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This is one of the most interesting solar systems in known space, Jake Bonner thought, and I am bored looking at it.

He felt guilty about that. He wasn’t some shallow businessman or dippy pop star. He liked to learn. He prided himself on his intelligence. But the fact was the excitement was dripping away from his life.

A couple of months earlier Jake had become set for life. He and the A.I. controlling his spaceship, Odin, decided to celebrate their windfall. They agreed to alternate how and where they celebrated. Jake would get time to enjoy himself, then Odin would be allowed to satisfy his intellect.

That was why they were at the edge of known space. Odin’s next request had been to visit this system. There was one standard sun at the center, while at about 100 astronomical units away from the sun a dwarf star rotated around the main sun. The dwarf star’s orbit took it above and below what would be the “standard orbital plane.” That in turn caused the planets orbiting the main sun to have unusual “wobbles” in their own orbits. What’s more, instead of the system having only one habitable planet, as was the norm, this system had two, and a third orbiting one of the system’s gas giants.

EarthGov had already surveyed the system decades ago. Because of the various anomalies, the system hadn’t yet been opened to colonization. It was permissible for ships like Jake’s to enter the system and conduct whatever research they wanted from space. Landings on the planets were still prohibited. EarthGov had the armed orbital satellites to back up the regulation.

Odin’s interest in the system was to conduct his own exploration. Expeditions had visited this system many times. Only one was a government survey that had shared the results of their research. The rest had been carried out by private institutions or corporations, and they had kept some of their data secret. Jake didn’t have to get permission to indulge Odin’s curiosity; so long as the ship didn’t land and he didn’t try to make any claims to planets or discoveries, they could stay and observe.

“How’s your work progressing, Odin?” Jake asked.

“Well enough,” the computer replied.

“Do I detect a lack of enthusiasm in your synthetic tones?”

“Of course not.”

“Then why do you sound to be as bored as I feel?”

“Science is boring you, Jake?”

“Life is boring me, Odin. We’ve been having our own kind of fun for a couple of months now. It’s wearing thin on me.”

Odin was quiet for several seconds. “Indeed?”

“Yes. What about you?”

“I must confess that after two months of research on various subjects, I am not as challenged as I have been.”

“This system survey is just to gather data, right?”

“True.”

“Tell me, how challenging is gathering data?”

“The point is well taken, Jake. What do you propose?”

“We’re two jumps from four or five edge systems. We could head towards them and see who’s hiring. Since we’re still okay as finances go, we wouldn’t have to agree to the first flaky job that came our way.”

“I agree. Work would be a more productive use of your time and my abilities. Where should we go?”

Odin put up a map of the region on the main bridge screen. Jake pointed to one of the transit systems. “That one puts us close to Vladikov, McBain, and Gardner. Those are the three worlds where we’d be most likely to find work.”

“Setting coordinates. Bringing jump drive on line.”

“Jump when ready.”

A few minutes later Odin announced that the ship was jumping. A minute or so after the ship had arrived at its destination Odin reported, “I’m detecting another ship.”

“How far away?”

“One hour at standard sub-light speed.”

“What kind of ship?”

“It appears to be a Shinzai-class light freighter.”

“Life signs?”

“One organic heat signature.”

Jake frowned. Experience told him that those types of freighters could be operated by a small crew, but not by one person. Without an AI like Odin, I’d have a hard time running this little ship.

Wait. A freighter. “Odin, scan for cargo.”

“I detect no obvious signs of cargo.”

“Damn. There might have been something worth salvaging.”

“What about the one person on board?”

“Contact them and ask if they need help.”

The bridge area of Jake’s ship was quiet for a minute or two. Finally Odin reported, “No reply to my hails, Jake.”

“Okay. Take us in.”

***

“We are one kilometer from the ship, Jake.”

“Do a detailed scan.”

“There is one human aboard. Heat signature is normal. Heartbeat appears to be above normal. The individual is located in an enclosed space near the cargo hold.”

“What about the ship? The visuals don’t look good.”

On the main screen was video of the freighter, enhanced to make up for the distance. The rear of the ship, where its jump drive would be, was completely dark. That type of freighter had two thruster pods, right and left, for liftoff from a planet’s surface and sub-light travel. His ship’s camera could only show Jake one side; the thruster pod on that side appeared to be intact.

“It’s worse than you see, Jake. The thruster pod on the other side of the freighter is gone.”

“Gone?”

“Yes. Something else, Jake. Roughly twenty kilometers away, on that same side, I’m detecting ship debris.”

“How much?”

“Fragments. There doesn’t appear to be enough left for me to determine what kind of ship the fragments come from.”

“Weapons on board the freighter?”

“None.”

“Before I teleport over, let’s take a look at the other side of that ship.”

A few more minutes passed as Odin maneuvered the ship into position. As the new side of the freighter came into view, Jake could see that the other thruster pod had been shot away. He also saw a section of a boarding tube still connected to that side’s airlock.

“The freighter must have been attacked,” Odin said.

“Attacked and boarded,” Jake added. “Whoever was on board was able to yank the ship away from whoever was doing the boarding. Still, depressurization couldn’t have caused the attacker to explode. That only happens in bad old science fiction.”

“Ships do explode for other reasons, Jake.”

“Let’s not dwell on that. Whoever’s on board that freighter probably needs some sort of help. Power up the teleport. I’ll take an extra bracelet.”

“I shall keep communications open.”

Jake rose from his chair. He walked off the bridge area and through the lounge area that sat at a slightly lower level. He walked down the ship’s lone corridor to the teleport room. He picked up one bracelet and put it on. He drew a small blaster pistol, still in its holster, and attached the holster to his belt near his right hip. He took out the blaster and set it to ‘light stun.’ He picked up a second bracelet in his left hand. He stepped onto the raised teleport platform.

“Send me over.”

Jake dematerialized off of his ship and rematerialized on the stricken cargo ship. He turned to his left, where the occupant of the ship was supposed to be. There was a loud banging sound, followed by the impact of a metallic plate. Jake winced and cried out.

“Don’t move!” It was a woman’s voice.

“Ow!”

Jake glared at the woman. She was shorter than him. She had dark curly hair cut short, like a stereotypical businesswoman. She was dressed in a cream blouse, brown slacks, and black boots. Although her clothes weren’t especially form-fitting, Jake couldn’t help but notice that she had a shapely figure.

She pointed a blaster similar to his at him. She doesn’t look like an experienced spacer, he thought, but she was smart enough to aim that section of wall at me.

“Get off my ship!” the woman said.

“I’m here to help,” Jake said. “You know one of your thruster pods is gone?”

“Your friends shot it off.”

“Look, all I want to do is get you off this wreck.” He glanced around; the room was still lit up, but he could tell that a third of the lights that were supposed to be on were off. “You’re losing power, lady. Your ship’s dying, slowly.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Your jump drive is off. Either it’s just off, in which case why are you hiding here, and not in your engine control room? Or it’s taken damage, which means you either get off this wreck now or you never do.” Let’s see if logic is persuasive.

Jake took another look around. He saw a bright red box on the far side of the cargo bay. He nodded towards it. “Is that why you were attacked? What’s in it?”

“None of your business.”

“Look, do you want to be rescued or not? I do have better things to do.”

She took several steps towards him. She continued to aim her weapon at him. Jake put his back in its holster. She did the same after she was face to face with him. “What’s your name?”

“Jake Bonner. You?”

She glared at him for a second. “Karen.”

“Miss? Missus?”

“Karen.”

“Okay, Karen. Look at it this way. If I am friends with whoever attacked you, you can do whatever you like to me. You’ll be out of power soon enough, and then out of air. I, or they, can come back whenever they want and take that box, or whatever else you have on this wreck.

“On the other hand, if I’m not one of their pals, I’m your once chance at getting out of here alive. I only stumbled onto the scene because I’m heading back to known space after a little sight-seeing. If I leave, you die alone. Or you can hope that whoever attacked you has friends that are on their way.”

“It seems I don’t have very many choices.”

“Now you’ve figured that out?”

Her eyes narrowed. “How is it your ship has a teleport?”

“It’s a long story.”

“We have time. And air.”

Jake’s bracelet suddenly beeped. “You mind if I take this?” Without waiting for an answer, he brought up his left wrist and tapped the bracelet. “Yes, Odin?”

“Jake, a Hornet-class patrol ship with no markings has just jumped into this system.”

“How far from us?”

“Just over 400 kilometers. Stand by.”

“Who’s that?” Karen asked.

“My ship’s computer.”

“Jake, the other ship is requesting that we stand down and prepare to be boarded.”

“Tell them we’re on a rescue mission.”

The channel was quiet for a moment, then Odin reported, “They’ve repeated the request. They’re coming this way quickly.”

“Stand by to teleport.” Jake turned to Karen. “I have a bracelet. Put it on and get the box, and we’ll get out of here.”

“No,” she replied.

“What?”

“We can’t teleport! The box has to be taken over to your ship via airlock.”

“Why?”

“I can’t say.”

“I’m leaving.”

“Wait! All I can tell you is it contains organic material.”

“Organic?” Jake’s eyes narrowed. “If it’s drugs, then it’s goodbye.”

“It’s nothing illegal, I promise.”

“Lady, this is going from being a good deed into the area of needing to be a good deed that has to be paid for.”

“You’ll be paid, I promise. Just get me and my charge out of here.”

Jake heaved a sigh then tapped the bracelet. “Odin, is there enough time for you to dock with this ship?”

“Dock?”

“It seems we’re going to have a guest whose luggage can’t be teleported.”

“I see.”

“Can you stall the other ship?”

“Yes.”

“Stall?” Karen asked.

Jake waved to her to be quiet. “Well, Odin?”

“I was able to enter the control system of the approaching ship. I’ve shut down their sub-light engine, and locked them out.”

“How long before they figure things out?”

“At least three-quarters of an hour.”

“They could have heard that,” Karen said.

Jake smiled. “Scrambled line.”

“Wait. You have a ship with a teleport, an intelligent control computer, and you can scramble comm channels?”

“Yeah, it’s a pretty cool ship. Not much for looks, though, so it’s not the babe magnet I was hoping it would be.”

“Who are you?”

Jake frowned. “A man who’s starting to think that being bored isn’t such a bad feeling. Look, lady, we’re a little pressed for time. Odin should dock with your ship in about five minutes. Figure out what else you need to take with you, aside from that box over there. I’d like to leave this system sooner, rather than later.”
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Hired Again

 

 

 

 

It didn’t take long for Jake to get Karen, her belongings, and her red box on board Skuld. He gave her one of the guest rooms, while he put the box in the armory room. “No one can get in there except me,” he told her.

“Fine. Can we leave now?”

“Anyplace in particular you want to go?”

“Vladikov.”

“Odin, set coordinates for Vladikov, and jump when ready.”

“Jumping in two minutes,” Odin reported.

“What about that patrol ship?”

“Still disabled.”

“Very well.” Jake turned to Karen. “Follow me.”

He led her up the corridor to the lounge area next to the bridge. He motioned at one of the couches. She sat down slowly. He plopped down across from her.

“Okay, Karen, what’s your story?”

“My story?”

“What are you carrying, and why were you attacked?”

“I told you what’s in the box.”

“No, you hinted at what’s in the box.”

“A hint is all you’ll get, Mister Bonner.”

“At least tell me why you were attacked.”

“Obviously, I have rivals after my cargo.”

“Obviously. What kind of rivals?”

“Competitors, let’s say.”

Jake let out a laugh. “Do you have to be so melodramatic? Can’t you be a bit more specific?”

“Not without revealing sensitive information.”

“Fine. It won’t take us long to jump to Vladikov, but it might take time to get clearance to dock at their port. If you want to rest up, or freshen up, or just not annoy me, feel free to go to your room.”

“Tell me how a man like you acquired a ship so advanced as this one?”

Jake grinned. “I can’t. That would reveal sensitive information.”

“Fair enough.” She stood up. “Thank you for rescuing me, Mister Bonner. Let me know the moment we dock.” She walked out of the room.

Once she was in her guest quarters, Jake turned towards the bridge. “Odin, do a scan of that box we brought on board.”

“The one in the armory?”

“Yes.”

“Scanning.” Things were quiet for several seconds. “I detect organic material.”

“What kind of organic material?”

“That I cannot say. The box has some sort of shielding that won’t allow a full scan.”

Jake shook his head. A dead end. “What about the registry of Karen’s ship?”

“It’s a rental registry, in her name, from Stellar-Rent.”

“What name?”

“Karen Gillan.”

I guess she’ll be paying them a bit more than the rental fee. “What about Karen herself, Odin? Does her identity check out?”

“Yes, from what little I have.”

“In other words, we don’t know who or what we’re really carrying.”

“So it would seem.”

“Swell. I’m going to stretch out.”

“I shall contact you if you’re needed.”

***

The jump to Vladikov took only a few minutes. Due to the laws of that particular world, Jake’s ship couldn’t come too close to their orbital port. Skuld, like every other arriving ship, had to enter the system at least one hour’s journey at standard sub-light speed from the planet.

That wasn’t the only delay. Since Jake had never been to Vladikov before, he had to answer some questions on a file sent to him. He had to wait longer for whoever dealt with those matters to approve of his docking. An hour and twenty minutes had passed from their arrival to the moment the ship docked with the Vladikov Orbital Port.

“We’ve arrived,” Jake said over the intercom to Karen.

“I’ll be right out.”

She approached as far as the lounge area. Jake noticed that she hadn’t changed her clothes but had touched up the small amount of makeup she wore. Prettier, but it’s still 50-50 if she’s worth the effort.

“We’re here,” he said, “now what?”

“I need to contact someone.”

“You can do that from here.”

“Allow me to rephrase that. I need to contact someone, and not have you or your computer listen in.”

“Fine. Then what?”

“Once I’ve told my buyer what happened to my ship, I’ll get instructions on where to go.”

“Didn’t you know where you were going?”

“Of course. But that was predicated on me not being attacked.”

“You weren’t expecting trouble?”

“Trouble, yes. Losing a rental ship, no.”

“I can see where this conversation is going, Karen. Why don’t you go and make your call?”

“Where will you be?”

“Looking around. Don’t worry, Odin will let you back on board.”

She nodded once, turned, and left. Jake waited until he heard the outer door to the airlock close.

“Odin, don’t let he back on board without me being next to her.”

“That would seem to be a wise precaution.”

“Naturally. I’m going to do some window shopping, maybe take in a fresh-cooked meal.”

“Shall I contact you if something should happen?”

“Not unless it’s urgent. If Karen comes back, tell her she can wait for me.” And wait, and wait, and wait!

***

Jake was enjoying the last few bites of his dinner when a man approached his table. Jake didn’t notice him at first because he was eating. He knew in his head that the food prepared by his ship’s replicator was no different from actual cooked food. Still, there was something about food that was actually cooked and prepared. It was irrational and emotional, but he didn’t care. A restaurant meal, even a mediocre one, was just “better” than replicator food.

The man cleared his throat. Jake looked up. “Yes?”

“I understand you arrived a short time ago,” the man said. “Do you own the ship you came in on?”

“I do.”

“Might I sit down and discuss business with you?”

“Sure.” Once the man was seated Jake asked, “What is your name?”

“You may call me Scaife.”

“What is it you do, Mister Scaife, and why do you want a ship?”

“I am in government work.”

Jake shook his head. “I don’t think so. Your accent is wrong. More bouillabaisse than borscht, I think.”

“I said I am in government work. I didn’t say which government.”

“Okay. Why do you want to hire a ship?”

“Do you have any references?”

“Wref-fronsiz?” Jake replied, mimicking Scaife’s accent. He put down his knife and fork. “Look, you know that I came here an hour and a half ago. No doubt you found my ship’s name in the port registry. That would have given you my name. From there you could do a search and find out all you need to know.”

“Just so, Mister Bonner.”

“Now, what do you want?”

“I have an associate, also in government work, who needs to leave this world quickly.”

“He didn’t break the law, did he?”

“Of course not. He has important and sensitive data that he alone must take to a meeting on Caledonia.”

“Why can’t he take a scheduled passenger ship?”

“Time, Mister Bonner. My associate’s meeting is sudden and urgent. We don’t have time to wait for the next passenger ship going that way.”

“Funny, but you don’t sound like you’re from Caledonia, either.”

“We’re not. That planet is where the meeting is being held.”

“There’s nothing illegal about this offer, Mister Scaife?”

“Nothing at all, Mister Bonner. We are merely pressed for time.”

“Since you’ve researched me, you know my standard rate.”

“That would be acceptable. I am allowed to add a bonus of ten percent, as further encouragement.”

Jake considered negotiating the bonus upward. Doing that would usually put credits in his account while not making him seem too eager. But this is the first job since liberating Antioch, he thought. If Scaife had researched him, he might have found hints of Jake’s involvement. Scaife would therefore surmise that Jake didn’t need to be paid well. That meant that asking for a higher bonus could drive Scaife away. The downside to becoming set for life, I guess.

“Ten percent will be acceptable, Mister Scaife.”

“Good. One last thing. My associate has a diplomatic post. We expect that you will honor his credentials, Mister Bonner.”

“Certainly.”

“Excellent. My associate will contact you when he’s ready to depart. His name is Schmidt.”

“That’s it? Mister Schmidt?”

“Yes. He will spend the trip in his cabin. He shall not be a bother to you.”

“All right. In cases like these I ask that half be paid in advance, minus the bonus, of course.”

“Of course. Mister Schmidt will have a card with him set in the proper amount. You may run a check on it, if you choose.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Thank you, and good day, Mister Bonner.” Scaife nodded once, rose, and left.

Jake finished his meal, paid his bill, and left the restaurant. Once he was in the main corridor of the port he tapped his bracelet. “Odin, we have a job offer.”

“I wondered about the request for our registry information.”

“Were you able to get the identity of man who requested it?”

“Abel Scaife.”

“What about him?”

“He has a government work pass, from the world of Forrestal.”

“Diplomatic pass?”

“Yes.”

“Is there a man named Schmidt on Vladikov with a similar pass?”

“There is.”

“Could their passes and identities be forged?”

“If they are, they are excellent forgeries, Jake.”

“They’d have to be, wouldn’t they?”

“Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

“I’m heading back to the ship, Odin. Heard from our guest?”

“She asked to come back aboard an hour ago. I told her your instructions. She left.”

“We’ll try to get back to her once I return.”

Jake tapped the bracelet. He started walking down the corridor, glancing at the store windows. Orbital ports were notorious tourist traps. Many of the stores in them were gift shops carrying knick-knacks that were supposed to reflect the cultural identity of the world below. Inevitably the merchandise portrayed the planet in the most general of cliches. In this case the windows displayed nested dolls, video versions of long-winded tomes, and just about anything that could be fabricated from wheat.

It was one of the aspects of interstellar travel that bothered Jake. He’d traveled across much of known space during his adult life, first as a junior officer aboard an EarthGov patrol cruiser, then as an independent spacer. As a kid he’s dreamed of a having a collection that would show everyone where he’d been. He had never quite been able to decide on what objects ought to be put into that collection, but he’d wanted that collection.

The dream was shattered at his first port of call. All he could buy at the spaceport were the most garish kinds of touristy crap. If he wanted anything that he could be remotely proud of, it was clear he’d have to get away from the spaceport. The problem was he didn’t have time to go wandering around looking for the right object to remind him of his visit. At that point he realized that memories would have to suffice.

Because he was only casually glancing at the store windows, Jake was able to notice the two local security agents following him. He’d acquired the shadows a few shops past the restaurant. What’s worse, the two were uniformed officers; trying to ditch them would only cause more trouble.

Jake stopped in front of one window, ostensibly to look through it. The two men kept approaching him. Might as well get this over, he mused. He turned and looked at them. They were almost in front of him.

“Can I help you, officers?” he asked.

“Mister Bonner, you need to come with us,” the taller of the two said.

“Why?”

“We have a report that you’re carrying a banned substance aboard your vessel.”
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Jake sat on the cot of the cell, trying hard not to think. It was obvious to him this his confinement was a set-up. What was less obvious was who had set him up. Jake didn’t want to speculate. Who would lead to why, and that seemed to lead to madness.

He heard to main door of the jail section open. He had no desire to get up and see who had come in. He waited until the sound of footsteps stopped. He glanced up to see Karen and another woman standing on the other side of the confinement shield.

“That’s her, officer,” he said, “that’s the woman who asked me to help her.”

“I know,” the second woman said. “I am Interior Minister Lund.”

Jake looked over Lund. She was taller than Karen but not thinner. Her hair was dyed blonde. She wore a fashionable business suit that matched her brown eyes and stern expression. The only sign of her office was a silver badge attached to her right hip.

“What’s going on here?”

“I tried to get back onto your ship,” Karen said, “but your computer wouldn’t let me.”

“I wasn’t sure I could trust you.” He nodded at Lund. “You’re not helping your case, you know.”

“Mister Bonner, you cannot keep Miss Gillan from accessing her cargo,” Lund said.

“Why do you care? You’re charging me with having an illegal substance.”

“Will you allow Miss Gillan to retrieve her cargo?”

“Not until I’m paid for rescuing her, and told what’s going on.”

“You’ll be paid when I reach my destination,” Gillan replied.

“Which is?”

“Caledonia.”

“Popular spot.”

“What are you talking about?”

He looked at Lund. “Your uniforms didn’t spot me until after I left the restaurant. Interesting.”

Gillan turned to Lund. “Maybe he needs more time to himself.”

Jake smiled. “So you do have a sense of humor. You’re getting more attractive by the minute.”

“Mister Bonner, please get to the point.”

“While I was at dinner, I was approached by a diplomat to get an associate of his from here to Caledonia.”

“What is the name of this diplomat?” Lund asked.

“What does it matter to either of you?”

“I have the right to impound your ship and turn it over to my government, Mister Bonner. We would be most interested in it, if Miss Gillan’s description is accurate.”

Jake pointed at Lund. “Technically, that ship is my property. Unofficially, Odin is a sentient AI. You try to steal my ship, you’ll get a fight. I might even call the Intergalactic Civil Rights Association.”

Lund sighed. “Just give us the name, Mister Bonner.”

“Scaife. Happy?”

Gillan tapped Lund’s arm. Lund bent down. Gillan whispered into her ear. Once Gillan had finished Lund asked, “What is the name of the man Scaife asked you to get to Caledonia?”

“Schmidt.”

Once again Gillan whispered to Lund. This time when she was done, she spoke to Jake. “Mister Bonner, I’d like to hire you to take me to Caledonia.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “What is going on here?”

“You will agree to Miss Gillan’s request,” Lund said, “one way or the other.”

“The other being what?”

“The other being whether we force you to return with our ship.”

“All right. Someone pay me for getting Miss Gillan here.”

“Done,” Gillan said.

“And I want two-thirds of my standard rate paid in advance.”

“Why?”

“You keep secrets from me, you pay through the nose.” He smiled. “I’ll knock that down to one-third if you tell me what’s going on.”

“Fine, two-thirds in advance. But no bonus.”

“Sure.”

Gillan nodded to Lund. Lund went to a panel next to the opening of the cell and turned off the shield.

Jake stepped out of the cell. He tapped his bracelet. “Teleport.”

He dematerialized from the jail and materialized onto Skuld. A second later he said, “Send me back.” A quarter of a minute later he was back in front of the two women.

“You could have escaped?” Lund asked.

“At any time.”

“We have a signal jammer!”

“You still have an intercom system. I have a smart computer.”

“Why didn’t you escape?” Gillan asked.

“One, I was hoping to get some answers. Two, I thought it was a test. Looks like I played nice for nothing.”

***

“Our first jump is completed, Jake,” Odin reported.

“One-third of the way,” Jake replied. “I’ll tell our guests.” He tapped the screen on the console in front of him a few times. “Miss Gillan?”

“What?” He detected a hint of annoyance in her voice, even over the ship’s comm link.

“We’ve completed our first jump. Just thought you’d like to know.”

“Thanks.” Her tone changed slightly.

“Do you need anything?”

“I’m fine, Mister Bonner.”

“Okay. Out.” He tapped the screen again. “Mister Schmidt?”

“Yes?” Schmidt sounded much less bothered.

“I wanted to let you know that we’ve completed our first jump.”

“Very well.”

“Do you need anything?”

“Yes. There’s something I’d like to ask you.”

“Go right ahead.”

“Would it be too much trouble to speak to you in private?”

Jake contemplated telling the man that he could speak to him over the comm line. There was no way that Gillan could hack in and listen. If she had, Odin would report that. Jake chose not to reply to the man that way. It was likely that Schmidt was used to face-to-face talking when he needed to say something in secret. It was even more likely that, to convince Schmidt of the secure nature of the ship’s comm system, Jake would have to tell him more than he wanted to about the ship.

“Be right there,” Jake said. He tapped the screen. Before getting up he asked, “Any ships in the area, Odin?”

“Two freighters and one passenger liner are in the system. None is any closer than two hours away, at standard sub-light speed.”

“Good. I’ll go see what Schmidt wants.”

Jake rose from his seat. He walked off the bridge and through the lounge. Since he’d put Gillan in the guest room across from his own room, he had to give one of the other eight crew rooms to Schmidt. The official chose the room farthest from Jake’s and Gillan’s rooms.

It had taken work to ready the room. In his time since acquiring Skuld, Jake had only needed to use the crew room across from his own and the one next to his. Those were the only rooms he bothered to keep clean and furnished. There was no point in wasting the effort on all ten crew rooms if only a couple were in regular use. Naturally when Schmidt had chosen the room that he did, Jake had to do some rush cleaning and inspecting.

A rush job like that could have overlooked something. Odin was an amazing assembly of hardware and software, but he couldn’t do everything. If dust had gotten into a connector, or onto one of the lesser control chipsets, Odin couldn’t do a thing about it. Jake was prepared to learn that Schmidt was having some problem, and that he’d have to fix it with a little elbow grease.

After all, Jake thought, there’s no other reason why a diplomat would want to talk to me.

He stopped in front of the door to Schmidt’s room. He tapped the keypad to the right of the door. “Mister Schmidt?” Silence. “Mister Schmidt?”

“What? Oh, sorry. One moment.”

The door opened. Jake walked into the room. He saw Schmidt peering into one of his suitcases on desk across from the bed. The only odd thing about the scene was that Schmidt was taller than his friend Scaife. It almost appeared to Jake like the other man was doubled over in pain or sickness.

“You wanted something?”

“Yes!”

Schmidt turned suddenly. He held a small tube in his left hand. Jake recognized it immediately. It was a “zip-zap,” a pocket blaster easy to hide and assemble.

Should’ve had Odin scan the guy’s luggage.

Jake raised his hands. “What’s this all about, Mister Schmidt?”

“I need your help in dealing with Miss Gillan.”

“Why?”

“I’ll tell you later.”

“I’m not going to help you kill her.”

Schmidt smiled. It made Jake nervous. “There’s no need for that, Mister Bonner. I know a thing or two about starships. You should have a means to render someone unconscious.”

“Sure, right.”

“Lead the way.”

Jake turned and stepped out of the room. He started to turn to his right.

“Not that way, Mister Bonner.”

“The bridge is that way.”

“Ships this size have an auxiliary control room of some sort. Let’s go there.”

“Fine.” Jake turned to his left.

Schmidt came up right behind him. “No tricks, no noises.”

Jake nodded. He started down the corridor. He’d taken about half a dozen steps when the crack of a blaster shot sounded. He felt Schmidt’s zip-zap move away from his back.

Jake turned around. Gillan was standing in the corridor in front of her room. Her blaster was in her right hand. Schmidt fell to the floor.

“You shot him!” Jake said.

Jake bent down to Schmidt. He touched the man’s neck to feel for a pulse. There wasn’t any; the man was dead. Jake rose and glared at Gillan.

“You’re complaining?” Gillan replied.

“Odin, you were aware that Schmidt had a weapon on me?”

“The instant you stepped into the corridor,” Odin answered.

Gillan stuck her blaster in her belt and shrugged. “So?”

“So, the moment he stepped into auxiliary control, Odin would have stunned him,” Jake said. “There was no need for you to kill him.”

“The man was a spy and a saboteur, Mister Bonner.”

“Whatever he was, he’s dead, and I have to answer for it.”

“Mister Bonner, I can assure you, this incident is not your fault. You won’t be in any trouble over his death.”

“Really? Maybe you should tell me a little more about what’s going on here.”

“Now?”

Jake sighed. “Help me with the body first.”

She walked to where Schmidt’s body was. She put her arms under the dead man’s shoulders. Jake picked up his legs. They carried Schmidt back into his room. They placed the corpse on the bed.

“Odin, create a preservation bag.”

Seconds later a heavy plastic bag materialized in the room. Jake picked it up. He looked at Gillan. “Are you going to help?”

“We need to search his luggage.”

Jake gave her the most dour frown he could. “There’s no hurry, lady. He isn’t going to wake up and ask us what we’re doing.”

“Very well.”

While Jake turned the bag inside out, she took hold of the corpse’s legs. Jake slipped the bag over the dead man’s feet. With her help he was able to get the bag over the body. While he activated the self-seal, she began to look through the dead man’s suitcase.

The only thing she found was Schmidt’s identity card. She looked it over for several seconds. “It’s a forgery,” she said.

“How can you tell?”

“Photos on Forrestal government cards are taken in front of green backgrounds.”

“Looks green to me.”

“Just the wrong shade, Mister Bonner. Subtle, but there.”

“Mind if I check your card?”

She smiled. “This experience should tell you that identities are easy to fake.”

“Fair enough. You seem to have put me into real danger. What’s going on?”

Gillan looked at him for a moment. She nodded towards the door. Jake considered asking her if she was so paranoid that she didn’t want to talk about a dead guy. Come to think of it, I don’t want to have a conversation in a room with a dead guy. He followed her out of Schmidt’s room. He led her to the lounge. They sat down across from each other.

“Here’s what I can tell you, Jake. The box is carrying important organic material, developed at the behest of a handful of independent worlds. That is all you need to know about that cargo.”

“Fine. What about the ship you were renting? Who attacked you?”

“I don’t know for certain.”

“Guess.”

“There are powerful interests opposed to this project.”

“Explain that.”

“I can’t.” Gillan raised her hands. “What I can say is that there was modest secrecy on the project early on. Something went wrong. An investigation revealed sabotage. Ever since, the project has been under tight secrecy.”

“Not tight enough, considering what happened to your ship.”

“No. A government official on Caledonia, associated with the project, disappeared a month ago. Either he was kidnapped or he betrayed us. That must be how our foes found out about shipment.”

“Where were you coming from?”

“A friendly colony planet. I was returning to Caledonia through an indirect route. Our foes must have been tipped off.”

“Obviously. What about Schmidt?”

“He was an agent of our enemies.”

“I guessed that.”

“Unfortunately, Scaife disappeared before we could find him. He was probably using a forged identity like Schmidt was.”

“How would you know what Scaife looked like? You weren’t monitoring me while I ate dinner?”

“No.” Gillan pressed her lips together. “We reviewed the security cam feed after we let you go.”

“And Scaife, or whoever he was, made a clean getaway?”

“It doesn’t take much, in the way of facial prosthetics and special clothing, to fool most search engines. Even what Earth has isn’t perfect.”

“All right. Now what?”

“We continue on to Caledonia. If we arrive with no other problems, you’ll be paid. My superior will decide how much you need to know.”

“Fine.”

“Are you satisfied?”

“For now.”

She nodded once, rose, and returned to her room. Once the door to her room had closed behind her, Jake turned towards the bridge.

“Well, Odin?”

“Well, what?”

“Was she telling the truth?”

“So far as I could detect with my sensors.”

“Which isn’t all that helpful, really.”

“Not if she’s a professional intelligence agent.”

“Odin, I’d like to take out a little insurance towards our guest and her box.”

“What do you mean?”

“Let’s assume that her name isn’t Karen Gillan. When we get to Caledonia, we’ll probably be met by someone.”

“More than likely, yes.”

“That person isn’t likely to use their real name, either.”

“Not to you, no.”

“Okay. Odds are, if this is an intelligence operation, the false identities will have something in common.”

“You’re not making that assumption based on fiction, are you?”

“You know I haven’t been reading just fiction. Besides, Gillan said this project, whatever it is, wasn’t that secret to start with. Suddenly it had to become more secret. My guess is that the person in charge didn’t have time to draft entire biographies for the field personnel. That, or they couldn’t afford to waste carefully prepared ones on something less than a matter of planetary security.”

“Your logic does make sense in that respect, Jake. Intelligence agencies don’t want to employ ‘cover personalities’ without a very good reason.”

“Exactly.”

“I still don’t see where you’re going, though.”

“If my reasoning is correct, then the name of whoever we meet on Caledonia should have something in common with Gillan’s fake name.”

“Yes?”

“Odin, once we land, but before we disembark, I want you to report on a minor leak.”

“In front of Gillan, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Very well.”

“When we meet Gillan’s contact, I’ll call you to check on the leak. I’ll keep the channel open so you can hear the name of Gillan’s friend.”

“I see. You wish me to check that name against Gillan’s, and find a connection?”

“Precisely. And, send me a list of names that I can check, once we get to our destination.”

“Why?”

“I want these people to know that I’m no idiot. If they want me to risk my life, they’d better give me a good reason.”

“Gillan is probably working for a government, Jake. She could have you jailed and this ship impounded.”

“Don’t be such an optimist, Odin.”

 

Four

Why We Fight, Really?

 

 

 

 

Jake followed Gillan through the airlock and into the Caledonia Spaceport. She carried her one suitcase. Jake pushed the red box on a trolley. “Now what?”

“We have to get to the reception area.”

They walked through the port. Like the orbital port on Vladikov, this port was filled with a similar array of gift shops, service businesses, and restaurants. Naturally the themes were different. Everything was colored in plaid; music featuring fiddles and tin whistles floated in the background; and most of the drinking establishments carried the word “Pub” in their names and prominently advertised the local whiskeys.

It took the better part of twenty minutes to get through the port. This was mostly due to its size. The box wasn’t at all heavy once it had been put on the trolley. Jake found that interesting but not helpful regarding his need for an explanation of its contents.

Gillan led Jake in the direction of a man. The man was tall and slender, appeared young, and wore a suit jacket and slacks but no tie. His hair seemed somewhat disorganized, as if he was too busy or too distracted to comb it. When he saw Gillan approach he smiled; that reaction seemed truly genuine.

He shook Gillan’s hand. “Good to see you.” He turned to Jake. “You’re her savior, yes?”

Jake offered his right hand. “Jake Bonner.”

“Art Darvill.”

“And you are?”

“With the government.”

“Okay.”

“We have a private hovercar. This way.”

Jake followed Darvill through the reception area, out of the port building, and to a hovercar in the parking area. Gillan kept behind Jake during the walk.

“Big port building, but a small parking lot,” Jake said.

“We’ve got a pretty good transit system,” Darvill replied.

“I take it we’re using the hovercar for security?”

“Spot on, Mister Bonner.”

The hovercar looked like any standard-issue government vehicle: two doors, trunk, and a very clean exterior. Darvill tapped a black square next to the passenger door. The trunk opened. Gillan helped Jake get the box and the trolley into the trunk. Gillan closed the trunk when they were done.

“Before we go,” Jake said, “I need to check on something.” He tapped his bracelet while keeping an eye on Gillan. She looked mildly annoyed but otherwise didn’t react. Either she didn’t see how light my tap was, or she’s better at this than I thought.

“Odin, anything more about that leak?”

“It’s a small oxygen leak. It appears to be easy to repair.”

Jake glanced at the tiny screen on his bracelet. It read, “Names linked to ancient television program. Additional names listed in order, starting with most likely.”

“Good,” Jake said. “I’ll get to it once we’re done here. Out.” He tapped the bracelet again, this time closing the channel.
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