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            HOW IT ALWAYS STARTS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Attention, unregistered vessel.” The voice came over the overhead speaker. “You have violated restricted space. Prepare to reverse course and return to Orbital Twelve.”

      Jax reached over and flipped the switch, shutting the comm system off. “Dumb conversation.” He pushed the throttle control closer to the top. The nimble Valerian Co-op Infiltrator lurched a bit as her powerful engines roared.

      “They are locking weapons.” The ceiling speaker announced. Skip, the ship’s managing intelligence, intoned. A warning tone sounded.

      Jax pushed, pulled, and twisted the flight controls, sending the small craft into a series of erratic maneuvers. The target lock tone fell silent.

      “See.” He said.

      The tone returned.

      “Yes.” Skip replied.

      Jax growled and checked the small tactical readout. Three Imperial corvettes were converging on his location; two from orbit near the station he had just left, not really a threat. The third, however, was coming from outside the planet’s gravity well. It was a threat.

      “Welp, this is how we go out, I guess.” Rudy said.

      Jax didn’t acknowledge him. Instead, he adjusted their course again, bringing them into a direct collision course with the oncoming imperial corvette.

      “Captain…” Skip said.

      The weapons lock alert got louder. The Imperial ship was getting larger and larger through the transparent titanium view screen.

      “Jackson…” Rudy whined.

      Moments before collision, Jax threw the flight controls hard over while mashing a foot down on one of the pedals below the console. The lithe ship twisted and shot under the much larger vessel, barely twenty meters between them. The two ships’ shields touched, causing both to glow orange as they ground against each other.

      The moment the two ships parted, the weapon’s lock tone silent, Jax powered up the wormhole generator.

      In minutes the small ship was billions of kilometers away, racing through a wormhole.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOT ALL JOBS ARE GOOD JOBS

          

        

      

    

    
      “I wish you’d consult me on these jobs. Carrying contraband will get me impounded,” Skip said from the speaker in the ceiling. The Valerian Co-op Infiltrator was still hurtling through the compressed space-time of a wormhole. The low hum of the wormhole generator down in Engineering vibrated through the ship.

      Jackson Caruso, Jax to his friends, was back sitting at the pilot station. They had been traveling for five hours, and Jax had taken a nap. He looked up. “Oh, come on. It’s not like this is the first job like this that we’ve done. It’s always fine. You worry too much.” He grinned. He consulted his console. The cargo hold two decks below had several containers that were almost certainly full of something highly illegal. 

      “Easy for you to say. The Empire won’t scrap you and reformat your brain over and over until you’re dead.”

      Rudy, a small, rust-colored navigation droid, said from one of the two stations behind Jax’s pilot station, “And turn your body into a toaster or dishwasher.”

      “For an SI, you’re awfully melodramatic. Have I ever told you that?” He looked over his shoulder at Rudy. “Both of you.” Computer intelligences fell into two categories: sentient intelligence (SI) and rudimentary intelligence (RI). Skip, and Rudy were both of the former variety. RIs tended to be nav computers, strategy assistants, and the like. Things that didn’t speak and usually had only a single function. SIs ran households, ships, cities, and such. Or at least they did before the Empire.

      Skip was the SI that managed the systems of the Osprey, Jax’s Scout Ship. He got his name from Jax as a toddler. Jax’s parents had just addressed the SI as “ship,” but when Jax was learning to speak, ship came out skip, and it stuck.

      From the speakers, there was a static crackle. Then Skip said, “Twenty seconds to normal space.”

      From his station, Rudy said, “According to the contract, we’re to meet up with a freighter to offload the cargo.”

      “Five, four, three, two,” Skip began counting down. When he hit one, the swirling purple-hued vortex the ship was in flashed, and a pitch-black void opened directly ahead of them. In the span of a heartbeat, the Osprey was back in normal space. 

      “One contact, fifty thousand kilometers out and closing,” Skip announced. 

      “Must be our contact,” Rudy said. He disconnected from his station. Jax’s parents had modified it when they bought Rudy. Technically, Skip could do navigation calculations on his own. Rudy, however, had specialized processing cores and could run the calculations faster. Every second had made a difference in the war. His cylindrical body had a single, smart material rollerball that he balanced on. Jax always teased him that he looked like an upside-down deodorant stick with arms. He rolled forward to stop next to Jax’s seat. “Ugly.” He raised a thin metal arm, pointing out the transparent forward windows.

      Now less than twenty thousand kilometers and closing off their port bow was a freighter at least a dozen times bigger than the Osprey. Where the Valerian Co-op Infiltrator was sleek and aerodynamic, the freighter was a massive rectangle with engines. The crew and command module made up a spine that ran from the engines forward. Cargo modules were connected to that spine at hardpoints. Jax couldn’t see a single module that didn’t look older than him. The freighter had closed the gap to less than a kilometer and was still approaching.

      Jax nodded. “No kiddin’.” He looked at his console. A light was blinking. He tapped the communications controls, then looked at one of the monitors mounted above his station. A middle-aged woman appeared. Jax smiled. “Hi there, I’m⁠—”

      She held up a hand. “I don’t need to know your name. You have the cargo?”

      Jax nodded. “Yup. How do you want to do this?” Under his breath, he mumbled, “Rude.”

      “Fast. Pull alongside. Drift the cargo over.”

      Jax groaned as quietly as he could. “Sounds like a plan.” The screen flickered, then resumed showing a schematic of the Osprey. He looked at the ceiling. “Baxter, we’re drifting the cargo over. You good to take care of that?” He looked out the forward window; the ugly freighter was now just over a hundred meters away.

      A groan sounded from the ceiling speakers. “Yeah.”
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      Down in the cargo hold of the Osprey, a matte black combat droid was shoving two meter by two meter cargo modules around, moving them closer to the port side cargo door. Wirelessly, he instructed Skip, Kill the gravity, please.

      A second later, everything in the not-overly-large cargo hold shifted as the artificial gravity disengaged. Baxter, a Mark IX combat droid, magnetized his feet, then asked Skip to open the cargo door. When the thick door slid away, he saw the much larger bulk freighter parked less than one hundred meters away from the Osprey. An equally large cargo door slid open on the other vessel, revealing two crewmen in bulky EVA suits. One of them waved. Their gloves were not the same color as the rest of their suit.

      Baxter returned the gesture, then guided the first of ten modules across. It would be nice to have room to move in the cargo hold again. As it moved through the static atmosphere barrier that kept the ship’s atmosphere inside, a faint blue line moved across it. Seeing as he could vaporize a small rodent from over a kilometer away with any of his assorted blasters, drifting a two-ton cargo module a hundred meters to arrive exactly where he wanted without crushing the parties on the receiving end was a piece of cake. In less than ten minutes, Baxter had sent all ten modules across to the other ship. He didn’t wait for the last one to be caught by the other ship as he closed the cargo door. We’re good to go, he wirelessly transmitted to the flight deck. 

      On the flight deck, Baxter’s voice came out of the overhead speakers. “We’re good to go.”

      Jax nodded and toggled the comm system. “We’re heading out unless you need anything else.”

      The woman appeared on the screen again. “We’re all set. I’ve let our contact know that we’ve made the hand off.” She made a mock salute gesture, then closed the channel.

      Jax powered up the sub-light engines and guided the Osprey away from the larger cargo hauler. “Wormhole generator ready?” he asked.

      From his station, Rudy answered, “Yup, board is green.”

      Humanity had been trying to unlock the secrets of Faster Than Light travel for decades when the solution fell into their laps. While most of the United Nations was working on Alcubierre Warp Drive technology, a small Japanese expedition to the Jovian moon Ganymede discovered the ruins of a crashed starship, alien in every way. Aboard the ship was a functional wormhole generator. Once scientists found out what it was, it took less than twenty years to reverse engineer and mass produce human made versions. The owners of the ship never showed up, and no ship like the Ganymede ship was ever seen again, anywhere.

      The galactic gold rush began the moment the first colony transport went through the swirling energy vortex of a wormhole bound for the Alpha Centauri System, then Epsilon Eridani, Wolf 359, and so on. Humanity spread quickly from then on.

      Once Jax had confirmed that the wormhole was stable, he powered down the flight console, letting Skip take over. “Two days back to Kelso. I’m gonna reheat that pizza and watch some TV.” He went down the stairs.
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      The Angry Spacer was the type of place that visitors to Kelso station would hear about, then stay as far away from as possible—which was what made it Jax Caruso’s favorite, or at least second favorite, place on the station. His favorite was probably his mechanical bay. After Skip, it was the only thing he owned. Memaw left him the bay when she passed. After his parents were killed, she had raised him for a few years before a rare cancer that medical science couldn’t cure took her.

      Lucas wiped the bar in front of Jax with a rag that seemed to apply dirt, not remove it. His cybernetic arm whirred and clicked as it moved. “Haven’t seen you in a bit, Jax.” He placed a tall glass of beer on the bar and pushed it towards Jax’s open hand.

      Jax nodded, dropping onto a barstool. “Picked up a courier job, ended up running who knows what out to the Neo Egypt sector.” He looked around. “You haven’t seen the Delphinos, have ya?”

      Lucas shook his head, his arm whirring as he grabbed a bottle of something pink from the shelf. “Nope, haven’t seen ‘em in a few days.”

      Jax smiled. “Good. I owe ‘em money and don’t think Stevie can keep Marshmallow from kicking my ass for much longer.”

      “You know what would keep him from kicking your butt? Paying them. Course, whatever is going on with you and Steve may be complicating that,” the other man offered before nodding to a group of spacers that might have been natives of the Neo Egypt sector themselves.

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Jax replied loud enough for Lucas to still hear. The other man shook his head as he approached the ebony-skinned spacers.

      “Are you Jackson Caruso?” a voice asked from behind him.

      Jax didn’t look up. “Nope.”

      He looked over his shoulder at a middle-aged white man in what looked like an expensive suit. It took the man a few seconds before he said, “Uh, your business manager said I’d find you here and described you, in detail.”

      Jax shrugged. “He’s a liar.”

      “So, you are Jackson Caruso?” the man pressed.

      Jax exhaled and spun on his barstool. “What do you want? I have a lovely night of getting drunk and making questionable decisions ahead of me.” He turned slightly to catch the eye of a woman sitting with two friends at a table a dozen or two feet from the bar. He winked. The woman blushed while her two friends had what would at best be highly disapproving expressions on their faces. 

      The business man cleared his throat. “Um, yes, well, I need your help. I’m Sylvester Kline. I represent ReliefCorp. We’d like to hire you.”

      Jax looked around. He leaned over to look behind the businessman for the candid vidcast crew that surely was lurking nearby. “Uh, what? Why would you want me to be a relief worker? Nothing in my life would make anyone think that was a thing I’d excel at.”

      From the other end of the bar, Lucas said, “Yeah, he’s pretty selfish.” Jax looked down the length of the bar and flipped him off. Lucas added, “And lazy.” The bartender smirked.

      The man cleared his throat. “I…no.” He shook his head. “We don’t want you as a relief worker. We need you to rescue some, actually.”

      Jax turned back to the businessman. “I’m sorry, what? Rescue them? The aid workers?”

      The man pushed Jax aside to set a data tablet on the bar. The screen came to life showing a data file for a planet, Mariposa.

      “Mariposa?” Jax asked. “The bloody-civil-war-in-progress Mariposa?”

      Kline looked from the tablet to Jax. “Well, yes, currently. ReliefCorp has had an aid station set up in the lower highlands outside the capital for almost five years. We’ve been helping build out their infrastructure. The Imperial supported government has been making strides in consolidating their control over the planet. Our camp was helping those efforts. We’d assembled several large solar farms to bring power to the capital and several outlying settlements.”

      Jax blinked. “And…”

      Kline sighed. “Three weeks ago, we lost contact with the camp. We believe the comm sat, left in orbit when the workers were dropped off, has been destroyed.”

      Jax tapped the tablet screen, scrolling the data. “So have the Empire take care of it. They want the planet, after all. Their puppet government is in control, right?”

      “Well, we would, but,” the man cleared his throat again, looking incredibly uncomfortable, “the Imperials pulled out just over a week ago.” Jax opened his mouth, but Kline continued, “Apparently, whatever the Empire was hoping to get out of having Mariposa under their control didn’t pan out, so they left. Took their equipment, their troops, all of it. Without the Imperial presence, things have quickly spun out of control. The rebels launched full-scale attacks on several cities. There is fighting in the streets of the capital. One of the settlements nearby has been completely destroyed.”

      Jax nodded slowly. “I see, and so, what? You want me to go grab your do-gooders, yeah?” Kline nodded. Jax continued, “And my business manager gave you our standard contract?”

      Again, Kline nodded, “He did, yes.” He reached over and tapped the tablet, and a copy of Jax’s typical contract appeared. He had paid a middling amount to someone he thought was probably a lawyer to draw up the boilerplate agreement.

      Jax picked up the tablet, then tapped the earpiece he kept in his ear almost all the time. “Rudy?”

      “Yeah, boss?” the voice on the other end replied.

      “This contract good?”

      “Yeah, they made a few tweaks, added names of the people they want to make sure to get back, where to drop them off, but otherwise, all good.” There was a pause. “The money is good, too.”

      Jax grunted and placed his thumb on the sensor at the lower corner of the tablet. He looked up at Mr. Kline. “I’ll leave in an hour.” He handed the tablet back to the man.

      “That’s great news, Captain Caruso, thank you.” Kline grabbed his data tablet and backed away.

      Jax looked over to where Lucas was standing. “One more.” He picked up his barely touched glass and downed its content in only a few large gulps.
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      The mechanical bay was only slightly larger than the Osprey. In one corner, Jax had arranged a makeshift living room complete with a couch of questionable provenance and a wall-mounted entertainment screen. A refrigerator sat nearby full of takeout from various food stalls and beer. In the opposite corner sat a small office. Before the cancer took her, Memaw did business out of it. Jax never knew what that business was other than being a founding member of the collective that built Kelso station.

      Jax pulled his gPhone out of a pocket on his worn leather jacket. He tapped the screen showing the Osprey’s key systems. “Rudy, Skip. Let’s get pre-flights started.”

      Between the Osprey and the mechanical bay, everything Jax owned was in one place. His grandmother had left him the bay when she died. It had been in the family since the station came online. It was Memaw’s, then his parents’, and now it was his.

      “Acknowledged, Captain,” Skip said. The boarding hatch on the ship lowered, and the ramp flipped down, allowing access.

      Before Jax could reach the ramp, an upside-down rollerball deodorant stick rolled down the ramp. Jax looked at the droid. “Business manager?”

      The rust-colored droid rolled over next to Jax. Since it didn’t have shoulders, it just moved both arms out into V shapes. “The guy asked who I was. I figured ‘navigation droid’ wouldn’t have impressed him.” The droid fell in behind Jax, rolling next to him as he walked over to the bundle of wires and tubes plugged into the main trunk connection port under the Osprey, between the two leg-like landing gear the ship balanced on.

      Jax shrugged. “Yeah, probably.” He turned to the droid that came up only to his waist. “You’re lucky the money was good.”

      Rudy rolled backward a foot. “Sorry I ruined your planned night of drinking too much and making questionable sexual choices.” He rolled further back when Jax tried to kick him. 

      Jax said, “Skip, anything to worry about?”

      From the small commset in his ear, Jax heard the ship’s reply. “Not really. I mean, the list of things you need to fix hasn’t changed, so there’s that. There’s nothing on the repair list that will hamper doing the job.” 

      Jax nodded. “Okay, let’s head out.” 

      As he and Rudy reached the ramp, the bundle of tubes and wiring disconnected, falling to the floor before being automatically retracted into the wall of the bay. Rudy spun his squat, cylindrical head to look at the trunk lines now pulling toward the wall, something brown and runny spilling out of one of the tubes. “You know, this bay wouldn’t smell so bad if you’d disconnect the trunk lines yourself instead of letting them hit the floor like that.”

      Jax got to the top of the ramp and looked back at his small mechanical friend. “Yeah, but then I’d get that shit all over me.”

      Rudy sighed as he cleared the threshold to the small boarding area, the ramp folding as it rose. He moved to the staircase that led up to the decks above. The center of the circular staircase was empty and just big enough for Rudy to enter. By controlling the ship’s artificial gravity within the slim column, Rudy could zip between decks with ease. He left Jax behind as he headed up.

      “Skip, get us cleared for departure,” Jax said as he headed up the stairs.

      By the time he got to the next deck, taking in the mostly empty cargo hold, Skip said, “We’re cleared for departure, Jax.”

      “Be right up,” Jax said, rounding the corner to take the stairs up. 

      The flight deck of the Osprey wasn’t that big. Not that it mattered to Jax, since it was just him and the droids. He didn’t enjoy having people around, let alone up on the flight deck. He dropped into the forward pilot station and looked out the wrap around transparent view port. Turning to look at Rudy, who had plugged himself into the port side crew station, he asked. “Ready?”

      The droid’s head swiveled. “Yup.”

      Several orange strobe lights began flashing as the mechanical bay outer doors slid apart. “That view doesn’t get old,” Jax said, staring out at the black of space beyond the mechanical bay. As the heavy doors slid apart, a blue outline became visible just beyond them. The static atmosphere shield kept air in but let ships, and people, if they wanted to, pass right through. A marvel of science. Pre-Empire science.
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      “Exiting wormhole now,” Jax said as the countdown on his console hit zero and the Osprey exited the wormhole she had been traveling through for three days. They were still trillions of kilometers from the planet Mariposa, near the outer planets. Mariposa was a dot not easily distinguishable from the surrounding stars.

      “You don’t need to announce it, you know,” Skip said. Jax made a face.

      Rudy rolled away from his station. “We’re about ten hours from orbit.”

      Jax turned his chair around. “Skip, you got the helm?”

      “Of course, I do. I have the helm even when you’re sitting at the controls,” the ship’s SI replied.

      “Okay, that’s a little rude,” Jax said from the top of the stairs.

      “You’re a horrible pilot,” the ship replied, “and you don’t repair dents when you cause them.”

      “I’m going to bed,” Jax said, leaving the flight deck. 
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        * * *

      

      An alarm screamed through Jax’s quarters, causing him to damn near levitate out of his bed. “Wha—what’s wrong?” He rolled and fell out of bed, landing in a pile of discarded clothes.

      The alarm stopped, and the lights came on. Skip said, “Nothing is wrong. We’re about ten minutes from orbit.”

      Jax sat up, still on the floor. “You needed to sound an alarm for that?”

      “No, but it was funny,” the speaker in the ceiling replied.

      When Jax opened the hatch to his quarters, he ran into a wall of matte black combat droid. He nearly fell backward. “Damn, Bax. What’re you doing?” Jax asked.

      The droid looked down. “I wanted to hear you fall out of your bed.” The droid stepped aside so Jax could pass. “You were right, Skip. That was funny.”

      “Never gets old,” the speaker in the corridor’s ceiling replied.

      “I hate you both, stupid metal heads,” Jax said. He stopped by the small kitchenette and grabbed a beer from the fridge, checking the time on his gPhone to ensure it wasn’t too early in the day for a drink. As he entered the flight deck from the stairwell, he said, “Skip, you have the coordinates for the camp?”

      “Rudy sent them over. We’re on target. Do you want to take over?” the SI asked as Jax sat down in the pilot’s chair. 

      Jax dropped his beer into a cupholder he had bolted to the console. As he grabbed the flight controls, he said, “Yeah, I’ll take over.” He looked over his shoulder to where Rudy was plugged into his console. “Keep an eye out. I know the Imps pulled out, but I’m guessing someone still has air- or space monitoring.” He added, “Anyone trying to talk to us?”

      “Roger, Roger,” Rudy quipped.

      Skip said, “Not a peep. I’m picking up chatter here and there, but looks like whoever decided the aid workers didn’t need a comm satellite also decided no one else did. There aren’t many in orbit.” He added, “Lot of debris, though.”

      The Osprey entered the atmosphere with a lurch, her shields angled to deflect as much of the atmosphere as possible. Plasma streamers formed along the forward shields. As the small scout vessel pushed deeper into the atmosphere, she rattled and bumped. Jax grabbed his beer and took a long pull before driving the ship hard to starboard so they’d overfly the target area from high up. “Wonder what the Imps wanted with this place. Scrub and grassland as far as the eye can see.”

      Rudy offered, “I think that’s what the Imperials wanted. According to the WikiGalaxia, most of Mariposa’s landmass is immensely arable. The colony is only ten years old, so they’ve only really settled about a thirtieth of the planet. Given another few decades, this planet should be capable of feeding a significant portion of the Empire.” After a slight pause, “Assuming they don’t annihilate themselves first.”

      Jax nodded, watching the ground approach as the Osprey descended. The aid camp was just becoming visible in a valley a few kilometers from the capital. As they overflew the capitol, he said, “Damn, that’s bigger than I thought it’d be.” What the capital lacked in skyscrapers it made up for in sprawl. The city was easily two kilometers wide. “I mean, jeez, is it windy here or something? These people afraid of heights?” The results of fighting were clear throughout the mid-sized city. Several buildings were engulfed in flames. A few had collapsed. There were not a lot of civilians visible on the streets.

      Rudy replied, “Also, according to WikiGalaxia, there are three major metropolitan areas on Mariposa. The capital, Darby City, has a population of just over a million. It is the largest of the three cities.” The droid consulted the Osprey’s scanner data. “That might not be the case for long if the fighting continues like that.” An explosion on the opposite side of the city belched fire and smoke into the sky. Several hovercraft veered away in different directions, many of them exchanging weapons fire as they separated.

      Jax grunted, “Well, looks like right now the fighting is on the other side of town. Bax, prep the hold for guests, please.”

      From the overhead speaker, the matte black combat droid replied, “On it.”

      With the city falling behind them, Jax took the Osprey in a low flyover of the camp. “Looks like that field over there is the best bet for landing.” He pointed out the window at a section of flattened earth at the outer edge of the camp. Someone had made a wobbly edged circle in white paint. The Osprey would fit but would likely cause some damage to the nearby structures. He could see the camp occupants beginning to mill around. Several were pointing at the aggressively angled Scout Ship getting closer and closer to their camp.
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      As the boarding ramp lowered and unfolded, Jax walked down so that he was stepping off it the moment the ramp settled. He looked around, seeing a group of a half-dozen people approaching. They were shielding their faces from the minor dust storm the landing thrusters had kicked up. “Skip, stay hot. We’re not gonna be on the ground long.”

      “Roger that,” the ship replied.

      When Jax was within shouting distance, he asked, “Who’s in charge here?” Several of the aid workers looked around at each other. Jax added, “I don’t actually care. I’m here to get you off-planet. Come with me if you want to live.” 

      After a minute of awkward silence and rapid eye blinking from the group, a stunning young woman approached. “Who are you?” she shouted, hand on hip. Her jet-black hair was pulled back in a single braid. She was in cargo shorts and a white button-down shirt, sleeves buttoned at the wrists. 

      Jax kept walking until he was next to her. “Name’s Jackson. I’m here to get you all out of here. The fighting is getting worse. Your organization wants you off-planet.” He nodded to her shirt. “Aren’t you hot?” He was in his usual going-ashore attire, dark brown canvas trousers and linen shirt with a utility vest over it. Folks sometimes made fun of his vest, until he produced the tool they were looking for, or a snack, or in a pinch, his flask. This time he was always sporting his sunglasses. Mariposa’s star was bright.

      “What? Like I should be in a bikini or something. It’s just so hot out?” she asked, then added, “What do you mean, off-planet?”

      Jax made a face, holding both hands up, palms out. “Woah, I just meant that you’re in long sleeves. You know what? Never mind. As to the other thing, it’s two words, or rather, one word hyphenated, I guess. Which one was confusing?” He made a hand gesture, his hand flat in front of his chest, then raised it as he moved it across his body. “Have you not realized you’re cut off? From like, everything?”

      By then she had led them away from the Osprey and into camp. It was a mix of tents and slightly more permanent looking canvas structures. The two were surrounded by the almost two dozen people of the camp. She frowned. “We assumed the comm satellite had malfunctioned. It’s done that before. Why does ReliefCorp want us to leave?” An explosion echoed through the valley; black smoke rose over a nearby hill. Two dots raced up into the sky, banked and headed off in another direction.

      Jax pointed over the hill to the black smoke smudging the sky. “Civil war…”

      A tall, skinny man approached. “Naomi, what’s going on? We’re leaving?” He removed a pair of glasses and rubbed the lenses with his dirty t-shirt.

      Naomi looked at the newcomer, then Jax, and back. “No, Martin, we’re not leav⁠—”

      Jax interrupted, “Yes, Martin. You are leaving.” He looked at Martin, then the group that had followed them from the landing area back into camp and grown by almost a dozen. “Pack your shit. Take only what you can carry. The Osprey isn’t that big. Grab your personal effects and head for my⁠—”

      Naomi held a hand up. “Excuse me.” She glared at Jax. “We need to discuss this.”

      A flush began creeping up Jax’s cheeks. He shook his head. “No time for committee meetings, sorry.” He reached into a thigh pocket on his trousers, pulling out a small data tablet. “Here.” He handed Naomi the device. Jax noticed that it turned on before she tapped the screen to wake it.

      She scanned the screen: scrolled, scowled, scrolled some more, scowled some more. She lowered the device and looked at Martin as she offered it to him. “I guess we’re leaving. Everyone, do as this guy says.” She hitched a thumb at Jax.

      Martin scanned the tablet. “Uh, yes, do as he says. It looks like ReliefCorp has recalled us.”

      From the earpiece in Jax’s ear, Rudy said, “Jax, I’ve been listening to the local comms. Sounds like there’s some sporadic fighting nearby. The militia is following a group of rebels heading this way. It might get close.”

      Jax nodded. “Copy that, stay on top of it.” The comms clicked, so he knew Rudy acknowledged. He looked at the mostly still-standing-around aid workers. “Move your asses!” he barked.  Everyone scrambled. He looked at Naomi, eyebrow raised. She moved to follow her colleagues, Martin in tow. He turned and started toward the Osprey, still unsure who was in charge of these folks, but certain he didn’t like the bossy black haired woman.

      Five minutes later, the first of the aid workers were filing toward the field where the Osprey was parked. Jax waved them toward the waiting ship. He tapped his earpiece. “Baxter, help get our guests situated. It’s gonna be a tight fit.”

      “Copy that, boss,” the deep voice of the combat droid replied.

      Naomi walked up to Jax. “Everyone else is packing up. We haven’t gotten ahold of Ingrid, though.” She looked up at the ship. Did her eyes just flicker? “Valerian Co-op Infiltrator, model five.”

      “Who’s Ingrid? Why do I care?” He met her eye. “Good eye. Osprey’s been in the family a long time.” He looked over her shoulder at the few stragglers still heading for the Osprey. “There are reports of fighting nearby.” Something not very far away exploded, the fireball visible over a low rise. He shrugged. “Maybe she’s dead.”

      Naomi didn’t even flinch. She turned, pointing. “I think she went to the solar farm. The static discharge vanes play havoc with our local comms.” She turned. “Come on, space boy.”

      “I think I’m probably older than you,” he said, falling into step.

      “Debatable.” She didn’t slow down. In fact, she moved into an easy jog.

      As he ran, he tapped his earpiece. “Skip, keep the engines running and be ready on weapons.”

      “Copy that, boss,” the ship replied.
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      The solar farm spread out for nearly a kilometer in concentric circles and resembled a metal forest. Each articulating collector sprouted thin metal filaments that must have been the static discharge vanes Naomi had mentioned. As the sun moved, the large flat panes rotated and tilted, tracking it. When Jax and Naomi arrived, she looked around. “Better split up.” She pointed in one direction. “You try over that way. The main control node is over there, near the center of the field.”

      “Who put you in charge?” Jax replied.

      Naomi bowed, extending both arms in front of her. “By all means, take the lead, sir.”

      Jax fumed, feeling his cheeks burn. “I’ll go this way.” He pointed the same way Naomi had. “See if she’s at the control, whatever it is.” He pointed vaguely in a different direction. “You go off that way.”
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