full of Vorks on a gravsled past. “They will be tremendously valuable to the people down on Effrolg Three. The skin parasite is ravaging towns all over the planet.”

      Wil smiles at the fishlike alien, “Our pleasure doctor gulp’tuh, happy to help.” He looks around, “About the payment…”

      The Trollack’s large round eyes rotate, “Of course,” He raises his arm and presses a command on his wristcomm, “Done.”

      Wil smiles, “Excellent!” He claps his hands, “Well, we’ll be on our way as soon as Maxim finishes offloading that last crate.” He shakes hands with the scientist and heads up the cargo ramp into the Ghost.

      Zephyr is waiting at the top of the ramp, “We can be on the ground on Harrith Prime in two days.” She’s grinning. Some downtime away from the rest of the crew has energized her.

      “Excellent! As soon as Max is back, let’s get moving.”
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      “Ghost you’re cleared to land at the Tinkutu spaceport.” the voice over the speakers announces.

      “Confirmed Harrith Space Control.” Cynthia says then closes the channel. She turns to face forward, looking at Wil, “We’re all set, take us down, I need a beach.”

      Zephyr looks up from her console, “hoorah!” She says.

      Wil concentrates on his console, asking, “Are all of us really that hard up for some downtime?”

      Bennie tuts, “Uh, unless you all were taking vacations without me, this is the first time we’ve intentionally landed with leisure as the only aim.”

      Wil glances over, “Oh, come on, we visited Brailack, that was fun, right?”

      Bennie growls, “someone kidnapped My sister.”

      Zephyr adds, “You suffered unbelievable intestinal distress.”

      Maxim throws in, “We had to fight, what did you call them, spider-bears.”

      The ship shudders as it enters the atmosphere. Wil pulls the sub-light throttles back, then activates the repulsor lifts in the forward part of the engine nacelles. “Hold on.” He says as the activates the atmospheric engines. The boom as they ignite precedes the force that pushes everyone slightly into their seats. He looks up, “Well I mean, there was a party.”

      Those on the ground probably hear the sound of everyone on the bridge sighing.

      Bennie continues, “it slimed me.”

      Maxim smiles, “That was particularly funny.”

      Bennie makes a rude gesture, then turns back to his consoles.

      On the main display, the Tinkutu spaceport is growing. Like almost all spaceports it is a several kilometer wide duracrete ring, rising five to six stories. Ships of various sizes are docked within the ring. There’s a modicum of organization, larger ships near the outer section, smaller vessels near the center of the circle.

      Bennie pulls up their landing clearance, “Looks like we’ve still got clout, prime landing pad.”

      Wil smiles, “Enjoy it while it lasts.” He looks over to Zephyr, “You guys have your transport booked?”

      The Palorian woman smiles, “We do, the shuttle is waiting for us,” she looks down at her console, “looks like a smaller spaceport a few kilometers away. We can rent a ground car.”

      “I’ll go get our bags ready.” Maxim says, standing and heading toward the bridge hatch.

      Wil turns to Bennie, “So what’re you gonna do with a week off?”

      The little Brailack sighs, “Gabe roped me into helping him.”

      Cynthia laughs, “Sounds exciting.”
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      As the cargo ramp lowers the crew of the Ghost is standing at the large cargo door that closes off the ramp from the hold.

      A small ground car rolls up to the ship, the side doors slide open. Zephyr and Maxim start down the ramp, “See you all in a week.”

      Wil waves, “Have fun you two, don’t do anything I wouldn’t.”

      As Maxim throws their bags into the car, Zephyr waves back, “Don’t call us, pretend you don’t know us, we’ll see you in five days!” She doesn’t wait for a reply hopping into the car and closing the door. The vehicle takes off, its electric motor making a slow whine as it departs.

      Wil turns to Cynthia, “Our hotel is a few klicks from here, let’s go.” They head down the ramp. Wil looks back up at Gabe and Bennie, “Have fun you two, can’t wait to see what the Ghost looks like when we get back.”

      Gabe turns and looks down at Bennie, “He does know that nothing we are planning to do will impact that physical appearance of the ship?”

      The Brailack hacker shrugs, and turns to walk back into the ship, “Come on, let’s get this started, I at least want to visit a few of the markets before we leave.”
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      As the ground car pulls away from the spaceport, Zephyr looks over at Maxim, “I have to say, I haven’t been this excited in a long time.”

      Maxim nods, “I have to admit, I am too. We need this.”

      “We do.”

      It doesn’t take long for the ground car to navigate the streets near the spaceport, taking the two Palorians from the much larger Tinkutu spaceport to a smaller regional port servicing in system transport.

      As they exit the ground car an officious Harrith man walks around the shuttle they’ve parked at, “Ah, mister Maxim and madame Zephyr, welcome. I’m Ger’Sen, I’ll be your pilot to the Jelginoko resort on the moon Banjo. Our flight time will be two tocks.” He moves around to where Maxim has unloaded their bags, picking them up, “Are these your only bags?”

      Zephyr nods, “They are.” She moves toward the shuttle.

      Following along behind her and Maxim the pilot drops their bags in a storage compartment, “There is Hulgian sparkling wine in the refrigeration unit there on your left. I’ll get us underway.” He moves toward the cockpit, “If you need anything, please just ask.”

      The thin privacy partition slides shut behind him, leaving Zephyr and Maxim alone in the passenger compartment.

      Zephyr lifts her glass, Maxim taps his against it.
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      “Are you sure?” The voice on the other end of the comms asks.

      “Of course I’m sure! How many Palorian couples are wandering around Harrith Prime, out of armor, boarding shuttles for the resort moon?” The Harrith man in a spaceport porter’s uniform says. He glances around the spaceport employee break room, lower his voice, “It’s them, the ex-Peacekeepers that fly with that human.”

      “Where are they going?” the voice asks.

      “Jelginoko resort. I did some digging, looks like they docked the Ghost at Tinkutu.”

      “All right, I’ll get Bre’she to watch the ship, see if we can locate the human or the Brailack. I think we have people in Jelginoko or maybe it’s one of the other resorts on Wablo, I can never remember. Anyway, I’ll have him get some people together, see what we can do.”

      “Good, it’s time they paid.”

      “Agreed, get yourself to Wablo.” the voice says, the comms disconnect.
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      The moon Wablo is almost entirely temperate. Its orbit around Harrith Prime is close enough to its parent that the temperature never drops below a comfortable level. Resorts of all price points and genre cover the moon; ranging from the family friendly affordable Stockings to the couples only Coastlines resorts.

      Zephyr and Maxim have been at the pool all day watching the various beings, mostly Harrith enjoy the resort.

      “You’d never know it was cycle ago that this system was on the verge of collapse and being absorbed into the GC against their will.” Maxim says, watching a Harrith man deliver drinks to the cabana next to theirs.

      When he arrives he asks, “Would you like another drink?”

      Zephyr nods, “Same.” Maxim does the same.

      The server departs and Zephyr looks over at her companion, “Yeah, I mean I know there wasn’t actual fighting here or on the main planet, but I’m a little surprised they bounced back so fast.”

      “What is it that shirtless man said in the movie Wil likes, life finds a way.” Maxim replies. Zephyr chuckles and leans back in her lounge chair.

      Another Harrith man comes by, his uniform slightly different from the last, “Excuse me, but I wanted to ask, is it really you?”

      Maxim sighs, “It depends on the you, you think we are.”

      Zephyr nudges him in the ribs, “Yes, it’s us.”

      The server smiles, “I thought so.” He bows and hurries off.

      Maxim looks at Zephyr, “That was weird, I thought he would want an autograph or to shake our hands at least.”

      She shrugs, “Maybe he’ll be back with an autograph book.”

      After a few more drinks they head to dinner.
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      “This is quite good.” Maxim says around bites.

      “Right?” Zephyr says, reaching for her glass of Hulgian wine. “I’ve never had Jerlack prepared this way.”

      Maxim nods, “Yeah, this is wonderful. We may have to eat here every night.”

      Still chewing, Zephyr nods. She looks over Maxim’s shoulder, “Oh, maybe our fan found his autograph book.” She inclines her head.

      Maxim turns and grunts, “Great.” He squints toward their friend from earlier, seeing that he hasn’t come alone, “Weird, he brought friends.”

      She turns again, “That seems suspicious.” She turns to a passing server, “We’ll be leaving now.”

      “Of course, ma’am. Would you like take away containers?”

      The two Palorians stand, “no thank you.” They turn and walk toward the patio, equally full of diners. Zephyr points, “Staircase.”

      Maxim brandishes the knife from his dinner plate, “We could make this exciting.”

      “For whom?” Zephyr asks icily, then continues, “You’re in swim trunks and an undershirt. I am in a bikini and cover-up.”

      “right?”

      “What do you mean right? A bikini is not combat wear. A bikini offers no protection, it has no armor, it doesn’t even cover the body in fabric.”

      “You have the cover-up.” Maxim offers, then realizes that’s the wrong thing to say.

      “Yes, I’m certain this silken fabric which barely keeps the sun’s rays off of me, will do wonders with plasma.” She grabs his hand hurries them both out onto the patio, “We will discuss this further, later. Let’s get out of here.” She gestures toward the stairs.

      Maxim glances over his shoulder, “They’re not following.”

      They reach the beach and look up at the dining hall patio. “Think they were just fans or autograph seekers?” Maxim asks.

      “Anything is possible, we were fairly popular here for a while. I thought it would have died down by now.” She shrugs, “Romantic stroll on the beach is a great idea, good call.”

      Her companion looks down, smiling, “Glad I thought of it.” They head up the beach toward the tower with their suite in it.
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      “How did you lose them?” ful’re asks. He’s pacing back and forth outside the dining hall. Shre’tul’nath and Rel’tren are with him, the rest of the group they’d assembled having left to return to their duties or homes.

      Shre’tul’nath shrugs, “The dining hall was full, we couldn’t exactly storm the place. Somehow they saw and slipped out.” Shre’tul’nath is middle-aged and heavy-set having had office jobs his entire life, joining the Harrith rebellion when his friend Bul’Na did, looking for adventure, and possibly a little fame if Harrith could increase its presence in the sector.

      Rel’tren rests a hand on ful’res shoulder, “It’s fine, they have an excursion planned for tomorrow according to Lul’gra. We know where and when they’ll be tomorrow.” He looks at his wristcomm, “I must go, I have a shift tonight. We’ll regroup tomorrow and head for the ruins.” The other two nod.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Tourism is fun

        

      

    

    
      “I had no idea Harrith had ruins.” Zephyr says, setting the brochure down on the small table between her chair and Maxim’s on the small patio off their suite. She leans back enjoying the morning breeze. “This moon is nice.”

      Maxim sets his drink down, “I didn’t either, apparently they’re quite elaborate. The cultural preservation organization here and on Harrith Prime are powerful. I read that prior to being made into mostly resorts, this moon was their first colony.”

      “I can’t wait to see them.” She looks around then stands, “I guess we should get a move on, I believe the shuttle leaves from the next tower over.”

      Maxim stands, “Let’s go.”
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      “That shuttle pilot spoke entirely too much.” Zephyr says as they follow other tourists out of the passenger shuttle that brought them to the ruins. The shuttle brought twenty guests of the resort the two are staying at, and from the look of it, every resort on the moon provided a shuttle full of people.

      “Guess this isn’t the off season.” Maxim quips as they move away from the group they arrived with. The shuttles all make a loop between the various resorts and the ruins, so that guests can leave the ruins site whenever they please, as long as they please every tock on the tock.

      “Let’s check out the atmosphere processing section, might be less crowded.” Zephyr says, taking Maxim’s hand in hers.

      As the two head off toward the atmosphere processing section of the old colony ruins, a group of twelve Harrith men and women, in a mix of resort employee uniforms and street clothes breaks off from several different clusters and follows.
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          Tourism is dangerous

        

      

    

    
      The two Palorians meander for a tock through the atmospheric processing section, then through the dormitory section, eventually ending up in the first of many blocks of science labs.

      “I think we’re being followed.” Zephyr says.

      Maxim turns his head only a fraction, making sure there’s a plaque in the direction he’s turned his head, “Same guy from the pool, and dinner.” He confirms.

      “We’ve definitely moved away from weird coincidence.” She says, looking at the surrounding sections, the old colony ruins are duracrete and steel, the room they’re in is full of lab tables and workstations. There’s a sign on the door ahead of them, administration. “There.” She inclines her head slightly.

      They start for the door and are nearly there when one of the Harrith yells, “For Harrith!” and a plasma blast strikes the ceiling a meter from the two. They bolt the final distance.

      Maxim reaches out to slam the hatch shut, it doesn’t move. Several plasma blasts buzz through the open hatch. “Welded open, dren!” He peeks around the door frame, “I count eight.”

      Zephyr is at another hatch leading in from another lab section if the weathered sign above the hatch is accurate. “Four more working their way through this section.” She hisses.

      Maxim points to another door, “There, hurry!” Another plasma bolt sails over head, scorching an ancient computer display.

      The sound of gunfire has finally drawn attention, tourists are screaming and running in all directions. The two Palorians use the distraction to move deeper into the centuries old facility.

      “Next time we vacation someplace other Palorians are likely to be!” Zephyr says, ducking behind some type of ground vehicle that moved the colonists from one area to another, “We stick out like Wil at a Brailack orgy.”

      Maxim guides them into a warehouse facility, “That’s an image I’ll never get out of my head, thanks, love.” He looks around, “We need to even the field, this seems as good a place as any. Split up, regroup at the far end, armed.”

      His companion nods, and darts off between two massive sets of shelves. Still loaded with period correct supplies. Maxim turns and heads off in the opposite direction as Zephyr.
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      “They went into the warehouse section.” Rel’tren reports as ful’re and his group catch up and join the smaller team.

      “We have to hurry, the authorities will be on their way soon.” Shre’tul’nath says, winded from the exertion of running. ful’re looks sideways at the portly man.

      A Harrith woman, b’rel, turns to Shre’tul’nath, “We may have more time than you think, I took the liberty of disabling the comms at the local admin office when I arrived. They won’t have even noticed until help doesn’t arrive.” Her smile is wicked, a true believer, ful’re realizes.

      “Split up, hunt them down. We don’t need them alive. A few pictures and vids with their corpses will be enough.” ful’re says, as the members of his strike team filter into the ancient warehouse. As an afterthought, he adds, “Try not to destroy anything, this place is a cultural treasure after all.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Missed the Memo?

        

      

    

    
      Zephyr has climbed up into the shelves. She’s straddling a crate labeled mining equipment but seems to be empty. “Great, props.” She whispers to herself. Below two of the Harrith terrorists, or whatever they are, she thinks walk below her, each holding a pulse pistol. “Better than nothing.” She drops behind the pair.

      She lands as softly as possible, but she’s wearing athletic shoes and not combat gear that would muffle the landing. Both Harrith turn, Zephyr waves, “Hello.” A swift punch to the face of one drops him, the other raises his pistol to fire, but she quickly disarms him and renders him unconscious. “Ok, this might be more fun than I thought.” She whispers, wishing she had her wristcomm, she and Maxim had opted to leave them at the resort. After binding the two would be terrorists, she heads off deeper into the warehouse.
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      Maxim is ducking behind a crate that reads munitions, but in fact contains nothing, more props. Three Harrith; two men and a woman are walking down the aisle he’s at the end of. He looks around, nowhere to hide. As the trio approaches he jumps out, quickly assessing the three he sees that the man on the right, the one with the rifle is the biggest threat. Closing the distance in just two steps he punches the rifle-toting man in the stomach, then launching him off the ground with a powerful uppercut. While the other two raise their pistols and shout, Maxim spins, kicking the woman in her side, doubling her over. She fires, but the shot goes wide, striking the shelving nearby. While she’s down Maxim turns and faces his last opponent, who’s had time to raise his pistol, aiming it dead center on Maxim’s torso.

      “Stop!” The man shouts. In the distance Maxim can hear the other Harrith terrorists shouting to each other.

      “What is it you want?” Maxim asks the man.

      Hand, and pistol shaking, the man answers, “Harrith supremacy in this sector. We were close but you and your crew ruined it.”

      The woman Maxim had kicked is slowly getting to her feet. She nods, “The rebellion was this close.” She holds two fingers a few inches apart.

      Maxim shakes his head, “You’re mistaken. Rogue elements of the Peacekeepers and the GC staged and funded the rebellion. It was never for Harrith Prime.”

      “Lies!” Hisses the woman, nursing her side, her pistol not aimed at Maxim.

      “It’s the truth. What do you think would happen next? I mean for your rebellion?” He looks at both people, assessing them, “The Peacekeepers wanted your government to invite the GC in. How would that have helped your cause?”

      “But—” The man says, but is cut off as Maxim tilts and dives out of the line of fire. He grabs the woman’s gun hand, forcing the pistol from her grip, then launches a savage kick into the groin of the still armed man, who is bringing the pistol to bear on Maxim again. He groans, drops his pistol and doubles over. Maxim punches the woman rendering her unconscious, then looks at the groaning male, “You can think about your rebellion later.” He leans into a punch that sends the main into unconsciousness.

      The sounds of the remaining Harrith rebels is growing louder. Maxim grabs one of the pistols and bolts further into the warehouse.

      “Where are they!” A voice shouts.

      “I don’t know!” Another answers, then adds, “I just found Shre’tul’nath, B’rel and Fra’tell! They’re unconscious!”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Blame the Palorians

        

      

    

    
      Maxim whistles a low tune as he moves to another aisle, the sound of shouting Harrith rebels is now at the far end of the large warehouse structure. He hears the answer tune to his and heads in the direction it came from.

      Turning a corner, he sees Zephyr, a pistol like his in her hand. “So these drennogs are Harrith rebels.”

      “Really?” She says, looking off toward the far end of the facility and the shouts. “And what, they’re mad at us?”

      “Pretty much.” He confirms.

      Noticing that the shouting has subsided she turns toward where it had been coming from. “I’m pretty sure there’s only one way into or out of this warehouse. Guessing they know that too.”

      Maxim checks the charge on his pistol, “I wonder why the authorities haven’t arrived?” Zephyr shrugs. He adds, “I tried to talk to one, he didn’t seem to a true believer, but had definitely consumed the fruit drink, as Wil would say. I think most of these are rank and file, I doubt they were even on the ships during the fighting.”

      “You’re probably right, if we can get passed them, maybe we can disarm them and get a hold of the authorities.” Zephyr suggests.

      “Can’t hurt to try. Worse case we get to have a little fun, and hey, you’re not in a bikini, so that’s a plus, right?” He smiles.

      She glares at him, says nothing, turns and walks down the aisle, looking left and right before darting to the next section of shelving. Shrugging he joins his companion.
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      “We are running out of time!” ful’re shouts at those few rebels around him. What started as twelve is now seven. Lul’gra a college student with a slight build raises his hand. “What? This isn’t school you idiot!”

      “What if we let them be? I mean the security services must be coming by now.”

      ful’re slaps the young Harrith man, “They cost our movement everything, they die.” He looks around, “I have an idea.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          Hostages now?

        

      

    

    
      “What the wurrin?” Zephyr says under her breath when she pokes her head out to look towards the hatch leading out of the warehouse. She turns to Maxim, “They grabbed hostages.”

      “What? Why?” Maxim asks. Zephyr shrugs. “Living shields, I guess.” He says.

      Zephyr looks at her pistol again, even though she knows the answer, “These don’t have a stun setting.”

      “No way out but through.” The big Palorian man says grimly.

      “I have an idea.” Zephyr says, resting a hand on Maxim’s arm. Before he can answer, she hands him her pistol and takes a step out into the aisle, “What is it you want with us?” She shouts.

      All seven rebels instantly spin, their pistols and two more rifles aiming right at her.

      Maxim steps back further into the shadow of the aisle.

      One rebel, the leader Zephyr presumes, steps forward. “You and your crew cost Harrith its one chance to expand our territory. Our rebellion was winning!”

      Zephyr takes a few steps toward the rebels, hands raised, “I’m sorry but that’s not true. Your rebellion was a farce.”

      Seven plasma weapons lift just a little higher, the tourists being used as living shields whimper. she stops walking. “I mean no disrespect. It’s just that we know for a fact the GC and rogue Peacekeepers were behind the entire thing. Who did you think provided the ships and arms?”

      “You’re lying the leader screams!” He grabs a woman being held in front of him, putting his pistol to her head. “You’ll pay for what you did!”

      Zephyr sighs, “This really isn’t necessary. We’re just here on vacation. I really wanted to learn about your history.”

      One of the other rebels shouts, “You grolacking Peacekeepers think you’re so superior—” he doesn’t finish what he’s saying because of the smoking plasma burn on his forehead.

      Several more shots ring out, the rebel leader shoves his hostage away to draw down on Zephyr, who is already moving in his direction.

      Two more rebels fall before the rest scatter, two jumping out the hatch into the colony complex proper and one rushing toward the nearest section of shelving, looking for cover. The hostages, screaming to a person run in every direction adding to the confusion. The leader is standing his ground, moving to fire on the charging Zephyr.

      Zephyr tackles the man, driving her palm into his nose, crushing it. He screams, dropping his pistol in to order to use both hands to cradle his shattered nose. She grabs the discarded pistol, punches the man in the face again, knocking him out. “drennog.” She says, turning to look for Maxim.

      He comes out from the aisle he was in, holding a squirming Harrith teenager by the back of his shirt. The teen is struggling, thrashing about ineffectively. “Stop it.” Maxim says, shaking the boy.

      Zephyr tilts her head back to the side, “Last two ran out into the complex.”

      Maxim looks at the team, “Wiggle and I shoot you.” The young man nods twice, his mouth clamped shut. He heads toward the hatch.
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      “Stop right there!” an amplified voice shouts as Maxim and Zephyr exit the warehouse complex. They’re looking down the barrels of nearly two dozen plasma rifles and pistols.

      Zephyr is about to fall backwards when she sees the last two rebels standing off to the side, in restraints. Now she sees the Harrith Security Directorate logo on several of the pieces of chest armor. She raises her hands.

      Maxim only a microtock behind her in figuring it out, drops the teenage man, and raises his hands. The teen jumps up, still not realizing the weapons trained on them aren’t those of his peers. He has taken two steps when a stun bolt strikes him.

      “Identify yourselves, now!” The original amplified voice orders.

      “I am Zephyr, first officer aboard the Ghost. This is Maxim, tactical officer for the Ghost. You know the ship that saved your sector from GC overreach?”

      The weapons slowly lower, the voice answers, “I thought so.” A Harrith man in the uniform of a squadron commander comes forward, holstering his pulse pistol. “What’s going on here?”

      Zephyr smiles, “Well, we’re here on vacation,” she gestures to the two in custody rebels, “Appear to Harrith nationalists with a grudge. How they knew we were here or how to find us, is beyond me.”

      “We are famous.” Maxim offers.

      The squad commander grunts, “You are.” He motions towards a hatch leading out of the space, “Please follow me, I’d like to debrief you then we can get you back to where ever you’re staying. I’m afraid the colony ruins are closed for the next while.”
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      “They’re a problem all over the planet.” Commander Shre’anthill tells Maxim and Zephyr in the back of one of the fast response shuttles his team brought to the colony ruins. “Even with broadcasting the footage, the data your crew provided and the trials, there are still some that just refuse to accept that their cause was never anything more than a smokescreen for the GC and its rogue Peacekeepers.” He sighs, “It’s sad really, but there you have it.”

      “Are they generally this aggressive?” Maxim asks.

      Shre’anthill shakes his head once, “Usually no. They hold secret meetings and occasionally a rally near the capitol. Nothing like this, though I suspect that was more a crime of opportunity.” He gestures to where the surviving rebels are being loaded into another shuttle, “From what we gathered, one of them worked at the spaceport where your ship landed. He called the one you shot in the face. Apparently he was the leader of this little group.”

      Zephyr’s eyes widen, “have you—”

      “Warned your ship? yes. I’m told my sub-Commander spoke to a rude Brailack who appeared to be on a repair crew or something. He said he’d relay the details to your Captain.”

      “Odds that that actually happens?” Maxim asks, looking over to Zephyr.

      “fifty-fifty at best.” She answers. “Luckily Wil and Cynthia were just going outside the spaceport. He found a decidedly seedy hotel for the two to, in his words, completely destroy.”

      Maxim shudders, “By Grabthar’s hammer. Do you think all humans are so flagrant in their coupling?”

      Commander Shre’anthill chuckles, mostly under his breath. Zephyr smiles at the man, then turns to Maxim, “It has been brought to my attention that possibly, we’re prudes.”

      Commander Shre’anthill can’t contain his laughter any further.
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      “How was your vacation away from all the action and adventure that is our lives?” Wil asks as Maxim and Zephyr walk up the cargo ramp of the Ghost. He’s in a folding chair, feet up on a small cargo box.

      Bennie, perched on a similar small cargo box, looks up from what he’s doing, “Oh, hey! There was a message,” he snaps his fingers a few times, thinking, “Something about Harrith terrorists possibly targeting us.” He looks at Gabe, who does nothing but stare back at him.

      Cynthia, in a portable chair enjoying the midday sun, turns to Bennie, “When we die, I’m fairly certain it will be your fault.”

      Zephyr takes an offered bottle of grum from Wil, “It was wonderful.”

      “Terrorists, huh?” He asks, holding another grum out for Maxim, who takes it.

      “Apparently Janus and his folks did a little too good a job here. The local authorities are still dealing with rebels who never got the memo they’d been had, or did but don’t accept it.”

      “Maroons.” Bennie says, putting a PADD he’d been reading down.

      “It’s moron.” Wil offers. Bennie shrugs.

      “You’ll have to tell us all about it, over dinner.” Cynthia says, “I ordered delivery.”

      “Excellent.” Wil says. He turns to Gabe, “How’d those repairs and upgrades you wanted to do, go?”

      The droid looks down at Wil, “Despite Bennie’s help they went well. We finished only two tocks before you and Cynthia returned.”

      Bennie turns to Gabe, “What do you mean my help?” He makes an air quote gesture, that looks slightly off to Wil, seeing as how Bennie has only three fingers and a thumb.

      “You are not helpful.” Gabe says, offering nothing further.

      Zephyr, her smile causing her nose to wrinkle, turns to Wil, “How was your romantic getaway?”

      Wil starts to answer but Cynthia cuts him short, placing her hand on his knee and saying, “It was terrific.” She looks at Wil out of the corner of her eye, “Exhausting.”

      Maxim glances over to Zephyr who smiles knowingly back at her companion. “We should get going, I saw on the way over that there was a pretty well paying gig to transport some artifacts to Lopnar.”

      Wil stands up, folding his chair, “Cool, sounds like an easy gig, those are fun.” He heads deeper into the hold, toward the stairs to the crew levels.
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