
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


ABANDONED ECHOES

The Black Gates of Objer

Book 1

––––––––

[image: ]


by

ELIZABETH KNOLLSTON

[image: image]

LEWIS BROS. PRESS

Copyright © 2024 Elizabeth Knollston

Abandoned Echoes

The Black Gates of Objer Book 1

All Rights Reserved

This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission. 

This is a work of fiction. All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author. 

ISBN Paperback: 978-1-959159-12-4

ISBN Ebook: 978-1-959159-13-1

Cover art and Interior Design © Elizabeth Knollston

Editing by Red Adept Editing Services

Published by Lewis Bros. Press

PO Box 261

Larned, KS 67550

for those who march

to the beat of their own drum

never stop



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


“It’s your turn,” Nissa called out as the dark-red orilic cube sailed through the air. 

Zurah held her breath as she watched the cube bounce off the back panel, twist, and land in one of the uppermost baskets. All in all, the toss was decent. “Bets laid out at twenty to thirty. I’m up by twelve. Bet you can’t beat that.” 

“Bet I can.” Zurah Winters slammed her glass of ipp on the bar counter and turned. With a wide grin on her face, she snapped her fingers at the Neetho gaming vendor for her next cube. One of the vendor’s eyes rolled in her direction, while its twin monitored the other customers. A bright-pink tentacle with soft-blue undertones snaked out from behind the gaming table and dropped the hefty die into Zurah’s outstretched hand. The edges were well-worn from countless customers who’d believed in luck and had downed too much ipp to know better. 

Zurah tossed the orilic cube into the air, feeling the weight and considering her next-to-last toss. She bit her upper lip, stepped up to the line, and watched the bouncing golden basket as it wove its way through the stationary ones. 

“Time,” she called out, and a huge countdown clock sprang to life above the baskets. The timer started off at fifteen seconds, providing the player with just enough time to lull them into figuring out the best strategy. The clock ticked... Fourteen... Zurah rolled the orilic cube in her hand, finding the best grip... Thirteen... Doubt flashed through her eyes... Twelve... Eleven... She pushed away the doubt. She needed the win. The pot was well above normal, and the credits would help make a dent in repaying Nissa. With laser focus, Zurah zoned in on the golden basket with the Neetho symbol for prosperity. Come on. All I need is an extra three points to push ahead of Nissa. 

The commotion of rapid movement and chairs being flung back against the floor didn’t faze Zurah. The golden basket had begun to rotate counterclockwise and was due to take a sharp U-turn. 

Glass shattered as the timer hit three seconds... Two...

“Shut it down!” A gruff voice filled the room, along with the telltale whine of a speaker routed through suits designed for the InterGalactic Justice system. “Everyone, stay where you are and present your HalfLife chips for inspection.” 

Zurah’s time was up. She stretched forward, releasing the cube as Nissa’s hand closed around her wrist. 

“Come on,” Nissa hissed and jerked Zurah toward the back of the bar. But Zurah’s eyes were fixed on her orilic cube. Oblivious to the commotion around her, she watched it arc through the air and land in the golden basket. 

The timer exploded in a cascade of colors as Nissa lobbed a flasher through the air. A thunderous boom muffled the chaos, followed by a cheerful three-toned chime as smoke and nanobots rained down. Each nanobot was designed to seek and scramble a HalfLife biochip, masking its signal. 

Nissa pinched Zurah’s arm. “Focus.” 

“But I—” 

“Winters,” Nissa growled as she crouched and pressed her hand against the wall opposite the bar. A screen lit up, and she keyed in the code, gaining access to one of the hundreds of hideaway hatches tucked throughout Rockerton’s All-In-One Resort. 

“Thought Rockerton’s was supposed to be IGJ proof,” Zurah muttered as she slipped into the hideaway behind Nissa, making sure to close the hatch securely behind her. 

Rockerton’s All-In-One Resort boasted an IGJ-proof environment, no questions asked. A hefty amount of credits enabled free access to endless buffets, gaming, and entertainment venues. For a second unimaginable load of credits, Rockerton’s had a wide range of upgrades that provided maps of emergency exits and access to the rotating codes needed to access the labyrinth of escape routes. Few ever complained about the cost, as it was implied the Rockerton family paid a ridiculous amount of credits to keep IGJ agents at bay. 

Nissa and Zurah slid down the tunnel and landed in a smelly pile of refuse. 

“Guess someone forgot to pay their bills,” Nissa muttered as she rolled out of the bin, picking off the bits and pieces of rotting trash. 

“This is the last time I let you talk me into coming to one of these places.” Zurah flung a rather nasty and squishy piece of food at Nissa. “And I would’ve won.” 

Despite the severity of the situation, Nissa grinned. “Don’t go all sour. You know I would’ve taken you in the last round. I always do.” She winked then leaned to the left to look behind Zurah. “No more chitchat. Looks like they pulled out the big guns tonight.” 

“We should petition for a refund,” Zurah commented, still working to pull some variety of fruit peel out of her braid. Then she silently added, I would’ve won this time.

“Doubtful we’d get paid. The IGJ has gotten a bit twitchy of late. Come on.”

The two women moved through the shadows of docked shuttles, heading toward the rings that accommodated the smaller ships. The HighTail Flyer was a cozy craft for a small crew with ample nooks and crannies to smuggle a wide variety of goods. The ship wasn’t the newest on the market. Its exterior was darkened in areas due to close calls, and the various knicks and dings provided a personality its small crew had come to admire. 

“Open up,” Nissa ordered as she banged on the side of the ship. “It’s us, you fool.”

“Bio ID confirmation required,” a gruff voice replied. 

“If I have to waste any more time on your crap, I’m going to grab a torch and pry this piece of junk open,” Nissa replied calmly. 

Zurah punched in to the trio’s private comm line. “She isn’t playing, Mexa.” When Nissa stormed up and down the ship, kicked over crates, or even threw stuff, no one took her seriously. But when the woman was calm and collected, everyone hustled to do as they were told. 

The small side door hissed as air leaked around the seals, then it popped open. The two women hustled inside, and the door slid shut. 

“What was that? Thinking you could just fly off and leave us?” Nissa grumbled. 

Zurah felt a small adrenaline spike as her heart skipped a beat. Normally, Nissa wouldn’t joke about such things. In their line of work, being double-crossed was always a risk, no matter the crew. For a little over two years, Zurah had worked for Nissa, and she’d grown comfortable with their routine. She’d even come to admire the crotchety old man who was their pilot. Mexa was older than what most crews looked for, but his record was stellar. He’d been a top-rated pilot in his prime and had also earned a solid reputation as a mechanic hack. But the knowledge that there was always the slim chance of being left behind sent shivers down Zurah’s spine. 

“How was I supposed to know it was you and not some goon ripping off your HalfLife signal? You could’ve been caught in the raid,” Mexa protested. 

“And you could’ve been prepped and ready to leave,” Nissa replied. “We need to get out of here.” 

Mexa looked everywhere but at Nissa. “Actually, we can’t.” 

“Why?” Zurah asked. Her small spike of adrenaline rapidly got stronger. “You cutting a deal or something?” 

Mexa scowled and made the motion of spitting off to the side. “Of course not. What do you think I am?” 

“Spill it.” Nissa sighed. 

“We picked up a new gig. From Finn. She needs a ride and has... decided to use our services.” 

“A ride?” Zurah asked. “Finn? As in the Finn?” 

Mexa nodded. “Can’t turn it down. You know what might happen.” 

Nissa whistled long and low. “Damn. Wasn’t expecting that. Either of you ever work with her?”

Zurah shook her head. “Nope, just heard the stories. And that’s plenty enough for me.” 

“Once. Several years ago. Similar setup. Finn needed a ride, and I happened to be the pilot of the shuttle she picked out,” Mexa confessed. 

“Anything we need to know about?” Nissa asked. 

“Not really. Just keep your head down and don’t ask questions.” 

“What’s her ETA?” Zurah started to pick at the back of the copilot’s seat. 

Mexa turned and checked the control panel. “Fifteen minutes.” 

“All right. Winters, secure our gear. Mexa, get us prepped,” Nissa ordered. 

But Zurah didn’t move. “Can we chat?”

Nissa’s cool blue eyes studied her. 

Zurah’s lips were pressed together, and her fingers worked at enlarging the hole in the chair’s fabric. 

“Sure.” Nissa motioned for Zurah to follow. 

Once tucked back in the rear of the ship, Nissa’s posture softened as she waited for Zurah to open up. 

“Taking on Finn is a big risk. You know the rumors as well as I do,” Zurah said. 

“Yes, as it is with any job or anyone who hires us. We don’t exactly run in the best of circles.” 

“I know that,” Zurah snapped. 

“What’s really bothering you?” Nissa asked. 

“You’re the boss. I get that,” Zurah said. “And normally, I don’t disagree with your choices.” 

Nissa crossed her arms. “Well, that’s good, seeing as how I pay the bills around here.”

“But the whisper nets say Finn’s last job brought down a lot of heat. This might not be the best idea. How do we know she won’t chew us up and spit us out?” 

“I get it. I do,” Nissa said, moving to lean back against the wall. “But we both know doing a job for Finn could open doors for us. Bring in a heap more credits and maybe let us have a moment to breathe. More than just a day or two at Rockerton’s.” 

“Then you’re sure?” Zurah asked. 

Nissa nodded. “Yes, and I don’t think we really have much choice in the matter either way. I listen to the scuttlebutt too, you know. If anything goes sideways, we’ll figure it out. We’ve had to before.” 

Zurah nodded. “All right. You’re the boss.” 

“You’re damn straight I am,” Nissa said with a large grin. “You’re just getting prejob jitters. We both know you fret and worry, then everything turns out all right in the end.” Nissa pushed off the wall and headed back toward the front of the ship. “Get the gear stored and concentrate on the task at hand. Try not to think too many steps ahead, and keep it positive.” 

Zurah tried to smile, but inwardly, she felt a rush of unease. Yeah, but one of these days, things will go wrong. And we won’t be able to get out of a jam. But out of all the bosses Zurah had worked for, Nissa had delivered on her promises every time. In fact, Zurah often suspected she wanted to trust Nissa—an unusual notion in their line of work.  

Trust was an interesting word, one that Zurah had turned over in her mind thousands of times. As she worked to store what little gear had been left out, putting it away in the myriad of cubbyholes above the two passenger benches, she wondered if trust was something that eventually ran out. Or perhaps it could be worn down over time as little pieces of it chipped away. And it wasn’t the trust she put in others that plagued her thoughts but trust in herself. 

Zurah was well aware of how jobs didn’t always go as planned and the stigma that could be attached to individuals who had been a part of crews who’d botched a job or worse. But Nissa hadn’t cared about Zurah’s previous jobs. And she’d defended her choice of security hack each time someone gave Zurah a hard time. She’d tried to ask Nissa why she defended Zurah on more than one occasion, but Nissa only ever smiled and said she liked working with someone who didn’t give up. 

The last of the equipment to stow away was a jammer lock and its components. Zurah picked it up and ran her fingers over the octagonal tool of her trade. Something had gone wrong with the jammer on a previous job—before Nissa—and Zurah was continually tearing it apart to find the reason why. But so far, she hadn’t been able to figure it out. Her fingers curled around the jammer lock, the edges digging into her skin. The majority of their jobs went like clockwork, but when a job went sideways, the memories were hard to keep at bay. 

The job had started off routine. Her boss at the time, a burly man with Telt and human ancestry who had run a small group of the Needles, had ordered her to stay on the ship until the all clear. But Zurah’s curiosity had gotten the better of her, and she’d taken a peek at the cargo—med supplies. For Harold, that was highly unusual. The man regularly traded in high-quality goods, which brought optimum credits for him and his crew. Even more alarming was when Zurah had realized the drop was for Cloud-11.

Harold’s orders had been clear. Stay with the ship until I tell you. But Zurah’s curiosity had only grown—about the job and Cloud-11. She’d watched the vids and listened to the whisper nets concerning the destruction and attempts at rebuilding what had once been humanity’s shining jewel in the stars. Within minutes of scouting the area on her own, she had come across the first dead body. 

Zurah’s forefinger found a nick on the edge of the jammer, and she looked down to notice a small dot of blood beginning to well up. She watched the blood trickle down the side of her finger, and the god-awful memories of that job filled her vision. That day, everything had gone to hell. Zurah had broken her cardinal rule. The moment she had realized Harold and his team weren’t merely there to drop off goods but to run a kidnapping gig, Zurah had bolted. She’d wanted no part in that. 

For a split second, Zurah felt as if she were cradling the face of a woman instead of the jammer. Blank glassy eyes stared up at her. Blood and dust were caked in the wrinkles of her skin. 

No, Zurah thought. I’m not going to go through this again. She yanked open a cubby door and tossed the jammer inside. “Secure,” she called out and stuck her bloodied finger in her mouth. 

Zurah headed back to the front and took the seat behind the copilot’s chair, watching Mexa as he finished prepping the ship. While the HighTail Flyer was a few years behind on the upgrades coming out of Confore Tech, it did boast quite a few black market add-ons, thanks to Mexa’s consistent tinkering. The shields, weapons, and overdrive engine were kept in tip-top shape. 

Nissa leaned back and said to Zurah, “This is a job like any other. Clear?” 

Zurah gave her a tight smile. Eerie how she seems to sense what I’m thinking at times. “Sure, boss. Crystal.” 

“Winters.” Nissa narrowed her eyes. The warning was clear: don’t complain. Don’t give anything away. Just sit there and observe. 

Zurah rolled her shoulders. “I get it.” 

Before Nissa could admonish her one last time, something hit the side of the ship. Then again and again, all in an irregular pattern. 

“Mexa?” Nissa asked. 

He raised a hand and shushed her. “Hang on... Yup, that’s her.” 

“How do you know?” Nissa asked. 

“Old-school code work.” He twisted around to look at Zurah. “I’d move if I were you. She prefers that seat.” 

Zurah slid across the narrow aisle to sit behind Mexa, her hands sliding to the underpart of the seat, her fingers searching for any small holes to worry over. 

There was a faint hiss as the small side door opened, then with a dull thud, it slid back into place. Nissa quickly got up and moved to greet their guest. Zurah strained to make out anything intelligible from the soft voices behind her. Then she realized it wasn’t because she couldn’t hear them well enough but due to the fact she couldn’t understand what they were saying—neither were speaking standard. 

The click of Mexa’s safety harness distracted Zurah’s eavesdropping just as Finn slid into the seat behind Nissa. 

Zurah couldn’t help but stare. She had heard the rumors just like everyone else. Everyone believed Finn was a part of the Little Asteroid Gang, but no one had ever been able to confirm it. And there were stories of a handful of individuals who had tried but had abruptly disappeared. 

Zurah remembered looking at the posting with the Little Asteroids from time to time but had never really been tempted. The whisper nets were pretty confident about Miles High being involved with the gang, and he was one of the biggest players in the black market and smuggler leagues. She didn’t want to get tangled up with someone who had once been in line to become emperor of Old Earth. Zurah was convinced that once someone was mixed up in that level of politics, they always were. There was no escape. 

Finn’s clothing was appropriate for a smuggling gig. The dull black leather was no doubt riddled with anti-everything, making sure scanners and goons couldn’t trace her movements. Her hair was as dull and dark as her outfit and twisted up into an intricate series of braids. Finn turned to look at Zurah, and she cringed at being caught openly staring. But Zurah couldn’t tear her eyes away, noting how Finn’s lips were stained a dark blue and dusted with what appeared to be golden glitter. Dark-brown eyes watched Zurah, with a delicate eyebrow quirking up in curiosity. 

“Prepare for liftoff,” Mexa said. “Everyone buckle up. This might get a tad bumpy. Looks like the goons have set up some orbiters. Going to clear Rockerton’s shielding then kick in the overdrive. You got coordinates for me?” 

Finn nodded. She stood up and leaned over Mexa in order to key them in herself. 

“Are you sure?” Mexa asked. “That’ll take us—” 

“I’m sure,” Finn replied as she sat back down. 

Nissa turned to take a look. “I’m all for helping fellow traders out, but these coordinates are going to take us to the edge—” 

“I’ll triple your normal rates,” Finn replied. 

The shock of such an offer caused Nissa’s eyes to widen, and her mouth dropped open in shock. Then her expression changed into worry as her brow furrowed, and she bit her bottom lip. Her eyes flickered to Zurah then back to Finn. The moment of indecision passed. 

“You’ve got a deal. And I want a fifty-percent bonus once we’re safely back in normal space.” 

“Done.”

Normal space? Zurah questioned. Where in the hell are we going?

The shuttle kicked as it lifted off. “Hang on, folks. We’ve got some rough and tumble coming our way.” Mexa’s piloting skills came to life as he ducked and wove through the IGJ’s orbiters, taking only minimal damage. Once the HighTail Flyer was clear, Mexa kicked on the overdrive engine. 
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The HighTail Flyer stayed dark for two days as it moved through the emptiness of space, its small crew quiet and each one concerned with their misgivings about the job. Zurah and Nissa took turns handing out Zipper-Mates, a buttery pastry packed full of protein and nutrients when normal food supplies weren’t available. Finn requested updates from time to time, but otherwise, she didn’t engage with the others. 

When Mexa broke the silence by announcing they should arrive at Finn’s coordinates within nine hours, everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief. The pilot leaned back in his chair and glanced at Nissa, who turned to look at Finn. 

“I want to be there within five,” Finn said. 

“Not without compromising the DTA converters,” Mexa replied. 

“Reroute through the inner conduits then switch over to the helioplex.” Finn released her harness and moved back to the rear of the ship. 

“Our helioplex is cracked. On the list of upgrades,” Nissa interjected. 

But Mexa had already taken the suggestion, posited a few different scenarios, and returned to the controls. “It’s doable. As long as we don’t mind losing the backup thruster panels.” 

“And if we get in a tight spot?” Nissa countered. 

“I’ll get us out of it.” Mexa shrugged, confident in his skills. 

“Fine. Do it,” Nissa grumbled. Her bottom lip had suffered throughout the journey, and Mexa’s response had solidified Finn’s authority. 

But there wasn’t a solid reason to argue or to reprimand Mexa. If he had protested, Finn might have decided to take matters into her own hands. Zurah knew he was playing it smart, even if Nissa wasn’t liking it.

Zurah glanced over her shoulder, noting Finn was busy working on something, and she slid over to her seat and whispered, “I’ve been speculating on our coordinates. Where are we heading exactly?” 

“Nowhere you want to know. We’ll get in, drop her off, and leave,” Nissa replied. 

“Trust me, I want to know,” Zurah said. 

When Nissa didn’t give up the information, Mexa did. “We’re heading to the gates.” 

“The gates? No one goes out there. That’s the dead zone.”

“And no one questions Finn’s business either,” Mexa hissed. “Keep those pointed opinions to yourself that I know are lurking in there.” 

Zurah was tempted to tell him a few of her opinions, but she decided it was wiser to err on the side of silence given the circumstances. Mexa was as calm as they came, a quality Zurah greatly admired in the pilot. If he was showing signs of unease, Zurah wasn’t going to add to the trouble. She leaned back and considered the secrecy—a double-edged issue in the world of smuggling. 

When, why, and how to keep a secret was the initial and most important lesson all smugglers learned. Zurah had been taught the lesson as an overzealous wannabe at thirteen. Abandoned by her parents at a way station not far from Mandarin’s Rhine, full of the promises they would return after securing work, Zurah had run out of credits after two weeks. She’d played the “poor me” card to various business owners, earning a meal here and there, until resorting to scavenging before being put on the radar of local security. 

The environment had been brutal, each hour filled with its own set of lessons. Pushed to the edges of society without credits or adults to vouch for her, Zurah found momentary comfort in the gangs that ran in the dark recesses of the way station. She was kicked out of one small-time gang to another until she landed her first solid job as a security hack. The skills she needed challenged her and sparked her desire to learn as much as she could. With each credit she earned, she bought every manual she could get her hands on. During every free moment, she pored over the manuals, making sure to keep up on the latest trends in security systems. Over time and through blood, sweat, and tears, she built a solid reputation for herself. 

But too many secrets also meant Zurah had a good chance of missing out on vital information. She returned to her seat, pulled out her portable screen, and keyed in a search for the Black Gates of Objer. 

Links to the whisper nets, along with a handful of fairly credible media outlets, filled the screen. But nothing Zurah scrolled through brought up anything she didn’t know. Rumors about the gates were on every known world, and everyone agreed on one fact—the gates were firmly placed in the dead zone. It was the one area of the known worlds no one ventured to. Not because a ship wasn’t able to handle the distance to the dead zone but because of what came after. 

Zurah shut down the screen, leaned back, and closed her eyes. The Eagle’s Nest was a familiar story, a favorite one to rehash whenever the subject of the gates came up. It was passed around during the long nights of little work and too much drink. A story used by the old-timers to scare the young, fresh blood of their crews into remembering there were limits to what a smuggler could do. Even the most ambitious. 

“We’ve got to keep our heads on this one. No second-guessing. We work the job like we normally do.” Nissa’s reassuring words broke through Zurah’s thoughts. 

Zurah popped open one eye then the other. “Normal? This isn’t normal.” 

Nissa shrugged. “It may not be, but just because the dead zone is enough to test anyone’s mettle doesn’t mean we have to go melting down before we get to the heart of the job. The credits Finn’s offering is all we need to keep us focused.”

But even that thought wasn’t enough to assuage Zurah’s concerns. “And so we’ll just go down in history as another story to be bandied about?” 

Nissa’s face darkened. “If Finn is paying us for this ride, then I doubt there’s much risk. You really think she’d—” 

“Yes, I do,” Finn said. 

Zurah moved out of the way as Finn slid back into her chair. “Normally, I’d ensure the crew who questioned my motivations knew the cost of doing so.” She let her words hang in the air for a heartbeat before continuing. “But given the nature of this job, I will relieve a few of your concerns. Mexa, cue up the area around the gate.” 

The nav screen blinked and was replaced by a star chart. Without needing to ask, Mexa and Finn switched places. 

“We’re here,” Finn said, pointing at the screen. After a second or two, she moved her finger. “And this is where the researchers first observed the gates, or rather the rogue planet most people refer to as Objer.” Her finger inched forward. “Here is where Captain Ujthout and his crew were lost.” 

Zurah leaned forward, making sure to pay attention.

“But this is where we’re headed. Where, for no reason anyone can fathom, the gates have been located for the past three hundred and forty-nine years.” 

“So?” Zurah asked. 

“Rogue planets aren’t tethered to any specific location. They are typically free-floating anomalies. But Objer hasn’t moved from this spot. But there’s nothing out here to slow it down or produce any kind of gravitational effect.”

Zurah considered that. “Okay. So all the more reason to stay away. Leave this kind of exploration to the scientists.” 

Finn nodded. “Exactly. I have a team of researchers on Objer, and one thing we know for sure is low-value equipment functions. Anything above a three-star rating gives out after a week. No one knows why, and I’m not here to hash out theories with you. What matters right now is that team of researchers. There’s been a critical dump of intel I need to evaluate with my own eyes. Your job is to get me there, drop me off, and get out. Do that, and you won’t have any issues. But”—Finn sat back down and made herself comfortable—“get in my way, or think there’s something worth hawking out there, then I’ll make sure you never return to normal space. Am I clear?” 

“We’re clear,” Nissa said and threw Zurah her best no-nonsense look. “Drop off, get out, get paid.” 

Finn nodded. “Exactly. Now, I’ve got work to do.” 

And so the silence returned. 

Zurah’s mind sorted through the new information. Finn’s words had set off a few alarm bells, along with curiosity, which she immediately pushed to the darker corners of her mind. If there was indeed a research team on Objer investigating the gates, that information would have been at the top of the results of her earlier query. Instead, there’d been nothing but rehashed and recycled information. The Little Asteroid Gang—if Finn was truly involved—had a long reach across the known worlds, but Zurah doubted even they would be able to keep something like that a secret for long. A cover-up of that magnitude meant governmental oversight, as well as a staggering amount of credits and promises being exchanged. Finn had to be involved with someone or some organization other than the Little Asteroid Gang, something else with a lot more clout. 

But that little seed of curiosity didn’t want to be shut away, and try as she might to avoid it, Zurah’s thoughts drifted back to why. What could the gates be or do or hold or... an endless array of things that anyone would want? The known worlds knew of the gates’ existence because of the intrepid early explorers from multiple worlds. Those individuals had dedicated their lives and often their family lineages to mapping the galaxy. 

Their imaginations and drive to push farther and farther into the unknown had been sparked by nothing but grainy images from long-range telescopes. Images that were refined as technology and science improved. Those brave explorers had opened up new horizons and paved the way for thrill seekers and individuals looking to carve out a better existence or to make a name for themselves. 

When those individuals reached Objer, images, vids, and reports flooded the known worlds before their ships mysteriously went dark. Scientists and world leaders had formed interspecies committees to tackle the problem, then finally, the area was simply written off as dangerous and was dubbed the dead zone. Warning buoys had been set, and for once, a multiworld project had come together instead of crumbling into a chaos of warring ideas and factions. 

Zurah’s mind spun up a handful of different theories. Most centered around a remnant of a long-lost species, while some implied the whole area was simply a quirk of nature, an aspect of science no one had come to understand just yet. Many tried to find a pattern in something that wasn’t there. But they all boiled down to the simple fact that no one knew for sure. Not the Jumjul, the Glipglows, or a dozen other species. And that made it all the more appealing to the whisper nets. 

Finn’s need for a ride and her confession of a research team had confirmed at least one thing, Zurah realized. Whatever the gates were, there was something valuable there. Something important enough Finn was willing to risk her life for. 

“We’ll have comms within fifteen minutes and... twelve seconds,” Mexa announced. “In three hours and twenty minutes, we’ll be at the coordinates you provided. Anything I need to be aware of in landing? Is there a docking ring, or is this a free maneuver?” 

“There should be a docking ring, but be prepared in case there are complications,” Finn replied. “Signal the team we’re coming in hot once we hit range.” 

“Yes, sir,” Mexa replied. 

The fifteen minutes passed in a blur, and Zurah’s fingers made a significant increase in the hole she’d found on the side of her chair. 

“This is the HighTail Flyer. We’re headed your way with a three-hour ETA. Anyone copy?” 

There was a pop and the sound of static. Then came a reply. “This is Alpha Team Six. We’re picking up your signal. Confirm bio ID.” 

Finn stood up and hit the button. “Bio ID confirmation gamma, eleven, thirteen, roger, twenty-seven, star haven.” 

Zurah’s ears perked up at that. Bio IDs don’t typically end that way. Who in the known worlds is she? 

“Please hold while we confirm Bio ID.” 

Zurah was watching Finn like a hawk and caught the subtle lifting of the woman’s shoulders and the slight shift forward of her upper body at the response. 

“Bio ID is confirmed. All teams have been downgraded to green status. Backup is not currently required. You are advised to turn around.” 

“Negative, a priority-one distress call was issued. I will be personally inspecting the site.” 

“All teams have been downgraded to green status. Backup is not currently required. You are advised to turn around.” 

With another slight shift forward, Finn replied, “Negative. Get me the team leader. Now.” 

“The team leader is currently in a meeting. Please be advised all teams have been downgraded to green status. Backup is not currently required.” 

“Prepare for docking. I’ll confirm status with team leader—in person.” 

There was a slight squeal as someone on the other end must have hit the wrong button in their haste to cut the signal, followed by a few seconds of nervous chatter before the line went silent. Then abruptly, the comms flared back to life. “We read you loud and clear. Please note the docking ring is currently cycled down for maintenance. Please adjust your heading and prepare for manual landing at these coordinates. Repeat and confirm.” 

After a curt nod from Finn, Mexa did as requested and received the all clear.

Finn settled back in her chair. Faint furrows showed on her forehead, and her lips were pressed together. 

“Weapons?” Nissa asked. 

There was a pause—perhaps a bit too long—before Finn replied, “Yes.” 

“Right,” Nissa mumbled. “Winters, prep our gear. Mexa, everything in working order?” 

“Yuppers.” 

Zurah stood and made her way to the back, pulling out the hidden panel where the higher-grade gear was stored. She took stock of the conventional handheld guns and an array of Vulture and black market Jumjul knockoff tech. “Shadow play or up front?” she called out. 

“Shadow play,” Finn replied for Nissa. 

Zurah settled on two Vultures and Nissa’s latest acquisition—a DC-2-39 Growler, hot off the assembly line. The new line of weaponry incorporated the Glipglow’s ability to cram multiple pieces of tech into an incredibly tiny space and piggyback off Jumjul weaponry and coding tech.

Slipping one of the Vultures onto her wrist, she saved the other one for Nissa. The Eagle was Mexa’s baby. If the weapon had first-gen bugs to deal with, that was his area of expertise. Zurah glanced back at the hidden compartment, briefly considering grabbing something for Finn, but she decided Finn was undoubtedly equipped with her own style of shadow play. 

“I’m reading a few other signals bouncing around out there,” Mexa reported.

“Show me,” Finn said, and Nissa leaned over to get a better look, as well. 

“I can’t quite get a firm grip on all of the signals, but I’d say they’re playing fast and loose with their comms.” 

“Switch places with me,” Finn ordered. 

Mexa started to stand, but Nissa held out her hand.

“Hold on. You might be paying us for this little trip, and no doubt most of the rumors are true, but this is my ship. My pilot. If we hit trouble, I want someone at the helm who knows how to handle this bird.” 

Zurah tensed, ready for a potential confrontation. But all Finn did was give Nissa an appraising look and sit back down. 

“Scan the area for other landing sites,” Finn said. 

“Looks like there would be two other suitable spots. Not far off from the original coordinates. Roughly eight hundred meters and...” Mexa paused as he redid the calculations. “And twelve hundred meters.” 

“The second site would work,” Finn replied. “But only if there’s trouble. If not, we head where we were told.” 

“Understood.” 

“What kind of trouble?” Zurah spoke up. “If we’re heading into something you’ve got concerns about, a little heads-up would be appreciated. And if we need to crack a few shells, I need to have some info.”

The polished and calm exterior Finn had clearly perfected over the years was beginning to show signs of wear and tear. “To be perfectly frank? I’m not sure. Just years of gut instincts, which have kept me alive.” She adjusted a part of her suit. “My research team was handpicked and thoroughly vetted. The crews who provide the shipments of supplies—same deal. And they’re under strict orders to hand off the supplies to the shuttles while in orbit then get out. No one hangs around. If their ships have issues, they limp out of the dead zone to find help. My team has orders to ensure no one stays.” 

“And the priority-one distress call?” Nissa asked. 

“A last-case emergency. And I do mean last case.” 

None of Finn’s words were comforting, nor did they provide Zurah with any information. She was about to ask a few more questions when Mexa switched the large screen over to real-time visual. A solid hunk of twisted rock sprang into view. 

“I’m getting a strange reading coming off the landing site,” Mexa said. “Nissa, can you confirm?” 

“Rescanning the target,” Nissa said. “Any chance of something in the area that can throw up gunk in the signals?” 

“Not that I’ve been briefed,” Finn replied. “Head off to the second site you mentioned. We’ll land there. Any comms come through, keep silent.” 

“Will do,” Mexa said. 

“Winters, I’m sending you a copy of these readings. See if you can make sense of them and if they’re something we need to keep an eye out for,” Nissa said. 

Zurah blinked and brought up her SeeClear tech, which was paired with a subdermal receiver node. At last, something I can— 

“I’ll add on a second bonus for you and your crew if you agree to stay on. I chose your ship because of its rating, below what might get crippled out here. You should be safe for at least up to two weeks.” Finn’s cool voice interrupted Zurah’s concentration. 

“Hold on,” she said. “Two weeks?” 

“Can it,” Nissa snapped. “Is this truly an offer? One we can refuse? Or merely trying to soften the blow that you’ve stranded us out here?” 

“A true offer. You have my word,” Finn said. 

Nissa gave Finn a shrewd look but nodded. “All right. Then allow us the courtesy to discuss for a few moments. Mexa, back off and hold position.” 

Finn didn’t hesitate. She stood and headed to the back. Zurah was confident she carried bioupgrades that would allow her to hear their conversation, but the gesture of privacy was a small comfort. 

“First up, Mexa,” Nissa said. 

He leaned back in his chair then swiveled around to be able to see both members of his crew. His pale-green eyes studied their boss. “No qualms here. But I’m an oldie. Bound to meet my maker on one of these jobs. Why not here?” 

“Winters?” 

Zurah wasn’t sure what to say. If I say my gut was telling me no, then what will the others really do? It wasn’t like they could drop her off somewhere then scoop her up after the job was done. But saying no also signaled she wasn’t going to be a team player, and that could lead to cracks within the small crew. If Nissa had run a larger operation, they might be able to afford a few cracks here and there but not with only three of them. And not all the way out in the dead zone. Whatever was going down, they would have to have each other’s backs. 

“I’m in,” Zurah answered. “But what about you?” 

Nissa’s left fingers tapped in a cascading rhythm against the console. “Not loving our odds, to be honest,” Nissa confessed. “But this is what we do. The odds are never stacked in our favor.” Turning back to face the front, she called out, “We’re in.” 

Finn moved with a slow, measured pace back to her seat. “Good. I’m assuming your gear is suitable for thin atmo?” 

“Yup,” Nissa replied. “Latest coming out of Egor’s Trade Shops. Suits hold a week’s worth of charge and can be modded for a wide variety of scenarios. Including armor.” 

“Glad to hear it,” Finn said. While Nissa and her crew were conversing, Finn had changed into a suit of her own. She adjusted the screen embedded on the left forearm of the suit, and a soft yellow glow appeared at the seams. “It shouldn’t need said, but we go in under extreme caution. Whatever tricks your suits have, I’d start at the max. Once we’ve scouted the area, we can downgrade as needed. Agreed?” 

“Agreed,” the others echoed. 

Mexa politely let Nissa and Winters change first. The suits were brand-new. Nissa had spent quite a bit of time trying to get Egor to come down on the price, but the merchant had insisted the tech was top of the line and clean. No bugs in the works—in fact, he had staked his reputation on it. 

Zurah ran her hand down the smooth exterior of the ArmorTex Flex and Hold suit then slipped one foot inside, followed by the other. The suit didn’t catch or bunch up on the biotech-infused undersuit, which was a step up from the previous model. For a split second, the suit hung off her body, but as it sprang to life, the smart material scanned her then tailored itself to her measurements. It was snug but not overly so. She twisted back and forth then reached down and touched her toes. She was pleased to find she still had her full range of motion. Satisfied with the fit, Zurah brought up the schematics and noted how the suit was already taking into account her unique nutritional needs, setting up the output-waste-system converter, and pairing with the weapons. The system took into account her human anatomy, and when she plugged in to the ship’s air valve, the suit’s reserve tanks were filled with air suitable for her biology. The addition of reserve tanks was a comfort to Zurah, as she had always felt leery of relying on a suit’s ability to convert unsuitable air into something breathable. 
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