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            001. But Home is Nowhere

          

        

      

    

    
      “We really should be doing something—anything—Jace.” Katrijn Freeman stared at Jace Krios from across the small metal table inside their cramped quarters on the moon Ganymede. She looked tired, more tired than usual. Her loosely pulled back flaxen hair lacked its usual warbraid and her blue eyes told the whole story of their time in hiding.

      “What is there for us to even do anymore?”

      Four months had passed since they rocketed through the gate, emerging from the portal in the Solar System, home of Earth and what they could only assume was the other half of mankind. Rorian and his father, Jin, had been good to them, asking minimal questions and taking on the two of them and their companion, Loren, to help with the work around the farm. Life as a farmhand wasn’t exactly what Jace had seen for himself, but he had never been one to think that far ahead in the first place. Life was actually peaceful there, outside of Katrijn’s restlessness.

      She had no answer, just listlessly stabbed at her bowl of rice, mixing it up for no real reason other than to collect her thoughts. They’d fallen into a pattern since arriving, and their relationship that had begun in the throes of danger had simmered into a domestic routine that was comfortable, but he still worried that she needed more than he could provide for her.

      “Where’s Loren, anyway?” she asked.

      “He took the ship out to the belt, hoping for some more information. You know how he is.”

      She merely grunted, them both owing a lot to Loren, who had been managing as well as he could with his arm encased in an ancient, whirring collection of mechanisms after his injury, all while not knowing the fate of his family back in the Andlios Republic.

      “Hey, Eja, Jace,” Rorian knocked on the door frame before entering, even if he knew he didn’t really need to. The kid had been a godsend for them along with his father. Jace still thought that Katrijn was being ridiculous posing as Eja, but there was more and more cross-pollination between the Earth Ministry and Andlios since they had first arrived through the newly-constructed gate. Rorian’s slender frame was better suited for life in the living modules; his stark black hair had a light blue streak dyed into it and it was collected up into a knot on the top of his head.

      “Rorian, my man, come sit and eat with us.” Jace kicked out the chair next to him at the small table, the boy happy to sit down and fix himself a plate. Jace’s bulky frame was most likely comical sitting at the miniscule table, his wavy locks falling over his unshaven face.

      “Thanks, guys,” he smiled before he began piling food into his mouth.

      “Anything from Loren?” Katrijn asked.

      “No, nothing on the comms yet, but he said he’d be a while. I still don’t know why he wanted to look for replacement parts out at the belt instead of moving in-system more.”

      “Cheaper, you know,” Jace and Katrijn locked eyes, “plus, you know he likes to wander.”

      “I’m not sure that cost matters much with the stuff flooding in from Andlios, err, I guess home for you guys. Really some cool stuff from Cydonia and it’s cheaper than most anything else.”

      “Loren’s a good mechanic,” Jace said, making sure to highlight his cover story, “if he felt he needed stuff from home, he’d pick it up. Most of the stuff around the farm here isn’t compatible without upgrading most of the systems, anyway.”

      “I’m not even sure what we’re doing here anymore,” Rorian huffed. “Dad says we still have the funding, but that there have been questions about whether we even need to worry about creating food in the system anymore now that the gate is open.”

      “Never hurts to have backups,” Katrijn added.

      “Yeah, I just, well, I’m sick of being here is all. Without you guys landing here, I’d be going crazy by now.”

      “What do you think you want to do, anyway?” Jace asked.

      “I don’t even know, now that the gate is here I’m pretty antsy, you know that they’re starting to send transports back and forth now—not just the government ones, civilians. Maybe do something over there? I’ve always wanted to be a pilot.”

      “I thought you wanted to attend the Luna Academy?” Katrijn asked.

      “That was before all of this happened, now I’m not sure. You know, now that they’re taking civilians back, you guys could probably go home if you wanted to.”

      “Home,” Jace repeated, staring blankly at his food. “I’m not sure where that is anymore.”

      “You’re starting to sound like me: like you’ve got the Ganymede Blues.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Oh shut up, Jace,” Katrijn said. “Rorian, we’re eternally grateful for your family’s help. We’re just, well, trying to think of our next move is all.”

      “You never told me why you guys were here, were you trying to escape from something or what?”

      “It’s a long story,” Katrijn said.

      “That’s what you always say. Don’t you trust us? We haven’t told anyone where you’re from or anything…”

      “It’s not that, Rorian,” Jace said. “Really, it’s just that things got really ugly on the other side and we just don’t want to drag you into it. This way, if anyone asks you if you know anything, you don’t, and that isn’t a lie, either. It’s already asking too much to have your family sheltering us like this.”

      “I’m not a kid anymore, I can take care of myself. Plus, you guys have been great. You’ve been helping out, so it’s no big deal. We probably needed more help, anyway, and it’s not like we’re gonna run out of food or anything.”

      “Yeah, this isn’t the worst way to spend our time, plus you’re pretty good company, kid,” Jace said.

      That isolated life aboard his ship stuck in his mind as peaceful and easy, among other things. They’d been slowly repairing the Pequod but it felt like it was still a long way from being operational. Fixing up his ship had turned into a weekend hobby of sorts for him, a project to keep him busy in his free time and to let him dream of his past. Of course, for them to get anywhere they’d need to get the ship up and running. The beaten-up old hoppers that Rorian’s dad let them use were fine in short bursts, which meant trips to the belt and Jupiter’s other moons were fine, but anything further or more, well, dangerous, was out of the question.

      “I like you guys, too,” Rorian said, “but I gotta go finish up some stuff. Thanks for lunch.”

      “Let us know the moment you hear from Loren, okay?” Katrijn asked.

      “Sure, no problem.”

      Rorian scattered out of the room, Jace finding it almost obnoxious how much of himself as a boy he saw in him: that same lack of confidence, the looking for approval from anyone he looked up to, all of it why he went out of his way to make Rorian feel welcomed and constantly reaffirm him that they were grateful for not just the home, but the company as well. Katrijn, who grew up around the royal family, their advisors and servants and had anything she wanted before her flight from danger, wasn’t as empathetic toward the poor kid.

      “I’m sure Loren is fine, Kat.”

      “It’s not about that, I’m just feeling guilty is all.” She ran her finger along the rim of her glass. “And Eja. Eja, I don’t even know how many times…”

      “We can trust him, alright? We’ve been here for months and not a single scout or report about us has come through; maybe the Republic just forgot about us, or assume that we’re dead or something. Maybe this is our chance at a new beginning, how come you can’t accept that?”

      “How come you can’t accept that we need to go back? There’s more at play here than just our own happiness, Jay.”

      “I know, it’s just…we’re doing well here, aren’t we? I’m happy here, there’s no talk about destiny or grand sweeping proclamations to make, we don’t have to save the world or the people. Shit, I don’t have to kill some crony. You remember that, right? I had to kill a guy. Things are beyond our control right now.”

      “That’s your answer to everything, isn’t it?”

      “What is? I didn’t say anything about an answer.”

      “No, but you’d just be happy floating out in the middle of nowhere in that bucket—”

      “That’s not fair to the Pequod, especially for the ship that saved your life.”

      “…in that bucket, ignoring the problems of everyone else.”

      “I grew up with these problems, I know these problems, okay? I know them better than you ever could. Your brother, remember him? He killed my wife, but it’s time to move on, isn’t that what you always tell me? That I have to move on?”

      Jace reached to the absent space where his ring had once resided, still looking to reflexively play with it after years of it serving as a nervous tick. That ring proved to be one of the persisting arguments that plagued their relationship, as apparently the daughter-empress of Andlios was jealous sometimes, too. Even of a dead woman.

      “Jace…”

      “I’m going for a walk,” he said, doing his best to calm himself down, knowing they’d just keep arguing unless he removed himself from the situation. She had a tendency to argue to the point where he found himself no longer bothering unless he had to.

      “Sweetie, I’m sorry, I know everything has happened kind of fast and you’ve been really supportive, I just…”

      “I know, alright?”

      After planting a kiss on her cheek he pulled on his jacket and snatched a helmet from the wall before heading into the airlock, waiting for the helmet to pressurize before flipping the switch and pressing the big red button to head out to the surface. His ship was near enough to where he didn’t bother suiting up completely, instead just using an emergency rebreather helmet and a light suit that kept him warm in the bitter cold of the surface of Ganymede.

      There sat the Pequod, majestic in all its grounded state, with only a few cosmetic dings on the outside after the crash. It looked different enough from most Earth Ministry vessels that it could pass for a large piece of equipment or even a moderate-sized building without giving its true nature away to the casual observer. Most of the Earth vessels kept the more aerodynamic shape, even if the average ship only traversed the stars, never having to worry about the atmosphere of a planet, while the Pequod looked more like a giant block. That wasn’t to say that it couldn’t break atmo—it had many times before—it just wasn’t a concern for him usually. The airlock cycled, and he stepped into his home to a sigh of relief. He couldn’t remove his helmet just yet, considering the life support on board wasn’t worth keeping online when no one was aboard. The air was still breathable, but he needed to wait for the temperature to even out before he could unwind. At least for now, the cockpit would be warmed up, so he headed up toward there, sealing the door shut behind him and pulling his mask off, taking in the familiar smell of recycled air and the stuff that filled the room.

      He sank down into his chair, spinning forward to look out the window, marveling at the surface of a moon he’d only heard the name of a few times before crashing onto its surface. It still caught him off-guard to know just how far from home they had gone. Andlios was where he had lived most of his life, the Pequod and floating in space had been where his adult years were, but still, the system and the Empire itself was his comfort zone. Everything just felt…different—not in a bad way, but just different.

      The photo of his wife and him was still tucked into a fold above his console right by the window, a small chain with his ring dangling from it pinned next to it. Jace would often find himself staring off at it without really looking at it, just like he absently picked at his finger. A lot had happened since that photo was taken, him living the equivalent of three lives, at least, since she was taken from him. She would’ve wanted him to move on and he had, but it was difficult to not wonder what could have been if she was never taken from him.

      Of course, he loved Katrijn and there was something about her that was impossible for him to stay away from or even mad at for too long. Sometimes she was too intense for her own good, wrapped up in her own mythos and the idea of her father and his destiny.

      There was no denying that his life before Katrijn was a lot simpler, although he was eating himself alive living alone like he was, keeping everyone at arm’s distance. The ship’s panels were lit up with various warnings, the flight system damaged from their flight through the gate. Most of it was easy enough to fix, but it was just a matter of time and resources, with time plentiful but resources at a minimum at the moment.

      “You know, you’re gonna make a girl feel pretty bad at some point just sitting alone like this all the time.”

      He swiveled his chair around to find her standing in the doorway, her helmet tucked under her arm and her hair pulled up into a messy bun. Their work at the farm wasn’t hard as much as it was repetitive, but it still wore them down, especially knowing that this was most likely the eye of the storm for them.

      “Sometimes I just need to clear my head is all and there isn’t exactly a wealth of places to go on this dusky moon.”

      “I’m not trying to push you away, you know that, right?”

      “Sure.” He picked at the arm of his chair without making eye contact.

      “It’s just hard for me to let go, just like it was for you.”

      “But I did. For you.”

      “Did you, did you really?” she said, motioning toward the photo of him and his wife. “I never asked you to forget about her or what you had, Jace.”

      “Not explicitly, no, but you sure got upset that I was still wearing my wedding ring.”

      “I just…look, I’m sorry about that. I know that life hasn’t been easy for you, but it was never easy for me, either. All of this pressure, Gods, you really think I wouldn’t prefer to just run away with you like this and live a happy life together? I didn’t ask for all of this.”

      “But you’re going to do what you dad wanted, though.”

      “I…You saw how Cronus was, you were one of the people hurt by him, even. My father was right, those people deserve better.”

      “Then why didn’t he just do it himself? Why did he have to be Emperor Jonah Freeman, huh? If he really believed in the idea of democracy then why didn’t he just do it?”

      “It’s not that simple…”

      “But it’s supposed to be for you, though. He had the power, he had the ability to make that change, but he didn’t and your shitstain of a brother seized that moment and took advantage of it.”

      “Those people needed stability, they loved my father and what he did.”

      “Your father was an outsider, Kat. He swooped in, mobilized some forces and helped save people from some other group of assholes, but so what? They just, just…handed it to him, without thinking about what it meant.”

      “Look, I get it.”

      “Do you? Because that’s what you want to do here. You want to just swoop back in and be the big savior and don’t get me wrong, Kat, I love you, I want nothing more than for you to just be happy. I even went along with it! It swept me up, the whole idea of the power of the throne, of being the kind of good change we all need, of being the big damned hero and everything. Yet, here we are, hiding on some moon from everyone and I’ve never wanted more than this. All I can think about is how dumb we were being.”

      “It’s more complicated than that and you know it. Now another, as you said, group of assholes, are in charge and for all we know things are worse than ever over there.”

      “Or they’re better than ever, who knows.”

      “The people of Andlios deserve a voice.”

      “Which people? The Andliosians, sure. The Krigans, alright. What about the Cydonians? The Zarra’nid? There are others, too, what about them?”

      “My father worked with all of them, everyone agreed that it was the best course of action. Look, I can’t fix the decisions my father made, I can’t make him whatever it would have been that could have made your life better, or anyone else’s, but I can fix this. No—we can fix this. I need you. I can’t do this alone, and I don’t want to, either.”

      “Gods,” Jace took a deep breath and clenched his eyes shut. “Why do you make it so hard to stay mad at you?”

      “Because you know I’m right.”

      “And you know I’m right, too.”

      “I never said you weren’t. My brother—”

      “We don’t even know what your brother is anymore, if he’s even alive or what.”

      “We’ll never know as long as we’re here. Hopefully Loren checks in soon.”

      “Hopefully he found the parts I need to get this ship out of this atmosphere.”

      “That too, I guess.”

      “You really hate this ship, don’t you? No love for the ship that saved our asses how many times now?”

      She sighed, “I guess it has its charms. The captain is my favorite part, though.”

      Just as she was planting a kiss on his cheek her comm beeped, and she sank back into the co-pilot’s chair before falling silent. Jace checked his screen, devoid of any notifications, which meant it wasn’t anything from Loren.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Gods,” she murmured, “this isn’t good.”

      “What now?”

      “Jay,” she turned slowly toward him, eyes wild, “I think they found us.”
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      The old hopper that Rorian’s old man had let him borrow was showing its signs of wear each and every time Loren took it out for a spin. Heading out was all he could do to keep himself sane, in part just to gather information from wherever he could, but also to get away from Katrijn and Jace. Helping them out felt like the only thing to do at the time, a favor for the Old Man but never did he consider that it’d take him this far from his family or cost him as much pain as it did.

      The Edison Station in the belt was immense, at least for something as hodgepodge as it was. The station was modular in nature, which meant that it kept growing and expanding out into every direction almost constantly. The brainchild of Edison founder Brice Tusk before Earthers had ever branched out beyond their moon, he didn’t live long enough to see its construction; instead, it served as a floating testament to the dreams of another time and a society that expanded into a star system without much in the way of habitable planets.

      “Mr. Bronson you’re cleared for entry, have a good visit to Edison Station.” The attendant barely glanced up at Loren, his quick data forgery holding up to the mild scrutiny being paid to a lowly mechanic from a desolate outpost on a cold, barren moon. His arm still burned from the battle. The makeshift brace built by Rorian wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t great, either. It was always his hope to maybe find some Cydonian tech in the marketplace to make his life a bit easier, with more and more of it coming through the gate each day since the Earth Ministry loosened their trade restrictions.

      “Thanks,” he drummed his fingers on the counter before walking through security and out into the bustling hub that was the square. Loren liked his routines and kept his appearance clean like he did when he was serving: buzzed hair, clean-shaven and always stolid. His skin was darker than most, but not enough to stand out in a crowd.

      Edison Station was a huge, sprawling, confusing mess, but he’d been there enough in the last few months to have a general idea of where he was going along with a burgeoning number of contacts both legitimate and illegitimate. That was what he did, after all: he made contacts and dealt in information. Espionage wasn’t always about the lone wolf; the difference between success and failure usually depended on an agent’s contacts.

      If they ever wanted to get off Ganymede they’d need to find a way to get the Pequod fully operational. They’d also be best served to find some defenses for it as well, which was more of a challenge considering buying weapons for a ship wasn’t exactly something that could happen under the radar without making a few moral sacrifices. Those were sacrifices he was prepared to make as long as it helped get them back to Andlios and to whatever kind of mess they had left behind.

      “Well, hey, Loren, right?” the stout older man behind the counter at a small stall called over to him.

      “Yeah, what of it?”

      “Remember me? Rog, you uh, bought a few converters from me about a month ago.”

      “Oh, right, yeah.”

      “How’d those work out?”

      “Fine, they seem to be holding up alright thus far, but the ship I’m fixing needs a lot of work before we’ll know if everything is working fine.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad. If you don’t mind me asking, what’s the make and model of it? Maybe I can look around in my inventory and see if I have anything else for you.”

      “No, thanks, really,” he tried to dismiss the man, who was clearly doing his best sales pitch. “I’ll be fine, it’s a custom job, anyway.”

      “Custom, you say? I’d love to see some specs.”

      “Hey friend, I appreciate it, but I need specialized stuff, I’m not sure I need any more spare junk.”

      “Come now…”

      “I don’t mean that as an insult, but that’s what you do, right? You take scrap and sell it to folks like me.”

      “Everyone wants that shiny new stuff, right off the production line, but it won’t hold up. What I’ve got is quality, stuff that people have forgotten about and even more.”

      “I bet the next guy down the line says the same thing.”

      “True enough.” He stared at Loren with his glassy eyes, his thinning grey hair slicked back in an attempt to cover up the growing bald spot on top.

      “So go ahead, what makes you different?”

      “That’s my man. What are you looking for today?”

      “Rare stuff, the kind of stuff you just can’t find anywhere.”

      “Oh? I’m listening…”

      “I’m not sure we should just be talking about this out in the open, but, actually, I should just be on my way.”

      “You mean from the gate, don’t you?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Well, how about we look at some of my new stock of converters, then? Just through the back here.”

      Loren let the man lead him through a doorway behind his stall, down a winding hallway and finally into a small, dimly lit room. The modular nature of the station meant that most of it made no sense. For something as big as it was, there was very little planning involved with it; instead, new sections were added on at will. All of it very much lined up with what the Old Man had said about Earth and how they hadn’t quite thought through every one of their decisions. He wondered how he was doing back there, if he was even still alive or what he thought about there being a convenient new portal between the two sides of humanity, especially after that journey from the Solar System to Andlios. It had to feel like lives were wasted in transit when the Cymages could just cook something up like that for the Earthers in a shorter time than it took for those big ships to traverse the cosmos.

      The balding man was hunched over behind a counter, rifling through a set of drawers in the cluttered, damp-smelling room. He slapped a small metal disc down on the counter and pressed a button that set off a small, blinking red light before he took a deep breath.

      “We can talk candidly now.”

      “You seemed to be comfortable enough out there, man,” Loren said.

      “There’s only so much I can say before I catch someone’s attention. This should give us some privacy.”

      “Looks familiar, that Cydonian?”

      “Yes, good eye,” the man coughed while playing with an older holoscanner unlike the newer models Rorian had for them. “I don’t have the stuff here, too risky, I keep it all on a barge tucked away in the belt…So you know this, that means you’ve been trading in Andliosian tech already?”

      “Something like that, yeah.”

      “I could tell there was something about you that was different. Couldn’t put my finger on it.”

      “You must have someone on the inside then? Anyone from Andlios?”

      “I have my connections, yes,” he swiped his finger around the small projection, “nothing I’m willing to disclose just yet, though.”

      “Are they from the other side?”

      “They’ve been there and back.”

      “Could they book passage?”

      “Well,” the man glared at him long and hard, “I’m not sure why you’d need that, the Ministry is allowing commercial flights now, just book one of those.”

      “I’m not sure that’ll work for my friends and I.”

      “What kind of friends are these, huh?”

      “The kind you’d be smart to be indebted to.”

      “I like you,” he said, a smile morphing into a cough, “you don’t fuck around.”

      “I’ve seen a lot.”

      “Then let’s talk some business then, what exactly are you looking for?”

      “I need parts to repair an Am’ranth Engine.”

      A silence fell between the two men, and the shopkeeper tapped his finger on the counter a few times. “As in, for one of their ships?”

      “Our ship, yes.”

      “I see,” he said. “Where did you get it?”

      “That’s not important, what’s important is that we need to get it running and back to the other side.”

      “Back? Friend, there’s something you’re leaving out here, isn’t there?”

      “It’s nothing for you to worry about. I either need to get the three of us to Andlios via our ship or through some other means.”

      “Here are the coordinates to my freighter, this discussion can continue there, privately.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Friend, what do I call you?”

      “Loren’s fine.”
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      The old battered freighter was almost impossible to spot parked next to a giant asteroid, matching the rock’s rotation perfectly. Docking in the old hopper was more difficult than it would be in a ship with better flight controls, but he had enough experience to dock without smashing anything up too badly.

      There was sparse security, to say the least: only a few scattered men with rifles who looked less than trained, if not just random people who were given guns and told to stand around.

      “Loren, was it?” the shopkeeper greeted him with open arms, a red cape draped over his shoulders to give him some sort of air of authority among a group of scavengers.

      “That’s me, I’d greet you back, but I can’t remember your name.”

      “Ah, they call me the Pack Rat, but my name is Rog.”

      “So what should I be calling you?”

      “Rog is fine, I was never fond of the Pack Rat thing, it just stuck is all.”

      “This is quite a setup you’ve got here.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “So, any of what I need?”

      “Would I bring you out here if I didn’t have anything to show you?”

      “I’m not really sure.”

      “Then fear no more, I’ve actually got quite a bit of Andliosian parts in here. The Earth Ministry has been adapting Cydonian tech into the military ships for a while now, it was just hush-hush, hard to find.”

      “But not for you.”

      “Of course not.” His smile looked sinister; if he had seemed more adept Loren would be concerned, instead he understood that he was dealing with an amateur who wanted to be seen as something more than he really was. Even with his bum arm, Loren knew he was in no danger around this group of scavengers. The biggest risk was the authorities shutting their whole operation down.

      “Then, by all means,” Loren motioned toward the rest of the ship.

      “While we don’t have an entire engine in working order, we’ve got plenty of parts that should work.”

      “Where’d they come from?” he asked while Rog led him into the belly of the ship. It was an older ship, smelling of steam and rust. They navigated through smaller rooms piled up high with junk before walking out into the hangar bay, filled with smaller ships in different levels of disrepair.

      “Crashed ships, mostly.”

      “There were that many crashes with these parts on board?”

      “Trying to integrate alien technology into our own wasn’t always pretty.”

      “So how’d you end up with it?”

      “Salvage laws. They crashed out here in the belt and my people were there first to recover it.”

      “I assume before they could come to claim their property.”

      “Something like that, not that it’s any of our concern.”

      “You’re right, I don’t really care where it came from. You said you had a few ins, though.”

      “We had to know where to look, where the tests were being run. Money fuels everything, friend.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      The two men inspected parts, Loren looking for any and all engines that were only lightly damaged. He was able to pose as a mechanic and knew enough, but Jace was the one who knew his ship best of all and what it’d need. He was just an idiot and never learned how to actually repair an engine, he just messed around until something worked again. In a way, Loren envied that sort of attitude where he was never afraid to just jump right in, even when his own knowledge was lacking to the point of being dangerous. “This should do it for now.” He stood studying the pile of burnt-out engines and parts in front of him. “Unless you’ve got any of the Cydonian prosthetics around.”

      “Oh?”

      “For the arm.” He flexed and pulled his jacket sleeve up to show the metallic sleeve. “Cydonians have done some serious stuff for these kinds of injuries.”

      “I’ll keep my eye out, but nothing right now, no.”

      “Alright, thanks. Also, if you hear anything about transport…”

      “Right. Your money is good here, I’ll be in touch.”

      A few of his goons helped him move the parts into the small cargo hold of the hopper before Loren slid back into the cockpit and let out a sigh. Those were the types of people he’d grown accustomed to dealing with in his line of work, although it never got easier. Hopefully, some of those parts would be useful in getting the ship up and running so they could head back home, wherever that was now.

      The hopper sputtered out of the docking bay and through the cover of asteroids before reaching open space, the alarm light on his panel lighting up after the interference from the belt dissipated.

      “Loren, come in.” It was Jace, the image fuzzy due to the distance. “We’ve got some real trouble here, I’m not sure any of us are safe right now. You need to get back here. Now. Seriously. Be careful.”

      Dread welled up in his throat, forcing him to swallow hard. There was only one answer to the question of how, which was that someone had found them. There was no time to ask any questions or fire back a report, he had to find his way back to them and not delay. He began inputting the coordinates when he found the controls locked up.

      “What the…”

      Two ships were approaching rapidly, both from the direction of the freighter. That’s when it dawned on him that trusting these scrappers was a mistake—a dumb, rookie mistake that someone like him should never make. They seemed like amateurs, which were exactly the type that would be foolish enough to be discovered by authorities.

      “I’m sorry, friend, but when I saw the bulletin looking for a dark-skinned man named Loren Jones, well,” the vid displayed Rog, wearing a smirk, “I thought, ‘Nah, couldn’t be him, could it?’ Turns out, you’re exactly who they were looking for.”

      “Rog, you don’t have to do this.”

      “How do you think I’m able to operate without attracting attention?”

      “Fuck you, Rog,” was all that Loren could mutter.

      “Come now, friend.” The video flickered while someone remotely took control of his ship and began pulling it back toward the freighter. “I do what I have to do. I’m sure you understand.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            003. The Ghosts of the Past

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where’s Loren?” Katrijn was pacing back and forth inside their kitchenette, her hair pulled back into a messy, dirty-blonde bun. The news was a shock to both of them, even if it felt inevitable that an inventory would be taken on Andlios and someone would notice that Katrijn was missing. Jace being included at all was surprising to both of them, considering his profile was nowhere near her level.

      “I don’t know, but we can’t do anything about it right now. Nobody knows we’re here, so we need to take advantage of that.”
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