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A word of explanation. This book represents a collection of short stories but is not an anthology. Five of the shorts were written as the parts of an overall story—chapters if you will—of this book. These stories are from the Jim Cartwright—At Large serial: “Karma Upsilon 4,” “Valley of Loss,” “Empire of Machines,” “Eye of Minerva,” and “Hunted.”

However, this book isn’t merely a reprint of these stories. They have all been modified to fit into one longer novel. Some of these modifications are cosmetic; a few are not. I wove in a few details which were left out of the originals to save length and make each serial a short, self-contained story. These additions provide more meat to the story. Overall, I’ve added more than 8,000 new words to this book to provide a more fulfilling story.

Finally, this book also has the short stories “Emancipation” (first seen in For a Few Credits More, in 2017) and “Inked” (first seen in The Good, The Bad, And The Merc, 2017). The inclusion of these stories carries Jim Cartwright’s quest right up to the beginning of Omega War in A Fiery Sunset and provides the backstory for what Jim did in the time after Cartwright’s Cavaliers and before Omega War. You also are gifted with more than a few glimpses into Splunk as a character, her personal motivations and abilities, and some of the deeper mysteries behind the ever-growing Four Horsemen Universe.

I hope you enjoy it.

Mark Wandrey

October, 2019
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The name “Karma” referred to a lot more than just a single large, orbiting habitat, home to many of the galaxy’s famous merc pits; there were also 42 other orbiting stations and 112 deep space installations. Stations orbiting the planet were given a designation based on their orbital altitude. Low Karma orbit started at alpha, and went through beta, gamma, delta, and epsilon. As the well-known Karma Station housing the merc pits was in a gamma orbit, and alone, its official designation was Karma Gamma 1, but few beyond space navigators knew this.

The lower orbits were home to only a few stations, though there were many undesignated satellites. Above gamma, things became a little more crowded. Once you passed epsilon you were in the outer system, and orbits were around the star, not the planet. There you could find various mining facilities, factories, research and development stations, as well as antiquated and poorly maintained defensive systems, many of which dated back to the Great Galactic War.

These facilities were owned by many different entities. Consortiums owned some. Private entities owned many. A couple were even owned by various guilds, which were heavily defended or carefully shielded to avoid prying eyes.

One facility had sat empty for more than 5,000 years. Designated Upsilon 4, it swung around Karma’s star at the rate of one orbit every 309 years. Compared to Sol, it would be about where you’d find Saturn, or 1.3 billion kilometers out when both of their orbits were at perigee.

During the long period of reconstruction following the Great War, it had numerous owners. They’d all tried to pry the facility’s secrets from it, and none had succeeded. Eventually, it came to a series of owners who used it for deep space storage, and finally to intermittent squatters.

Eons passed. The current owners, the Tek Consortium, listed it among their assets, the latest in a long series of speculators to regret their purchase. Eventually, Upsilon 4 became nothing more than a red line of data in a corporate journal.

Jim Cartwright got off the lift in the labyrinthine business district of Karma Station and consulted his slate. He’d been looking for this particular office for 3 hours that morning, with no luck so far. “You’d think a place with a name like Tek Consortium would be easy to find,” he said as he scanned the names on the doors.

“We’re lost, Jim, <Proo!>”

“I’m glad you’re amused,” Jim said to his companion, Splunk. The little Fae, no bigger than a large Earth cat, rode his shoulder in her usual place. Her dark brown fur contrasted with the relatively clean, white antiseptic halls of the station. Her unusually long tail was curled around Jim’s thick upper arm, and she was munching on her favorite snack, a piece of hard salami. She looked at him, her huge blue-on-blue eyes invisible behind the dark goggles she wore, a product of her own creation. She was a singularly gifted mechanical wizard, able to figure out seemingly any machine he’d ever given her. The only thing she wore, besides the goggles, was a tool belt which held many instruments and pouches, which she used to hide things she purloined from the station during her wanderings.

“Not amused, bored, <Pree!>”

“Oh, well that’s different,” he said and gave her a sidelong glare. She worried off a piece of meat with her sharp little teeth and looked around. Jim smiled despite himself. She really was an innocent free spirit. The only time she got into any real trouble was the rare occasion someone caught her helping herself to an interesting piece of technology.

He’d spent an entire day upon returning from Cartwright’s Cavaliers’ most recent contract going over leasing information in the Karma system. He needed a facility the Cavaliers could call their own, for a lot of reasons. One was that he didn’t want anything new back home; Earth’s government and lawyers had left a bad taste in his mouth after robbing him of his inheritance. The second was that Karma held a lot of convenience for a merc unit like his, ease of access to the rest of the galaxy chief among them. Finally, he needed something away from prying eyes, without trying too hard to appear like he was hiding something.

That search yielded a dozen orbital facilities of varying utility, everything from a played-out asteroid which once had a good platinum mine to a scientific research station recently abandoned due to an infestation of “Teachal.” Some research on the GalNet showed Teachal were small avians, massing on the order of a kilo each. They were considered pests, adapted to life aboard spaceships thousands of years ago by the Kahraman to, ironically, reduce pests. They proved to be yet another nasty legacy left behind by the creators of the planet-destroying Canavar. Jim was surprised he’d never run into them before.

Regardless, all his hard work had been for naught. Shortly before the Cavaliers’ ship, Bucephalus, transitioned back to normal space in Karma, Jim went to his cabin to find Splunk “tinkering” with his personal slate. Tinkering to the Fae was closer to what most people would call a RUD, a rapid unscheduled disassembly. Sure, she could usually put it back together. Usually. Jim also usually backed up all his data to his pinplants, a memory buffer in his brain. Why he hadn’t that time, he had no idea.

“You know it’s your fault we’re wandering all over Karma, right?” he asked her. Munch, munch, munch. He sighed and kept looking. She’d managed to wipe the alien-manufactured slate’s memory, something the sellers promised was impossible unless you did it on purpose. After a frantic scan using his pinplants, he’d found exactly one of the listings he wanted to see still saved. Since the research would take hours, if not days, to recreate, he’d elected to check out the one she’d deigned to leave him before digging back into the listings.

Jim reached the end of the corridor and turned around in disgust. This was at least the sixth floor he’d searched in the building. He was halfway down the corridor when he came up short and backed up a few steps. A tiny door he’d figured for a service room had an equally tiny sign reading Tek Consortium. “Bingo,” he said.

“Bingo, <Skee!>” Splunk agreed.

“A lot of help you’ve been,” he said, examining the door. It didn’t have a signaling button, and despite the absence of dust on it, it looked as if it hadn’t been opened in ages. He gave it a rap with his knuckles. “Anyone in there?” he asked in a slightly raised voice. The door hissed and slid aside. Without thinking about it, Jim’s hand dropped to the holster he wore on his right hip, his thumb breaking the retention clip which held his now-venerable GP-90 handgun in place.

The door opening revealed a small office with a desk and a pair of benches well-suited for most species’ biology. He moved into the room slowly, his eyes taking in the fixtures. The desk was unoccupied, and the recessed lighting gave the room a dull, almost funeral home quality. Splunk stashed the rest of her sausage and slid the goggles back on her head so her big blue eyes could take in the room. He often took his lead from her in dicey situations; her instincts were usually quite prescient.

The door slid closed as slowly as it had opened. Nothing jumped out to attack him, and Splunk stayed calm and observant on his shoulder, so Jim moved up to the desk. As he got closer, a Tri-V flickered reluctantly to life with a common 3D display showing the Tek Consortium logo, which by Jim’s recollection was a stylized “T” in one of the dozen common alien scripts.

“Hello” he said again. The display instantly changed to show a horse-like Equiri. Jim had seen plenty of them around; they were a common trading species in that arm of the galaxy. The alien began to speak, and the software in Jim’s pinplants rendered the alien’s grunting language into English for him.

“Greetings from the Tek Consortium,” the alien said as a rather barking, screechy music played in the background, making Jim wince.

“Hi,” he said, “can you lose the music?” The alien’s features froze, then spoke a second later.

“I’m sorry, this system does not recognize your language.” Jim accessed his pinplants and set his translator to broadcast in Equiri using the speaker on his slate, then spoke again.

“Are you an AI?” he asked.

“I understand you now,” it said. “I am an autonomous virtual assistant to the Tek Consortium. As you are no doubt aware, by Union law, autonomous artificial intelligence mechanicals are forbidden.” Jim was intrigued. He’d heard of AVAs before but had never run into one. The finer points of Union law were sometimes hard to grasp. AVAs could do almost anything. Versions called AVPs, or Autonomous Virtual Pilots, could even operate starships. Someday he’d have to learn exactly where the Union drew the line. Maybe if he ran into a Peacemaker he’d ask.

“Can you shut off that music?” The screeching ceased instantly. “Thank you.”

“How can Tek Consortium assist you today?”

“I’m here regarding a posting on the GalNet,” Jim explained and transmitted the listing identification. As he spoke, Splunk jumped off his shoulder and landed on the desk. She’d perked up the instant the virtual assistant began speaking.

“Please stand by,” the AVA said. As it did whatever it needed to in order to complete Jim’s request, the disembodied Tri-V Equiri head turned to regard Splunk, who stared back at it.

“Don’t even think about it,” Jim said sotto voce. Splunk gave him a baleful glance. “I mean it, we’re here on business.”

“The creature with you is of a genotype on record as having possibly caused some damage to Tek Consortium assets here on Karma Gamma 1,” it said. Jim shot daggers at his companion who shook her head in a very Human gesture.

“Can you show me any video footage? If it was my friend here, I will, of course, make the consortium whole.” The Tri-V Equiri disappeared and was replaced with security footage inside a cargo bay. Jim couldn’t tell if it was on Karma Station or another. It wasn’t the best of images, probably a standard 2D camera, not a more expensive Tri-V model. As he watched, a tiny shape emerged from a ventilation duct and began to fly about.

Zero gravity, Jim thought. There weren’t very many large null-gravity cargo areas on the station. Mostly starship maintenance section in the core, along with cargo transfer and holding. The large, zero-gravity bays were located on other stations in higher orbit. Most ships paid for an automated robotic ship to move it for them. It was small and quick, dark colored, and he thought he could see it was wearing a tool belt. Yeah, it could be Splunk.

“Not me, Jim, <Skaa!>” Jim looked at her for a moment then went back to watching. Splunk was known to disappear, sometimes for days at a time. Once she’d gone missing, and he’d been forced to go to Earth without her. His girlfriend, Adayn, had been sure the Fae would be waiting for them when they returned, and she was. Still, her reputation as a thief seemed to have grown. However, she was as sneaky as she was mechanically skilled and had only been caught red-handed a couple of times. He had a feeling this was about to be one of those times. The recording played on, catching several moments of the tiny figure darting this way and that. A couple of times, Jim would have sworn there were more than one.

Suddenly there was a flash of movement in front of the camera and the image cut out. The AVA backed up the image and froze it. He was looking at the face of a Fae wearing dark goggles, but it wasn’t Splunk. Jim looked over at his little friend, but she was gone. He stood up and quickly scanned the room but found no sign of her. After a moment he slowly sat down. His head was spinning as he looked at the emotionless Equiri face.

“I think it’s obvious that wasn’t my friend,” he said at last. “Please compare the images.”

“They are the same species.”

“I never questioned the species,” he said. Though I’m at a loss to explain how more than one Fae is here. He didn’t say it out loud. “However, they aren’t the same coloring and their features are different.”

“Agreed,” the AVA said finally.

“Can you tell me where those images were recorded?”

“The images you have been viewing were recorded at our Karma-Bzzzzzt!” The AVA exploded into static, and then just as suddenly it returned. It was now a lovely shade of pink and had a blue bow in its mane. It flashed a huge smile to Jim, which was extremely disconcerting since the Equiri were carnivorous and possessed many sharp white teeth.

“Welcome to the Tek Consortium,” it said. Jim’s pinplants informed him the Equiri was speaking Oogar, of all things.

“Splunk,” he hissed, looking around in a panic. “What are you doing?”

“I’m sorry, please restate the question,” the AVA said. Jim cursed under his breath and again expressed his interest in the facility he’d originally come here for. “The installation is for sale.”

“Yes,” Jim said, his pinplants rendering the words in Oogar now, “which would be why I am here.” Another spasm of static and the AVA was back to a tan and white Equiri, minus the bow, but still speaking Oogar. “We’re interested in leasing the facility for 20 years.”

“I-I’m s-sorry,” it said, now stuttering, “but it is only for sale.” Jim ground his teeth and wondered what the hell Splunk was doing.

“How much?”

“H-how much w-w-w-what?”

“How much for the facility? Your advertisement does not mention a price.”

The AVA disappeared and a Tri-V image of Upsilon 4 appeared. It had started life as a roughly oblong carbonaceous asteroid 4.7 kilometers long and 3.5 kilometers wide, with some mineral deposits and a gravitation pull of less than 0.05 Gs. Mined out in ages past, the support and other structures remained though the asteroid facility had been repurposed. There was no detail on what the purpose might have been, only that it included cavernous working areas, large living quarters, extensive warehousing, and a space dock.

The Tri-V listed the facility’s assets in nice bullet points. Jim smiled a little; even aliens seemed to have PowerPoint. At the bottom, a figure appeared—126 million credits. He sighed and got up to leave. The number dropped to 12.6 million.

“Is this figure acceptable?” the AVA asked.

Jim considered. He knew Splunk had to be behind this, or at least he guessed she must be. Taking advantage of this consortium because of what his friend was doing behind the scenes was about as unethical a thing as he’d ever considered doing. He had a feeling it wouldn’t be the low water mark, either. He took out his Cartwright’s Cavaliers corporate universal account access card (commonly called a “yack”) and touched it to a glowing square on the desk. His pinplants informed him his balance sheet was now 12.6 million credits lighter.

“Thank you for doing business with Tek Consortium.”

Jim took his yack and headed for the door. He didn’t remember Splunk until the door closed behind him. He turned around to go back in and found her perched on a service robot. The machine was frozen in place. Splunk had its control access panel open and was happily pulling computer modules out and examining them.

Jim looked from her, back to the closed door, and then back to her again. “What...” he started, then stopped, not really sure what he was going to ask.

“We go home, <Cheek!>”

“Sure,” he said, and she leaped onto his shoulder. The service bot was left where it was, another victim of Splunk’s curiosity, watching them leave with its mobility systems removed.

* * *
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“Prepare for zero gravity,” Captain Kim Su said, her voice echoing over the ship’s intercom. Jim reset the seatbelt almost instinctively, a habit he’d gotten used to from many trips to space. It was moments like this that Jim missed Captain Winslow. The older man had captained his previous ship, Traveler. A relic of the Cavaliers’ past from the early days of his father’s era, it had been saved from the Cavaliers’ bankruptcy by its transfer to the museum trust, which he later took control of. It had been destroyed when his merc company accidentally arrived in the middle of a space battle. Winslow had saved most of the crew, sacrificing himself in the process.

The ship he was currently on, Bucephalus, had been sold with the bankruptcy and purchased by the Winged Hussars for five credits. The Four Horsemen looked out for each other. Two years later, Jim bought the ship back from the Hussars for twice what they’d paid for it. Good thing, too, because a large merc unit without its own capital ship was not effective.

Thrust slowly fell off until it reached zero. Jim watched on the Tri-V as the ship came to a stop abreast of the Cavaliers’ newest acquisition, Upsilon 4. He’d always thought Bucephalus was big. It might only be a cruiser, but it was still 425 feet long and 100 feet wide, shaped like a hotdog with a pair of donuts near its middle—Jim used food analogies a lot. At just over 300 pounds, it was an occupational hazard. Upsilon 4 was huge compared to his ship. Massive.

“Good grief,” he said, “I own a planet!”

“Not quite, Commander,” Captain Su said, “but a rock big enough it has some gravity. We’ll have to use maneuvering thrusters to stand off. Are you sure we don’t want to dock?”

“Yes, I’m sure.” Jim had done his homework on Upsilon 4. He knew how long it had been vacant, as well as its history of having squatters. The cryptic warning from Alexis Cromwell of the Hussars when she’d sold Bucephalus back to him made Jim nervous. “The Four Horsemen for Earth,” she’d said. Then the Hussars had all but disappeared from the galaxy. Just...gone. But not before they’d gotten into a brief space battle right there in the Karma system. “Something serious is going on,” he told the captain, “so from here on out we’re taking every precaution possible.”

“We’ve scouted the facility for two days,” Su reminded him. “There’s just background signatures from the station’s reactors and some transient noise.”

“I know,” Jim said, “but I’m still not convinced.” The drone controllers had also said there weren’t any signs of Human/alien occupancy, but they couldn’t be sure. The lack of evidence for a conspiracy didn’t mean there was no conspiracy. “Hargrave, are we set up?”

“Just waiting on you, boss.”

“I’m on my way. Captain?”

“Commander?”

“Keep an eye on things, and be ready.” He unbuckled and floated toward the CIC’s armored door. As a fat guy, he loved zero gravity.

“Be ready for what?” Su asked.

“Anything.”

Jim sailed down the companionway and into the squad bay. The section was lined with cradles, each holding a CASPer, or Combat Assault System, Personal. The six closest to him waited with cockpits open and status lights glowing. Five had men in haptic suits floating outside their open cockpits, and one had a woman without a suit, waiting.

“About time, you big handsome man,” Adayn said as he floated toward his suit, his cheeks burning.

“Hi, sweetie,” he said as he caught a protruding strut to bring himself to a stop next to the suit. He pulled off his jacket and stuck it in between a couple of pipes; he was already wearing his haptic suit underneath. She gave him a peck on his cheek as he started plugging in leads.

“Give it a rest, girl,” Hargrave growled from the next suit over, “the kid can’t work with a boner.” The men all laughed while Jim tried to look disapproving.

“We fight, Jim, <Cheek!>” Splunk was already in the cockpit of his CASPer, fiddling with one of the controls.

“Maybe,” he said and glanced over to Adayn. “You didn’t let her mess with anything, did you?”

“Like I can stop her? But no, she just showed up a minute ago. Probably taking apart a shield generator.”

“If she takes a major system offline again, Captain Su has threatened to have her locked in the brig,” Jim reminded her.

Adayn grinned. “My little watchmaker would probably just take the brig apart,” Adayn retorted. Jim had a hard time disagreeing. In the few days since he’d bought Upsilon 4 at the much-reduced asking price, he’d tried to pump the Fae for information about one of her kind showing up suddenly on Karma.

They were thousands of light years from Kash-kah, where he’d found Splunk. Or rather, where she’d found him. He’d been lost and in desperate straits in an underground cavern after getting his CASPer trashed fighting raiders. The Fae appeared arboreal, with long fingers, a prehensile tail, and somewhat resembled an Earth monkey or lemur, yet their eyes were sensitive to light, and there were no trees in the caverns. He’d spotted other Fae in the caverns before finally escaping and being rescued by his men. None of the Fae ever got close enough for him to get a good look.

After returning home, he’d researched the creatures but found nothing on them; the enigmatic beings were undocumented. The fact she could mentally link with him to operate a giant Raknar robot made it all the more improbable. Now that he’d viewed the security footage of another Fae somewhere at Karma, the stories about Splunk being seen all over the station stealing anything that wasn’t nailed down began to make more sense. Had others of her kind somehow followed her to Karma?

His questioning of her had revealed exactly nothing. She’d played stupid, just like when he’d asked her about hacking the Tek Consortium AVA. She just shrugged and went on her way. He’d been trying to think of a way to look for more Fae on Karma Station, but no plan had yet materialized.

Jim got the last lead into place and began wedging himself into the Mk 7 suit. The other five in his squad were all Mk 8 versions of the combat suits made by Binnig on Earth. Those CASPers were noticeably smaller than the Mk 7, which Jim preferred because of his size. A few others in the company liked the older, larger models as well; Platoon Sergeant Buddha, for example. The massive Hawaiian man weighed as much as Jim, though he was mostly muscle. The man’s big belly just seemed to be for extra fuel, and he commonly lost a dozen pounds on deployment, only to promptly gain it back upon his return to Earth and his beloved pineapples. But Buddha had Second Squad and wouldn’t be on this operation.

By the time Jim was buttoned in, the others were as well. Adayn reached in and gave Jim a quick kiss and scratched Splunk behind her unusually long and pointed ears. “Be careful,” she told him.

“Always,” he said as she backed out.

“Always, Funwork, <Cooo!>” the Fae responded, using her usual nickname for Adayn.

Jim used his pinplants to trigger the cockpit closing sequence, and the clamshell canopy came down, sealing with a whoomph of pressurization. The inside of the cockpit became a Tri-V of the outside world, with status lights in one upper corner. They would move around as he turned his head. “Good power-up,” he said over the radio, then told Splunk, “Get comfy.” She gave a little purr, and slid down his suit into the right thigh, were there was ample room. “Squad, report.”

One by one the other five suits reported in, finishing off with his XO, Hargrave. “Good to go, boss.”

“I still don’t know why you’re along,” Jim said.

“Because my number two job is keeping you alive, son. If your old man were still around, he’d kick my ass for letting you get wasted on a non-paying op.” Jim shook his head and switched channels.

“Cartwright’s Actual to Bucephalus. We’re ready to depart.”

“Cartwright’s Actual, this is Bucephalus Actual. I read you in the clear. Stand by to depressurize the bay in ten seconds.” Jim and the rest of the squad did a visual scan of the bay to verify there were no personnel remaining, and the green light illuminated over the personnel hatch.

“We show a safe bay,” Jim reported.

“Roger that. Good luck, Commander Cartwright.”

“Second Squad is standing by,” Buddha said from another bay. He was their assigned backup on this op, in case things went sideways. That and a 40,000-ton cruiser armed with 10-megawatt laser cannons, although Jim really didn’t want to shoot up his brand new asteroid base if he could avoid it.

“Danger!” a computerized voice boomed outside. “This bay is about to decompress in five seconds...three...two...one...” A buzzer sounded and the little atmospheric alarm winked on his HUD, or heads-up display, telling him the pressure outside was dropping fast. Powerful pumps evacuated the air and the bay was in vacuum in 20 seconds.

“We’re feet cold,” Jim said, meaning the bay was depressurized. A red light began flashing along the top of the bay. A second later, the door under them began to swing open, revealing the infinite nothing of space. He released the clamps holding his suit in place and gave a couple puffs on the maneuvering jets, which caused him to transit straight down and out of the ship.

“Form on me,” Jim said and watched his suit radar paint a Tri-V image of the other five suits’ locations on his HUD. Once everyone was clear of the ship, the doors began to close above them. Another readout on the HUD slowly counted down. He now had 9 hours, 57 minutes of life support remaining. The newer Mk 8 suits the rest of the squad used had 11 hours of endurance. “Off we go.”

After a minute of floating through zero gravity under the ship, Upsilon 4 came into view. They were many kilometers away and it looked even bigger than it had on Bucephalus.

“Look at the size of that thing,” Private O’Hara, known as Mouse, said.

“Cut the chatter Red 2,” Jim said, a laugh in his voice.

“I’m sorry, Colonel?” Mouse asked.

“Nothing,” Jim said and suppressed a sigh. “Stay in formation; we don’t want any surprises.” The squad sounded off, and he concentrated on flying. He let the CASPer’s instruments watch for any signs of trouble as they crossed the intervening void.

Upsilon 4’s tiny gravity slowly accelerated them toward its rocky surface. It was enough to have them going three meters per second in a minute. Before he knew it, the team was using their suit thrusters to slow their approach.

Armed with all the station’s diagrams, which came from Tek with the transaction, Jim had chosen to enter at a remote maintenance airlock instead of “the front door,” as it were. He reached the open lock and carefully maneuvered his suit inside. He almost lost control as he floated through the door and had to use thrusters to stabilize, then again as he nearly face-planted against the far wall.

“What the hell?” he asked.

“Gravity, boss,” Hargrave reminded him.

I’m an idiot, Jim scolded himself, although he didn’t say anything out loud. Hargrave had taught him no matter how much an officer doubted himself, he never vented those doubts in front of the men. “Right, thanks,” he said instead, and oriented himself, feet down. It caused him a moment of confusion until he saw there were duplicate control interfaces on every wall. Convenient, he thought as he used the suit’s data probe to link with the panel.

“What’s the story, boss?” Hargrave asked from just outside the lock. It was only big enough for Jim’s massive Mk 7 suit.

“I’m seeing if any of the codes Tek gave me work,” he said. “Wait one...”

The computer in his suit interfaced with the station’s computer and fed data to his pinplants. Met with a standard Galactic Union infrastructure data login screen, he entered the data Tek had provided. The first code didn’t work, so he used the second, and it was accepted. As information flowed into his brain through the pinplants, the first thing he noticed was what was missing.

“I don’t have any access beyond the lock management computer,” he reported.

“Is it a problem or something on purpose?” Hargrave asked.

“Don’t know,” he admitted, “I’m going to try and find out.” Now that he had access, he was able to at least work inside the lock. Jim liked the Mk 7 suit for a lot of reasons, one of which was the larger size allowed more addons. For this mission he’d included a workbot, which was a little robot that fit in the left thigh compartment, where he’d normally keep survival gear. If anything went really wrong in space aboard a CASPer, the equipment to make campfires and such was of minimal use. Splunk hung out in the right thigh.

Using the suit controls, he programmed the little robot and activated it. The compartment popped open, and the machine floated out on puffs of compressed gas. It looked a little like a miniature Tortantula, Jim thought, and was expensive at nearly 10,000 credits each. None of the robots able to function in space were cheap, especially ones that could perform complicated mechanical and electrical operations.

As he’d directed, it floated over to the panel just under the controls and began removing the fasteners which held it in place. He was able to see what it saw through his pinplants and provide instructions as necessary. As with all Union computers, its intelligence was limited. It was the same Union law regarding what Humans would call AI, or artificial intelligence.

After only a couple seconds, it had removed the cover and crawled inside. Jim concentrated his attention fully on the images the robot was sending back, illuminated by sonar and infrared light. The space looked pretty standard to him. He had the robot check the network connectors, and immediately found they’d been disconnected. Both of them. One could have worked lose, but two was intentional.

“Found it,” he transmitted, “I should be inside in a second.” He instructed the robot to reconnect the main network connection cable. As soon as the terminal contacted the computer board, the airlock exploded.

* * *

[image: ]


“Come on, Jimbo, you can do it, son!”

“But I’m scared, Daddy.”

“Don’t be, Daddy’s here. Just give one...little...push...”

Spinning. Nothing.

“Jim! Talk to us, Jim!” The call repeated every few seconds. Jim tried to remember where he was and mostly succeeded. It was hard to mistake the interior of a CASPer once you’d been there a few hundred times. What he couldn’t figure out was why he was in zero gravity. His head hurt, too. Had he heard his father a minute ago? He put it down to disorientation.

“Jim okay, <Cheek!>”

“Yeah,” he said and looked around. “How about you?” Splunk said she was fine. There was a smear of blood on the side of the cockpit, and a few drops floated toward the air intake. He used his pinplants to run back the exterior camera recordings. By the time he got to the explosion, he was himself again. The suit’s bio sensors said he might have a mild concussion.

“Jim, talk to us!” This time he recognized Hargrave’s voice over the radio.

“I’m here,” Jim said.

“Thank God, kid. The lock deformed and sensors picked up an explosion.”

“You could say that,” Jim said. His suit registered damage in multiple places. He could feel Splunk at the small of his back, working inside a mechanical panel. There was a faint hiss of ozone. Pressure was steady, so no leaks. Thank God.

“We’re going to use laser cutters and breach the lock.”

“No,” Jim said right away. “I don’t know what other surprises there are.”

“All the more reason to get you out of there. I have Private Stodden standing by with a cutter.”

“No,” Jim insisted. “The blast wasn’t designed with a CASPer in mind. It rang my bell, but that’s it.” More snaps and a few status lights winked from green, to yellow, and back to green as Splunk worked. “However, I don’t know if whoever set these might have worse things in store. They could just as easily have set up a dozen blocks of K2 instead of whatever this was.” Jim knew, all too well, the binary high explosive could have turned his suit into a crumpled tin can.

“Okay, but I’m sending Stodden and Feldman to look for an open access area.”

“They’re ordered not to attempt to interface with any of the systems,” Jim instructed.

“Understood,” Hargrave replied.

“How’s the suit look, Splunk?”

“One minute, <Pree!>”

“Okay, okay, don’t get in a huff.” While he waited, he examined the damage. The airlock had decompressed, and that was a good thing. The explosives might not have been enough to kill him in his suit, but if it had gone off in a pressurized air lock it probably would have blown the exterior door clean off and launched Jim like a rocket into deep space. The force would have been transmitted to his suit a thousand times over, as well, and that would have killed him. He considered himself lucky he hadn’t triggered the airlock repressurization, which was manual. You need to be more careful.

The interior and exterior walls were deformed outward from the blast, which appeared to have originated in a panel on the left wall facing the exterior door. He glanced at the control section and saw the little spider bot waiting patiently, having weathered the blast with no damage. He triggered the recall function, and it returned to the storage compartment.

“All done, Jim, <Skee!>”

“Thanks, buddy,” he said, and she gave a little trill before returning to the safety of the thigh compartment.

He considered. The charges were clearly meant to take out anyone before they entered the station. Which probably meant there wouldn’t be any on the inside bulkhead. Maybe.

Jim selected a control and a put a hand against the wall. His Mk 7 was equipped for ship boarding. Along with the robot, it included a number of extra tools. A drill extended from under the suit’s wrist and chewed through the inner wall. It only took a second to penetrate. Once through, the drill expanded to make a seal, and sensors checked the other side. A red indicator told him the other side was in vacuum, too.

“I’m cutting through the inner wall,” Jim said. “No sign of further booby traps.”

“Leave a repeater,” Hargrave instructed. Jim nodded; that was a good idea. He pulled one of the hockey puck-shaped radio repeaters from the suit’s equipment belt and slapped it on a wall, where the magnets latched on. The repeater went active immediately. “Good signal,” Hargrave said. “Be careful, son.”

“Will do,” Jim agreed. He selected the medium laser built onto his suit’s left arm, dialed the power down, and went to work on the wall. Firing in half-second pulses, he cut a dotted line pattern in the wall from floor to ceiling, across, and back down. He paused once to replace the magazine on the chemical laser and shook his head—he only had two more! This wasn’t supposed to be an assault operation. After all, he owned the place!

Finished with the cuts, Jim magnetically clamped himself to the deck, leaned backward, and swung the CASPer’s arms with full force. The impact rebounded through his suit with a crunch, and the wall gave some. He hit it again and again. On the fourth hit, a large section of wall failed. He released one foot and kicked, sole first. The entire section of wall crumpled in and down. Jim released the magnets, and with a puff of his maneuvering jets, he was through.

“I’m in,” he relayed. Now to find a connected computer link.

Jim had been in more than a few fights since he’d taken over Cartwright’s Cavaliers, but soloing wasn’t one of his specialties. The reality was he just didn’t have the experience. One thing he didn’t lack, though, was courage. He knew someone, or something, was in the station, and they were willing to use deadly force. But staying outside and letting them muster a deadlier response put his people at risk. That wasn’t something a commander tolerated.

“Jim,” Hargrave called before he’d gone far. The signal sounded weaker.

“Go ahead.”

“Stodden and Feldman confirm the next closest lock is rigged also.”

“Understood. Do not attempt any more entries. I’m going to try and see if the facility central computer is still connected. If I don’t restore contact in...” he checked his system, “one hour, inform Bucephalus to breach the main bay and enter in company strength.”

“Be damned sure you’re nowhere near there in fifty-five minutes,” Hargrave said, his voice sounding like steel.

“Oh, I won’t be. Be sure Captain Su knows I want this station intact? Try not to punch a hole end to end.”

“I’ll pass it along.” Jim grinned and moved further into the station.

Within a couple minutes, he began to conclude the maps provided by the Tek Consortium were less than accurate. None of the side passages went where they should, and there were walls where none should have been. “How old are these schematics?” he wondered to himself. Splunk’s only response was a light snore.

Jim continued to move through the station. He consulted the map but no longer relied on it. Instead he used his CASPer’s auto-mapper and began to build his own. He’d been in the station for 30 minutes when he started to see a pattern.

“I think they’ve mirrored the deck plans,” Jim said inside the cockpit. He clamped himself to the deck and played with the provided map for a while. Yes, that seemed to be it; the plans he’d been given were mirror images. There were still a few changes; he’d expected as much from a 20,000-year-old space station, but now it lined up, mostly. He used his pinplants to generate a new map and uploaded it into his suit’s system.

“So,” he mumbled, “if I’m right, there should be a T intersection right up here with a series of pressure doors.” He skipped along in the super-low gravity for a minute and came to a T intersection. One branch sported a huge open pressure door. “Bingo.”

“Bingo, <Skee!>” Splunk said half-heartedly.

“A lot of help you’ve been,” he chided her, then smiled. She more than pulled her share of the load, but exploring dusty old relics of the Great Galactic War wasn’t her forte. She preferred taking them apart.

Jim moved through the pressure door, and, before the next barrier, he found a manual control. Also, the indicator showed pressure beyond. Nodding to himself, he opened the control panel, and again, found it inoperable. He was beginning to think this station was going to cost him a lot of money to fix. He also hoped he got to “thank” whoever had torn everything up.

Jim looked at the simple instructions and did as they described. The first lever closed the door he’d passed through. He checked his rear monitor to verify it was indeed closing. The next lever tripped the pressure spill valve. Immediately the suit’s instruments told him pressure was climbing. So far, so good. A simple tube with a float in it indicated when the chamber had sufficient pressure to have normalized with the other side. The last lever was the opposite door release, and he pulled it. The inner door began to rise.

Not sure what to expect, Jim armed his laser again, this time at full power, and locked the magnets in his feet to the deck. If trouble was waiting, he intended to dish it up in kind. Hearing the weapons come online, Splunk became more alert and moved into the torso area of the suit. It took an agonizingly long time for the hatch to open, only to reveal nothing except open corridor.

“This is Jim. We’re into the pressurized section of the station,” Jim broadcast. He had no way of knowing if they could hear him or not. Big steel structures sometimes did funny things to radio signals. He kept broadcasting on the off chance they could hear him.

Jim released the magnets and gently hopped forward. He was getting used to the microgravity, and only needed to use his suit’s thrusters occasionally. His suit’s status showed he had just over eight hours of life support left and plenty of jump juice, which the maneuvering thrusters used as well.

He reached the end of a corridor lined with open doors. Each room he’d passed was either empty or contained the remains of machinery. It was pretty obvious the station had been gone over pretty thoroughly over the eons. Of course, he hadn’t bought it for salvage; he had other plans. At the end of the corridor was another pressure door and a terminal...but this terminal was powered.

Jim released the little workbot again, and this time backed down the hallway about 20 feet. He’d rather lose the robot than get blown to shit. The panel came free, and he observed through the machine’s eyes as it examined the internal workings. It was connected to a network cable. Score, he thought, and he ordered the robot to connect a wireless interface. Within seconds, he was finally into the station’s computer. About damned time.

While Jim wasn’t a natural born merc—what fat kid was?—he excelled at technology and computers. He’d gotten his first pinplant at sixteen by traveling to the Houston Startown and forging his mother’s permission (his father was already gone). It cost him nearly every credit he’d manage to hoard away, but it opened an entire new world to the bookish young Jim Cartwright III. With unlimited access to the Aethernet, Earth’s far less capable version of the Galactic Union’s GalNet, he’d taken the reins of his own education and went far beyond what the schools had to offer.

Jim attacked the interface and, in an instant, was through the pathetically laughable firewall. He’d seen a dozen like it in Union computer systems. Mostly old ones. Nobody had updated this system in all those centuries? He found the central system and began to pillage. It was just as simple as he’d seen from the firewall and other protective systems. The first thing he did was download the current station map, which was updated with the most recent additions and annotated by the most recent previous owner.

Using the new map, Jim set course for the main control center, which, happily, wasn’t far from the main hangar deck. The map file contained a lot of data. Jim set one of the processors in his pinplants working on organizing it into a less “alien” format. Then, to save time, he used part of his CASPer’s Tri-V display to put up icons and control functions of the station computer, which were in the weird hybrid polygon system most older alien computers used.

Splunk gave a curious hoot, and he glanced down to see her just below his head, intently watching the moving symbols. He knew she understood programming, though not to what degree. For a being from a backwater world largely bereft of any visible technology and living in caves, she possessed some pretty amazing skills.

“Do you understand this?” he asked her.

“Splunk understand, <Skee!>” She’d quickly become fluent in English soon after she’d rescued him from the cave more than a year ago. He now held files on her language as well, though its structure was semi-fluid, which made it difficult to translate. The sounds she made at the end always baffled him. They conveyed context of the sentence and held a deeper meaning to the Fae. He’d identified eleven of the sounds so far; the one she’d just used was basically an affirmative, though also seemed to serve as a period at the end of a statement.

Jim pondered his little friend as he worked through the operating system and “space walked” down the station halls. Fifty minutes had elapsed since he’d gained entry. He only had ten minutes left before Captain Su started punching holes in his new station.

“Control center is just ahead,” he said a minute later. Then Splunk gave an alarming chirp. He’d only heard her do it a couple times, and it was never a good thing. “What is it?”

“Look this, Jim, <Skaa!>” Now he knew she was indeed worried. Her little hand was pointing to a program cluster attached to the station’s internal housekeeping subroutine. At first, he was confused, thinking she’d gone off on a tangent. He brought the suit to a gentle sliding-stop outside the command center’s pressure door while he looked at the programming.

He examined the system’s layouts through its graphical representations. Programming in Union computers was a little like a collectible card game, where each card was a module in a program. The program indicator Splunk had pointed at was a thick set of program cards. In fact, it was larger than every other module in the station’s computer!

Jim pulled it to the forefront with his mind and clicked on it. It flashed green and nothing happened. In the Union, green was a color used as a warning, unlike Earth, where it was a “proceed” or “good” color. Another click, same result. He sent the access codes he’d gotten for the station; still nothing.

Jim accessed his pinplant stores of code-breaking software. “Wanna play it that way?” he said with a grin, “Fine, we’ll play it that way.” He set to work on it.

“Jim, we go, <Pree!>” Splunk said, using the sound for annoyed.

“In a minute,” he said as he used all the modules at his disposal to quickly build a custom code breaker.
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