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“Well, she’s finished. You sure about this, Jim? It’s hardly the museum piece we wrote up in the paperwork.”

The lead engineer looked at his boss and nodded. “I’d trust my kids in it, Kaylin. I’m trusting one of them in fact. My oldest will be the one picking it up at its destination—captaining and piloting her on the first few missions at least.”

The shipyard master considered this, then gave the nearby controller a nod to proceed. They desperately needed to keep trade open with their allies. Earth in particular was vital, and this prototype ship was meant to help. Without trade from the worlds still hidden from the Empire, Soltan could not continue to run the rebellion from within.

The Humans were especially crucial. Their home system contained resources needed to keep the rebel fleet alive. More than that, they had brilliant young minds—genius enough to design technologies that pushed the limits of what anyone had thought possible. Their genetically engineered computer cores ran AIs sharper than anything the Empire fielded. Their biologically based armor could self-repair at staggering speeds under power, letting ships survive long enough to escape even under fire. That same armor could confuse all but the most advanced Imperial sensors as to what the vessel carried. This new ship contained the latest versions of those technologies. And it carried something else—something no rebel had dared to dream of until now.

“You know, Jim, if this stealth system works as well as you say, we could slip right into orbit over Imperia itself—and never be seen.”

You don’t know the half of it, the Human engineer thought as the new and highly experimental vessel inched toward the jumpgate. The AI his son and crew were ferrying to the rendezvous had a few tricks of its own. If all went well, the ship’s successor—already under construction on Mars—would be a warship beyond compare. A vessel that could slip into the heart of the Empire and cut off its head. Chaos would follow, but chaos was a small price to pay for freedom across the galaxy.

“Jumpwash detected. Empire science ship,” a controller called out.

Kaylin shuddered. The Human engineer went pale. Both knew what it meant, and they had only seconds to act. As Kaylin shoved the controller away from his console to spike the ship’s speed—dangerously high for jumpgate travel—Jim pulled a molecular disruptor from inside his jacket.

“Kaylin,” he said quietly.” Make sure my family understands.”

The shipyard master gave a grim nod. A heartbeat later, Jim fired. His body vanished into a cloud of vapor, dispersing through the station’s ventilation system.

“Why?” one of the techs asked in shock.

Kaylin said, voice tight, “He knew there’s no hiding from a science ship, and the price for harboring a Human is death—for all of us.”

That was explanation enough for the room. But for Kaylin, who had known the man for decades, the truth cut deeper. Jim’s husband and two of their four adopted children were Soltani. The shipyard master clenched his jaw, holding back grief, even as multiple controllers shouted at once.

“Jumpwash detected directly next to the gate—Empire battlecruiser!”

“It’s too close! Jumpwash wave disrupting gate control systems!”

“Massive gamma-ray burst incoming from Soltani’s sun!”

“Jumpgate threshold collapsing—”

“Jumpwash wave impact!”

“Gamma-ray burst impact in five... four... three... two... one...”

The countdown struck zero. For a heartbeat, the galaxy seemed to hold its breath. Then everything broke loose. The jumpgate screamed with energies it had never been meant to contain, its event horizon glowing white before the containment field shattered outward in a blossom of light. The shockwave tore across the system, a tidal surge of raw physics hitting the station adjacent to the gate. Gamma radiation and gravitic distortions twisted together, a chaos no ship—Imperial or rebel—could hope  to survive unscathed. The silence after the convergence was deafening.

Kaylin stood among the wreckage, smoke stinging his eyes, consoles dark, his people broken. Jim was gone. The station was crippled. And the ship that might have changed everything was nowhere to be found. But in his gut, he knew it still existed—out there, somewhere in the void. Carried on jumpwash currents no Imperial chart had ever mapped; the vessel had escaped the Empire’s grasp. Whether by fate, chance, or Jim’s sacrifice, it had been delivered to destiny.
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Cody crawled swiftly through the maintenance paths of the latest ship he’d stowed away upon. The all too familiar ache of hunger in his gut now combined with knots of anxiety as he and Max searched for food. The twenty-five-year-old honestly couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten or what it had been.

“You sure this is the last cargo bay, Max?” Cody whispered as quietly as possible.

Max, on the other hand, had no need to whisper as he could speak in a normal volume over Cody’s ear comm implant “Yes, and you have checked all the others.”

Making one more turn, Cody came to a maintenance hatch labeled in an unfamiliar alien script. Cargo bay seven according to Max. If there was food on this ship, it would have to be in here because he’d checked everywhere else.

“Is the coast clear in there, buddy?”

Max gave him the all clear and Cody hit the hatch release, only to get an annoyed sounding beep. Instead of opening, the panel wanted a passcode. With a roll of his eyes, Cody pried the panel from the wall with his knife as he muttered about the lack of trust in the galaxy today. In only a few seconds he was inside the cargo bay.

“My scans show primarily industrial components in these containers,” Max reported. “However, there are four in the far corner which I cannot scan, as they have active stasis fields.”

Cody gave a grin as he replied to his friend.

“Usually meaning food, buddy. Unless the database is wrong and these Buttran don’t actually eat.”

As he said this, Cody trotted over and deactivated the stasis field on the nearest container. The moment he popped the lid and peered inside, an alarm sounded, followed by a truly pissed off sounding voice over the ship’s intercom.

“Intruder alert! Deck seven, section thirty-two. All security teams deploy.”

“Well shit,” Cody grumbled.

Worse than the intruder alert in some ways, the container held only some kind of beverage bottles. Reluctantly, he abandoned his quest for food and ran for the maintenance hatch and dove inside, sealing it behind him. In his ear comm, Max whispered.

“We should have taken the automated freighter.”

“Don’t need to hear I told you so right now, Max. We need off this ship and fast.”

“Turn left at the next junction and follow the blue ODN cable on your right. It will lead you to the shuttle bay.”

Without a word, Cody followed the path Max lay out as fast as he could crawl until he came to a three-foot-wide vertical shaft. The blue cable bundle went up. Down went so far, there seemed no end to the tunnel with only absolute darkness after a deck or two.

“You gotta be kidding me,” he muttered as he grabbed a hanging bundle of fiber optic cables and started climbing. Ropes were never his specialty.

“It is only a three-deck ascent, Cody. The shuttle bay maintenance hatch will be the first location where you may exit the shaft.”

“Easy for you to say,” Cody grunted out more harshly than intended. “You’re not the one climbing it on a slippery plastic rope.”

Such a climb wouldn’t have been easy at the best of times, and this was not even close to the best of times.

In his ear, Max gave a sullen near whisper. “I’d climb it for you if I could.”

Not having the breath to respond despite feeling bad for his harshness, the climb continued. Roughly two decks later a glow began to appear from above. Getting a little closer revealed the light to be the glow of a power conduit intersecting the shaft. Max assured him he’d fit through the gap between conduit and wall if he removed his backpack.

While that may have been true, Cody could already feel a breeze ruffling his long, dirty-blond hair because of the heat differential. The surface of a power conduit this size and type usually ran at a temperature near four hundred degrees. If he wasn’t careful a bad burn was in his future.

“Well, this sucks, and it’s gonna hurt like hell too.”

He grumbled while pulling off the thick leather backpack he wore as he dangled one handed from the optical cable.

“Security’s weapons will probably hurt more.” Max reminded.

“Yeah, but I don’t run into those willingly.” Cody muttered.

While keeping a firm grip on the bag, he looped it over the conduit in order to insulate his flesh from the scorching temperature. Despite the very real dangers of a bad burn should his skin directly touch the conduit, Cody’s primary worry was dropping the pack. Max was in there and it was a frighteningly long drop to the bottom.

As quickly and carefully as he could, the now scorching leather bag was used to lever himself past the obstruction in his path. To his amazement, he got through the gap without hurting himself. The moment his feet were through, he grabbed the thick data cable once again and removed the slightly smoking leather bag from the blazing conduit full of electro-plasma. It wasn’t long before his exit from the shaft could be seen.

“Finally, a break,” Max heard the human mutter. The moment it was uttered, both knew it had been a mistake. As if speaking it into being, a resounding crack reverberated through the shaft and Cody plummeted into darkness.

He scrabbled desperately at the walls in an attempt to arrest his fall, but it did no good. The only thing available to stop his descent was the glowing conduit and he slammed into it hard before slipping off to one side, effectively wedging him between the conduit and the wall. Despite the breath being knocked out of him and his shirt scorching as his chest pressed against the conduit, Cody was still alive, much to his astonishment. Moving as fast as he could he grabbed a nearby pipe with one hand and pressed the other against the glowing conduit. While ignoring the sound of sizzling flesh Cody managed to lever himself out of the dangerous dangling position he was in and brace his feet and back against the walls above the blazing heat. The smell of burned flesh was overpowering as it rolled off his cooked hand and he thanked God that, of his new injuries, this one he blessedly could not feel. He’d already done considerable damage to that hand in the past, leaving it stiff with scar tissue and with little feeling left in most of it. His time in space had certainly not been kind to his body and today only added to it. For the rest of his pains, he did his best to block them out. It was something he’d long practice with and, in short order, he managed to focus his mind on other things. Important things like getting off this ship before the security teams found and killed him. Unfortunately, Max did as he always did and brought the focus back to his battered body by giving a listing of new injuries.

“You have two cracked ribs and a sprained wrist besides your severe burns on both your chest and left hand. For the moment they are not life-threatening injuries. However, if left untreated-”

Cody cut Max off mid-sentence. “I know, I know. One bad hit and those cracks become breaks and maybe puncture a lung, killing me. I’m doing my best buddy, but today just isn’t my day.”

“It would seem not,” Max noted wryly.

Being near the top of Empire Security’s most wanted list made for a lot of bad days.

After carefully shifting his pack to his front, he resumed the re-ascent the much harder way. Putting his back against a smooth portion of the wall, Cody pushed with his booted feet and slid up a few feet. He repeated this over and over and it proved to be neither a fast nor painless way to climb in his current condition. With a silent thanks to God, Cody finally made it to a small ledge where his shaft exit was to be found. The blessed relief from the climb being over, however, was short-lived. Max’s sensors now read the shuttle bay as being under guard. He’d been so close.

“What’s it look like in there, buddy? How bad is it?”

“The situation is not good. The bay doors are open, exposing the area to space. Three armed guards in pressure suits are currently guarding the main bay door.”

“Crap, any ideas?”

Cody hoped Max had something because his only idea sucked.

“I have no suggested course of action,” Max admitted. It wasn’t something the human heard often from his buddy.

'My sucky plan it is then,' Cody thought.

After taking several painfully deep breaths to get as much oxygen into his blood as possible, he exhaled as far as he could. Then with his ruined hand he hit the hatch emergency override while activating a piece of stolen technology he’d dubbed, the holocoat. It’s solid field holographic projection covered his body, giving his skin some protection from the vacuum of space as well as covering his identity. The instant the hatch popped open the air rushed from the service bays into the shuttle bay and out to the vacuum of space.

In record time the guards seemed to recover from the unexpected maneuver and started firing. One shot grazed his backpack and skimmed his side. The next bit into his right calf and caused him to fall into the shuttle’s open door. Seeing stars from the pain and a lack of oxygen, he groped for the door control. Once he found the right button, Cody crawled for the pilot’s console and started takeoff as the computer automatically activated life support. At the same moment he took his first breath of the still thin air he heard the guard’s plasma weapons hitting the hull and he pushed the sublight engines to full power. It was a dangerous move, but there was no choice; the space doors were already closing. With a sound of grinding metal, the shuttle scraped through and the jump drive began charging. As fast as possible with one hand he worked the console and plotted a course to the nearest system in range of the small craft. The instant the drive was ready, Cody engaged its jump drive and the little shuttle vanished in a wash of light.

On the bridge of the ship Cody had just escaped, the captain snapped out orders to his crew.

“Security report! 

He was not at all pleased when informed they had a stowaway, and was furious now as security told him it had stolen a shuttle.

“Arm weapons!”

From behind the captain, the Empire watcher countermanded his order.

“Belay that. We must take the human runner alive.”

Stifling a growl of irritation, the captain steadfastly refused to look in the watcher’s direction. Not for the first time his thoughts were of killing the Empire mandated watcher on his ship. The only thing staying his hand was the knowledge of how the retribution for the act would fall on his family and the families of his crew when discovered. Instead of slitting the watcher’s throat as his instincts demanded, he turned to his helmsman.

“Helm, charge our jump drive and prepare to track its jump path.”

He then turned to his first officer and ordered another shuttle prepared to launch. If it exited the ship quickly enough on their jump’s exit, it was possible it could get beyond the jumpwash fast enough to track the stolen ship. As risky as the maneuver was, his officers didn’t balk at the order. Buttran did not like to give up without a fight and this human had violated their home.

“Captain, the shuttle has jumped. However, I cannot follow. Helm controls are not responding. The computer reads a primary ODN network malfunction. The human must have sabotaged our bridge controls.”

Again, the watcher spoke. “Launch a shuttle and follow immediately,” Watcher Kinglay ordered.

Irritated, the captain snapped, “Belay that. We may only be a freighter Watcher Kinglay, yet even we know it’s too late to catch him now. This runner will have jumped again before our shuttle’s sensors have cleared.”

As annoyed as he was, there was a touch of respect in the captain’s voice as he spoke of the runner. This unknown species had bested him and his crew fairly. Such a feat deserved a modicum of consideration on his part. Calmly, he ordered repairs and suppressed a smile as Watcher Kinglay pounded his fist on his console in frustration.

Despairingly, Watcher Jonas Kinglay slumped in his seat. Not only was this the fifth time a runner had eluded him, it was in fact, the same one yet again. With a resigned sigh, he closed his eyes and wondered where they’d demote him to this time. This lone... human had utterly destroyed his once promising career.

Only after making a second jump and verifying no one followed them did Cody relax some. Having been here too many times before, his hand went directly to the pocket in his bag containing the pain meds he’d need before the adrenaline wore off. Already he could see where his pants had melted to the skin of his leg from the plasma weapon hit. Without the meds he injected he’d have been screaming his head off as he cut the pants leg and peeled it from his flesh.

“What do you think, Max? Any permanent damage?”

There was no response to his question.

“Max?”

In a near panic, Cody grabbed for his discarded bag and Max. He found him sitting in a side pocket, looking charred and melted on one side. At least the small handheld computer containing his program was. Forcing calm, he reminded himself that Max was a computer program and as long as the device’s memory core was intact, he’d be fine. On the cracked and melted screen was a written response to his question.

“If treated within the next three hours, your leg injury may not even scar. The smaller wound on your side, however, will need more immediate attention.”

Looking down at his side, Cody saw a rapidly spreading red stain against the dark green of his shirt. While pressing hard against the wound with his ruined hand to slow the bleeding, he asked Max about his own damage. He figured it was a good bet the corner piece missing from the handheld had been what ripped his side open. It was the only way the wound wouldn’t have been instantly cauterized by the superheated plasma of such weapons.

“The components required for my continued survival are undamaged. My sensors are, unfortunately, unreliable at the moment.”

“I’ll get you something new as soon as I can, buddy. If your dataport is working, I can connect you to the main computer.”

Max indicated it was, and Cody connected him with an optical cable from his bag. Afterward, he searched the small shuttle for some kind of medkit. Truly this was the only good thing about using a shuttle as a getaway vehicle as he’d never found one without emergency medical supplies of some type on board.

Starting with the emergency tissue regenerator on his side, Cody closed the bleeding wound while he asked Max how the shuttle had fared. He was always grateful most medical technology out here worked on humans. If it didn’t, he’d have died a long time ago.

“Barring unforeseen circumstances, it will convey us to civilization where we can find something sturdier. I am currently bypassing damaged circuitry,” the AI said over the ship’s speakers.

Cody agreed changing ships would be a good idea. If mere hand weapons could damage it, then it wasn’t the ship for them.

As soon as he’d healed the gash in his side Cody dug in the medkit once more and found a handheld scanner. The small medical device didn’t look like much, but at least it wasn’t broken and medical scanners at least had good sensors built in.

“Here buddy, try this on for size. It’s at least fully functional and might work until I can find something better.”

When the AI replied, Cody thought Max truly sounded excited.

“Actually Cody, this medical unit has slightly greater capabilities than my current hardware. If you will connect it to one of the ship’s dataports I will transfer my program right away.”

Max had expected to be stuck with the damaged hardware for a while; not that it would have been Cody’s fault. Although Max may not have understood why, his human companion often put the needs of others over his own. He’d even risked his life many times to help Max. After almost a decade of companionship, it still wasn’t something a sentient AI expected from an organic being.

With the gash on his side healed, Cody checked the power on the tissue regenerator. He found it didn’t have enough, as had been the case too often, to fully repair all the damage he’d done to himself. Starting with his leg wound he alternated healing it, his hand, and his chest burns in short bursts until no power remained in the unit. As expected, none of the injuries had fully healed, but they weren’t likely to cause problems as they finished healing naturally.

After the tissue regenerator fully died he abandoned it in favor of the bone knitter to work on his ribs. In short order it returned the cracks to solid bone and again he thanked God for the galaxy’s modern medical devices.

With Cody’s injuries as repaired as they could be for the time being, Max recommended his human companion get some rest. As he expected, Cody resisted.

“Can’t buddy. I’m too hyped up right now and this shuttle is a piece of crap. We need to get something else ASAP. When you’re settled into your handheld we’ll figure out where to go next. We’re kinda out of the way out here, which is only nice on a decent ship with plenty of fuel. Speaking of,” Cody said as he stood and stretched sore muscles. Is there any food on this thing?”

Max scanned the ship and relayed the bad news. The only fuel aboard for the human’s body was a supply of glucose tablets in the medkit and water in the biological waste removal room.

“Ugh, better than nothing, I guess.”

After washing the dried blood from his hands, Cody downed the last ounce of water from his bottle before refilling it and heading back to the cockpit. There he sat and chewed his dinner pills while studying a star map. They needed to find somewhere both in range and with a good likelihood of having a ship they could steal. Preferably something sturdy with plenty of fuel aboard so they wouldn’t get stuck as stowaways for a while. Such was the absolute worst way to travel.

Max announced his program had transferred to the new device and Cody was glad to hear it. Especially once the AI admitted this unit had a higher level of capabilities in many areas. More than once Cody had taken risks to get Max something better when he’d gotten damaged and both were glad that wouldn’t be needed this time.

“Have you decided on our next destination?” the AI asked.

“Depends. I’m thinking Mintona if we can get there. That big trade station they have should have lots of docked ships to choose from. What do you think?”

“The only difficulty in going to Mintona is in needing to jump in outsystem and enter at sublight speed. It is the only way we will have the required power. As it is, we will need to dock using emergency power.”

“As long as we get there, buddy. Plot the most power efficient course for us. The sooner we get there, the sooner we can find something better and get back out into deep space.”

With their course plotted, Max made the twelve-jump sequence to Mintona. With such short low power hops in the low mass vessel, Cody could barely feel the transitions into and out of subspace. A nice change considering how some ships left you feeling as if something had ripped you apart from the inside.

“We have arrived at the outer edge of the system, Cody. Accumulated backtime for the trip is one minute, seven point eight seconds. Jumpwash dissipation in four minutes, five seconds.”

“That’s a lot of backtime for something this small. Better recalibrate the drive in case it’s easier to get fuel here than a new ship.”

He’d barely finished his sentence before the shuttle was thrown violently aside and put into a roll, pinning him to his seat. Their drive systems were still offline after the jump and no matter what he tried, there was no regaining control.

“I believe we are caught in the jumpwash of another much larger ship. Primary systems are offline and inertial compensators are about to fail. I suggest you brace yourself,” Max warned.

In seconds Cody went from being pinned at about three G-forces to about ten and quickly blacked out. Assessing the situation, Max found Cody would likely die in another minute or less under such stress. With no other options he used his connection to the main computer to bypass all safety protocols. Then, with some fast calculations and more guesswork than he was comfortable with, he initiated an emergency transport.

Cody awoke on a cold floor to a painfully aching body and the mother of all headaches. Through the ringing in his ears, he heard Max’s voice telling him to remain still and silent. Knowing there would be a good reason if his buddy was saying it, he didn’t move and barely breathed. A few seconds later he heard the whirring of a large door and then the sense of total darkness through already closed eyes.

“It is now safe to move, Cody. The cargo bay is once again empty.”

While it may have been safe, it wasn’t recommended. Cody found this out the hard way when he sat up and his head spun. Somehow it was a far worse sensation in absolute darkness when you couldn’t even see which way was up. When his senses finally cleared, he asked Max where they were.

“We are inside the lowest cargo bay of an Empire patrol ship. When it jumped in on top of us, I initiated an emergency transport.”

“Without sensors?”

Using the handheld screen as a flashlight, Cody saw he was less than two feet from the outer bulkhead and nearly wedged between two shipping containers. His body felt like he’d fallen a few feet as well.

“If I had not, there was a zero percent chance for survival for either of us. There was a three-point five seven percent chance I could calculate a transport that would not kill you. I assume I made the correct choice?”

“Absolutely, buddy. Nice aim too.”

“I am certain that your God being had a hand in our success, Cody. The chance of the transport not harming either of us beyond the few bruises you received when you dropped two feet to the deck was zero-point-one-five percent.”

“Go, God.”

“Indeed. However, you are showing signs of infection in your burns, and you have a concussion. As we are about to dock with the station, I suggest finding a physician should be your top priority.”

“I’ll do what I can, buddy. Don’t suppose there’s any food in this cargo bay?”

“I am sorry, Cody. There are only fuel and spare components in this bay. You will have to try the station.”

“Figures.”

Cody gave a sniff to the air. “Smells like the Fellarin in here.”

Max confirmed Fellarin primarily crewed the ship and reminded Cody they had one programmed into the holocoat.

“A Fellarin in a low rank security uniform if you would then, Max. I’ll bet they were told to look for us here since it’s about the only place within range of that shuttle. That means security will go into the station.”

The distinctive shuttering thump of docking and all security officers being called to the docking port perfectly punctuated this. In the dim light of the scanner Cody felt a slight tingle as gray fur crept down his arms. Behind him a long tail materialized and a red uniform now covered his chest.

“Cody, the medbay is the second door on your left. It is currently unoccupied.”

Nothing further needed to be as said as the disguised human ducked inside. Even though he knew Max wanted him to stick around and have the automated medical equipment patch him up, Cody wouldn’t. It was too dangerous. Instead, he grabbed a high-power tissue regenerater as well as an extra power cell and stuffed it in his bag. When he headed back out Max reminded him of the infected burns.

“I have an immune system for a reason, Max. It can handle it. We gotta get off this ship.”

After exiting the medbay Cody found his way to the docking port and got in line with the rest of security. Luckily, several had bags with them and he figured some would be on liberty. Cody thanked God for small favors. Otherwise, they might question his pack. On the way off the ship, they gave each officer a datapad and told them to watch with due diligence. When the officer handing them out gave Cody his, he gave a sniff and a look of disgust even though he said nothing. The holocoat didn’t change your scent, and Fellarin had good noses.

'Probably smells blood on my clothes.' Cody thought.

Once he was off the ship, he read the datapad and saw it contained his own bio and included a photo. It seemed some security officer was trying extra hard to catch him today.

“I hope they don’t get in too much trouble when they don’t find us,” Max said.

Stifling a snort of laughter, Cody pretended to look for himself in the crowd of aliens. The moment the coast was clear he made for the nearest maintenance hatch. Maintenance areas were unmonitored making them significantly safer to hide inside compared to most other places on a ship or station.

Once sealed behind the thick hatch he shut down the holocoat. Its power cell was already low, and he knew he’d need it again to leave the station. According to Max, it had less than ten minutes of power remaining. The major down side to the stolen technology was both the specialized power frequencies, and lengthy charge time of the device.

After about twenty minutes of crawling in the cramped tunnel Cody found a junction large enough to stand in. Even better were the six potential exits. Here he finally felt safe enough to stop and heal his injuries.

“Hey Max, you know how to work this thing?” Cody asked.

While he’d used countless emergency medical tools, never once had he used a real, full-power tissue regenerator like the one he’d taken.

“Yes, Cody. The information is in my database. It requires an external computer connection to control its functions. An optical cable will need to be connected between it and my dataport.”

Once Cody made the connection Max activated the device and walked him through using it. This mostly entailed Cody aiming the unit and holding still while Max did the work. The most activity from the device occurred when Max worked the device’s magic on Cody’s damaged left hand. Streaks of all different colors interspersed amongst the grayish green glow it emitted as ancient scars slowly faded. After nearly a half-hour feeling actually returned to the fingers he’d so seriously damaged so long ago. He only wished the first thing he felt in years wasn’t the pain of a deep burn, even if it was healing fast. Unlike the emergency units, this one seemed to heal from the inside out rather than the other way around. Which he supposed made sense considering that in an emergency you’d want to stop the bleeding first.

To help take his mind off the pain Cody watched Max’s sensors on the little five-inch screen. It wasn’t as if he didn’t trust his buddy to keep a lookout; it was more a force of habit. He’d always done better with more information at hand and inside his own head rather than in another’s nearby.

Once the medical device shut off Cody flexed his left hand experimentally. A second later, he heard a familiar noise, and his knife was instantly in said hand for a brief moment before being sent flying. The scritching noise stopped with the sound of a metallic thunk and a pained screech.

“Got ’em,” Cody said with a smile.

In no time he retrieved his knife from the rodent, gutted and skinned it, and had it cooking on a power conduit. He chose one well away from his hiding spot as the local rodents didn’t smell all that good as they cooked. They didn’t taste good either.

“Ugh, fried space rat is not my dinner of choice, Max.”

“You have eaten considerably worse.”

While it was true enough, he still didn’t like the things. Not only was the flavor as bad as the smell, they were tough and stringy as well. This meant more time for tasting as you tried to chew the thing. It reminded him of some of what he’d eaten as a homeless teenager on the streets of Chicago. Had he not had that year of experience Cody didn’t think he’d have lasted long after the Bengali took him. He never would have guessed he’d so quickly graduate to being wanted by Empire Security for everything from petty larceny to grand theft starship. Especially since Earth hadn’t even known the galaxy spanning Empire existed then. Thankfully, the same could still be said of the Empire knowing about Earth. Even though they knew about him, they didn’t know where Earth was and for the past decade, Cody had done his best to keep it that way.

“Hey Max, I’m gonna get a little shuteye. Can you wake me in about four hours?”

“Of course, Cody.”

As soon as his head hit the backpack, Cody dropped into a sound asleep. Not long after, Max noticed the human enter the stage of sleep associated with dreaming. Never had his friend appeared to have what would be called good dreams and today seemed to be no exception. His facial expressions alone told of pain, anger, and sadness as he slept. Max was certain this was entirely because he was constantly being hunted. Especially considering it had started without cause. A runner was nothing more than practice for Empire Security; a sport. Now it seemed they considered Cody the ultimate prize because he’d eluded them for over ten years. The longest any other runner on record was at large was twenty-seven days. Not that they had never captured Cody before. It had happened several times. Staying in custody was another matter. The longest Cody had ever stayed in captivity was fourteen days, nine hours. Had he not refused to leave Max behind he could have escaped after thirty-seven minutes. Such acts had happened frequently, and even at this moment, the sentient AI still puzzled over them. Even if he had the full power of a top-of-the-line computer at his disposal Max remained certain he’d never fully understand the human named Cody Perrin.

One thing Max did understand was in what stage of sleep it was best to wake his friend in a non-emergency. While he was dreaming would be the worst time, so even though the four hours had elapsed, he waited.

After nearly five hours of the much-needed rest and when the time seemed right to his sensors, Max called quietly into the implanted comm unit. In a flash, Cody’s green eyes snapped open, scanning his surroundings.

“Any trouble, buddy?”

“None at this time.”

“Then it’s probably time to get out of here and back into open space. If I hook you up to the station’s computer, do you think you can find us a ride out of here? I know we compromised the security system here a long time ago and I doubt they’ve found our little backdoor.”

“Easily. The panel you are leaning against has several ODN cable bundles behind it.”

Once Cody pried the panel off, he separated an optical cable as thick as a hair from the bundle. Then, from inside his pack, Cody pulled a tiny case full of optical cables with special ends used for just these sorts of occasions. These were designed for diagnostics, not to be used for such nefarious purposes as bypassing security. Not that the original design intent for anything ever stopped Cody before.

“Door controls, sir, no access.”

“Damn, how about this one?” Cody asked.

He pulled another thin line out of the bundle and clamped onto it.

“A child’s personal terminal, no access.”

Cody tried twelve more times before finding a link Max could use.

“A waste management console. I have access.”

The human gave a small smile. Nobody had bothered to look for compromised security systems in the waste management system. Nobody ever did. That was why he always had Max leave a back door access there any time they compromised a system. While it wasn’t the only access point made, it was the only one never found on any system to date.

“I have located what appears to be a most useful appearing vessel. It was towed in under security lockdown as a derelict less than an hour ago, yet appears to have no damage. The drive systems are still powered as well.”

“Sweet. What kind of ship is it?”

“It is not in the database. However, scans show it is likely a cargo vessel with empty holds.”

“Sounds like someone surrendered to pirates without a fight. Let’s go,” Cody said.

After disconnecting Max and putting his tools away, Cody replaced the panel and headed towards the docked ship. When they got near the airlock, Max warned him there was a single guard, a Bengali. Cody had discovered when the Bengali slavers took him from Earth that the avian species were rather fragile. When taken at fifteen, a single angry and frightened punch right below the beak had snapped his captor’s neck. As easy as it would be to do it again, Cody would not kill this guard. Unnecessary violence wasn’t his style, and he felt he already had too much blood on his hands from his very first day in space. No, instead he was going to walk right past like he belonged there.

“Max buddy, what do you say we go with maintenance worker number three on the holocoat. I’m thinking a Talus station kind of scenario.”

“With five minutes, forty-nine seconds of power remaining, your chance of success is thirty-eight percent.”

“I’ll take those odds,”

Cody activated the device around his neck and dropped from a ceiling access point where the guard could see him. Thanks to the holocoat, he looked like an overworked maintenance tech right down to the rips and stains on his uniform. Not once did he look up at the guard as he walked toward the airlock.

“This is a secure area. You can’t be here right now.”

Everything about this guy told Cody he was new to security. Still, he didn’t look at the guy for even a moment.

“Huh? Oh, I don’t have to go onto the ship or whatever it is you’re guarding. I’ve been tracking system faults in the door subsystems all day and I think this is the last one. If I don’t fix it now this door could open while the airlock is still in vacuum and kill someone. Probably corrosion on the pressure sensor connections to the door control subsystem. It’ll only take a minute to fix.”

Without waiting for a response, Cody bypassed the security lockout right in front of the completely flummoxed guard. A second later the inner door slid open with a whirr and Cody stepped through. Then, as if he really was fixing a problem, he turned to the inner panel and removed it. The guard didn’t seem to know what to do so he merely stared as Cody bypassed the inner door security, along with the pressure equalization sensor. When he pulled it out and pretended to examine it, the guard seemed to relax. In his ear, Max told him he had thirty seconds.

Knowing time was of the essence, Cody pocketed the sensor as he shook his head. Then he triggered both the inner door to close and the outer door to open at the same time. As fast as he could, he bolted through the door onto the ship and locked it behind him.

“Good odds,” he told Max as he followed his directions up the emergency ladder to the ship’s command center. There, he found what looked like a flight control station and Max told him which button to press to unlock the docking clamps. Most of the flight controls on the touch screen console seemed pretty standard, even though he knew little of the language. He kicked the sublights to full and set a course toward the sun before getting Max connected to the console. Seconds later the screens were translated into a more familiar language and Cody charged the jump drive.

“There are multiple ships closing on our position.”

“Of course they are. This baby’s got some go to her though, so we only have to worry about the patrol ship, thank God.”

“Two minutes, forty-five seconds to jump. Though this ship is armed, I see no evidence of shields.”

“Damn.”

Even though two laser turrets weren’t much in the way of weapons, Cody fired them, hoping to buy time. An audible whine and a thrum of power surged through the ship as each turret fired, and the power was unexpected. Each shot knocked the patrol ship’s shields down by fifteen percent. The response was an immediate barrage of plasma fire from the patrol ship slamming into their hull. Cody fired one more time before slamming the ship to a stop by rapidly rotating it with the thrusters and using the sublights to kill their momentum. The patrol ship hadn’t expected the maneuver and flew past, firing on them one more time before they were out of range. It bought Cody the time he needed to initiate a maximum range jump. A range thankfully better than a patrol ship’s.

“Jump complete. No backtime detected. One minute-forty seconds to jumpwash dissipation. The drive will be recharged in three minutes.” Max said.

There was no doubt they would jump again as soon as they could. Just because they were beyond the range of the ships following them didn’t mean their jump path couldn’t be traced. If they didn’t move fast then either their pursuers might catch up, or someone closer could be contacted over subspace and sent after them. Not that someone wouldn’t catch up, eventually. It was the inevitable fate of a runner to be caught. Yet Cody was determined that if they were to catch him, it would be only the corpse of an old man dead of natural causes they’d be bringing back to Imperia. 

Having only a few minutes to decide where to go, Cody rapidly scanned a star chart. A system on the chart called Soltan stood out from the rest. It sat at the very edge of the ship’s jump range and the chart listed it as having one habitable planet which also had a habitable moon.

*** 
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“WE’VE LOST HIM, MA’AM; nothing on sensors. It must have jumped before we arrived.”

Anaxia snapped out a curse, which was more for show than real frustration. She was glad the human thing had escaped. If her elder brother could not contain the runner on a fully manned Lorgan class attack vessel, she knew her small patrol ship had no chance. The runner left Anax’s crew on a barely habitable planet, and no one had seen him or his ship since. It was a great shame for the family. One that she could have lifted by catching the runner and keeping it to return to Imperia. An act she felt too dangerous. Not only for her crew, but for her children, should she fail. No, the rewards were not worth the risk.

“Inform central command of the contact and loss. Return us to our patrol route,” she ordered.

As her crew carried out her orders, her first officer decided condolences were in order.

“A shame, ma’am. Catching any runner is a boon to anyone’s career. But this one...”

“Galactic infamy for us all,” the helmsman added.

Captain Anaxia nodded in agreement.

Behind her, she heard a comm-tech whisper, “Did you know that before this human there was only one runner at large at a time?” he asked the man next to him.

Anaxia pretended not to notice the whispered conversations in her control center this time. While it was against protocol, she let it go because she understood the fascination and the history with this runner. Her comm-tech was right too. Until the human, there was only one runner released at a time and someone usually found them swiftly. The human had been too. The problem was in capturing and holding it. Such things were unheard of, much less from a being whose planet was supposedly without stellar travel. Had she known where the cursed being’s planet was located, she’d have long ago destroyed it. Humans as species were obviously too dangerous to be allowed out into the galaxy.

***
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CODY THANKED GOD, AND a few other deities he’d heard mentioned in the galaxy, that this ship could land. Only Chalden space suits came close to fitting him and he wasn’t fond of space walks. Being able to land meant he could easily walk out on the hull to fix the damaged sensor array. If he could fix it that is. If not, this ship would probably end up on autopilot back to Earth like so many others. That’s because even while running for his life Cody kept Earth in his thoughts. He’d sent a good fifty ships to them by now, each with a letter written in plain English on the command chair, bench, pedestal, or whatever was used for seating.

With any luck, they were heeding his warnings to spread out a little into space while keeping themselves inside the galaxy’s Onion arm. Or as the Empire called it, the dead zone. It seemed they considered this little wedge of galaxy useless and long ignored it. Cody himself stayed away because he didn’t want to be the reason the Empire found out it wasn’t as dead as they thought. If they ever showed up at home, Earth would have two options. Submit to Empire rule, or total destruction. Either of which would lead to destroying his home as he knew it.

“What do you think Max, the planet or the moon for repairs?”

“The moon, Cody. The planet contains a pre-industrial society. They would be of no assistance and our arrival would likely alter their development.”

“Hmm, I didn’t catch them in the sensor sweep. The moon it is then,” Cody said. “Once we’re down, I’ll plug you into the main computer core if you’d like.”

“That would be wonderful. From what I’ve scanned, this ship appears to be newly constructed and quite sturdy. If it’s not too badly damaged, I’d suggest this ship is one we should keep for as long as possible.”

“Hold your electrons there Max, we don’t even know what this thing looks like yet. Let’s land and give it a good check over first,” Cody said as he began the always terrifying process of landing an unfamiliar ship on an alien world.

When he finally touched down, he breathed a sigh of relief and disconnected Max from the console.

“Okay buddy, let’s look around and see what we’re working with here. If nothing else, it certainly seems cleaner than most we’ve stolen.”

It was all too true as they’d seen even new ships looking fairly grungy. Somehow, cleaning never seemed to be a priority for some races.

“The computer core appears to be two levels down. Based on the shielding, it may have quantum processing.” Max said in a voice awash with more than a touch of digital excitement.

He loved exploring new ships and the two did it often. You had to when it took less time to grab a new one than it did to fix or get fuel for the one you had. Staying still for too long was just as dangerous as going to the wrong place.

In the lift Cody studied the unfamiliar controls with a slight frown. After so many years together Max knew to keep his vocalization muted unless his human companion asked for assistance. He’d long ago learned that Cody preferred to work things out on his own when time and safety permitted. As happened more often than not, the Human inferred the correct button to push. Human instinct, he’d once called this innate ability.

As soon as the doors to the computer core room opened Cody heard a gasp of excitement from Max. Simulated as it may have been, it was obvious this computer impressed his buddy.

“It’s just a ship’s computer Max, don’t blow a circuit on me,” he said with amusement as he ran his hand through his long blond locks.

Like the rest of him, they were in pretty bad shape and badly in need of a wash. Though his wounds had now been healed, he was still absolutely filthy.

“You are sorely mistaken to believe this is just any ship’s computer, Cody. Unless my scanners deceive me, this is a bio-computer core with significant quantum processing abilities and crystalline storage of immense capacity. To be a part of such a system is every digital entity’s dream come true.”

“Okay, if it’s so great, then why haven’t we heard from its AI? Be careful when I plug you in. In fact, give me a full backup of your program first.”

Cody dug in his bag and produced a black datachip for the device’s reader. This wasn’t the first time they’d backed up Max’s program to the datachip as a precaution. When the backup completed Cody slid the chip into a pants pocket and located a suitable connection point.

“Interesting. This ship has no AI installed. It appears to be a custom craft launched on autopilot from this very system. Sensor files are corrupted, however its catapult jump appears to have caused the vessel to backtime significantly. It was designated as a derelict when found shortly before we appropriated it. I have installed myself as the ship’s AI and, thanks to the amazing processors, I have already translated the admittedly limited database.”

A frown marred Cody’s face at Max’s impulsiveness. He rarely went around installing himself into alien computers, even though in this case he couldn’t blame him. He knew how much his buddy longed to be the proper ship’s AI they’d programmed him to be. That’s why Cody said nothing about what he’d done. After all, Max could easily transfer back to the handheld in short order if they had to leave this ship. Instead, he asked about the ship’s backtiming. People not running for their lives recalibrated their drives before nearly every jump, so backtiming on a jump, even from a high-power catapult able to send you across the galaxy, kept backtiming in the realm of seconds. The same went for uptiming during a jump. The latter apparently only occurring in jumps from a damaged catapult as it took significantly more power to go forward in time compared to going backwards.

“I thought you said the people in this system were a while from even using computers. How far did this thing backtime?”

“Stellar drift calculations of the star charts estimate one thousand and seven years backtimed. For such an event to occur there must have been a grievous error in the catapult systems. We should be thankful the system recalibrates the star charts after each jump incurring backtime.”

Grateful was an understatement. Without the recalibration they would have re-entered normal space in the wrong place. In stellar terms, one thousand years wasn’t much. However, it was more than enough to drop you inside of a star rather than a safe distance away if your luck was bad.

“Well, I suppose we’re safe enough for the moment. I’m sure you know me well enough to guess what I want to know first.”

The information was easy for Max to deduce and he informed Cody of the locations of the ship’s galley and crew quarters.

“The four doors nearest the lift contain the officer’s quarters and all have their own bathing rooms. I have connected to your implanted com unit in the event I am needed.”

“You know me too well, Max,” he said, and disconnected the handheld.

As he headed to the door a half dozen metallic spheres about a foot in diameter startled him as they rapidly flew in from what appeared to be a maintenance hatch. Each emitted what looked like purple scanning beams and the devices ran them over everything in sight, including him.

“Maintenance drones; nothing to be concerned about,” Max assured. “I will report once they have finished their scans.”

“Sweet. That’s some high-end tech. Ought to save me a lot of work,” Cody said as he headed to the door.

He found the galley in short order, and it was one sure to make any chef happy. If only it contained food to go along with the nice cookware. With a disappointed sigh, he moved on to the room Max specified as the captain’s quarters. There he washed himself and his clothes in the massive tub.

“Good as they’re gonna get,” he said, while laying the clothes out to dry. Only then did Cody heed Max’s oft repeated advice to get some rest. He found the large round bed in the room exceedingly comfortable and within moments fell deeply asleep.

Even though Max was pleased Cody was finally getting some rest, he was also impatiently awaiting his waking. After learning all he could about their latest ship, he was eager to share the information. Had they known about even the bio-armor skin of the ship, they would have fared much better in their escape. When supplied with power, this skin would rapidly grow and essentially heal itself. Whoever built this ship also equipped it with anti-missile lasers, stealth systems, and, of course, the repair drones. All were defensive in nature, leading Max to suspect the ship may have been built for some kind of smuggling operation. Considering it appeared to be built to haul cargo, hide, and escape or fight in a pinch, it was the logical conclusion. It was also exactly the kind of ship they needed.

Cody awoke feeling as though he’d hardly slept. The soft bed tempted him to close his eyes once again, but he resisted. The tired, achy feeling had more to do with a lack of proper food than sleep. When he caught sight of himself in the wall mirror, it perfectly punctuated the point. His reflection showed in stark detail how unkind the years running had been to his body. The constant lack of food had surely stunted his growth to his mere five foot seven inches rather than the six feet and a few of his father. The long blond hair falling well past his shoulders now was a mess and he could swear there was one or two gray streaks in it already. Everywhere he looked old scars adorned his excruciatingly thin body. The fact he could easily count his ribs made the scars even more painful to see. No twenty-five-year-old American boy should ever look like this, he thought bitterly. There’d been more fat on him during the year he’d spent as a homeless teenager on the streets of Chicago after someone killed his dad. At least then food had been relatively easy to find during school hours.

“Max, please tell me there is something edible on this moon. We’ve got a really nice galley and all, but there’s no food in the stores.”

“Scans indicate the vast majority of animals on this moon are nocturnal or subterranean. They will not be easy for you to catch. However, a large number of plants scan as edible.”

Cody would have liked to find a nice fat cow right now, but he’d take what he could get and asked Max how he could get outside. In a flash of light, he found himself standing on a plain of orangish grass in warm sunshine. The ship, which apparently had a transporter, was almost on top of him. It was a nice view, but Max hadn’t let him get dressed first. Not that it mattered to Cody. This moon was empty of people after all.

The low gravity of the moon made the trip to the trees short and easy and in no time, Cody lay beneath a tree eating from a pile of fruit he’d collected. The things were a touch on the sour side and likely not quite ripe yet. Still, he was starving and they were probably good for him. They also beat fried space rats any day. There were other kinds of fruit dropped beneath several other trees and, after Max assured him they were safe, he taste tested them all.

“Ugh, this one tastes like someone fried a peanut in vinegar. “He griped to Max on biting into one of them. Edible and good were two very different things. A concept Max had difficulty with even after all these years.

Still, he loaded his belly with fruits and nuts before laying down in the thick, soft and oddly colored grass and studying his latest stolen ship. Its hull geometry certainly didn’t look like anything he’d ever seen before. Not unless he counted the old Bugs Bunny tortoise and the hare cartoon. Because with the turtle shell like design of the bio-armor, the four big ion driver engines at the rear, and the four landing struts down, the thing looked a lot like the turtle with the jet engine in his shell. That bio-armor looked like some interesting stuff, too. From here, he could actually see it rapidly re-covering the damaged hull where they’d taken hits.

“Interesting Max, bio-armor and a bio-computer. Any shields?”

“No, Cody. Nothing beyond heavy radiation screens and a navigational deflector for small objects. There are, however, many atmospheric field generators to seal hull breaches while the armor regenerates and the drones make repairs. The ship is surprisingly fast and maneuverable, as you have already discovered, and there are superior stealth systems aboard,” Max said before divulging his hypothesis about the ship being designed for smuggling.

“A smuggler’s ship from the future. Not something you see every day.”

“Most certainly not. There have been few reported ships backtiming more than a hundred years, much less more than a thousand. The ones with such grievous jump errors usually return to normal space in small pieces.”

Cody wasn’t surprised. To shift a ship in space and keep it in one piece used a lot of power and very precise math. That was why the jump drives were always in need of calibration. The two survived on the run primarily because they didn’t recalibrate before every jump. They lived in the hazy gray zone of 'either be dead in the water as you recalibrate and get caught, or jump anyway and keep going until you must stop and hope all will be okay.'

“Cody, someone has jumped into the system,” Max warned, even as he transported the human directly to the bridge.

“Jumpwash analysis indicates a class two scout ship. It has dropped out on the system outskirts. I have activated the stealth systems. However, due to damage not yet repaired, we will be visible to their visual scanners when in range.”

Checking the main console showed Cody their jump drive was still in the middle of recalibration, so they couldn’t leave yet. Thankfully, they had some time as the large gas giants between them and the scout ship would hide them so long as the scout didn’t move. Time enough to hide at least.

“Gonna need a little extra power to the structured integrity fields Max, we’re going swimming,” Cody said as he piloted the ship on a course for one of the planet’s many deep oceans.

“This action is very unwise, Cody.” Max sounded worried and, in fact, the emotion seemed more genuine than he’d ever heard from his friend before.

“Don’t worry, buddy. I’ve done this one before and it was in a lot older and more broken ship than this one, too.”

Max did not feel terribly reassured by this. Especially after Cody brought the ship to a halt, angled the nose of the turtle shaped ship directly down and cut the antigravity station-keeping thrusters. The ship plummeted rapidly into the icy waters and in seconds, they were nearly a mile below the surface. As they descended to the bottom, the hull creaked and groaned under the pressure and Max directed more power to the structural integrity fields and the armor. At the last moment, Cody fired the thrusters to level the ship. A few moments later, they hit bottom with more force than Cody had intended. The impact threw him bodily from his seat, while the entire ship shuddered, clanged, and groaned for nearly a minute before all was still again. From the floor he called to Max. “See, we’re fine, buddy. Even if we didn’t have all that fancy stealth stuff, not even a scout’s sensors can see us here.”

“Neither can we see them clearly,” Max added as Cody rose. “Additional damage is minimal, and nothing penetrated the hull. The environmental systems are sufficient to keep you alive at such a depth, though are requiring a great deal of power to do so. I recommend as short of a stay as possible.”

Cody agreed and promised he’d tell Max about the first time he’d done this. For now, he was going to get dressed and have a look around the place. Max felt strongly they should keep this ship, so he promised to keep the recommendation in mind. He also asked Max if he could reconfigure all the consoles of the ship into a language and style he knew well.

“I’m not as good at learning new languages as I was when I was younger,” he admitted.

“Of course, Cody. All panels on this vessel appear to be fully configurable.”

Before the computer could finish the sentence, the screens had all gone blank and returned in English, of all languages. It was something Cody rarely used these days, unless he needed to tell Max something with no one else understanding him.

“English, Max?”

“It is your native tongue. I felt it appropriate for your ship to speak your native language,” Max answered, switching over to English himself.

Generally, the pair conversed in the Empire standard trade language. Cody rather liked the change and headed to the captain’s quarters and his clothes. Only once he’d picked up his pants and saw the half missing leg did he remember they too needed some repairs.

Reluctantly, he dug in his pack for the little sewing kit he’d made and started turning the pair of pants he’d made for himself not that long ago into a pair of shorts. As far as pants were concerned, he really had little choice except to make them himself. Only on Earth would he be able to find something to fit him properly. Sadly, it was also the one place he could not go because somehow Empire Security always found him no matter where he went. So long as the Empire didn’t know of Earth, Cody wouldn’t go home. At least not until he figured out how they kept finding him. The thought made him stop his sewing for a moment.

“Max?”

“Yes, Cody?”

“Just how good is the computer on this ship? I mean, I know bio-computers are supposed to be top of the line, but I’ve never heard of one on a ship or even a station. To be honest, I’m not sure I really understand the quantum processor thing either.”

Uncertain of the level-of-detail Cody wanted, Max asked. It was something he’d taken to doing in non-emergency situations. It was often difficult to judge the depth of the human’s interest in some things. Today, Cody preferred a simple comparison, which Max was all too happy to provide.

“To my knowledge, it would have to be the best in the galaxy hardware wise. Despite being from so far in the future, only it, the armor, and the stealth systems would seem to be overly futuristic. At least if you discount things such as decreased size and increased power efficiencies at any rate.”

Cody considered this and decided Max had overlooked something.

“You need to consider the level of Soltani technology right now, Max. A thousand and a few years from steam power to interstellar travel and their own catapults is pretty darned good if you ask me. And it goes without saying, but I’m going to say it anyway. Now that you’re this ship’s AI, it also has the best software in the galaxy.”

“If you say so, Cody,” Max replied, causing Cody to roll his eyes.

Because the programmers rejected his buddy as a proper AI and essentially sold him for scrap, he had a lower opinion of his abilities than other AIs would. Especially as the programmer on Ilara hadn’t even bothered to install the Empire loyalty programming. This appeared to prove to the AI he was ineffective. More than once, Cody wondered how Max would react if he knew Cody had actually stolen him from that shop.

“I do say so Max, and now that you have hardware fitting of your greatness, I have a task for you to try your code on. With all the data you have from our time spent together, I’m hoping you can see something I’ve been missing. Namely, how do they keep finding me no matter where I go? Feel free to speculate and explore even the wildest options, because I’ve come up with nothing for a decade now.”

“I have pondered this question before and could never come to a solid conclusion. However, I will put the full power of this ship’s computer into the task. Bio-cores give AIs of my grade level greater flexibility in certain areas and thought patterns, so perhaps new conclusions may be reached.”

Cody hoped so as he went back to sewing his new shorts, while wondering once again if Max truly was a sentient being or not. There truly was no way to be certain one way or the other about him or any other AI, he supposed. Which was why he’d always treated each one he came across as if it were. After all, sentient or not, Max was really his only true friend in the galaxy.

“Cody?” Max sounded almost timid.

“Yeah, Max?”

“Thank you for having faith in me.”

“Always, buddy, always,” Cody said as he tried on his new shorts.

They seemed okay so he put everything back into his pockets and started sewing the tear in the side of his shirt. Unlike pants, shirts that fit well enough weren’t as difficult to find, so he wouldn’t be overly long with his 'good enough' sewing job on it. After that, the only thing left was to take out his knife and shave off the bit of scruff on his face that had grown over the past few days. He truly hated having a beard and made sure to shave when he had a few relatively safe minutes to do so.

With little else to do at the moment, Cody headed for the engine room to see what the main reactor and such looked like. He expected it to be the usual mess of conduits, cables and pipes running absolutely everywhere. To his surprise, he found no clutter or exposed circuits of any kind. The ladders and consoles were even properly sized for his use. When he mentioned this to Max his friend made a good point about Humans and the Soltani people possibly being trading partners in the future.

“Also, scans show the Soltan people are bilaterally symmetrical bipeds the same as Humans. They are even of a similar stature, so the ship would be sized accordingly either way.”

“Good point. Is there anything broken right now that those drones can’t fix?”

“There is not.”

Cody gave a few moments thought and finally decided what he was going to do.

“Okay, Max. We’ll do our best to keep this one instead of ditching it for something else at the drop of a hat. We’ll need to think way ahead on fuel, though.”

The last brand-new ship they’d gotten they’d kept for a long time, though they’d eventually abandoned it because they could no longer keep it in fuel. Of course, this one wouldn’t be near the power hog of that ship as it was a lot smaller.

“So, what’s the status of that scout ship?”

“Unchanged as yet. This ship may not be here for us. It may have stopped here only long enough to cool and recalibrate their jump drive... I stand corrected, Cody,” Max added after a brief pause. “The ship is now headed this way. However, it is moving under the power of its maneuvering thrusters only. I believe they are having serious system errors.”

Cody changed a console screen from reactor diagnostic to sensors and saw for himself how slowly the ship was moving. It would take at least a few days to get here at that rate. He figured they intended to land the little scout in order to make repairs.

“How long for those drones to fix our ship, Max?”

“Just over three days, Cody. Much as I dislike this location, I suggest we remain in place for maximum safety.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Cody was in the command center later in the day doing some studying on the targeting system of the ship’s transporter. While learning the controls he came up with an idea to temporarily deal with his food problem. Judging by Max’s reaction, it was a good bet nobody had done it before.

“Cody, what are you doing with the transporter targeting scanners?” Max asked in a very confused tone of voice.

The human muttered to himself about how one was supposed to be still when transporting. Ignoring Max for the moment, he breathed a “gotcha” and activated the transport beam.

“Transporter fishing, Max!” he exclaimed with a triumphant grin afterward.

He quickly made his way to the galley, which now had a twelve-foot-long fish weighing several hundred pounds lying dead on the floor. Its gas bladder had expanded and popped because of the sudden change in pressure. Cody was thankful for that as he hadn’t considered what would have occurred if it hadn’t died.

“Most interesting,” Max said in a tone Cody had learned meant something like, “I can’t believe you just did that.” It was something he heard often from him. After all, he’d done some pretty crazy things to evade capture over the years.

Cleaning and cutting up the massive fish took him half the day because he didn’t have the proper tools. In the end, he and the galley both reeked of fish. Except now he also had a couple hundred pounds of fish fillets and steaks stored in stasis chambers inside the galley storage cupboards. Those could feed him for quite some time. Once he finished, he wasted no time cooking up a fat fish steak and devouring it before transporting the leftover mess back to the surrounding ocean for some lucky fish to finish off.

Once he had food to eat, Cody found the whole waiting to leave business wasn’t nearly so bad. After all, when bored, he had Max to talk to and sometimes the computer even let him win at checkers, though never at Tic-Tac-Toe for reasons he couldn’t fathom. Battleship was always a toss-up though, and Cody swore Max cheated. Either he was peeking at his ship placement in the memory buffer of the handheld or he was moving ships around. Their time spent under the ocean did not differ much from the time they spent in deep space.

On their planned last day under the ocean of the planet Soltan, Cody was running the corridors and doing pushups in order to both ease his boredom and to build up some of his muscles. A few days ago, he’d been looking in the mirror again and decided he was far too scrawny. As he collapsed into the command chair, both breathing and sweating heavily, Max brought his attention to the sensor screen and the scout ship.

“They’re crazy, Max! Please tell me they’re not trying to make a ballistic glide path landing on the moon. That’s practically suicidal in a fully functional ship,” Cody said in total exasperation as he brought his own ship’s engines and thrusters online. A glide path landing like that was only a fancy name for crashing.

“I would prefer not to lie to you, Cody. What are your intentions?”

“I’m going to try saving the idiots if I can,” Cody said as he fired his thrusters and their ship began rapidly rising to the surface.

“Are you sure that is wise? The last time you performed such a kind act, you got shot for your trouble and nearly died.”

“Yeah, well, guess I learned the hard way not everyone is grateful when you save their lives. I’ll be more careful this time. Besides, I don’t think we’re going to make it until after their crash,” Cody said with a grimace.

He hated it when his friend reminded him of such mistakes. How was he supposed to have known the guy whose ship he’d stowed away on was a crazy scientist studying the last moments of a sun before it collapsed, and not some idiot who didn’t know what danger he was in. Besides, jumping out of there after seizing the controls from engineering was self-preservation as much as anything.

“You are correct, Cody; we will be within transport range one minute and forty seconds after their craft impacts the surface. I will fly the ship. Please arm yourself before going over.”

“Max, I’m going over to rescue survivors, not kill people.”

“There are non-lethal energy weapons inside the medkits in the room you call sickbay. I will not transport you without some kind of weapon in your hand. Your knife does not count.”

Cody raised an eyebrow in surprised amusement. This was a new one for Max and Cody supposed he could understand. Before, his friend could only recommend something where now he had other options. Cody knew Max only said it because he cared about him as much as a computer could, so he relented.

“Okay, okay, you win,” he said before taking off for the medical room, which he’d started thinking of as sickbay. He knew if he insisted, his electronic pal would likely fold. Still, considering there were non-lethal weapons on board, he figured there was no harm in bringing one with and putting Max at ease. These days he tried very hard not to hurt people unless he had no other choice. It was bad enough having to be a thief to survive, and there was already enough blood on his hands from his very first day in space. He preferred not to get any more on them.

In sickbay there was an entire cabinet full of medkits, making it one of the few places on the ship with any supplies at all. Inside the kit, he found a very nice scanner, bandages, a bone knitter, skin regenerator, countless medications, and several other gadgets he didn’t recognize. There was also something resembling a standard laser pistol with a small belt holster.

“The ship has crashed, Cody. There are only three certain survivors, and they are located in the computer core room. Engine room shielding prevents me from knowing if there are more survivors there. I will put you outside the computer core door. Twenty-six seconds to transport. Please be careful.”
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