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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      The two prisoners, surrounded by almost a dozen Partherians, walk down the corridor of the battleship. There’s no mistaking its design as Partherian: octagonal halls with harsh white lighting and bare metal grates for the floor, a faint odor of moss. The entire entourage is making its way towards the small prisoners’ galley for the prisoners’ afternoon meal.

      “Excuse me,” a voice says from behind the group.

      As the group turns, prisoners and jailers alike, they come face-to-face with a single biped standing in the corridor. The stranger is wearing a long brown coat over some type of spacesuit with integrated body armor. Their head is completely covered by a form-fitting helmet and face mask. The entire faceplate is mirrored and outlined in a blue glow.

      The intruder raises two pulse pistols into the air—blasts ring out, dropping six of the Partherian guards. As the rest scatter, the two prisoners fall to the floor, the metal grating pressing against them. The stranger is still standing in the center of the corridor, the faint sparkle of a personal energy shield visible. Blaster bolts are striking the shield, causing it to ripple and flicker. The personal shield is absorbing more hits than most off-the-shelf models are capable of—it’s clearly a modified version meant to handle serious abuse. 

      The mystery figure leaps from one side of the corridor to the other, then runs straight at the remaining guards, leaping up and over them, firing with every step, guards dropping left and right. Within ten seconds, the remaining Partherians are unconscious. 

      “You know, you could have helped,” the stranger says, moving to stand over the two prisoners, who are still lying prone and partially hidden by an unconscious Partherian.

      The prisoners crawl out from under their previously conscious captor. “With what—our shackled hands? A harsh rebuke maybe?” the female prisoner asks, frowning as she helps her companion up. “Who are you? What are you? What do you want?”

      Both prisoners are wearing standard Partherian prisoner coveralls: a single jumpsuit with pockets, a zipper up the center, numbers printed on the back and the right breast. Prison jumpsuit designs are apparently universal.

      The masked figure looks up and down the corridor, holding up one finger for quiet. “We better go. I didn't go to the trouble of busting you two out just to get zapped by Partherians. More are coming, and they’ll be more prepared than these goobers.” The stranger turns and walks quickly down the corridor.

      “Hey, wait!” the female prisoner shouts. “Where are you going?” She and her companion run after the stranger, following the strange spacesuit around a corner and into a side corridor. Here the deck plating has been lifted up and away, revealing a distinctly fresh burn hole in the hull. The edges are still faintly red.

      The stranger turns to the prisoners. “Lucky the Partherians keep their bridge on the lowest decks. Watch the edges here, they’re still hot.” Without another word, the intruder jumps down the hole. 

      Hearing shouts from down the corridor, the two prisoners exchange a glance and then follow the stranger into the hole, one after the other.

      Partherians aren’t known for their intellect, but what they lack in the brains department they make up for in size. Two meters tall and at least a meter wide, their corridors are wide because they are. To most other races, Partherian warships are distinctly ugly. Apparently made with function in mind rather than form, they are angular and blocky, with thickly armored hulls and weapons everywhere. They resemble a child's toy block, with engines set into one face and weapons mounted on all the rest. 

      This particular battleship is in deep space, transiting between a Partherian outpost world and the home system. It may or may not be good luck that this is the ship tasked with transport, versus a faster courier class ship.

      Landing with a soft thud—thanks to the gravity field around the boarding tube—the intruder steps to one side. “Ghost, get ready to go,” they say quietly, deactivating their personal shield and smoothly retracting the face shield on their headgear. He is human: somewhere in his thirties, about six feet tall.

      “Working,” a sterile male voice replies.

      The prisoners land softly next to him. The woman looks at him. “Human?” she says, sounding as shocked as if their savior were a goldfish—if she knew what a goldfish was. While she does know what a human is, they’re not exactly commonplace in this sector. Her tall companion looks just as confused. 

      “Do you want explanations, or do you want to be as far from that Partherian ship as possible?” the human calls over his shoulder, as he heads off, the prisoners hot on his heels. “Our stealth systems will keep them confused for a bit, but the hole in the floor will be a dead giveaway—more so if we’re still at the other end of the hole.”

      From hidden speakers, the same cool male voice says, “Boarding tube retracting; airlock sealed. Ready to depart.”

      “Great, thanks!” the stranger says, as the trio arrives at the bridge of the ship. He plops down into the pilot/command station, and begins working the console, “And away we go!” 

      The ship lurches and tilts to one side as it increases the distance between them and the now fully alert battleship. The stranger flips a few switches, just before the ship rattles and shakes. “That’s weird. They must have gotten some upgraded sensors from someone. Partherian sensors shouldn’t be able to lock on to us that well. Ghost, deploy weapons and fire aft guns, keep them busy.” The ship lurches as the human pilot twists the ship this way and that, avoiding blazing plasma blasts from the battleship.

      “Acknowledged.” The sound of hull plating moving and mechanical parts adjusting and shifting can be heard throughout the ship, followed by the tell-tale whine of energy weapons firing and recharging. The ship lurches again.

      The prisoners are holding on to the railings. “What’s going on? What can we do?” the woman asks. Sparks erupt from a nearby station, and she rushes to it, her training taking over, to check the position and extinguish any fires. 

      The stranger is whipping the ship back and forth, evading the more powerful weapons fire. “Damn it!” he shouts. “Hold on to something!” He grabs a slide lever and pushes it forward to the stops.

      On the main display, the stars that were careening past steady, then stretch out into a flash of light. Their rescuer lets out a whoop and leans back in his chair. “Well,” he says, grinning. “That was exciting!”
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        * * *

      

      Once the ship has stabilized, the stranger/pilot turns to his guests. “Okay, now we can chat. Those big dummies won’t be able to track us at FTL, so even if they’ve got better sensors than I expected, we’re clear.” He stands up and offers his hand. “I’m Wil—Wil Calder. You’re on my ship, the Ghost.” When neither of the prisoners reach for his hand, he holds his arms out expansively, spinning in a slow circle.

      The female prisoner who has been walking from console to console in the crowded space, now turns. “This is an Ankarran ship.” It is less question and more of a statement.

      “You're good,” Wil beams, clearly impressed. “I’d be surprised if you didn’t identify it, but yeah, the Ghost is an Ankarran Raptor, though modified a bit over the years.” 

      Ankarran Raptors are essentially pocket warships: small, fast, and agile and with enough firepower to take on ships many times their size. The Ankarran are master shipbuilders, supplying many races with warships, science vessels, and even commercial ships. They make ships of all classes and sizes in the Ankarran shipyards. They are expensive, so they’re usually rare outside of militaries—whether corporate or government-run—and well-funded research outposts. The Raptor spaceframe was popular for a time, since it only required a small crew to operate but could travel for extended periods of time and cover vast distances between supply stops. For years, the Ankarrans sold to anyone with enough credits to pay their fees, until the GC and the Peacekeepers insisted on a more exclusive agreement.

      “And you're Zephyr,” Wil says. “No last name because that's what you peacekeepers do. And your big friend here is Maxim—also no last name. You're both Peacekeepers, or were, until recently. Now you’re fugitives of the Partherian Hegemony.”

      Maxim finally speaks up. “We were set up. We’re innocent.” His voice is as deep as one might expect from a person as big as he is. His stoic appearance matches his tone. Everything that has happened so far doesn’t seem to have fazed him.

      “He’s right, we're innocent. We were framed.” Zephyr looks Wil up and down. “Are you really human?”

      Shrugging Wil glances at the console behind him. “Honestly, I don't care—and yes, I am.”

      “Typical bounty hunter scum.” Maxim takes a step toward Wil. 

      “I wouldn't,” Wil warns. “One word and Ghost will send a few thousand volts through you. Won’t kill ya, but you’ll wake up with a killer headache.”

      Raising her hands, Zephyr turns from Maxim to Wil. “What can we tell you to make you believe us? Handing us over to Peacekeeper Command is a death sentence for us both, and I assume you’re not going to hand us back to the Partherians. Is there a bounty? How much is it? Maybe we can pay more? Work off the debt or something?” She pauses, before looking at Wil again. “And really, you’re human? Since when are humans out here? I didn’t even know you had space flight—has the GC lifted the ban?”

      Wil stands and walks over to another station. “Bounty? There’s no bounty on you. In fact, there’s no record of you, other than a news blurb buried in the feeds about two rogue Peacekeepers captured by the Partherians for trafficking in contraband. The Peacekeepers didn’t even try to negotiate getting you back. Hate to break it to you, but you’ve been disavowed. As for your other question, yes, I am a human, flesh and blood—red blood, in case you were gonna ask. As to how I got out here, it's a long story; I’m pretty sure I'm the only one, which suits me just fine. And no, the GC hasn’t lifted the ban.” He starts flipping switches and adjusting settings. Zephyr assumes he is getting ready to make a call to Peacekeeper Command.

      “Look,” she says, “whether you believe us or not, or even care, it doesn’t matter. We're trying to stop a war. The Peacekeepers are planning to stir up a few regional brush fires to force unaffiliated systems to join GC. We found out and got set up. I’m guessing the Partherians got an anonymous tip that a Peacekeeper shuttle was carrying contraband through their territory and, what do you know, they found us. Our superiors hid something—we were never told what it was we were accused of carrying.”

      Wil looks up from what he’s doing. “Go figure, right? Group calls themselves Peacekeepers, works for the hugest galactic government—you’d think they’d consider it a job well done, with the peace and all, but nope, always looking for more reasons to exist and expand your power base. Y’all are a lot like humans, know that? Remind me to tell you about my bank.”

      “There's no need to insult us,” Maxim says, a sour look on his face. So far, he has not moved from where he stopped a minute before: arms crossed, eyes scanning the small space.

      He’s a big one, Wil thinks.

      “What he means is that greed is universal,” Zephyr says, staring hard at Wil. “So if there’s no bounty, why did you rescue us from the Partherians?”

      Turning away from the display, Wil gestures to the nearest seats and walks back to his pilot station. “Tell me the whole story—we’ve got a while before we get there.”

      “Where?” Maxim asks, taking a seat.

      Zephyr sits, too, and turns to Wil. “It’s not that long a story, but here goes. Maxim and I are...were part of a special operations detail. Our commander was a Centurion named Janus.” At this, Wil makes a face, but Zephyr presses on: “I was working on some signal intercepts from... from non-Peacekeeper sources, when I stumbled across a feed that was Peacekeeper in origin, from the command complex I was in. Somehow it had been collected and bundled in with the intercepts—likely due to its destination. When I opened it, I saw that Janus and several other high-ranking officers in Peacekeeper Command were planning several attacks throughout the frontier… but not attacks by Peacekeepers. They were funding rebel groups to destabilize independent systems, attacks with the goal of creating panic to increase the need for Peacekeeper services and—more importantly to them—Peacekeeper ships in these systems. Nearly ten in all—systems, that is. Ten new systems joining the GC would be huge, obviously.”

      “The data files must have had metadata tracking on them, because no sooner had I read the transcripts than I was summoned to Janus’ office.” The look on her face is pained.

      “I take it you didn't go to his office,” Wil interjects, wryly. “How’s the big guy here fit in?”

      Zephyr looks at Maxim. “No, I didn't. I called Maxim—he's my partner.”

      “Wait, like work partner? Or you two are bumping uglies?” Wil says, looking more interested than he has for the whole conversation, leaning forward. “This is getting interesting.”

      “Bumping what?! How dare you!” Maxim leaps out of his seat, and before he can remember Wil’s earlier warning or take the five steps needed to cross the distance between them, Wil utters an unfamiliar word, and a bolt of blue current arcs from the ceiling, cutting through Maxim to the deck plates and dropping the huge Peacekeeper to the ground.

      “Maxim!” Zephyr is out of her seat and at his side in the blink of an eye. 

      Wil barely even reacts. “Okay then, that answers that. Oh, and he’ll be fine—it’s a very mild shock, especially for a Peacekeeper. I warned him; you were there, you heard me. This isn’t my fault.”

      As he speaks, Maxim starts to stir, and Zephyr helps her colleague back to his seat. After a few muttered words—something, something human—she turns to Wil. “Yes, he’s my lover. I told him what we’d found, and we agreed to flee, to take the information to Tarsis. We were en route when the Partherians attacked us.”

      Wil looks Zephyr in the eyes. “Cool. I actually don’t care, but it’s good to know as much about your crew as possible.” To say his smile is broad would be an understatement. “Ghost, please show our new crew to the crew quarters, one of the larger berths.”

      “Acknowledged,” the cool male voice of the ship replies. The door to the bridge opens, and a wall panel lights up. “Please follow the illuminated wall panel.” 

      Helping Maxim out the door, Zephyr turns back to face Wil. “Thank you. Are all humans as… well, weird, as you?”

      “You’ve no idea,” he says, already turning back to the pilot console as the door to the bridge closes behind them.
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        * * *

      

      The ship’s central crew space comprises a lounge area, a kitchenette with a table—built into the side of the room—and a few other bits and pieces to make the space somewhat homey.

      “So… where are we going?” Zephyr asks from across the table. She and Maxim have been holed up in their quarters since the previous night. Their quarters aboard the ship aren’t half bad, considering the type of ship it is. Wil had the computer keep an eye on them when he finally went to bed, and when he woke up, they were both in the galley, cooking.

      “Good morning to you, too,” Wil says, punching buttons on a machine. “We’re going to Fury…” He holds up his hand as both of their heads snap around to face him, mouths making what would be in other circumstances a comical “o” shape. “Hey, don’t burn that bacon. It’s the last until I get more.”

      “What’s bacon?” Maxim asks, before Zephyr makes a signal to cut him off. “Fury is a hellhole. Even the Peacekeepers don’t like to go there,” Maxim mutters, going back to shoving the bacon around in the pan. 

      “He’s not wrong,” Zephyr says, not taking her eyes off Wil. She is still in her prisoner jumpsuit, just like Maxim, but at least it looks and smells like they’ve showered.

      “No, he’s not,” Wil says calmly, still focusing on the machine. “And I completely agree. Unfortunately, that doesn’t change anything. We’re going to Fury. We’re going because you two need new identities and there aren’t many better places to do that. You also need gear. I’ve got some spare this ‘n’ that, but you’ll need your own stuff, too. Especially things that need to fit right and weapons you like to use.” The machine he’s harassing finally makes some grumpy-sounding beeps and a few thunks before beginning to dispense coffee. “Now we’re talking,” he sighs.

      Sliding bacon onto a plate in the center of the table, Maxim turns to Wil. “We have no money.” 

      Zephyr, who has gotten up, now sits down next to him with a bowl of something Wil doesn’t recognize, and starts scooping steaming piles of it onto Maxim’s and her plates. Where’d that come from? he wonders. She looks over at Wil, eyebrow raised. He nods. Why not? She drops a pile of the steaming something on a third plate.

      Maxim grabs some bacon, putting it on his plate. “We have no money,” he repeats. Then he takes a bite, and his eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “This is delicious!”

      Wil smiles. “I know, right? On behalf of all humanity, you’re welcome. We don’t have much to offer the galactic community, but we do have bacon. As for the money—consider it a loan against future payment, future cuts, whatever. I can’t use you if you’re easily tracked, still running around in Partherian prisoner jumpsuits.” He sniffs the pile of something on his plate and then digs in, shoving a piece of bacon into his mouth with it. “I don’t know what this is,” he says, “or where you found it in my galley, but it’s not bad!” He takes a moment to chew his food, then adds, “There’s a few shops I trust down there, and a hacker I know who can get you new wristcomms and idents.” 

      They watch as he shovels a few more bites of the mystery stuff and bacon into his mouth. Then he takes a sip of his coffee and continues, “There’s also someone I need to see. We’re gonna need some money—it wasn’t cheap figuring out where you’d be, plus now outfitting you, as well. It’s not my first choice for work, but it’ll pay well, whatever it is, and as far as things go, I trust the source.”

      Trust might be a strong word to use, Wil reflects ruefully, but he doesn’t have many friends in the sector.

      Zephyr grabs another strip of bacon. “This really is quite good. Bacon, you said? What’s it made of?”

      Wil grins and stifles a laugh. “Ask me another time.”

      “Humans…” Maxim says, watching the display before turning to his food.
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        * * *

      

      Fury is one of those planets that no one wants to be on but is still somehow overcrowded. A mix of people are to be found there—some are there to prey on others, some have been left behind for various reasons, and some simply don’t know any better. Then there are those who fall into none of these categories, who tend to be the most dangerous of all.

      Each time he comes to Fury, Wil tries to carry himself like he is part of this fourth group. It mostly works—like walking through a tough neighborhood as a kid, trying to look like you belong, like you are tougher than those around you, hoping that everyone buys it. Or in the very worst cases, just acting like the craziest person around.

      Wil has had to do both on Fury.

      The Ghost sets down on a landing pad near the outer edge of the spaceport. Even though it is by no means a large ship, its size means that it can’t fit closer to the center, where the smaller personal yachts and mini cargo haulers dock. Also, Wil has noticed that its very nature tends to make spaceport controllers want to keep it tucked away from most foot traffic. Warships—even small ones, even sitting on the ground—make folks nervous, so they usually try to keep them out of sight.

      As the cargo ramp hits the surface with a soft thud, Wil walks out, followed by Zephyr and Maxim. Both have finally changed out of their prisoner jumpsuits. Zephyr has found a pair of maintenance overalls to wear, likely left over from before Wil took ownership of the Ghost, and Maxim is trying to make do with some of Wil’s clothes. This is barely working, Wil realizes, looking the Peacekeeper over.

      “Okay, you two. Take this.” He hands them a PADD, or PersonAl Data Device—at least that’s what Wil assumes it means. He’s never actually asked anyone, but everyone he’s ever met knows the name. “It’s a map and list of places to go. It also has your allowed budget. And it’s tied to the Ghost and my wristcomm. Meet me back at the ship in six tocks. If you get done early, then when you get to the ship just ask for access—it’ll call me, and I can let you back in. I assume this doesn’t need saying, but I’m saying it anyway: the flight deck and engineering spaces aren’t accessible to you without me around.” He looks at them both. “Also, don’t do anything to draw attention to yourselves. The Peacekeepers here on Fury would rather not deal with issues, but if anyone has been paying attention to the wanted bulletins, you could end up in trouble. Also, don’t get killed.”

      “And where will you be?” Zephyr asks, already thumbing through the list on the PADD. “Aren’t you worried we’ll run out on you? Not come back?” She glances up from the list, looking Wil straight in the eyes.

      “By all means. I’m still not entirely convinced you’re going to be worth all this effort, but I’m curious, and bored, so…” He shrugs. “Oh, and also, where would you go? You’ve only got the funds I gave you, which the PADD will only disperse at the locations assigned, and it will lock down if I suspect anything and send it the necessary command. And even if you run out on me after your shopping spree, where would you go? No ship. No friends. Wanted by the Partherians, and by extension the Peacekeepers. As for where I’ll be? None of your business.”

      “He has a point,” Maxim says, before turning and walking away. Zephyr stares at Wil a moment longer, then follows after the large ex-Peacekeeper.

      Wil watches them go, turns to his wristcomm, and dials up a comm listing. He whistles a tune, singing under his breath, “‘Walk like an Egyptian. Duh duh dih’— Oh! Hi, yeah, is Xarrix there? Tell him it’s Wil Calder. Yeah, he’ll know me—just do it, jeez! Cool, I’ll be there in half a tock.” He closes the connection and whistles a little more: “Blond waitresses take their trays, they spin around, and they cross the floor…” He chooses a different exit out of the spaceport than the two ex-Peacekeepers took.

      It’s a fifteen-minute walk from where the Ghost is docked to the nearest pedestrian exit. The spaceport is designed like every other spaceport Wil has ever seen: essentially a massive stadium-shaped hangar, with no roof. The structure itself is a mix of government offices and for-rent commercial space—mostly import/export businesses, some tourist companies, and the like. This spaceport is only about five stories tall but is at least a kilometer in diameter, with several hundred ships spread out around the interior space.
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      The two ex-Peacekeepers walk through the crowded streets of the spaceport shopping district. Wil had no clothes to fit either of them on board the Ghost, and Maxim is eager to get out of his two-sizes-too-small outfit. The first stop on their list is a clothier. The note attached to the map reads, “Don’t get fancy — love, Wil.”

      The shop isn’t overly impressive, though it has a front door, which itself is quite an accomplishment for Fury. As soon as the two enter, the shopkeeper emerges from the back room. It is a small creature; Zephyr isn’t sure exactly what race, but it’s definitely bipedal and has all the right body parts she expects in all the places she expects them—at least as far as she can see.

      “Well, hello there, travelers! You’ve come to the right place!” it exclaims, suddenly revealing two sets of arms, all four of which wave emphatically. It looks them both up and down. “Don’t we have our work cut out for us! I’m Mordo, owner of this fine establishment, and master clothier!” It points to Zephyr and then to one of the dressing rooms: “You, in there.” Then to Maxim, “You in that one—my you’re large! You know there’s an extra fee for using so much fabric.”

      Two hours later, the two leave the shop and a waving Mordo with several bags under each arm, clad in entirely new outfits. Zephyr looks over at Maxim. “This might become difficult if each stop ends with this much merchandise—and clothes are likely the lightest of our purchases.” Zephyr is not sure she’s ever owned this much clothing, and they have spent less than three-quarters of what Wil assigned to them.

      Maxim grunts his agreement. He looks left and right, then lets out an ear-splitting whistle, and a small cargo bot comes trundling towards them. It stops a few paces away and opens a hatch in its cargo area. “Please place items inside the cargo area!” it chirps. “Will this rental be a one-stop affair, or shall I follow you for more shopping?”

      The hatch closes. Maxim moves to place his thumb on the small biometric reader and stops suddenly, looking at the bot. “Passcode only,” he says. “No biometrics, and follow us. There’ll be a few stops.”

      The bot takes a moment, then replies, “That method is less secure. Please verbally accept the updated terms, then provide the passcode.”

      Maxim sighs. “I accept the updated terms; your passcode is terminus, bravo, nine, one, eight, four, four, delta. End passcode.”

      “Accepted,” the bot replies.

      “Follow us.” Maxim looks at Zephyr, smiling. She enjoys seeing him like this; it’s so rare. He waves both hands at her. “See? Problem solved.”

      Zephyr checks the PADD, crossing off the first item on the list, clothes, and looks at the next item. Smiling, she holds the PADD up for Maxim to see. He smiles, too. “Finally.”

      They head off in the indicated direction to find a weapons dealer named Prux.

      Prux turns out to be an old and scarred Quilant, who—aside from being an arms dealer—owes Wil a favor or two. The two ex-Peacekeepers are like children in a candy shop. They start in the front with the pistols and grenades, picking things up, holding them, aiming them. Some get put back on the wall; others go into a small bin Prux is holding as she follows them around her shop. After the pistols and assorted small arms, they move on to the rifles and, as Maxim puts it, “the fun stuff.”

      After an hour of happily grabbing weapons, comparing them against others, changing what’s in the bin and then changing them back again, Prux leads them to a back room. “I have something special,” she says, “that I think just might be right for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Wil walks confidently into the bar—at least, he thinks of it as a bar. It kind of looks like a TGI Friday’s, except instead of tchotchkes everywhere this place has animal skins, weapons, and various bits of technology he can’t readily identify. The crowd is what you’d expect at a shithole bar near a shithole spaceport, on a shithole planet. As such, Wil is armed, with his personal shield charged and ready to activate at only a simple hand gesture.

      The place is dark, but it isn’t hard to know where Xarrix will be. He’s usually in the back, at a booth with the privacy screen active, two guards of unidentifiable race and gender standing ready on either side.

      Sure enough, straight back from the door, Wil sees exactly that. He heads to the bar, and makes eye contact with the barkeep. “Gimme a grum.” He touches his wristcomm, sending the payment, as the barkeep hands him a glass of something that looks and tastes a lot like beer. Wil has never figured out how grum is made or what it’s made from. If he's honest with himself, he doesn’t want to know, since real beer is nearly impossible to get without a trip home, and that’s not high on his list of things to do anytime soon.

      He takes his drink to the back of the bar, in the direction of the booth and the two goons. They watch him coming and don’t move until he’s right in front of the booth’s privacy screen. Then they each take a step towards the middle, creating a wall of goon right in front of him.

      “Hi, goons,” Wil says, cheerily. “He’s expecting me.”

      One of the goons lifts its wristcomm and whispers into it. Since the thing isn’t speaking standard, it could have shouted—Wil wouldn’t have understood it any better. A few seconds pass, then something chirps in an earpiece; one goon looks at the other goon, and nods. Without a word, they part, and the privacy screen fades away with a shimmer.

      Wil slips into the booth. No sooner has he scooted to the middle of the bench than the privacy screen reactivates with a slight pop-sizzle. He can still see out through the hazy energy barrier, but now no one can see in, he knows.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t my favorite… what are you again?” The being across the table from Wil, Xarrix, is a Trenbal, and a particularly ugly one at that. Standing about two meters tall, with two arms, two legs, a prehensile tail, and a face like a velociraptor, the Trenbal are a pretty scary race. Most are pacifists; Xarrix is not. Wil had met him shortly after acquiring the Ghost, when he needed some funds in his account and he’d been happy to take whatever jobs Xarrix needed doing. Some of them still woke Wil up at night, even now.

      Wil takes a sip of his grum, never taking his gaze off Xarrix. Trenbal have wide-set eyes, so looking one in the eyes is often impossible. Wil chooses instead to stare at a spot in the center of the crime boss’s head.

      “I’m human, you ugly lizard.” He smiles at the look of incomprehension on Xarrix’s face. “You have work?”

      Xarrix shakes his head, making a combined hissing and clucking sound, which never fails to freak Wil out. “I didn’t think you were taking those types of jobs anymore?”

      “Well, since I was in this sector, I figured I’d say hello and check. I’m not looking for anything too out there, but I picked up some crew—I could use an easy win to get the bank accounts back up to where I’m comfortable.”

      Xarrix makes a show of consulting his wristcomm, as if he keeps a file called “super sketchy and illegal things to hire out for.txt” on it. Then looks up at Wil.

      “Well, you’re in luck, my human friend. I do have something not too ‘out there’ that might be just the right thing for you and that ship of yours.”
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        * * *

      

      The last stop on their shopping trip is the one Zephyr has been dreading ever since they left the ship. They’re standing in front of what might be considered a storefront—except there’s nothing to indicate that it’s open for business or ever has been and a lot to indicate, or at least suggest, that it’s presently abandoned. But the address is on Wil’s map, so this must be the place. She looks around, then knocks on the door.

      After a minute, she knocks again. Still nothing. Looking at the PADD, she sees a note from Wil attached to this entry: “Knock three times, then two times, then five times.”

      “Oops, did it wrong.” She looks up at Maxim, then knocks the pattern in the file. She shrugs.

      The door opens a crack. It’s dark inside the store. “Who are you?” a high-pitched voice says from about Maxim’s waist level.

      “Wil… uh, Maxim, what did he say his last name was? Wait—I remember. Calder, Wil Calder sent us. He’s a human, says he knows you.”

      The door opens wider. “Come in, then.” A small three-fingered hand waves them in. As soon as the door closes the lights come up, slowly, so it’s not too blinding, but Zephyr immediately sees that they’re standing in an ante room behind the storefront—one that’s apparently well protected. The fields she can see shimmering are far more powerful looking than just privacy screens. Behind the door is a small creature, green, about a meter in height, wearing a multi-pocketed jumpsuit with various tools tucked in here and there. Brailack, she thinks their race is called.

      “So… what do you want?” the creature asks, walking back toward one of the screens, which shimmers as he passes through it. “I’m busy.”

      The field stays powered down, so Zephyr and Maxim follow, finding themselves in a workshop. Screens and wristcomms are lying everywhere in various states of disassembly. Parts from things Zephyr can’t identify cover most of the workbench surfaces. “We need new identities,” she says. “New wristcomms. The works.”

      “You got credits?” The small creature hops up on a stool in front of a bank of monitors. “The works ain’t cheap, and there’s no bulk discount.”

      Zephyr accesses the section of the PADD marked for this part of their shopping trip, and sends the funds. “We’ll need our records completely wiped, everywhere, even in Peacekeeper datasets.”

      “You came to the right guy, then. I can do it, will take about a tock. You can wait over there.” The creature points to what looks like an attempt at making a comfortable lounge. Zephyr catches Maxim grimacing.

      One at a time, they are asked over to the bank of consoles and displays to rest their palm on a reader. They have no idents; the Partherians had taken them.

      “Woah, you two are in some deep dren. Wil is certainly hanging around interesting company these days. Partherians and Peacekeepers… Grolack, that’s a lot of trouble.” The creature looks up from his array of screens. “Wil hooked you up. Ben-Ari is the best!” Zephyr assumes he means himself. “You have wristcomms?” He holds out his tiny green hand.

      “No, sorry, we’ll need new ones. Wil rescued us from a Partherian battleship. All we had on us was the jumpsuits they put us in. The funds we just transferred should be sufficient.” When the small being looks like he’s about to start negotiating, Maxim does his best menacing growl.

      “Fine, fine! Go pick out what you want from the Fabricator!” Ben-Ari waves his hand towards the opposite corner of the room.

      The Fabricator is an older model, but is still loaded with plenty of designs. Maxim picks out one that is as close to a military design as he can get, all angles and bulkiness. He places his arm in the scanning area and watches as a beam of light passes up and down his forearm. Zephyr selects a sleeker design, contoured to her forearm, and lets her arm get scanned.

      From across the room, Ben-Ari says only, “Excellent choices.” Then he gets back to work.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Past

      

      

      “Mission control, this is Discovery One. Do you read?” Wil Calder, NASA astronaut, was looking at a dead console. “This is not good,” he muttered, before repeating his call. As far as he could tell, every system in his pod was dead.

      The mission had been going smoothly, with his small experimental space pod operating within all expected areas. The small revolutionary power plant was running; the energy field emitters were all properly charged leading up to the experiment, and the navigation settings were locked into the beacon orbiting Jupiter. So what went wrong?

      The pod was now drifting in empty space. Wil couldn’t see any planets, anywhere, which might mean he was just past Earth or Jupiter… or somewhere in deep space. If he could just get the power plant rebooted—it had scrammed when whatever-it-was had happened—then that’d be a start in figuring out where he was.

      The navigation system was, in theory, so advanced it could pick out his location just by comparing the visible stars until it found a familiar constellation. But that had only been tested in limited ways back home, so…

      Unfortunately, NASA opted to send a moderately smart but very skilled pilot on this first mission, instead of an engineer or physicist, or astronomer. All of whom would possess skills that would be valuable right then. “Okay, here we go,” Wil muttered to the pod, as he wiggled around in his seat to get access to the small hatch into the reactor compartment behind the cockpit. He silently crossed his fingers that he won’t have to spacewalk. I hate spacewalks.

      Discovery One was never designed to be worked on in situ, but certain allowances had to be made, given the unknowns. Wil hadn’t thought much about it before, but he was happy for those allowances now, wriggling around in the cramped access space behind his seat. He fussed with a component when something clicked—and boom, lights start turning back on.

      “Mission control,” he said, quickly. “This is Discovery One, transmitting in the blind. I’ve got the reactor restarted and am waiting for it to complete its spin-up cycle before I try any other systems.” Wil knew this broadcast was likely a waste of time, and possibly air, if he didn’t get the air scrubbers up and running—but it’ was policy.

      Apparently, it had helped astronauts in this situation to maintain their sanity. Wil had his doubts, but he followed protocols, usually. The console in front of him beeped, then one by one, lights and displays started to wake up. “It’s so good to see you all!” Wil said, slapping the console. “I hope you have good news for me!”

      Within minutes the entire pod was back online: reactor at 100%; life support at 100%; navigational sensors at 100%; maneuvering thrusters at 100%; FTL field generator, offline. “SHIT!” Wil punched the console with the FTL field generator controls on it. “Well, hell. Mission control, this is Discovery One. All systems have successfully rebooted, except one. The FTL field generator seems to be offline. I’m going to try and restart it again, see if it’s just a software bug. I honestly don’t know what I’ll do after that. Oh and my position is now verified. I’m near Neptune’s orbit.”

      Two reboots later, and the computer still was reporting that the highly experimental device, designed to create an energy field around the ship to propel it faster than light, was offline. Over one hundred automated drone tests had gone perfectly, all the way to Jupiter and back. This was only the second manned attempt, and Wil was now adrift somewhere around the orbit of Neptune. Very far from Jupiter. He tried all the diagnostics he could try from inside the pod; it might be spacewalk time, time to get out and check the exterior of the pod. It was difficult to imagine something was wrong out there—there weren’t any collisions, and technically the FTL field generator had worked the first time, since it got him here to the outer edge of the solar system. But what else was there to do—sit there and do nothing? Wil knew that no rescue was coming.

      At least with life support working, he was able to cycle the air out of the cockpit and store it, versus having to lose it, which would mean opening the pod up to space. Unfortunately, that was as far as the good news went: the pod was fine. All the emitters were where they should be and looked undamaged.

      “Well, shit.” Wil stood on the pod, his magnet boots holding him to its surface. There was nothing to see in any direction but stars.

      “There are worse views, that’s for sure,” he said, debating whether it’d be better to die standing there atop his crippled craft or go back inside and have a few more days of life with the rations and life support system running. Tough call. He climbed back into the pod and closed the hatch. At least for the moment, he wasn’t completely without hope. But there was still time to change his mind, of course.
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