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Galactic Alliance:  The most prominent ruling body in the Milky Way Galaxy, first formed as a mutual defense pact against an invading enemy bent on the enslavement of its member races

Galactic Basic: An artificial language used by the Alliance bureaucracy in all official correspondence, transactions, treaties, and legislation. It was designed to purge any individual idiosyncrasies and idioms native to one species. Thus, making it a flat sterile thing, perfect for legal work.  

Galactic Alliance Calendar: Due to the vast differences between the planetary rotations of Alliance worlds and the length of their solar orbits, the Alliance lower council created a standard calendar set for bureaucratic and military business. The breakdown of time units is: 

Standard Minute: 100 seconds

Standard Hour: 100 minutes

Standard Day: A 30-hour period of time.

Standard Week: 7 standard days.

Standard Month: 5 standard weeks.


Standard Year: 350 standard days, or ten standard months.
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Part I – The Bid
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Jake Pool darted down the marble avenues of the artificial city inside of Mylligan’s Rock. The meeting was supposed to be in an hour, but he was delayed. Someone was behind him, following his footsteps. 

The shadow had been there for the last half hour, writing down every place he sat, watching every little purchase at the stalls, noting every street he navigated.

The guy was good enough to have remained undetected for a while, but he was just one sentient doing a six-man tailing job. Bound to be caught. Jake led him down some unfriendly backstreets, searching for the right spot to strike. 

Jake was tall and brutish with creamy skin and flaxen hair. Most dirtbags took one look at him and ran into the opposite direction. So, whoever was following was either mighty brave or mighty stupid. Jake was gambling on the latter. 

Mylligan’s Rock was well named, having been formed from the hollowed-out moon of a planet which had exploded an epoch ago. The Rock, after settling into its current orbit, was one of those places which seemed to have been around forever. Records of it dated back some fifteen thousand years.

It had gone from being an Alliance staging base, to an Orion mining town, to a military zero-gee training center, to a prison, to a failed dry dock facility, to a pirate base, and now to its current venture - the ultimate expression of the free market at play. 

Several decades ago, it had been bought outright by the Orion billionaire, Asen Mylligan, who converted it into a free port. Nominally the facilities were just for use by Alliance races, but in practice Mylligan allowed entrance to anyone who wanted to buy or sell. Soon, it had become the "go to” place for any sort of illicit activity in the surrounding sectors.

Three firms of lawyers had been made rich defending Mylligan’s private property rights in the Galactic courts, and the Orion had become even richer by taking a piece of every transaction occurring on his property. And with an average of a million and a half sentients on Mylligan’s Rock at any one time, the credits racked up at an incredible rate.

Jake dipped around the corner of a back alley and waited. His shadow followed twenty seconds later. He grabbed the sentient and slammed him against the wall, hard. 

It was an Orion. Similar in build to a human, but smaller, with pointed ears and seven fingers on each hand. As a professional thief, or “jobsman” as the interstellar parlance went, Jake had had plenty of dealings with the race, but rarely worked with the same one twice. When problems arose in a crew, the cause was usually an Orion.  

Jake’s strength surprised his shadow. He lifted the Orion off his feet with one hand and slowly began choking the life of out him. The victim’s eyes bulged. His face turned purple. 

“Ready to talk yet?” Jake snarled. 

The pinned Orion nodded, his eyes showing a practiced look of confusion as if it were all a big misunderstanding. But once released, the Orion flipped out a blade and took a swipe at Jake’s nose. With ease, the jobsman knocked the weapon away and slammed the Orion’s head into the wall, face first. 

SNAP. 

Damn it. Broken neck. When you’re constantly jumping from one gravity to another, miscalculations about foot pounds of pressure were bound to happen. Jake had overcompensated, leaving him with a corpse rather than an intimidated informer. 

Ah, well. 

He went through the Orion’s pockets. Not much was there: a credit stick with twenty-five credits on it, an inject-tube filled with some sort of narcotic solution –- the Orions had so many it was difficult to keep track—, an electronic lockpick set – old style, half the frequencies were out of date— and a power shunt, which was used to short out electronic systems. 

The rubbish told a pretty tale. Low-life junkie. Opportunistic thief. He snatched a datapad off the thief's wrist. 

A common gadget throughout Alliance space, the wrist datapad acted as a universal communication and information storage device. By law, they had to be built to a specific industry standard so they could be used in any system in the Alliance. But that meant the weaknesses were standardized as well. 

Jake used the demagnitzer on the thief’s lockpick set to remove the datapad’s face. He then produced a small cracking kit, connected it to his own personal datapad, and wired his system into the dead Orion’s unit. 

DNA, retinal, and voice recognition security systems were all good protection measures, and even better when connected to temperature regulators, but they still depended on the information presented matching what was stored in the machine. If you bypassed the info storage, as Jake was doing, a sentient could reset the security system to default and then program in anything they wanted. 

One, two, three. Scan. Input. Voila! The whole of the alien’s life opened like magic. 

And what a loser life it was! Browser history showed mostly pornography and violent action films from the local vid flows, as well as plenty of traffic on the sports gambling sites. The Orion’s email had not been properly encrypted, but there wasn’t anything in it except spam and threats from debt collectors. 

One little chat box yielded gold, however. 

It was obviously meant to be deleted, originating from a burner line – a fake datapad ID meant to be used once and thrown away. The chat box held a picture of Jake from eight years ago and gave details on when he was arriving and where he was headed. 

Beneath the photo were instructions ordering the dead Orion to follow Jake and let the person on the other end know if he deviated from a direct course. No reply had been sent. 

Jake knew he should pack it in right then. The smart odds, the correct calculations, said the job was spoiled. If things started off wrong, rarely did they become right. And a dead body before the pitch was about as askew as it could get.

Yet, the jobsman didn’t leave. He was desperate for money. He did not simply want this job. He needed it. 

It was three standard months since he last worked, and despite that job yielding a sizeable pull that should have lasted the most lavish spendthrift at least six months, Jake had all sorts of hidden expenses which had gobbled up his cut. 

He knew it was a gamble to take another job so soon. Too much crime tended to draw authoritarian notice. Patterns emerged and, all of a sudden, a file you weren’t aware of was being investigated by agents of Galactic Control. But needs must as the Devil dances. He was here now. Might as well listen to the pitch. 

Jake located the meet. It was a stone house, carved from marble with metal doors. The marble of Mylligan’s Rock had a natural impurity that interfered with all sound-tapping methods. Outside, it looked positively primitive. Yet Jake knew that inside, wormed through the walls like habit trails, lay all the modern electric accouterments of civilization. These structures dotted the city and were rentable by the hour. 

He hid by the side of the house and sent a message along the burner line. 

Get out of there! He’s around back with a pulse cannon about to blast his way in. Hurry! 

The door flew open and Gurt Lynt stumbled out of the house. Lynt was another Orion and Jake’s contact on Mylligan’s Rock. A las pistol fumbled in his hands. 

Lynt was an old jobsman, not really fit for duty anymore, so he earned his ill-gotten bread as a middle man. The friend of a friend. The guy who knows people who knows people. And he certainly knew enough not to pull a stupid stunt like having Jake followed. 

The jobsman intercepted Lynt and kicked the gun from his trembling hands, then he knocked the Orion’s brains around his skull. 

“Stop,” Lynt cried. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t my idea.” 

Jake hefted his fist. “That so?” 

“It was Cullidan. He insisted. And I figured what’s the harm? Put the guy at ease.” 

“Put him at ease?” 

Jake filtered through his memory. The name Cullidan didn’t pop up. By itself that didn’t mean much. Across the galaxy there were probably millions of competent jobsmen Jake hadn’t heard of. Yet, a new name should always be met with caution.

“Lead the way,” he ordered and pushed Lynt into the building. 

It was a four-room structure. Two exits. No windows. The inside was carpeted on all surfaces to keep the natural clamminess of the stone at bay. Seated on a plush divan was a member of the last race Jake would have ever expected to be involved on a job. An Eridani. 

Eridani culture was a rigid caste society with the warriors on top, supported by the noble houses. Whenever the Eridani were about aliens, they were supposed to be representing their race to the “inferior peoples” of the galaxy. Any slight to one them was a slap at the entire culture. Every game became a test to display their superiority. Even a casual round of checkers could become a tension-filled violent exercise when the Eridani were involved. 

The few Eridani Jake had met were career military. Upright figures in peak physical condition. Not a hair out of place. Not a button unpolished. In the ten years Jake had been pulling jobs, he had never met a crooked Eridani. It just didn’t happen.

Until now. 

There was something sick and seedy about this specimen. His race’s coloration tended towards a deep yellow. Yet Cullidan’s was darker, like old urine, and a sour smell lingered on his collar. 
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