
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
Copyright © 2025 by J.G. Brin 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by Canadian copyright law.

Cover design by J Caleb Design







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

Chapter 1





Location: Planet Molokossus (AKA Planet M)
Quadrant: 3-013
Ship: Lickety Split, privately owned cargo freighter 
Time Remaining: 18 Days, 9 Hours


“Mayday! Mayday!” 

With his left fist, Mac mashed away at the big yellow button beside the navigation workstation. The dark, impassive screen before him gave no response. As far as Mac could tell, the blank piece of glass was telling him to buzz off.

“Piece of razza-frazzin’ garbage!” Mac shouted at the display. “That’s the last time I buy anything from you, Darlene!”

Mac had uttered the same words many times before, but rarely while speeding towards certain death on a barren rock like Planet M.

He cursed himself for ignoring the earlier warnings. Flying into the upper atmosphere of Planet M had seemed to be the perfect way to save on fuel. He’d planned to slingshot around the useless rock of a planet and be well on his way to his true destination as easy as pie. That was until the navigation module started howling at him. 

Maybe the system was a dud. Darlene wouldn’t really have cheated him, would she? She wasn’t the type to hold a grudge, nor sell him equipment that might cause his death, accidental or otherwise. She’d offered him a bargain on the suite of hardware and software, so maybe Mac should have paid closer attention to the small print. Caveat emptor, and all that jazz. Who was he kidding? There was never any small print with Darlene because there were never any contracts, no warrantees, no nothing. Mac had never shown the greatest judgment when dealing with Darlene. Not only was she the most ruthless negotiator on Mac’s home planet of Maxis Morbo, she was also Mac’s ex-wife — and, if his grandmother was to be believed, some kind of distant relation, but back on Maxis Morbo, that fact didn’t bother anyone.

Navigation had seemed fine from the day he launched, and everything had gone smoothly until he made it to the quadrant that was his destination. Then, suddenly, a few moments ago, all hell had broken loose.

Every single reading went haywire. Propulsion flat-out stopped. Mac would have been a sitting duck in outer space had Planet M not exerted its massive gravitational pull upon him. The ship screamed through the atmosphere on its way to what was bound to be a fiery, bloody, and altogether unpleasant crash.

“Mayday!” Mac repeated, as his ship hurtled towards the planet’s surface. “Anybody out there?”

In response, he received only static. Now communications were on the fritz too. Beautiful. Mac ripped his headset off his big floppy ears and tossed it on the cockpit floor.

“I’m gonna die, Darlene! I hope you’re happy!”

Mac’s fingers flew across the navigation workstation: buttons were pressed, switches were flicked, levers were toggled. It made no difference. The system showed no signs of life. Pounding the screen with his fists was mildly satisfying but accomplished little. 

Mac froze. Wait.

The landing thrusters had been part of the freighter’s original build. They were a completely separate component and had never failed him before. Good old-fashioned mechanics; none of that lousy electronic garbage.

Mac shoved himself away from the navigation console, swivelling his seat around to consult the landing workstation. Despite his ample figure, he moved nimbly around the cockpit he’d called home for the past several years.

“Come on, come on!” he muttered through gritted teeth. He wiped sweat from his brow and gave his snout a scratch for good measure.

Mac punched more buttons and flicked more switches. He cried out curses and prayers. But still, the console remained dim.

“No, no, no!”

All at once, the workstation came to life. 

“Oh, yeah!” he cheered.

Mac entered every command he could think of to send maximum power to the thrusters. In return, warnings and errors blared from the speakers above his head:

< INSUFFICIENT TIME >
< INSUFFICIENT ALTITUDE >
< INCOMING SPEED TOO GREAT >
< RETURN TO ORBIT AND INITIATE NEW LANDING SEQUENCE >

“I wish I could!”

At least the landing workstation was one he was familiar with. He manually overrode every warning and hoped for the best.

Outside the cockpit window, he saw mountain peaks fly by with their sharp, jagged rocks pointing menacingly his way. The surface grew ever closer. Not much time left. Maybe only seconds.

Finally, the thrusters kicked in with such power that Mac was nearly jolted out of his seat’s harness. The ship slowed slightly, but not enough.

Mac tried one last override command. He sent every ounce of power he could squeeze from the reserve battery pack to the thrusters. More warnings blared.

< INVALID POWER LEVELS >
< BATTERY CORE TEMPERATURES DANGEROUSLY HIGH >
< ABORT LANDING SEQUENCE IMMEDIATELY >
< RETURN TO ORBIT AND — > 

Despite all the negative messaging, his panicked button pressing worked. Mac felt the speed of the ship diminish. He had done it! He had avoided certain death. Mac allowed himself a deep breath. He was going to land this thing.

And then he crashed.


      [image: image-placeholder]A more romantic soul might have travelled to Planet M to admire the dusky mauve sky that reflected in a rainbow of pastels on the rocky terrain below. They might even have stood in awe at the majestic mountains that shot up into the sky to staggering heights, dwarfing everything else in the entire quadrant.

But Mac was no such tourist. He was, in his own eyes, an entrepreneur. His line of work was simple: he identified what people wanted, and he went out and got it for them. Rules and regulations were fine for other people; Mac was happy ignoring them if they got in the way of a handsome profit. He had been on an urgent mission with his life hanging in the balance when the ship’s navigation module had gone haywire. His journey had come to an abrupt stop when his ship collided with one of Planet M’s mountains.

To his surprise, Mac wasn’t dead.

While every navigation malfunction had conspired to kill him, the landing thrusters had saved his bacon. He leaned forward, pressed his snout against the dashboard, and gave it a tender smooch.

The cockpit was now perfectly peaceful, if one ignored the repeated warnings and alerts blaring out of the speakers on every workstation. Steam hissed from behind a panel where a fuse had given up the ghost. One burnt-out cable had fallen from the ceiling and was shedding sparks.

Mac reviewed every workstation’s diagnostic reports.

< NAVIGATION MODULE OFFLINE >
< OUTER HULL BREACH >
< LANDING SUPPORTS UNABLE TO MAKE SUCCESSFUL CONTACT >
< BATTERY PACK DRAINED >

Mac shrugged. “I’ve seen worse.”

First things first: if the landing supports weren’t connecting, then the ship’s position was precarious. For all he knew, he was dangling off the side of a cliff. Mac needed to reposition himself pronto. There was no way to do that without the thrusters. 

Mac set the battery pack to recharge itself through the ship’s solar panels. While he was waiting, he’d need to examine the breach. It wasn’t surprising to learn it was along the bottom of the cargo hold, since that same hold made up the entire lower deck of the ship. It might’ve been little more than a large storage container, but it would carry the cargo that was Mac’s source of income. And if there was one thing Mac cared about, it was his income.

On the best of days, Mac’s generous girth strained the limits of the safety harness that kept him strapped to his pilot’s chair. In the current circumstances, he could feel the additional pressure due to the ship’s off-balance positioning. He released himself from the harness and dropped awkwardly onto the navigation module. The ship was even more askew than he’d feared.

Once on his feet, Mac realized how much the recent episode had shaken him. He doffed his cap, pulled up his sleeveless undershirt and wiped the perspiration from his brow. The new damp spot went well with the engine grease and food spills already decorating his outfit. He tied the upper half of his coveralls around his ample waist. Travelling solo on the outskirts of the known galaxy was one of his favourite things. Clean clothes and general hygiene were much further down the list.

Mac gingerly made his way out of the cockpit. The Lickety Split only had two decks. The upper — and smaller — of the two appeared relatively undamaged. The cockpit, galley, cybersleep pod and his minuscule quarters were all intact. Anything that had rested on a horizontal surface was scattered on the floor thanks to the rocky landing, but no damage he could see. It was time to investigate the lower deck: engine room and the cargo hold which made up the majority of the ship.

He wandered along the tilted passage of the ship towards the ladder that would bring him to the lower deck, grasping every handle he could to steady himself. Any sudden movement might tip the ship and cause even worse damage. Once he had scrambled down the ladder, he pressed his palm against the green button to open the door to the cargo hold.

One-tenth of a second later, Mac regretted that simple action.

A howling burst of air slammed into his chest and nearly knocked him out of his boots. The freezing gust stole his breath, leaving him gasping. Reflexes took over. Mac scrambled to one side of the doorway, smacking his hand on the red button. The door closed with a low whistle and a sucking sound. Mac could breathe again.

For so much cold air to be blowing through the hold, the breach must be significant. At least the air was breathable. Repairing a panel or two was nothing unusual, but the incident reminded Mac he knew nothing about Planet M. He needed to do a bit of homework if this rock was to be his home for the immediate future. After all, Planet M had been an obstacle, not a destination.

He returned to the cockpit, trying to recall anything he might have heard about Planet M. Landing here had been a complete accident. If the navigation system hadn’t crapped out, Mac would be safely on his way to Planet V3, where untold riches were to be found.

The Galactic Republic Marine brass, given their love of the old languages, had called his destination planet Veni Vidi Vici to honour their victorious military campaign. The official name was too much of a mouthful, and so the abbreviated nickname caught on.

It was on V3 that all the heavy fighting took place in this quadrant. It was the only planet with rich natural resources. Every businessperson in the Galactic Republic was aware of the opportunities on V3 and were caught up in all kinds of red tape, figuring out who would be the first to get their mining licenses in order to rake in the dough. Legit companies might have to follow the rules of bureaucracy; Mac did not have the luxury to do so.

He poured what little savings he had into improvements for his ship. An upgraded Lickety Split gave him his only chance to meet the needs of his one excessively demanding client. Above the main console, a new piece of equipment had been squeezed in. The size of a lunchbox, its exterior metal panels were matte black. Haunting green digits glowed on its screen:

< TIME REMAINING: 18 DAYS, 7 HOURS > 
< 0 CREDITS >

“Yeah, yeah,” muttered Mac. “I know. Stop looking at me like that.”

His dreams would have to be put on hold until he got off this forsaken rock.

Mac made himself comfortable at the research workstation and called up the relevant data holdings. The only pigs ever to set foot on Planet M were the Marines. They had charted the quadrant during the Galactic Republic’s never-ending expansion. Their findings weren’t intended for public consumption, so Mac had needed to resort to the black market to purchase them. A disgruntled geological mapper, dissatisfied with his public servant’s wages, sold him the data for a reasonable sum. The data was supposed to help Mac on Planet V3. Good thing it contained information on the entire quadrant.

Mac began with Planet M’s executive summary.

< BREATHABLE ATMOSPHERE >

Great, let’s start with the positives.

< HARSH, SUB-FREEZING CONDITIONS > 

No kidding.

< NO INDIGENOUS LIFE >
< ZERO POTENTIAL FOR COMMERCE, INDUSTRY OR TOURISM >
< TRAVEL ADVISORY IN EFFECT – AVOID TRAVEL AT ALL COSTS. > 
< SHOULD TRAVEL BE UNAVOIDABLE, EXERCISE A HIGH DEGREE OF CAUTION >

No wonder he had never intended to set foot here. There was no money to be made on this rock. 

With the immediate basics out of the way, Mac had to address his precarious landing position. Priority one was to find a flat piece of land so he could fix the breach. There was no leaving the planet without a solid hull. He had no clue how to fix the navigation module or if that was even possible. Such computer systems were beyond him. But if he could just get back into orbit, his distress beacon might work its magic and get him some help. 

“Where to go, where to go…”

Mac pulled up the geological scans. Results were sketchy, but enough for him to situate himself. The locational sensors put him within a hundred kilometres of a sharp escarpment. The massive geographical feature split one of the planet’s southern continents in half. Mac looked out the window at the imposing cliff to the west.

“That don’t look good.”

Fifty clicks to the east was a plateau big enough for a safe landing. Even if the distances weren’t reliable, he should be able to locate it.

Mixed with water, he reheated a pouch of freeze-dried slop and ate while he waited for the thruster batteries to recharge. At least food rations weren’t a problem; he’d packed enough for a three-month stay on Planet V3.

Four hours later, the batteries had only reached twelve percent. While they weren’t recharging fast enough for his liking, it was enough to move the ship. Every minute he waited put his life at greater risk.

Mac powered up the landing thrusters and watched the battery reading immediately drop to single digits.

“Crap,” he muttered and got moving.

Takeoff was unsteady, but manageable. After the terror of the earlier crash, he did everything he could to ensure this quick hop was uneventful. Once he made it to the plateau and the readings showed all supports had made successful contact, Mac allowed himself a glance at the battery reading. Two percent. He let out a long sigh of relief. He’d come within a whisker of running out of power on this briefest of journeys. 

Planet M’s air might be breathable, but it was mighty cold. The readings put the surrounding atmosphere at well below freezing. The air might be breathable, but he’d still need to suit up to conduct repairs. That didn’t worry him. He had done plenty of welding in his space suit, sometimes in the unforgiving cold void of space.

Thank goodness for the invention of steelfoam. From behind a maintenance panel on the exterior of the ship, Mac unspooled a long hose. There were two feeds to the hose: the first was highly pressurized air, the second contained a supply of compressed steelfoam. When shot out of the hose’s nozzle, it instantly formed a soft, malleable alloy as strong as steel. It was just like handling a gigantic, powerful caulking gun. The trick was ensuring a smooth, aerodynamic finish. Given his many opportunities to use it throughout his travels, Mac had become something of a virtuoso with the stuff. He figured the Lickety Split’s hull was probably close to half steelfoam at this point. 

Mac dug out half a dozen replacement steel panels from a storage unit, stacking them outside the ship. Then, like Pigasso before a blank canvas, wielding a steelfoam nozzle rather than a paintbrush, he studied the Lickety Split’s hull. Long rents and gashes had nearly demolished the underside of the hull. In all his travels, he’d never faced such significant damage to his ship. Within his spacesuit, he sighed. This wouldn’t be easy. Mac began to spray.

Such work couldn't help but bring back memories. When he'd acquired it, the Split had been in perfect condition, its sleek hull and stylish lines the envy of every other smuggler. As he worked his steelfoam nozzle over its surfaces, the Split boasted every dent a tin can might acquire if it were kicked down a thousand kilometres of a rocky country road. It sported dirt and dust from a dozen different quadrants. With all this damage, it led one to believe its designer possessed only a passing acquaintance with the laws of aerodynamics. Any smooth lines or right angles that had once existed had long ago disappeared after years of collisions with asteroids and being fired upon by the authorities.

For the next three days, he did nothing other than work and rest. At every meal break, he checked the thruster batteries. Every single time, the lack of progress disappointed him. Solar panels on the exterior of the hull should have recharged them fully within a standard day, but that hadn’t happened. Something in Planet M’s atmosphere must’ve been weakening the sun’s rays.

“Just what I needed,” he groaned.

At the end of the third day, he’d used the very last of his steelfoam supply to finish welding, and the computer showed complete hull integrity. From his cockpit, Mac once again inspected the battery readings. Not even half full. 

What was wrong with the charger? The power cells should have charged fully long ago. Was there enough power to fly into orbit? Maybe, maybe not. If it had not charged more than this after three days, it might never get any higher. 

“Not like I have too many options. Let’s get cracking.”

Mac grasped the thruster handle, prepared to engage. But instead of launching, he simply held it, motionless.

The damages had scuppered his original mission. A trip to V3 – or anywhere else, for that matter – was impossible without a functional navigation module. Could he make it to high orbit? Maybe. Maybe not. But even if he did, then what? Mac didn’t want to consider what might happen if he was caught by the Marine frigates that patrolled the perimeter of known space. Not like there were loads of friendly tourists travelling through these parts, eager to come to his rescue.

He snorted. Why’d he even bother with his mayday message?

Mac released the handle and powered down the thrusters. 

“I might as well hang up my hat and sit a spell. Guess I ain’t going nowhere — at least not just yet.”
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Chapter 2





Location: In orbit around Planet Arystopelus
Quadrant: 0-001 (Prime Quadrant)
Ship: The Silk Purse, privately owned star yacht 


TWO STANDARD DAYS EARLIER

“Well, tenderize me, roll me in breadcrumbs and fry me up like a schnitzel,” said Mac as he admired his surroundings. “Ain’t this the sweetest bit of heaven you ever saw?” 

The star yacht was beyond anything Mac had ever seen before. It practically smelled of money. Every surface gleamed. Floors, walls and ceilings were made of a highly polished, double-strength steel alloy — and this was only the landing bay.

Mac let out a low whistle as he attempted to calculate how much something like this might cost. The term “star yacht” simply didn’t do it justice. For crying out loud, Mac had set foot on some moons smaller than the Silk Purse.

The yacht had its own landing bay for visiting ships. Scratch that — landing bays, plural. The security officer who had screened him over the private audio channel had directed him to a bay that easily could have fit a dozen Lickety Splits. Mac nearly drooled as he imagined what sweet dragsters the ship’s owner kept for herself.

“Don’t go getting jealous, darling,” he said as he patted the outer hull of his own ship, which displayed the wear and tear from years of travel around the galaxy. “I ain’t trading you in just yet.”

In all his years running illegal missions, Mac had never met his employer. To date, every transaction had gone through his partner, Bud. But not this time. Today’s invitation had come straight from the tippy-top of the ivory tower. Mac hoped this would mean more money in his pockets… but something in the back of his mind screamed otherwise. He’d tried calling Bud to get a read on the situation, but his old pal wasn’t answering.

A lifetime earlier, Mac and Bud had completed two tours as Marines. They’d gone to hell and back together, but once their mandatory years of service ended, they went their separate ways. Bud ended up joining the massive conglomerate that was the Porcine Planetary Excavations company, while Mac set off for more solitary enterprises.

One day, Bud called and offered him a job. 

Mac would have laughed had it come from anybody else. A miner? Him? Fat chance. But he and Bud had saved each other’s lives on multiple occasions. Mac owed him at least the courtesy of a conversation.

Every former marine knew of Porcine Planetary Excavations. PPE was the largest mining and terraforming commercial entity in the Galactic Republic. If you enjoyed spending your days on far-flung planets, covered from snout to toe in newly discovered types of dirt, dust, and grime, all the while having orders shouted at you — well, PPE offered all that and generous pay to boot. They might be the biggest employer around, but Bud’s offer wasn’t the kind to be advertised on PPE’s recruitment posters.

Big money, Bud promised when they met over a couple of pints. That always sounded good to Mac.

Easy money, Bud continued. That sounded even better. How could Mac say no?

It wasn’t long before Bud handed him a small job that was so far under the table you could step on it.

That first gig was an old-fashioned, garden-variety smuggling run; all Mac had to do was move a load of highly explosive fuel from a frontier quadrant to one of PPE’s private labs. A simple little hop’n’drop mission, except for certain pesky customs regulations that needed bypassing. Just his specialty. Mac didn’t understand the details surrounding his cargo, nor did he care. Through an unidentified transaction, PPE had transferred him 20,000 credits that never showed up on any official expense report. That was one year’s worth of payments on the Lickety Split. Mac never looked back.

For over a decade, Mac ran jobs for PPE. They sent him all over the known quadrants, as well as a couple on the frontier that were barely mapped. It was always the same: Bud would call him up, then give him coordinates and a contact. Once the shipment was delivered, payment came through promptly.

The jobs started simply, but grew gradually more complex and far riskier. Not only did Mac need to smuggle the goods, he was sometimes expected to acquire them first. A company that made most of their profits through excavation often required mineral samples before they bid on government contracts. The next thing he knew, Mac was shopping for some basic mining tools.

And so it went. Whenever PPE required his services, Mac would get a call from Bud. Mac never had any direct contact with PPE, and that was the way his employer liked it. If Mac was ever caught with contraband, they could deny knowing anything about him.

That’s the way it had been until yesterday, when the personal assistant of PPE’s Chief Executive Officer called to say Sara Sabella herself wished to speak to him. It would be a private meeting aboard her personal star yacht.

So why invite him here now? And why wasn’t Bud answering his calls?

“Quit your worryin’,” Mac told himself. High-powered muckity-mucks were always moaning about some little detail or another. This was probably more of the same. Nah, he was safe. Someone like her wouldn’t have him aboard her precious ship just to blast him to bits and risk staining a carpet.

If official records were to be believed, Sara Sabella was one of the ten richest pigs in the Galactic Republic. Was that what was making him nervous? He’d been in life-threatening jams countless times and found there was no benefit in worrying about them. 

“Stay cool,” Mac reminded himself. “Just be your regular, charming self. The big boss will surely be impressed by the fine specimen you are.”

“Sir?” said a voice overhead through an unseen speaker somewhere in the landing bay’s ceiling.

“Yeah?”

“Please follow the series of yellow lights on the floor. Someone will meet you in the gardens.”

The gardens? Plenty of people carried a potted plant or two on board their ships, but Sara had an actual garden? Not too shabby.

Mac followed the illuminated path to his destination. After nearly a hundred steps, he came to a door that completely ignored his attempts to open it. He knocked, old-school style.

“Yoo-hoo!” he called. “Anybody home?”

The doors slid open with a soft whoosh revealing a pig in a perfectly pressed black silk suit, and sporting a tie no wider than a piece of string. The pig wrinkled his snout. It was a look Mac was well used to and had grown accustomed to ignoring.

“How’re ya?” Mac offered. “Where’s the big boss?”

The pig curled his lip in distaste. “I am her majordomo. Would it have killed you to bathe before coming aboard?”

“Sure, I bathed,” Mac said. “I may not recall the precise date, but I bathed, all right. If bathing was so important, you could have mentioned it before, you know.”

The majordomo shook his head sadly, as if his child had shown him a failing report card. “Just… just follow me,” he said. “And touch nothing.”

Mac began to have second thoughts. If he was to impress his wealthy employer, perhaps he could have made a slight effort when it came to his appearance. Personal hygiene had never been his strong suit, but there were exceptions. For example, on his wedding day, he’d washed, shaved, and even wore a freshly laundered pair of coveralls.

They crossed another door — which, Mac noticed, opened automatically without any fuss. 

He stepped into a thick, luscious space, every surface green with grass or bushes or ivy. Perfectly manicured lawns stretched for a hundred meters. Hedges had been trimmed with laser-like precision, forming corners and edges as sharp as knives. Flower beds displayed perfect assortments of tastefully arranged flowers. Soaring high above was a massive ceiling covered in a high-resolution screen, which replicated a sunny sky from an idyllic planet with uncanny realism.

All this in a freaking spaceship? Mac swallowed nervously. Throw him on a hostile planet, no problem. Drop his ship into a meteor shower, he’d seen it all before. But the environment of the star yacht caused his pulse to quicken and beads of sweat to gather on his brow.

“Ahem.” The majordomo had stopped twenty paces ahead, clearly irritated at being kept waiting. Mac gave his head a shake and hurried after his guide.

Following an ornate stone path, Mac realized something else about this fabulous garden: not one plant was commonplace in the Galactic Republic’s main inhabited quadrants. Every one of them was exotic and rare. And Mac should know — he had been responsible for delivering them.

In addition to his mining and smuggling exploits, Mac had on occasion dabbled in poaching. It turned out Sara Sabella had a taste for the exotic and pockets deep enough to afford it. Gems, plants, alien beings, you name it. If she learned of something that couldn’t be obtained through the usual channels, or hadn’t yet been cleared for commercial purchase, she’d get Bud to pass along her order to good ol’ Mac.

Standing in the star yacht garden, Mac studied the trees, bushes, and flowers that thrived around him, and he recognized nearly every one. Now he finally knew where his exotic prizes had ended up — at least the plants. None of the animal specimens were in sight. For all he knew, Sara had a private zoo somewhere on the yacht.

Mac turned a corner and at last found his employer. Sara reclined on a double-sized lounge chair that was barely visible beneath a dozen massive cushions. If there was a shorter yet fatter pig anywhere in the Galactic Republic, Mac had never met them. A long gown of the flimsiest, shimmering material highlighted the round figure beneath it. The brim of an immense sun hat hid most of Sara’s facial features. The hat was no doubt intended to protect her from the imitation rays from the imitation sun in her star yacht’s artificially arranged garden. Oversized black sun goggles rested on her snout.

Sara’s chair and its empty twin lay beside a vast swimming pool, boasting water of a devastating turquoise. The majordomo stood off to one side.

Sara Sabella hobnobbed with the most elegant pigs in the galaxy. Fine. Mac could play the role of a rich, suave pig-about-town if he needed to. He would have to strike the precise note of coolness.

“How’re ya?” called Mac as he strolled over to the CEO. 

As he began lowering himself onto a vacant chair, her words froze him in place.

“Do not sit.”

Sara’s command froze him in place. Those words were as cold as the polished steel walls of the landing bay. Mac hesitated for a split second, then returned to his standing position. This wasn’t a great start.

Sara lowered her pair of expensive sun goggles and gazed at him coolly over the tops of the lenses. She studied him like she might examine one of her exotic prizes.

“So, you are the infamous Mr. Mac.” Her voice was high-pitched and squeaked with nearly every word.

“Just Mac is fine, ma’am.” Mac gave her his warmest grin, which had absolutely no impact in thawing her icy demeanour.

“Bud has told me a great deal about you.”

“Oh, yeah? We go way back. Don’t believe a word of what he says. He kicking around here, by any chance? I haven’t heard from him in ages.”

Sara reclined languorously, stretching on her cushions, a vague hint of a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

“Yes,” she said, casting her eyes on the mirrorlike surface of the pool. “Bud is nearby.”

“Great!” cried Mac. “Then let’s get this party started! I sure could use a drink. I’m guessing a place like this stocks a pretty mean bar. Am I right?” Mac couldn’t believe the words that were spilling out of his mouth. This was playing it cool?

“What do you think of my little swimming pool, Mr. Mac?” Her use of emphasis struck Mac as odd, but he didn’t stop to question it aloud. Bud was around. All would be fine.

“Yeah, it’s awful nice. I’d love to go for a dip, but I didn’t bring my trunks. The invitation didn’t say to. The invitation didn’t say much at all, in fact. I was wondering why —” Just shut up, Mac. Shut up.

Sara interrupted him. “The last pig who swam in my pool was our friend Bud.”

Mac frowned. “Oh?” He hadn’t guessed that Bud was on such close terms with the boss lady that he’d get invited to her pool parties. No, something else was going on and he didn’t like it one bit. “So, what’d he do, take a leak in it or somethin’?”

“Bud was an excellent employee for many years. No matter how loyal he was, I could not forgive when he stole something precious. Something very precious. From me.”

Uh-oh.

“Mr. Mac, do you recall every single creature you’ve brought me over the years?”

Mac’s throat was suddenly dry. “I dunno. Probably not.”

“How about the iridescent scorpion from Carcarinhus IV?”

That definitely rang a bell. It had been one of Mac’s most dangerous poaching missions. He’d spent a week gathering rare specimens from the floor of that ocean planet. The scorpion had been one of his last catches. It had been the size of his hand, its colours radiant and breath-taking. He knew his wealthy client would be impressed.

“I remember the scorpion. Adorable little critter. How’s it holding up?”

Sara only smiled.

Mac tallied the clues. Unbidden, his hand rose and one finger pointed at the pool.

“In... there?” he asked.

“That ‘little critter’ as you call it, has grown quite a bit since you delivered it to me. It has also developed a taste for raw meat, with a particular craving for pig flesh. And so those who cross me — like Bud — end up as a treat for my little pet.”

“Bud?” Mac slowly shuffled backwards, eager to put more distance between himself and the edge of the water.

“I’m a pig who knows what she wants,” continued Sara. “And I want many, many things. The rarer, the better. If someone steals one of my prized possessions, I find myself unable to be forgiving.”

Bud, you complete nincompoop. Why’d you have to go and ruin a good thing? “What’d he take?” His words were barely more than a whimper.

“I began having suspicions a year ago, so I had him followed. When you returned with that shipment of frostbite gemstones from the frozen quadrant, I discovered Bud kept a portion, which he then re-sold on the black market. That just won’t do. Remember how I like rare things? If just any billionaire can buy the gems, why would I want them?”

“Yeah,” muttered Mac, “I hate when that happens.” 

Perspiration flowed freely down Mac’s neck. He had suspected nothing of Bud’s little scam. He thought they were friends. Partners. If Bud had hatched this scheme to make some extra coin, he should have at least had the decency to include Mac.

“So, I invited Bud for a little swim,” continued Sara. 

On second thought, perhaps it was best that Bud hadn’t looped him in.

Bud was dead. Mac had no words. He’d lost friends during his time in the Marines — on the battlefield, he faced death daily. But since returning to civilian life, Mac hadn’t had to deal with such risks. And he didn’t care for it. 

Sara looked at Mac once again.

“Tell me, Mac,” she purred. “Did you steal from me too? Don’t even think of lying. I’ll be able to tell if you do.”

“No!” Mac shouted. “No way. I wouldn’t do that. I didn’t know what he was up to, I promise!”

Sara pursed her lips. “I was wrong. I can’t tell if you’re lying or not. Better not take any chances.” She made a small gesture at the majordomo who pulled out an elegant black gun that matched his outfit. He pointed the gun at Mac.

“Into the pool.”

“No, wait! Hang on a second,” Mac pleaded. “How about… how about I pay you back? You know, for Bud.”

Sara chuckled. “You have half a million credits handy?”

Mac’s stomach dropped. Oh. Bud had been busy.

“Not on me,” he admitted reluctantly as a desperate plan began forming in his head. “But I’m real good at finding valuable stuff. You know that. I mean, just look around you! I found all this stuff! And I can find more. Plenty more!”

The CEO leaned back in her chair and pondered Mac’s words. 

Mac held his breath. With a little luck, she’d prove to be greedier than cruel.

“Very well,” said Sara at last. “Five hundred thousand credits are officially on your side of the ledger. Go forth and bring me those valuable, exotic treasures you’re so clever at finding. Fail me, and you shall follow your friend. Not to brag, but I have the power and resources to find you anywhere in the known galaxy.”

Mac swallowed. Half a million credits was no chump change. At least, he'd be playing to his strengths. Over the years, he'd probably collected ten times that amount. This wasn’t so bad, Mac thought at last.

“Just a minute,” said Mac. “How do we agree on price? If I’m going and collecting exotic bounty, I don’t want to come back here and end up skinny-dipping with the scorpion just because you happen to think my goods aren’t up to snuff.”

The moments the words escaped his mouth, Mac regretted them. Talking back to Sara Sabella was probably not the best strategy.

Rather than chew him out or toss him in the pool, Sara smiled. “Aren’t you the shrewd negotiator, all of a sudden? I like that in a pig.” She made a show of considering his words, tapping her sausage-like fingers against her chin while gazing at the ceiling. “What you say is fair. I am a businesswoman after all. I’ll make the same arrangement with you as I made with Bud.”

She snapped her fingers at the majordomo who stepped over to a nearby table and returned with a pair of electronic gizmos. Mac recognized the first one: it was a standard universal scanner. He had a couple on his ship which he used to analyze all manner of unfamiliar objects he came across. The second device was a black, metallic square with a screen on one side. The majordomo set the two on the ground before Mac and connected them with a pair of cables.

“What’s all this?” Mac asked.

“This, my dear Mac, is the Automated Galactic Valuator, Discriminator and Appraiser.”

"Looks like a lunchbox.” 

Ignoring his comment, Sara continued. “Your friend Bud was a very clever pig. Too clever, as we know. When we began our business arrangement, he worked with some of the boys in my lab to devise this little machine that we commonly refer to as the Discriminator. It collects data from a variety of commercial and trade databases, then uses a sophisticated algorithm to combine them all in order to produce a most accurate assessment of an item’s value.”

Mac scowled. “But what if the item’s never been sold before?”

“That’s precisely when we use it. It will give us a figure which is as close an estimate as we can possibly find without placing it in a more competitive market. And since I have no interest in making my treasures available to other buyers, the Discriminator determines the item's ultimate value. Bud and I used it to settle many bartering sessions.” Sara lowered her sunglasses. “You don’t trust me?”

“Uh...”

“Go ahead. Take it for a spin.”

Mac made a show of patting his pockets. “I’m not exactly carrying any exotic gems on me.”

“Use anything you like.”

Without a clue of what possessed him, Mac plucked his ball cap off his head. “How about this?” The hat was old and tattered, stained with oil, grease and who knew what kind of dirt he’d picked up on his journeys.

“Be serious,” said Sara. “That repulsive piece of trash?”

Mac had already dropped the cap on the scanner. It took mere seconds for the machine to do its work. Bright green digits popped up on the Discriminator’s screen.

< ARTICLE OF CLOTHING IDENTIFIED > 
< 100% ACCURACY CONFIRMED >
< RARE SPECIMEN - COLLECTOR’S EDITION >
< VALUE: 500 CREDITS >

“All right!” hooted Mac. “I always knew my hat was special.”

The glare he got from Sara nearly knocked him off his feet. He hurriedly got back to business. “You got yourself a deal. We’ll use this fancy gadget of yours.”

“You can take this one with you to assess your progress,” she said. “I don’t want you coming home and wasting my time with an incomplete delivery.”

Mac scooped up his cap and the Discriminator, yanking the cables out of the scanner.

“Not so fast,” said Sara. “We need to make one final adjustment to the device.”

The majordomo took the lunchbox back and began pressing buttons Mac hadn’t previously noticed.

“What’s this, now?” asked Mac.

“For starters, he’s deleting the readings for your...hat. Secondly, I find deadlines are very useful in motivating my staff,” said Sara. “You have twenty standard days to repay this debt in full. The device will offer you a regular reminder of the time you have remaining.”

Mac nodded. He should have guessed.

“So, we’re agreed. That’s twenty standard days,” said Sara. The majordomo gave her a thumbs-up. “Starting...now.”

“What?” Mac squeaked. “I can’t find that amount in twenty days!”

“No?” asked Sara sweetly. “Then maybe I can send my majordomo along with you to keep an eye on things? He could ensure you don’t forget our agreement.”

“Nothin’ doin’!” cried Mac. “I work all by my lonesome. I’ll hop in the pool before I agree to having a babysitter. Just gimme that lousy thing.”

Mac accepted the lunchbox device with its display blinking at him:

< TIME REMAINING: 19 DAYS, 23 HOURS >
< 0 CREDITS >

“I just lost an hour. That ain’t fair.”

“It rounds down,” said Sara. “Best not waste any time, my dear Mr. Mac. And don’t forget: if you try to abscond or renege on our deal in any way, I will find you. I’m a pig of quite considerable resources.”

As Mac turned to leave, Sara peered over at the pool.

“Our friend Bud may still be down there, you know. No scientist has ever determined the scorpion’s precise digestion period.”
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