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      It wasn’t the flexing of the steel walls, the subtle hum of the electrified barrier, or the flickering LED light in his cell that caused Seb to awaken. It was the sickening smell like that of burned, soiled diapers. The heavy stench coated his nostrils as if coated in a thick sludge. He knew the distinct smell of a foobidiga. Hell, the entire galaxy knew that smell.

      While trying to figure out who he had pissed off to get bunked with the creature, Seb jerked up and grabbed his pillow. He ripped out pieces of cotton before rolling them tight and shoving them up his nose. He slowly opened his mouth, ensuring the seals in his nostrils were tight enough that he would not have to vomit in the corner toilet. After a few quick breaths, he let out a sigh before stretching his back.

      The metal block the size of a doorframe bolted onto his cell wall was a far cry from comfortable. Seb was at least appreciative of his down blanket; if it weren’t for that, he was certain he would have frozen to death by now.

      “One more week,” Seb muttered. “Just gotta make it one more week.”

      After rubbing his fists in his eyes, cleaning out the night’s sleep, Seb looked through his cell’s barrier. He wasn’t sure what time it was, but the red hue being cast from the common area’s emergency lights indicated he was up earlier than he wanted to be. One issue with being locked in a cell with no window was that the days blurred together. If it wasn’t for his daily routine, he would have no way of determining the date of his freedom, and he most certainly didn’t trust Williams Correctional Corp to tell him of his release date.

      The thought of spending one more second in a cell put him on edge, compounded by the flickering LED above. Seb grabbed his blanket and threw it over his head as he lay back down on his bed. His mind raced over the various what-if scenarios if the correctional officers didn’t let him out on his release day. How much longer could he theoretically last before he snapped? He could feel his heart throbbing in his head as his anxiety built with every new question.

      It’s all right, everything is going to be all right, Seb told himself, taking in a deep breath. He concentrated on his breathing and recited trigonometric identities in his head, something that busied his mind while also recalling back to simpler, happier times. One more week, he recited. Close your eyes, and you’ll be that much closer.

      Just as he was about to drift back into a deep slumber, he felt a small drop hit his head. Unsure if his mind was playing games on him, he lay still, his body hypersensitive to any movement. When he felt the drop on the side of his head again, he dragged down his blanket and looked up. His curiosity was met with a drop of slime hitting him square in the forehead.

      Even with the dim, red hue cast throughout the room, Seb could see the viscous liquid pooling in the center of the bed above him. He growled, grabbed a fist of his covers, and scraped it along his face before jumping up from his bed. He squinted at his cellmate’s body, finding the source of the ooze along the creature’s face-tentacles that flapped aimlessly with each deep breath.

      “Wake up, you asshole!” Seb shouted, banging on the mounted bed. “You’re drooling your disgusting mucus all over me!” The reaction of the brindle-skinned creature was immediate, pushing itself against the wall as it shouted sounds that mimicked someone plunging a toilet. “I can’t understand a word you’re saying, and I don’t give a shit. We may be in transit, but top bunk pays respect to bottom bunk. Now clean your mess up!”

      The creature’s solid-blue eyes made it difficult to see where its focus was. It hesitated before grabbing its blanket and mopping up the slush that was now falling in a steady stream onto his bunk. The creature’s fluids were so thick that its feeble attempt to mop up its secretions just pushed more of the slime onto Seb’s bed.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Seb said, shaking his head. “Just stop. You’re making it worse.” The three-fingered creature let out a grunt as it continued pushing along its bed. Seb held up both hands and shouted, “Stop, dammit!” The creature froze and watched Seb pick up his blanket from the ground. Loud clicks echoed throughout the main corridor as the primary lights switched on, illuminating the interior from a blood-red to a soft-white light.

      “Oh, thank the Maker,” Seb said, walking up the edge to his cell’s barrier. He bounced on the tip of his shoes while he waited for his cell to open. “Get me the fuck out of here.” As soon as the barrier dropped, he began sprinting. As he weaved in between the dozens of prisoners eager to stretch their limbs, they all shouted at him with insults and cursing. Each staircase he jumped down was one more floor to his eventual goal: the showers. He was careful where to place his grip along the metal railing. The painted rust was prime for leaving souvenirs that would have required a trip to medical.

      After clearing the fourth stairwell, his heart sank. The line for the shower room was already five cells long. Undeterred, Seb slid to a halt in front of the officer posted at the entrance to the showers. Their shielded helmets and gray-and-blue body armor made it difficult to tell the difference between each guard. Seb’s eyes shot down at the nametag of the officer standing in front of him before speaking up.

      “Officer Thompson, man am I glad to see you’re on shift today. You’ve got to let me into the showers. That foobidiga you all put in my cell covered me in something awful while I was sleeping.” He watched as the officer raised his arm and pressed a button on his Wrist-mounted, Intergalactic Communication Interface. The hologram was transparent, allowing Seb to see the scanner roll through the entire prisoner list before settling on his file.

      The officer’s voice was high-pitched and modulated through his helmet’s speaker. “Inmate 5313, you know the rules. It’s first come, first serve. Now get in the back of the line.”

      A shrill voice spoke up behind them. “Officer, I think I speak for everyone in line. Let him go ahead of us.” Seb and the officer turned to see the entire line standing back from the doorway, holding their noses and mouths with their hands. A murmur of agreement rolled through the crowd, silenced by the spray of an inora’s vomit that matched its yellow body as it tried to hold back its intestinal juices with its four arms. Like a composer starting a symphony, once the first prisoner started, so did the rest of them. The gray metal floor was covered in a multicolored river of puke.

      The officer turned to Seb and pointed over his shoulder. “All right, get your ass in there and make it quick. As for the rest of you,” he said, turning to face the conga line of spew, “none of you are leaving this line until you clean this mess up.”

      Seb was already in the shower room by the time the officer finished his speech. He started undressing before reaching an open shower station, unzipping his white jumpsuit and slipping off his laceless shoes. Reaching the steel bench that sat between the dozen showers, Seb took his time undressing himself. He did his best to not get his jumpsuit wet because the last thing he wanted to do was shower and then put on wet clothes. Thankful that the foobidiga’s slime didn’t get on his clothes, he folded his jumpsuit into a tight square before resting it on the top of his shoes.

      Even though the waist-high barriers between each station provided some privacy, it was the thick, brown steam from the chemical wash that helped keep the visibility to a minimum. When Seb stepped underneath the spout, a holographic timer appeared in front of him that read 05:00.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Seb whispered, flexing his back at the spray of liquid. He wasn’t sure if it was the temperature or whatever chemical they put in the water that caused it to burn. He was just thankful it didn’t last long. The five minutes he got every morning was his favorite part of the day. The steam and loud pressure of the water helped drown out everything around him. If he thought hard enough, it didn’t feel like he was locked up on a prison barge, making his way to wherever he’d end up. He wasn’t told where he was going, just that they were transferring him to another facility where they would process his release.

      Ten whole years, Seb thought to himself. It feels like a lifetime ago. A feeling of déjà vu surprised him, sending a prickling sensation down his entire body. It was when he thought about how he ended up here, the moment of his arrest, and how, once again, he only had one more week. Everything faded around him as his mind transported him back to that consequential night.

      It was a week until his graduation from Lichtenstein University, where he was finishing up his degree in aerospace engineering technology. Without any grants, scholarships, or funding, the only option the starry-eyed dreamer had to complete his education was through loans, and LU was not cheap. The housing costs alone were more than the young man could afford working his late-night shifts at the Guzzle N Go.

      The debt that surrounded him was a mountain left to climb even after six years of university. After finishing his undergrad, he prolonged his repayment requirements for another two years. He went for a master’s program, hoping to earn a research grant based on one of his engine designs. Yet the decision only delayed the inevitable, and it put him further into the hole than he was already in.

      His desperation didn’t go unnoticed. He remembered when the Merovingian shuttle landed in front of his place of employment. He watched in astonishment as three red-skinned, horned guards exited the craft, followed by one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen. Her hip-slit and white dress sparkled in the moonlight, clashing against her red scales. Her height was intimidating, flexing the craft downward as she disembarked. The onigaram guards she traveled with looked small, comparatively; one of the few occasions where that would be true.

      He remembered the look in her vertically slit eyes as she stared back at him, petrifying him completely in her gaze. He knew at that moment that she would be trouble for him, but there was something about her that compelled him to follow. Looking back, it could have easily been a spell, but at the time, he felt like a passenger in his body.

      He agreed without hesitation or context given, just the opportunity to learn more about an “offer” she had for him. They barely spoke on the shuttle ride except for the times she offered him wine he was certain cost thousands of credits. It wasn’t until they arrived at the Merovingian headquarters that he realized just how in over his head he was.

      It was solidified over the rooftop dinner when his purveyor treated him to the best wakashimi venison he had ever tasted and paired it with a bottle of an orlindrian spirit he didn’t now remember the name of. The tri-horned woman sitting across from him introduced herself as Zara Saladonus, Vice President of Acquisitions. He dropped his cutlery at the sound of her last name, recognizing it as one of the ten sepix family names and the owners of Merovingian, along with many other prominent corporations throughout the galaxy.

      When Seb pressed why Zara brought him there, she twisted his question into an opportunity for a tour. She led him to their R&D facilities in the basement, where several engineers demonstrated their latest solarized gas turbine engines that would be deployed in next year’s shuttles. Her tone and implications were like that of a siren subtly promising the world that would secretly lead to his ruin.

      After visiting R&D, Zara led him to the housing facilities. She explained that their critical staff were provided three-bedroom apartments as part of their compensation packages. They were furnished in an ultra-modern style, included robotic staff on hand, and boasted a suite of automated features. A realization came to him later that this was all to minimize them from going anywhere, like mice trapped in a cage.

      However, it was there that Zara presented him with her offer. A job waiting for him, a full compensation package with galaxy-class benefits, and a bonus that would wipe out his tuition immediately. All it required was a bit of effort on his side. A job that no one else could do given the required clearance or would do unless completely naïve.

      Because the university maintained the leading aerospace programs, companies poured billions of credits into its research facilities. Starspirit Inc., the leading luxury shuttle company, was one such company. They also happened to be Merovingian’s largest competitor in United Human Coalition-owned space. The rumor was that they were set to release a new model that would crush all other competition. This news, combined with other setbacks at Merovingian, caused them to think outside the box, and that’s where Seb came in.

      Given the number of government contracts and corporate research being performed on campus, each testing facility was provided with its own internal network separated by an air-gap from anything public. Seb’s specialized research gave him entrance into the facility, which would allow him to make his way to the Starspirit section. All he needed to do was plug in a device on their network, and their team would take care of the rest.

      Zara’s affection quickly squashed any reservations he had. Even though he wished he could go back in time and tell himself not to take the deal, he never regretted the night he shared with her. Even through the multiple partners he had been with up to that point in his life, the hours spent in bed with the sepix princess were memories he recalled in his darkest days of imprisonment. They helped him get through the worst of it.

      After that night, everything moved so fast that it seemed like a blur, but too long for him to want to forget it ever happened. The excitement he felt making his way through security and plugging in the device, the terror he felt being surrounded by dozens of rifles all pointed at him, and the endless depression he felt during his first night in prison.

      The incessant beeping snapped Seb back to reality. He looked up to see the timer flashing in his face. He clenched his fists, angry at the tidal wave of emotion that had returned, feelings he had not felt in years. He was no longer that man. He was now a jagged rock chipped from smooth stone by ten years of incarceration.

      “Just one more fucking week,” Seb whispered. He took in a deep breath and pinched each nostril before blowing out the cotton in his nose. The stench of the foobidiga was no longer there, replaced with a sharp smell that was like a mixture of iodine and bleach.

      With that problem taken care of, Seb turned around and walked to the opposite side of the shower room where the air dryers were. They were the same cube-shaped stations as the showers, except instead of a showerhead and a drain, there was a vent in the ceiling above and a metal grate with a sliding hatch on the floor.

      When Seb pressed the button on the hologram panel, he quickly brought his hands down around his groin. It was a lesson he learned the hard way the first time he had used a similar device. The force of the air pressure pressing his junk into his stomach was something he never wished to experience again. The thought alone made him wince. Once the station activated, a barrier surrounded the wall, and the hatch pulled back, sending a large gust of air upward.

      From what he’d read, given the need to conserve water during space travel, many ships were adopting similar systems, pulling pressure from other internal systems before venting them off into space. He was certain this was about as safe as the chemicals they used to shower with. Completely dry, Seb strolled his way back to the bench where he’d left his clothes. He took his time getting dressed, shoving the suit into his nose to ensure there was no lingering smell from his cellmate. Certain he was fine, he suited back up before heading into the common area.

      Seeing the buckets and mops issued to the prisoners who stood in line earlier, Seb scurried past the guards and headed toward the cafeteria. With the cellblock opened, the noise was almost deafening. Five hundred prisoners smashed together in one of the five blocks echoed inside the interior hall like a concert of debauchery. Shouts of disagreements emanated from the nearby card games, laughter exuded along the many balconies as friends mingled, and grunts discharged from those who began their morning workouts.

      In front of the cafeteria sat long tables and benches. A shout of his name issued from one of the nearby tables pulled his attention. The old shelbek appeared harmless, save for his daggerlike beak that created the front of his reptilian-like face and for the number of scars across his ancient body. His hardened shell acted like front and back plate armor, protecting his core from any unforeseen threat. He wasn’t a friend, nor did Seb trust the man. He was just a fellow passenger along the same journey who provided stable conversation and was neutral enough to not arouse suspicion from any of the local gangs.

      “Good morning, Seb. Sleep well?” the reptilian man asked, smiling.

      “Hey, Rabeero,” Seb said, sitting opposite him. “No, as a matter of fact, I think one of the guards has it out for me.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “They bunked me with a foobidiga.”

      With surprising reflexes, Rabeero brought his hand over his nostrils. “Well, I think this conversation might be over. I don’t feel like losing my lunch.”

      “Thanks for the love, you selfish old bastard,” Seb said, chuckling. “Don’t sweat it. I hit the showers this morning.”

      Rabeero slowly lowered his hand before extending his unnaturally long neck toward Seb. He took a quick whiff before resuming his previous posture. “I don’t smell anything, but that doesn’t mean another species can’t. You’re lucky.”

      “Lucky is far from it. I’m just trying to figure out how the hell I’m going to survive until we make it to wherever the fuck we’re going.”

      “You could always ask to be put in the fridge. It might be better than being bunked with a foobidiga.”

      Rabeero’s chuckles quickly got under Seb’s skin. “Yeah, laugh it up, but I am not going to volunteer getting put in the fridge.” Seb shuddered at the thought. “The nightmares are worse. At least I could get over the smell.”

      “That’s true, but it might be longer than you think.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “No reason.”

      Seb slammed his fist on the table, catching glances from passersby. “If you have information about where we’re going, you better tell me. I’ve only got one more week till release.”

      “Ano.”

      “What?”

      “We’re going to Ano.”

      Seb looked around to make sure no one was close enough to hear before leaning in as he whispered, “Where did you hear that?”

      “I’ve got my sources.”

      “Sources, my ass.” Seb scoffed. “Why the fuck would they be sending us to a level nine supermax?”

      “No idea,” Rabeero said, shrugging. “But I trust my source.”

      “You need to get better sources, then. I was told we were en route to a staging facility where they were going to disperse all twenty-five hundred of us.”

      “That’s what everyone was told, but I can assure you it’s inaccurate. You should already know it is. We left Marcum Penitentiary weeks ago. The closest staging facility to Marcus is Erriani Station. The cosmic lane between the two points is only a few weeks tops, and unless they’ve been dropping out of FTL while I’ve been asleep, we haven’t stopped since we left.”

      Seb slumped his head into his hands as he listened to the shelbek’s words. He counted back the days, searching for any combination of problems with their jump or separate route between Marcum and Erriani that would have accounted for the delay. He found none. It also corroborated with the increased ratio of guards to prisoners in each cell block, along with their heavily armed presence.

      “I can tell by that look in your eyes you’re realizing I’m telling the truth,” Rabeero said with a smug smile.

      “Well, there’s one way to find out for sure,” Seb replied, pushing himself up from the bench. He turned and stomped his way to the three nearest guards, ignoring Rabeero’s shouting protest. The guards stopped in the middle of their laughter when one of them noticed Seb’s approach.

      “Hey, badge,” Seb began, “where is it that we’re going?”

      The three guards all shook their heads before the middle one spoke up. “Not this shit again. You all have been told multiple times that we’re going to a staging facility.”

      “Huh,” Seb said, tapping his finger on his chin. “Funny you should say that. Unless it’s the chemicals you pump in our water or the fumes from the air dryer, I could have sworn Erriani Station was the closest staging facility next to Marcum, but if that was our destination, we would have been there twice by now.”

      The guards turned and looked at each other before the one in the middle took a step forward, pulling out their stun baton and pointing it at Seb. “If I were you, inmate, I’d keep that curious mind of yours from wandering too far. You might just lose it along the way.”

      “Point taken,” Seb said, raising his hands. “You all have yourselves a nice day.” As quickly as he came, Seb turned around and made his way back over to the bench across from Rabeero.

      “It looks like they didn’t like your questions,” Rabeero said.

      “Yeah, they got super defensive, and I didn’t even bring up anything about Ano.”

      Rabeero groaned as he stood from the bench, grabbing his food tray as he leaned in. “No, they really didn’t like your questions.” As the shelbek pulled away, Seb could hear the marching boots approaching him from behind.

      “Inmate 5313, stand up and place your hands behind your back!” a commanding, feminine voice shouted from behind.

      Seb turned to look over his shoulder. Five guards surrounded his back, each with their stun batons drawn. He hung his head, rolling his thumbs together as he thought about his next move. He couldn’t help but laugh at the situation he’d put himself in. You’re so fucking stupid sometimes. You just had to open your big fucking mouth. All you had was one more week.

      “Inmate 5313, stand up and place your hands behind your back!” the guard repeated.

      Seb’s mind shifted away from its own self-destruction. One more week? They were never going to let me leave this wretched place. He let out a sigh. Let’s just see where this goes. In one fluid motion, Seb pushed himself up from the bench and placed his hands behind his back. He felt the tight clasp of the electronic restraints before being yanked around by his arm. All eyes were on him while the guards marched him out of the dense common area.

      They paraded their way back up to the fifth level before stopping at a sealed, mechanical door. Seb watched as one guard waved through the window before the door shot up into the ceiling, allowing everyone to pass through. He had never been on this part of the ship before but was familiar with prison barge layouts.

      Three civilians manned the guard station, giving them full control over the security measures for their block. Dozens of holograms hovered across a ten-foot wall, showing the multiple cameras they had positioned throughout the block. The badges sitting in the guard station were unarmored, resting nonchalantly as they sipped on their beverages of choice.

      As they continued down the corridor, they passed several metal doors with thin windows that Seb assumed were interrogation rooms, thanks to their wall-mounted tables and stools. The leading guard’s WICI activated the next few doors, opening only when the guard hovered her wrist-mounted device in front of a lock, shunting the metal doors open. A weighted feeling crept into Seb’s gut as the temperature shifted in the next corridor, causing his breath to become visible.

      “Where are you taking me?” Seb demanded.

      “Eyes forward!” the guard behind him shouted before shoving him in the back.

      “All I asked is where we’re going, and you’re going to throw me into the fridge?” Several of the guards’ laughter all but confirmed his eventual destination. “Fuck this,” he muttered before kicking the guard in front of him in the back of his leg. The guard let out a cry, dropping to his knee, only to be silenced by Seb’s follow-up kick to the side of his helmet, the sounds of cracking plastic echoing throughout the hall interior.

      He knew what was coming next when he heard the electric charge of the batons. The fight was always going to be a losing battle, but if he was going to be thrown in the fridge, he wasn’t going to do it lying down. He’d been hit with the batons before, but never three at a time. His entire body locked up, preventing him from being able to move. It was like every atom in his body was being shaken as hard and as fast as possible, yet he couldn’t move. His heart raced with each shock, covering him in a cold sweat instantaneously.

      With a crashing thud, there was nothing he could do. A poignant smell of his burning flesh filled his nose, and he convulsed. His body was already numb from the pain, only jerking with each kick and shock from the guards’ frustrations. It wasn’t until the kicks to his face started that his mind slipped into a daze, until his assaulters grew tired.

      With a stream of blood dripping from his swollen face, his sight faded in and out while the guards dragged him into the cryo room. Hundreds of pill-shaped capsules lined the walls, with the frozen faces of lifeless prisoners overlooking them through their transparent windows. In the middle of the room awaited the technician standing over an open capsule, expecting him like a specter of the afterlife, ready to take him to the dark places of his mind that welcomed him.

      To the technician’s displeasure, the guards threw Seb into the capsule. They removed the electronic binders from his wrists before pulling his arms down to his side. The technician secured his arms, legs, and head to the back of the pod with the fabric restraints, a necessary requirement once they suspended him with the others.

      With three sequential clicks, the top of the capsule locked in place. Seb’s anger gave way to acceptance, causing a bloody grin to form over his face. It’s funny how quickly life changes. One more week left until your freedom, and now you’re looking at a few more years minimum. Oh well.

      The sound of mechanical grinding preceded the gravitational shift of him being pulled up into the air. The cool, pressurized air being filtered throughout the capsule made it difficult to see the head-sized window, but he could see the white shade of the technician standing at the console.

      This is it, Seb thought to himself. Next comes the gas. Inmate 5313 closed his eyes and did something he had never done before. He prayed to all the various gods and goddesses throughout the known galaxy for happy dreams.

      His prayers were answered with a single gunshot.
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      It wasn’t loud from inside the capsule, but the unexpected thud rang along the surface of the pod while the echo bounced inside the interior of the room. Seb opened his eyes, slipped his head out of the forehead restraint, and leaned to the viewport inside his soon-to-be coffin. Unfortunately, the window was already fogging over, making it difficult for him to see what had happened. As he looked through the opening, the red clash of blood against the full-white suit of the technician was similar to a drop of whipping cream on a strawberry gelatin.

      Seb couldn’t get a good-enough look to recognize the man standing at the center console, but the tight officer’s uniform was apparent enough. The technician’s killer made motions across the room’s control panel before the retrieval system activated. The robotic arm slid down the length of the room before stopping in front of a group of pods along the opposite wall from Seb’s. In systematic motions, it reached out, clasped on to one specific pod, and pulled it into the middle before the system slid back to the control area. The arm set its bounty in the middle of the room, retreating into the ceiling with its task complete.

      Seb sneezed when the sickly sweet smell of the inhalation anesthetic itched the inside of his nose. He could feel his heartbeat thumping in his neck, and it soon felt like thousands of ants were crawling all over his body. He groaned before shaking inside the pod violently, trying to keep himself awake.

      When he looked back out the viewport, the officer was helping the prisoner out of the capsule. He couldn’t tell who the prisoner was, but standing next to the officer, it was clear that the inmate was much larger. His massive frame towered over his rescuer. With the captive stable enough, the two men turned and took off out of the cryo room, opposite of the way Seb entered.

      What just happened? Seb wondered, slumping his head to the back of his pod. Whatever it was, he didn’t have time to worry about it now. Three sequential booms shook the foundation of the ship, slamming Seb’s head into the side of his container. The ship made its displeasure known, sending an internal groan throughout its central core.

      “This day just keeps getting better and better.”

      The emergency sirens blasted over the intercom. The two whooping squawks of the escape siren were intertwined with the general alarm, bringing about an audible chaos that made Seb appreciate he was still in the pod. He started in a coughing fit, pulling at his restraints as he fought to counter the weakness that flooded his body with every breath.

      Another two explosions followed, plummeting the entire ship into darkness. The hum of the ship’s internal systems faded to the groan of a steel beast floating endlessly in the void. Seb felt weightlessness, telling a loss of the ship’s artificial gravity. There was no longer a high-pitched whistle of the gas being released into his chamber. There was only the grinding drone of the wounded craft.

      If there was any moment to press his luck, this was it. Seb pulled at the bindings holding his arms and legs. Thanks to the cheap, powered locking mechanism, he jerked free after a few strenuous tugs. His mind spun as his increased breathing brought him closer to his eternal sleep.

      “No!” Seb shouted. “You’re not dying here.” He pulled his knees up to his chest, shimmied down to the bottom of the capsule, and pressed with his legs as hard as he could. The frantic breaths of air between his teeth whistled as the stress caused the pain to flair from his previous injuries. However, his efforts were met with a grating howl as the fulcrum point of the pod’s door raised upward. Seb pressed until the opening was just wide enough for him to slip through. Once he was out, he didn’t smile or laugh; his hand only gripped tight to the edge of his pod.

      The complete darkness he found himself in was almost worse than being locked inside the chamber. At least in there I knew where I was, he thought. He took a few minutes to breathe, letting the fog in his mind clear with the room’s clean air.

      With his mind clear, Seb guessed his positioning relative to the floor. He remembered being in the third row of pods some thirty feet in the air, and while the fall wasn’t likely to kill him, his bruised body had already suffered enough trauma. He reached his legs down underneath his pod, swiping side to side until he felt the top of the case below him. He envisioned pushing downward, grasping each pod as if he were scrambling down a wide pole.

      With the inside of his feet firmly gripped on the pod below him, Seb let go and began sliding himself down. He heard a familiar, faint click off into the distance that slowly rose in volume. Recognizing the tick of the emergency lights coming on, he desperately pressed himself downward, hoping to speed his descent. When his feet didn’t hit a pod beneath him, panic set in as he plummeted farther.

      Despair washed over him as a terrible thought entered his mind. What if he had gotten confused about his direction and was actually ascending into the room? Perhaps he was floating fifty feet toward the ceiling. When the red emergency light filled the room and the gravity restored, Seb’s feet touched the ground. He stumbled backward, letting out a hearty laugh, which helped ease his nerves.

      He winced as the laughter radiated pain around his back and chest. Seb wiped his hand across his face, covering his fingers in blood. As he stood there and the remnants of the inhalation anesthetic wore off, Seb realized just how much pain he was in. His face and head throbbed, his chest and back ached, and he was certain he was covered in bruises. He surveyed the room, focusing on the two doors leading in opposite directions. On the wall opposite the one he entered was a metal box with a red plus sign on it.

      Seb shuffled across the room, passing the dead technician on the way. His eyes were wide open, as if shocked from beyond the grave at the revelation of his killer. Seb ignored the corpse for now, his pain consuming his attention.

      When he reached the metal container, he unclasped the door, revealing a black, folded kit secured with a strap and two metal rings. Inmate 5313 turned, pressed his back to the wall, and slumped to the ground. He pulled at the strap and unrolled the kit, revealing two stim pens secured behind plastic. The bottom of the medical kit was stamped with GLB’s mascot, which comprised of a cheerfully animated face drawn on one of their stim pens giving the phrase ‘Why try one when you need them all?’

      Seb read aloud the fine print under the colorful image. “Glaxo-Liili-Bayer’s proprietary blend of stimulants and analgesic are shelf stable and do not counteract either’s efficacy in vivo. For use by humans ONLY! By utilizing our product, you agree to GLB’s terms and conditions.”

      He couldn’t help but chuckle at the last line, knowing full well the list of side effects these stims likely caused. It didn’t matter too much, though. His options were limited thanks to the empty pouches lined before him.

      Hastily written on a piece of tape above each pen were functions they seemed to be designed for. Luckily for Seb, the two remaining pens were labeled ‘pain’ and ‘energy,’ respectively. The others missing included ‘strength,’ ‘hemo,’ ‘focus,’ ‘regen,’ ‘detox,’ and ‘aio.’ He pulled the two pens from their plastic sleeves before reading the instructions on the side. Remove the pen cap, place the tip firmly against the middle of the thigh, press the plunger on the back of the pen, and hold for three seconds.

      “Easy enough, let’s hope these are still good,” he said. Seb flicked off the tops of both of the stims before plunging them in separate legs. The effects were immediate, causing Seb to shout because of the sudden rush of energy. It was surprising how good he felt. But that feeling of relief soon faded with the return of the siren’s belch.

      The siren proceeded through the previous cycle, halting once a stoic voice echoed across the intercom. “WCC Redeemer, this is Captain Olysseus Hawthorne. I am assuming command of the ship. The entire bridge has been destroyed, and we have lost complete control. We’re currently set to enter the atmosphere of Inoi 3 in less than fifteen minutes. The ship will not survive atmospheric entry.”

      An audible sigh rang through the speakers. “It’s due to that reason I am ordering all remaining crew to abandon ship. Head to the nearest lifepod, navigate to Inoi 3, and activate your emergency beacons. I will stay behind with the ship and initiate prisoner vent protocols. It’s been an honor serving with you all. May the Maker watch over our souls.”

      “Prisoner vent protocols?” Seb asked. “Please don’t tell me that’s what I think it means.”

      As if in response to his question, the room’s lighting shifted from red to white. Seb jumped to his feet as the center console lit up, and the pods were pulled back to the wall, creating symmetrical rows and columns. Like a round being chambered in a rifle, pod-sized holes opened up under each column of pods, and unknowing prisoners were chambered inside. Seb felt the floor shake as the pods jettisoned from the ship. With industrialized efficiency, the hundreds of containers that were lined on the walls were gone in seconds.

      “I gotta get out of here,” Seb said, turning around and looking through the doorway. The corridor behind him was filled with fire and smoke, leaving him with the only option to return from whence he came. He turned and sprinted to the opposite side of the fridge. The corridor was red with the emergency lighting, but he couldn’t see any issues.

      He looked down at the door display that was lit because of the return of power. He swiped at the controls, only to receive a buzzing error sound. Realizing he needed a key to open it, Seb turned and looked at the technician’s body. He ran over, grabbed the arm containing the WICI, and pulled the body to the door.

      When he was close enough, the door opened, and Seb pulled the arm through. However, he stopped as he looked down at the body. What am I doing? he asked himself. I’m not going to be able to carry this thing the entire time. Seb looked down at the body and then back at the door controls.

      “Sorry, buddy, but I don’t need to bring you with me,” he said, pushing the body far enough back to where the arm sat underneath the mechanical door. Seb turned to the door controls and set it to close. A warning message popped up, noting it detected an obstruction and confirming that he wanted to close it. Seb hit ‘confirm’ and was rewarded with a spray of blood across his white jumpsuit.

      “Don’t think about it,” Seb reassured himself, picking up the arm. “It’s just a severed hand. You’ve seen worse.”

      An ancillary explosion, which came farther from within the ship, pulled Seb’s focus as he turned and sprinted down the hallway. When he reached the block station, he slowed down, noticing the hologram’s security feeds. Each hologram cycled through another feed after five seconds, showing Seb what the captain really meant. They had detached every cell from the ship, leaving only barriers between the common area and the vacuum of space. They spared no single block. Anything that wasn’t bolted to the floor was gone.

      There’s no coming back from that, Seb thought, shaking his head. None of the cells have preservation systems. Maybe getting put in the fridge was my saving grace. Seb placed the technician’s hand on the table before shuffling through the terminal’s systems. His anxiety spiked as a flashing, red timer counted down, showing only eight minutes left until atmospheric entry.

      He pulled up the floor plan of the ship, slamming his fist onto the top of the desk when he realized his only way forward was through the door locked behind fire and ash. When the fire suppression systems didn’t function, Seb pulled up the security feed for that area. On the other side of the burning hallway was a sealed door leading to a giant hole blown out to open space. The area, according to the floor plans, was the sleeping quarters for the majority of the crew. His entire passage was cut off.

      “Come on, think, dammit!” Seb shouted, slumping into a nearby chair. “There’s got to be a way through.” Feverishly tapping his foot, Seb spun in the chair, trying to come up with any solution. When he had it, he slapped himself on the forehead for forgetting all of his years spent at university. Quickly tapping on the top of the module’s surface, Seb pulled up the ship’s engineering plans and overlaid the hologram on top of the ship’s floor plans.

      Many of the ship’s access panels and maintenance tunnels coincided with ventilation due to the need to get access to core systems while reducing the duplication of space. However, those were kept to a minimum on prison barges because of the threat of escape. According to these plans, there was only one location large enough for Seb’s lean frame: the shower room’s air dryer vent.

      Seb double-checked the path one more time to confirm it led deeper into the ship. Sure enough, there was an access hatch into the interior cafeteria, which was just a hallway turn to the escape pods. With a few taps on the terminal, Seb temporarily diverted power to the showers, opening the vents.

      “One . . . two . . . third vent should get me there,” Seb muttered. With the schematics as memorized as he could, he did what he never thought he would do and voluntarily ventured back into his former cellblock. As soon as he stepped through the doorway, he felt the sense of weightlessness he expected. He kept a firm grip along the side railing, ensuring he didn’t feel a violent pull of air pressure anticipated from a hull breach. When nothing changed, he propelled himself forward, using the metal railing as a guide to the center of the block. Once he was above the showers, he rotated over the railing and pushed himself downward.

      An electric tingle crawled over Seb’s body, causing him to physically shake. The disturbing silence of the block was evident with each slap of his hand hitting the rail as he descended farther below. The blocks themselves had never been so quiet, and his gaze into open space made him realize just how close he was to death. He flared his lips, turning his fear into focus, trying to concentrate on his goal. Stop it, dammit. You’re not out of this yet.

      When he reached the floor, Seb propelled himself forward into the showers. With one hand on his ticket out and the other along the wall, he floated deeper into the room. Once he entered the drying area, he smiled, realizing there was no thrust of air. With nowhere else to store the hand, Seb slipped the cadaverous appendage into his jumpsuit. He bent down and pulled with as much strength as he could muster. The steel grate squealed under the stress before giving way, sending Seb spinning backward through the air. He bounced off the ceiling and wall before getting his equilibrium stable enough to push himself toward the vent opening.

      Once inside, Seb used the metal tube like a guided slide, propelling himself through the metal shaft, using occasional light that shined through various openings as a guide. While he continued forward, the vent split into two directions, one that continued with the vent and the other with electrical wiring and piping that was familiar to a maintenance shaft. From the plans he memorized, Seb turned down the maintenance shaft and felt the immediate effects of gravity. He let out a shout as he fell to the ground, leaving him in a coughing fit.

      After getting his breathing under control, Seb pushed himself up to his knees and crawled his way forward. A square of white light outlined the third hatch, a shift from the red of the emergency lights he passed along the way. With a hard kick, the thin-metal hatch flew off its hinges, landing in the open cafeteria. Seb pressed his head through, looking both ways before pulling himself in. The scattered remains of the day’s breakfast sprawled between the long tables and benches of the cafe.

      Without wasting any more time, Seb pulled out the hand from inside his jumpsuit and sprinted out of the room. The echoed sounds of his footsteps left him with a feeling of despair that he was the last one on the ship. This was compounded when he turned the corner. All the pod bay doors he could see were closed, indicating they had already left.

      “No, no, no!” Seb shouted, dropping the hand as he extended his stride. Nearly reaching the end of the hallway, he noticed a single set of doors remained open. Seb jumped into the pod, only to find an officer sitting in the pilot’s seat.

      “Good thing you made it. I was just about to take—” The pilot’s statement stalled as the two men stared into each other’s wide eyes. Seb sprinted past the six wall-mounted chairs while the officer fumbled with his holster. Before the weapon was pointed at him, Seb kicked the blaster forward, sending a bolt into the pod’s central console. He grabbed at the man’s hand while the two struggled for control. The fight seemed endless until Seb delivered an elbow strike to the officer’s temple, dazing him long enough for Seb to pull the pistol away.

      It wasn’t over for Seb, though. All of the pain, frustration, and fear of the day’s events came out at once. Seb slammed blow after blow into the officer’s face until it was a bloodied mess. With his foe’s body slumped forward in his harness, Seb looked down at his shaking hands before sitting back in the co-pilot’s chair. He looked out the craft’s front windows, the curvature of the blue planet they descended toward nearly taking up their entire view.

      The sight brought clarity to the prisoner at how close they were to the planet’s atmosphere, snapping him out of his blood trance. He spun in his seat and attempted to prepare the craft for departure. The central console sparked and smoked thanks to the recent blaster shot. None of the electronic controls responded with Seb’s presses.

      “Thanks a lot, asshole,” Seb said, grabbing a side lever to switch to manual control. When it didn’t budge, he realized the rear doors were still open. Good thing the safety controls still work.

      Jumping from his chair, he proceeded to the back wall, opening the hatch that stated in big, bold, red letters that this was the manual door latch. Seb pulled a lever down, slamming the doors closed in a release of pressurized gas.

      When he looked up, he jumped back. Three pairs of eyes stared horrified at the blood-soaked inmate who closed their only hope of escape. They pounded on the door with tear-stricken faces, pleading to be let in. Their screams were faint, but it was reddened eyes and slack-jawed expressions that would haunt him forever.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry,” he whispered before turning around and resuming his seat in the co-pilot’s chair. He buckled his harness and tightened his straps, trying to ignore the soft thuds beating against the rear door. He gripped his hand tightly around the mechanical release lever, closed his eyes, and pulled.
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      The explosive release of the lifepod thrust Seb into the back of his chair. He didn’t know what to expect from a manual release, but the initial blast forced out all the air from his lungs. It took him a few seconds to catch his breath before he gripped the throttle and stick on his chair.

      “This shouldn’t be too hard, right?” Seb asked himself, sliding his feet under the floor braces. Weightlessness set in as soon as the thrust normalized, reassuring his decision to tighten his harness down. He looked over at his passenger, who was surrounded by floating beads of his own blood, courtesy of Seb’s pummeling earlier. It didn’t leave him feeling good or bad, just necessary for his own survival.

      Seb settled into his chair and took a few minutes to familiarize himself with the controls provided by the sidestick controller. He twisted and turned the lifepod using the rotation of the stick and confirmed the rear and front thrusters responded to the throttle. He had flown small shuttles when he was younger and had been around plenty of cockpits thanks to his years at university. However, that was over ten years ago, and he’d never piloted a lifepod before. A rumble vibrated through the stick as the planet’s gravity pulled the ship toward its surface.

      “If you’re still alive in there, I hope you packed a change of underwear, because we’re in for a bumpy ride.”

      A wicked smile crept along Seb’s face while the ship rattled through the atmosphere. There was something intrinsically primal about going down in a blaze of glory. While he had no intentions of perishing here, the danger of reentry felt . . . fun. He was finally free from the confines of the correctional system, and it was liberating. He laughed maniacally as fire lit up across the nose of the lifepod.

      “I bet you never thought you’d be riding in a lifepod with a prisoner pilot, did you, badge?!” Seb shouted. “Don’t you worry. I’ve got this.”

      His limited understanding of the ship’s controls filled him with a false sense of confidence. As they descended, maintaining control of the lifepod became more difficult, causing Seb to frown and look down at the control stick. His forearm burned with the constant stress of trying to keep its position. Unable to preserve control, he soon found himself spinning wildly. It felt like his brain was being pushed to the side of his skull as the ship spun like a bullet through the air. The movement soon added a feeling of vertigo and nausea. Seb let go of the throttle, bringing his left hand onto the control stick for stability.

      “Come on, you fucker!” he shouted, pulling the throttle as hard as he could. He could hear the exterior thrusters release, which sounded like the hiss of a sepix. After what felt like a lifetime of pulling, the ship eventually leveled out. Seb wiped the cold sweat off his forehead while he questioned whether or not he was going to vomit.

      The flames dispersed across the front viewport as the ship slowed down. It gave Seb a few minutes of visibility to see the dense clouds below. He didn’t know what to expect, only that they seemed impenetrable while covering the entire planet’s surface. Once the ship reached the cloud line and he lost all visibility, a desperate question jumped into the front of Seb’s mind. How am I going to land this thing?

      His fear quickly shifted to anger as he scoured the still-sparking console, looking for any instrument panel that was still functional. “You stupid, idiotic, ingrate, you just had to pull a gun and shoot the console. Why not just let me board like a decent human being? But no, we’re plummeting to the ground with no visibility and no instruments because you wanted to play hero. Well, guess what?! If we both crash and die, that’s on you, buddy!”

      With nothing on the console functional, Seb looked around his chair for a manual parachute release. However, from what he could tell, there wasn’t one. Seb slammed his fists into the chair’s controls, and to his surprise, a red lever sprang from the floor. Without any other options, he grabbed the lever and pulled as hard as he could.

      For a moment, he thought his eyes had popped out of their sockets as the torque pulled him upward. He felt a tingling feeling in his stomach as the parachutes deployed, swinging the ship like a pendulum. It was just in time. Less than a minute later, the tip of the ship smacked and skid along the icy surface of the ground beneath them, sending the ship spinning across the ground like a puck on a skating rink. The view out of the front of the ship was abysmal. He couldn’t see anything due to the weather. The snow was heavy, covering everything in a thick sheet of white.

      When the lifepod settled, Seb opened his eyes. His hands jolted across his body, confirming he was still alive. When he was certain he wasn’t dead, he let out a victorious shout of laughter, slapping his hands to his knees in quick succession. “I’m telling you, badge, no one could have done that better. You missed the landing of the century!”

      Seb’s smile faded as he looked at the string of blood dripping from the man’s face. He unbuckled his harness, twisted his chair, and leaned over the officer.

      “You still alive in there, badge?” Seb asked, leaning closer, placing two fingers on the man’s neck. He could feel a faint pulse, which was good enough for him. The officer’s breathing was strained but not erratic. He was bloodied and bruised but nothing life-threatening. Given Seb’s conflicting feelings of his own actions back on the ship, he was thankful for that.

      Seb turned and leaned on the front window. He rested his forearm on the top of the circular viewpoint that gave the impression of a spider’s web. The snow was thick and heavy, limiting his viewable distance to just a few feet in front of the shuttle. But the bright, blue-green ice they sat upon was visible thanks to the relentless wind that swept it all away. Seb turned around, kneeled next to the officer, and grabbed his WICI after using his foe’s other hand to activate it.

      “Now, where did the captain say we were? Inoi 3?” Seb asked. With the device turned on, Inmate 5313 was free to use it as he needed. The most recent message had the captain’s order to abandon ship, along with planetary details. The orders repeated the same message given over the intercom, but there was a secondary notification from Captain Hawthorne directly to Lieutenant Dover. Benjamin, I’m leaving everything in your capable hands. You must get this information to the board. A full investigation needs to find out what happened here. I just hope I’m wrong.

      Seb sat back on his foot, covering his mouth as he let out a childish giggle. “Benjamin Dover? Damn, I thought my parents didn’t love me. I’m sure they loved you in bootcamp or whatever you badges go through. But the laughs can wait till later. I need to find the closest ship off this rock.”

      With his laughing under control, Seb flipped through the information downloaded from the abandon ship call. He pulled up the galactic map and rotated it to get a perpendicular view of where they were.

      Seb scrubbed the side of his face with his nails before lightly backhanding the unconscious lieutenant’s arm. “No wonder I didn’t know the name. We’re in unclaimed space! Why in the Maker’s creation would we be all the way out here?!” Seb jumped to his feet and paced around the ship. “Maybe they were taking a shortcut? Wait . . . was Rabeero wrong?”

      The thought festered at the back of Seb’s mind. He shuffled to his previous position next to the officer and expanded the galactic map, looking at a projected path from Marcum Penitentiary to Ano Supermax. The starlane between the two points took them close to unclaimed space, but someone would have had to steer them into it.

      Seb looked at the officer and pulled back up the captain’s last message to read through it again. He slumped against the interior wall and let out a sigh. Ignore it, this isn’t your concern. You still need to survive this frozen hellhole. The flash of the red dot on the map drew his attention, and Seb zoomed into the planetary view.

      As he read through the statistics, he couldn’t help but laugh at his misfortune. “A complete tundra wasteland, minimal inhabitants, and temperatures that don’t rise above freezing . . . just great.” He kicked at the officer’s chair. “You guys couldn’t have brought us to a tropical paradise, could you?”

      While he flipped through the various imaging that were on file, he stopped at the thermal view. A spark of hope filled him with energy as he consistently flipped between the visual and thermal view. The visual pictures of their location weren’t clear enough because of the storm; however, the thermal readout looked like there was a settlement nearby. He decided not to question his luck, given the size of the planet. Drawing a line between the escape pod and his destination, he estimated the journey to be roughly three miles.

      Even though the distance was short, the combination of wind and temperature would put him at serious risk of frostbite, or worse. His blood-splattered jumpsuit was good enough to not freeze to death in a temperature-controlled spaceship, but the wind would likely cut right through it once he stepped outside. He needed more protection.

      Seb stood up and looked at the back of the collar of the officer sitting in the chair. “Too small,” he muttered before looking around the cabin. Lieutenant Dover’s pistol caught his eye, causing Seb to walk near the side-mounted seats. When he bent down to pick it up, he noticed metal clasps under each chair. His curiosity got the better of him, and he reached out and clicked one. The bottom of the seat sprang upward, revealing a stocked cubby.

      His eyes lit up as he pulled out the orange, waterproof backpack. He rummaged through the pack to find it had food and water to survive for seven days, more if he needed to ration. It also contained the same stim pens he’d found in the medical container on the ship. Only these were unused. Already feeling some soreness creep in, Seb grabbed the multicolored one, which he remembered was labeled ‘aio,’ and self-administered it.

      “Fuck yes!” he said, jumping up to his feet. He hopped on his toes, running in place, before throwing some lightning jabs. He felt pressure from pops and cracks occurring in his body, but there was no pain. They were louder than he expected, so loud he thought they were coming from outside. However, as long as he was mobile, he was fine with it.

      Filled with vivacity, Seb finished going through the rest of the bag. He laughed with glee and pulled out the tape, emergency blankets, and heating pads. Finished with this bag, he went to every chair and hit the clasp underneath the seats. To his displeasure, only the right half of the chairs contained one of the backpacks. “Leave it to Williams Correctional Corp to cheap out when it’s needed the most. Huh, I wonder if that’s the reason I didn’t see any of the lifepods?”

      He shrugged off the thought and focused on packing for his trek across the white abyss. The WICI was what he really wanted, and he took the time to double-check if the lieutenant was foolish enough to leave it transferable. However, when he received the error code that it required physical and verbal approval, he moved into the officer’s pockets. There was nothing of note except for a small credit chip worth a few hundred credits.

      With Ben Dover searched, Seb turned to focus on his creation. Unwrapping the emergency blankets, Seb took out the survival knife and cut out a body-sized shirt and pants. The shirt he eyeballed, given how difficult it would be to trace around his body with a knife. However, he found cutting the pants much easier, as he could sit on the material while cutting around his legs. With two patterns cut out of the four blankets included with his pack, Seb combined them with duct tape.

      He test-fitted the shirt, which came out worse than he thought it would. It pulled tight around his chest and almost ripped in half when he moved. However, it wasn’t anything that more duct tape wouldn’t fix. The pants fit much better, which he tied tightly around with the adhesive. He was walking around like a store mannequin covered in aluminum foil, but he was pretty happy with his results. He just hoped it worked.

      Seb picked up two of the survival bags, slinging them over his shoulders before shuffling to the rear door. He grabbed on to the rear door’s manual lever, pressing it upward to the open position. The door slammed open, shaking the entire pod. But it wasn’t just the vibration from the doors that Seb felt and heard. The cracking sound he heard earlier was much more audible with the door open. The weight of the ship shifted, nearly throwing Seb to the floor. He jumped from the pod out into the open and turned to see the pod sliding in the cracking ice shelf they’d landed on.

      He caught the back of the officer’s head and glanced away. Don’t do it. The eyes behind the rear door of the lifepod flashed into his mind. The sounds of their hands started softly until they barged into his mind like war drums. He clenched his jaw, staring back at the bouncing ship.

      “AH FUCK ME!” Seb shouted, dropping his bags and jumping into the back of the ship. His weight shifted the ship backward, causing it to move like a teeter-totter. He jumped to the back of the pilot’s chair, holding on to the headrest for support. The ship lurched forward as he unbuckled the officer. He grabbed him by the arm with no concern for his injuries and pulled as hard as he could. As the other two bags rolled to the front of the ship, Seb managed to grab them on his way out. The shift in weight assisted their exit as they descended downward, giving Seb enough momentum to slide the lieutenant across the ice. Seb jumped just in time to feel the top of the rear door scrape on the back of his heel. When he landed, his feet slipped out from underneath him, sending him skating on his back along the ice.

      When his body stopped gliding, he leaned up to see the lifepod sinking below the surface to the bubbling sound of water below. Seb leaned his head against the ice long enough to catch his breath. The hard winds cut through his makeshift jacket, reminding him that the danger wasn’t over. He rolled to his stomach and crawled over to the officer.

      “You know, looking back,” Seb said, “you would have frozen to death if I left that door open. That’s two times I saved your sorry ass.” With no response from the man, Seb rustled through one of the other bags, pulled out the stim kit, and unrolled it. “I’m not planning on dragging your ass the entire way, so when you wake up, you better be cordial, or I’m throwing you in that freezing hole over there.” Seb grabbed the all-in-one pen and slammed it into the thigh of the officer. Even though he’d used the stims multiple times now, it still surprised him at how effective they were.

      After a few seconds, Lieutenant Dover jerked upward, gasping for air. He brought his fist up to his mouth in a coughing fit. Seb waited until the lieutenant collected himself, intrigued to see how he would react. When Lieutenant Dover looked up at Seb, his eyes went wide, and he slid on the ice as he attempted to scramble backward.

      “Whoa, easy there, sunshine,” Seb said, holding up his hands. “Welcome back to the world of the living.” Seb watched the lieutenant’s eyes dart around the surroundings, surveying everything that was around them. He was looking for something to defend himself with. “Now, I’m guessing you’re looking for this.” Seb pulled out the officer’s gun from his pack before putting it back in. “I think it’s better for me to hold on to this for now.”

      “Where the hell are we?” Dover asked.

      “We’re on Inoi 3, about three miles from the nearest settlement, and judging by how bad you’re shaking, we might want to get a move on.”

      “How did we get here? Last thing I remember was you jumping aboard the lifepod and—” The officer touched his face, slack-jawed, as if he were having trouble telling a memory from reality. “It doesn’t hurt.”

      “Yeah, I hit you with one of these boys,” Seb said, skidding the empty pen to Dover.

      “Why?”

      “Well, I’m not going to carry you the entire way, now am I.”

      “What happened to the lifepod?”

      Seb stood and shouldered the two packs. “I can tell you on the way, but we need to get moving. Otherwise, we’re both going to end up like a couple of popsicle sticks for whatever creatures live on this makerforesaken place.”

      The lieutenant paused before slowly rising to his feet. Seb let out a chuckle when his traction slipped and he thought he was going to slam headfirst into the ice, but he covered it with a cough when he didn’t. With the swelling down, Seb could see the youthfulness of the man’s face.

      Lieutenant Dover had to be in his early twenties. With a crew cut of black hair and a wrinkled uniform, he looked like an officer who just came back from a hard night of drinking. He was short, maybe five foot four at most, and didn’t look the part of military officer at all. It made Seb wonder what kind of officer he really was.

      While Seb pondered the thought, he watched the officer struggle to grab the necessary supplies in his pack. His hands shook in the cold. Seb wasn’t sure if it was pity or his own selfishness to get a move on, but he unshouldered his pack and pulled back out his duct tape.

      “Open your four emergency blankets out of that bag and wrap yourself in three of them,” Seb said, pointing down at the pack. “I want to try something different to yours.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “We don’t have time to make you an extra pair of clothes like mine, but we can work around it.” The lieutenant slowly did as he was told and opened the first package, only to lose his blanket to the wind. “Grab on to it like it’s a winning lotto ticket,” Seb said, chuckling.

      Learning from his mistake, Dover unwrapped the remaining blankets before wrapping them around himself. Seb pulled on the tape and started securing it tight to his body. When he finished with the first two, he cut holes in the side of the blankets for the officer to fit his arms through. Once he was finished, he gave Lieutenant Dover the third emergency blanket to wrap himself with.

      “That’s the best I can do,” Seb said. “Now grab those two bags, and let’s go. I’d say we should jog our way there, but the ice is slippery, and I don’t think either of us needs any more broken bones.”

      “That’s a good point,” Dover said, his teeth chattering.

      “If those stims are to be believed, the all-in-one and temp ones should help regulate our body temperature, but we still need to hurry.”

      “Let’s go, then.” Seb took a few steps forward before Dover called back out to him. “Where are you going?” Seb turned and pointed in the direction where he thought the settlement was, only to have him corrected by Dover’s WICI.

      Good thing I kept him around, Seb thought. The two men marched in silence as they weathered the storm. The wind felt like their faces were being shoved through subsequent windows of glass. The visibility was minimal, causing Seb to get the feeling they were wandering in circles. He looked over at Dover, who took the signal and pulled up the hologram of their path.

      “We’re still going the right way!” Dover shouted, trying to be heard over the wind.

      “Good! The sooner the better!”

      “You never did tell me how we got here.”

      Seb gripped the bridge of his nose as he recollected on the past events. The faces of the crew flashed in his mind. He shook his head before looking Dover in the eyes. “Well . . . when you tried to shoot me, the blast knocked out the central console of the pod. I guided us down here, landed us successfully, and then pulled you out of the ship when the ice broke.”

      “Wait,” Dover said, holding up his hand. “You expect me to believe you guided us down here and landed manually?”

      “You’re welcome,” Seb said with a smug grin.

      The two continued on for another minute before Dover called again. “Why did you rescue me?”

      “Pardon?”

      “I keep coming back to how the situation plays out. I thought I was dead when you pummeled me unconscious. Then when the lifepod was sinking, you pulled me out. I just don’t get why; you’re a criminal, aren’t you? I mean, I pulled up your file and—”

      “What kind of logic is that?” Seb asked, pulling his head back. He took a few more steps forward before scoffing. “You read my file . . . you know, that’s the thing that’s wrong with you badges. You’d much rather read nonsense that some biased asshole wrote than just have a conversation with the person. You can take that file and shove it up your ass!”

      “I didn’t mean any offense.”

      “Do you even know what would have happened if you said that to the wrong person in the joint? Don’t worry, I’ll tell you. You’d get a half-inch piece of steel in your side that someone managed to bend off from one of the railings that rusted away.”

      Seb stopped and stepped in front of Lieutenant Dover, jabbing him in the chest with his pointed finger. “Look, I’ve got enough on my conscience than to leave you to die, but I expect you to realize what I did for you, and I expect repayment.”

      “How?”

      “I’ve only got one more week. Once we get on a ship and get out of here, I expect there to be some kind of concessions. I’m NOT spending another night locked up. Do you understand me?”

      Lieutenant Dover’s head lowered, and his eyes darted, refusing to look at Seb for too long. Seb could tell something was wrong.

      “Why won’t you look at me?” Seb asked.

      “Let’s . . . let’s just keep moving.” When the officer tried to move past him, Seb stepped in front of him.

      “Tell me now.”

      Lieutenant Dover took in a deep breath before looking up at Seb. “You don’t just have one more week.”

      Seb squinted and leaned into Dover’s face. “Now’s not the time for jokes, badge.”

      Lieutenant Dover changed the screen on his WICI, scanned Seb’s face, and then twisted the hologram to face the inmate. Seb scanned his file until he found his remaining time. Even before he saw the screen, deep down he knew when he struck the officer that he would be in there forever. But seeing another twenty years added made his blood boil. He shouted as loud and as long as he could.

      When he looked into the officer’s eyes and raised his finger, Dover flinched at the sudden movement. “I am NOT going back! I saved your sorry ass twice. Now you better repay the debt. A life for a life.”

      “There’s nothing I can—”

      “Don’t give me that shit! A life for a life!”

      Lieutenant Dover retreated within his space blanket, his eyes darting back and forth. When he made his decision, Dover looked up and nodded in agreement.

      “Good,” Seb said, smiling and punching the man on the shoulder. “Now, how much farther? It’s fucking freezing out here.”

      “It should be another fifty feet or so,” Lieutenant Dover said, pointing off into the distance.

      The two men stomped forward until they heard a chugging, mechanical sound. Without speaking, they both acknowledged they heard the same sound before taking off into a sprint. The thick cloud of the blizzard seemed to die down as they approached their destination. They slid to a halt as the first metal hut became visible thanks to a neon sign that they could see. It was written in Galactic Common and read Solitude.

      Seb and Dover sprinted as fast as possible to the front door. The crescent moon-shaped hut was split in half by a long bar that extended the length of the building. Light shined through a circular window at the peak of the roof, illuminating a robot bartender like a holy man chosen by the gods themselves. He was serving drinks to two patrons who Seb was certain were passed out. The familiar smell of citrus, strong sanitizer, and stale beer conjured forth a wave of déjà vu that brought a smile to Seb’s face.

      After ten long years, he’d done it. He’d reached civilization beyond the bars, and it finally felt real.
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      Seb let out a laugh and dropped his bags before taking a seat at the end of the bar. It was the chair closest to the wall-mounted heat lamps that hung along the curved walls. As soon as he sat on the stool, the rusted robot jerked alive, sending a grinding squeal throughout the room as it slid along its rail mount.

      “Good evening, s-sirs,” the bartender said. Its voice was weak and broken from age. “H-how can I help you?”

      “I want the best of everything,” Seb said. “The best appetizer, meal, and dessert. Oh, and the largest beer you serve.”

      “I w-would recommend the inkstone calamari, our glowfish stew, and a piece of crumble berry fruit pie. It pairs well with a pitcher of Blue Ice.”

      “I have no idea what any of that is, but I’ll take it!”

      “Right away, s-sir,” the robot said before reaching down and pulling out a plastic pitcher from under the bar. The bartender pulled on one of the nearby beer tap handles, filling the jug with a clear, dark-blue liquid topped with a thin layer of foam. It set the pitcher and a plastic cup in front of Seb before skirting along the rail, disappearing behind the divider in the hut. Kitchen sounds echoed from behind the partition, and the room filled with the smell of fried fish.

      Seb wasted no time picking up the pitcher and chugging the beer. It was so sour and tart, it made Seb’s lips purse. However, he did not let that deter him from enjoying his first real beer in a long time. The former inmate set the pitcher down, letting the entire hut know of his satisfaction with an echoed belch.

      “Damn, that hit the spot,” Seb said, enjoying the warmth spreading throughout his stomach.

      “W-we don’t have time for this,” Dover said, his teeth chattering while he huddled under the heat lamp. “We need to find the nearest communication relay to get a message back to the WCC, then find some suitable clothes.”

      Seb took another large gulp of his beer before swiveling in his chair. “There’s no point in rushing right now. You’d probably freeze to death before we found out where the communication relay is.”

      “We need to go now. Command needs this information.”

      “Command can wait. Thirty minutes is not going to make a difference.”

      Seb turned and picked up the pitcher, growing to love the sourness of the strong beverage. He heard a shuffling from his bags behind him before hearing the familiar click of the laser pistol’s biometric safety switching off. The two patrons at the other side of the bar quickly returned to the realm of consciousness, scurrying outside at the sign of trouble. Seb leisurely lowered the pitcher as the bartender returned to slide three plates onto the bar.

      “P-please enjoy!” the bartender said, sliding down the bar to clean up the departed patrons’ empty glasses. Seb slowly swiveled in his chair, his eyes squinting at the man holding the shaking pistol in front of him.

      “Inmate 5313, I’m ordering—”

      “My name is Seb,” the former prisoner said. “Let’s get something perfectly clear. You don’t order me to do shit. I’m a free man now, badge. I’ve earned this. Now, you can either attempt to shoot me and it ends up being the last thing you do, or you can sit your ass down and enjoy a piece of this crumble berry fruit pie. Your call.”

      Seb knew the boy’s answer before he said anything. It was the fear in his eyes that gave it away. Lieutenant Dover swallowed hard before holstering the gun underneath his mirrorlike poncho.

      Seb turned in his chair, pulled the nearby stool out, and slid the dessert in front of the officer. He ordered another pitcher of beer after pouring the rest of his pitcher into a glass and handing it to Dover. The two men ate in silence over the next hour. They each finished their meals and split a third pitcher of beer.

      “I’m sorry about earlier,” Lieutenant Dover said, not looking up from his glass.

      Seb looked down at the officer and smiled. “It’s all right. I knew you weren’t going to do it, anyway.”

      “I could have.”

      “No, you couldn’t.”

      “I could have too!” Dover said, slamming his fist onto the table. “I’ve put down inmates before.”

      Seb let out a sigh and turned to look at Dover’s red face and tightened fist. “There’s a difference between killing in cold-blood and defending yourself. You’re not a killer, Dover. This entire mission of yours is enough to see that you’re not that kind of person.”

      “You don’t know a damned thing about me.”

      “I know enough,” Seb said, laughing. “I know you’re the kind of guy stupid enough to do what your captain is asking of you.”

      “It’s part of my duty. I’m not going to let those bastards get away with it!”

      “Get away with what? Why don’t you tell me the details around this little mission of yours?”

      Lieutenant Dover opened his mouth before turning back to his glass. “It’s classified.”

      “Classified?” Seb asked before busting out into laughter. “You’re not some UHC intelligence officer, Dover, you’re a damned corrections officer.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about! My people died on that ship. My friends and coworkers.”

      “And you feel like you owe it to them to set the record straight, yeah? And somehow the warden is at the center of it?” Lieutenant Dover’s jaw dropped at Seb’s revelation. “Don’t you remember? I read your captain’s transmission. It’s clear you and Hawthorne think he’s involved somehow.”

      Lieutenant Dover finished the remainder of his glass before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. His eyes darted back and forth as he lost his mind in thought. He cursed before he glanced over at Seb.

      “Captain Hawthorne had a bad feeling before we even left Marcum. Warden Williams was a last-minute replacement for Warden Palmer. That in and of itself put everyone on edge.”

      “What’s so important about him?”

      “You’re joking, right?” Dover asked. “Williams . . . of Williams Correctional Corp.”

      “Wait, he owns the company?”

      “No, of course not, but his grandfather does.”

      “Okay, that makes a bit more sense.”

      “Anyway, we weren’t given a reason for the sudden change. But that wasn’t the half of it. Our cargo was supposed to be minimum security only with a light transport of five hundred. Warden Williams changed all of that. We soon found ourselves filled to the brim with inmates. Because of the short timeframe we were working with, we couldn’t handle any of our normal transfer processes. We had no gender or level segregation, were completely understaffed, and placed on a ship that is older than I am.”

      “That’s what I would call a shit show.”

      “That’s putting it lightly,” Dover smirked. “But we managed like we were trained to do. However, the worst part of it was in transit. Going back to what I was talking about around our staffing, there’s normally a number of deputy wardens underneath the warden. But for this jump, there were none. The next highest-ranking officer was Commander Firebrand, who was commanding the ship. Once we left, though, Warden Williams kept leaving his post, leaving Commander Firebrand playing double duty.”

      “I remember the constant calls over the intercom for the warden.”

      “Exactly! There were times where he would just go missing, and no one could find him. The final thing was the course correction.”

      “Yeah, I was wondering how we ended up all the way out here.”

      “This was a direct order given from Williams after he said he received special instructions ahead of the jump to correct our trajectory due to security concerns. The fucking security concern was him!”

      “Sounds like a pretty open-and-shut case.”

      Lieutenant Dover finished his glass before slumping in his chair. “All the evidence we have is circumstantial, though. I have no idea how the board is going to take it.”

      Seb looked over at the man sitting next to him. The story resonated deep in his core. It all felt too familiar to him. There were too many conveniences for a single man to be doing this without some sort of help. He admired Dover’s sense of duty, to bring those who wronged him to justice. Seb had held on to the same sentiment for ten long years. An unfinished betrayal that eventually needed to be corrected. However, the sole officer was way out of his element, just like he was so long ago. Seb watched the young man pull out a metal necklace, grip it between his hands, and close his eyes.

      “What’s that you got there?” Seb asked, pointing to the chain.

      “Oh this? It’s just a necklace my sister gave me for good luck.”

      “What’s that symbol, though?”

      Dover turned it and raised it in front of Seb’s face. “It’s the Maker’s symbol. Each triangle is supposed to reference a basic element of all creation. It sits on top of a background of stars, which is supposed to be our galaxy.”

      “Huh, I didn’t take you as a devout man.”

      “Oh, I’m not, but at this point I’d take all the help I can get.”

      Seb nodded and smiled before turning and waving at the robot, which was currently hunched over, unmoving. “Bartender, we need to close out the tab.” At the sound of Seb’s call, it sprang to life. After sliding down the rail and screeching to a halt in front of him, it extended its robotic palm, where a small slot opened. Seb fumbled under his shiny, makeshift coat, pulling out his stolen credit chip and then inserting it into the robot’s hand.

      “T-thank you, Lieutenant Benjamin Dover,” the robot said. “H-have a nice day.”

      Dover’s head popped up as he heard the robot speak. “Wait a minute, was that—”

      “Best not to ask questions you already know the answer to,” Seb said with a smirk.

      The two men stood from their stools and shouldered their packs. The former prisoner inquired from the bartender where they could buy supplies, if there was a nearby communication relay, and where they could get a good night’s sleep. The bartender sent a map of the town, known as Erminea, to Dover’s WICI. After receiving the plans and agreeing that warmer clothes should be their first stop, the two men positioned themselves in front of the door.

      “Ready?” Seb asked.

      “Ready.”

      Seb bounced on the tips of his toes and slapped his face to psych himself up for the harsh cold. Giving Dover a nod, Seb sprinted at the door. When it opened, he careened face-first into a heavily armored chest. There was no stopping his momentum. He held out his hands, accidentally squeezing a pair of melon-sized breasts. The mass behind them sent him bouncing backward into Dover and onto the floor.

      Seb’s scorn quickly shifted as he looked up at the red beauty above him. She bent down to give her horns enough clearance to enter Solitude’s doorway. She wore a large, white fur cloak that matched her braided hair, and her thorax was heavily plated but left her midsection exposed. The flame from her powersword filled the entire room with more heat than all the heat lamps combined. As Dover helped Seb up, he heard her say something to him with a smirk. She spoke in a deep, guttural tone, in a language he didn’t understand.

      “Our apologies, Sister, we meant no offense,” Dover said with a slight bow.

      Seb turned and grabbed Dover by the arm. “Wait, you could understand her?”

      “Of course I can. She said ‘You should watch where you’re going. I’ve broken a man’s arms for less.’”

      “Huh, it sounded like gibberish to me.” Seb turned and smiled, addressing the horned woman. “My apologies, but you don’t have to threaten me with a good time to get me to fall for you.”

      The horned woman raised her eyebrow and snorted, pointing back and forth between Seb and Dover.

      “Oh, that’s right,” Dover said, turning and looking at Seb. “All of your plugins would have gotten removed when you . . . never mind.” The Lieutenant tapped his lip before addressing Solitude’s new arrival. “Apologies, Sister, he doesn’t have a universal communicator.”

      “Ah,” the woman said, nodding.

      Dover and the white-haired woman spoke briefly until they both bowed. When she straightened, Seb locked on to her golden eyes. He couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but she eventually returned his smile. She turned off her weapon and made her way to the bar. She spoke with a droid who responded to her in the same cryptic language.

      “What was all that about?” Seb whispered.

      “Didn’t you see the symbol of the holy woman with all the hands painted on her right pec?” Dover asked.

      “No, I was too busy looking at more important things.”

      Lieutenant Dover placed his palm on his forehead and shook his head. “That’s the holy symbol of Nimora, and that woman right there is one of the Sisters.”

      “Nimora? Never heard of her.”

      “I’m not surprised. It’s a relatively new, all-female religious sect. Each sect is led by a Holy Mother who can apparently speak with the deity known as Nimora. They revere her as a goddess of justice. It’s said that when people pray to Nimora, she will sing to a Holy Mother who then in turn issues a song, what they call their orders, to one of the Sisters who enacts her will.

      “Sounds like my kind of crazy,” Seb said, attempting to approach the bar, only to be stopped by Dover’s quick grab of his arm.

      “Don’t . . . The Sisters are extremely dangerous, like trained-elite-assassins kind of dangerous. Plus, I don’t think she’d be interested.”

      “Did you see the way she looked at me? She’s definitely interested.”

      “I don’t think so,” Dover said, chuckling. “From what I remember, Sisters of Nimora take a vow of celibacy when they join the church.”

      Seb jerked his arm away and sprinted over to the bar, sliding in next to the Sister. “May I know your name?”

      The Sister cleared an entire pitcher of beer before looking at Seb up and down. “Sister Mischa.”

      “That’s a beautiful name, Sister Mischa. My name’s Seb. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Seb extended his hand, only to have the woman of faith look down and back up before rolling her tongue over her teeth.

      “Fair enough,” Seb began. “Now, I am not a man of religion, but I do believe in fate. You have the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen. They will be imprinted in my mind for the rest of my life, however long that may be. When I am at my deepest lows, in the darkest of places, I will remember those eyes paired with the smile you gave me. Thank you for the wonderful gift.”

      Sister Mischa rolled her eyes and smiled before waving him off and pointing toward the door. “Go. You look like frozen leftovers.”

      “Hey, I understood that,” Seb said, smiling.

      “Come on,” Dover said, pulling Seb away from the bar.

      “Farewell, Mischa. I hope the winds of fate bring us together again.” Seb was all smiles, not leaving the sight of the Sister’s golden eyes until he was nearly out the door.

      “Is she still looking?” Seb whispered.

      “What?”

      “Is she still watching us leave?” Seb watched Dover look over his shoulder before looking at him and nodding. “Heh, still got it.”

      With a false sense of warmth provided by the copious amounts of alcohol, the two men sprinted out into the storm to their first destination, Samael’s Salvage. The bartender highlighted this to be the best place to get gear cheaply and that would likely be willing to barter.

      The building was unlike the huts the pair had seen up until this point. While it had a neon sign much like Solitude’s, this building was structured more like a warehouse. It was rectangular, with two levels surrounded by an electrified metal fence that frequently released blue sparks. Quite the deterrent from anyone trying to access the snow-covered mechanical garbage that lingered in its backyard.

      When they entered the building, they were hit with a blast of radiant heat that filled the room from the long, glowing pipes lining the walls. The room was an open floor, organized into piles of various equipment with the organization of a professional hoarder. At the end of the building was a service desk that came up shin-high, with a bulbous man no taller than Seb’s waist sitting behind it. His size and heterochromia were typical of a pracovi.

      While they browsed their way to the end of the room, the man behind the counter stood from his chair and greeted them both. “Welcome, customers. My name’s Samael, please let me know if there is anything I can interest you in.” Once Seb and Dover reached the counter, the man with the tied-back hair and green face tattoos leaned across the table and pulled at Seb’s pant leg. “Is that a space blanket?” he asked.

      “Space blanket, duct tape, and thermal packs,” Seb said, puffing out his chest.

      “Pretty smart. You must have come down with that ship, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah, luckily our pod landed nearby.”

      “Wait!” Dover shouted, dropping his gear. “You know that a ship crash-landed here? H-has anyone else been here?”

      “Whoa, whoa, settle down, young gun,” Samael said, raising a hand. “You’re the first newcomers I have seen in a long time, except for that group of mercs with the busted ship down at the docks. I only heard about a potential crash thanks to the friendly gents at the comms tower. They said something about getting emergency beacon signals coming from all over the planet. I paid for the locations of the ones closest to us and then sent Marxus and the boys to go grab any survivors and salvage they could find. However, from what I was told, most of the signals were coming from thousands of miles away. You’d need a ship to get to them.”

      “Are there any at the docks that could help us?”

      “Hmm . . . maybe if you’re lucky, but not likely. Erminea is a place where people come who don’t wish to be found. We only get shipments once a week, and most people who stop here do so unintentionally. Like I said, the only group I’ve seen recently was that of Captain Francisca and her two crew. But they’ve been stranded here for a few days with engine troubles.”

      “Any idea what’s wrong with it?” Seb asked.

      “That’s above my head. I just take things apart, not put things back together. You’d have to talk to Lenny and his crew of robots down at the docks. He’s smart with all of that.”

      “I need to get to the comms tower, Seb!” Dover shouted, grabbing Seb’s arm. “There could be hundreds of the crew still alive!”

      “Hold on now. We can’t continue to go out into that storm without proper gear. Once we finish up here, we can check into the comms tower, get your message out, then figure out things from there.”

      Lieutenant Dover raised his clenched fists before turning around and stomping off.

      “Don’t worry about him,” Seb said, pointing over his shoulder. “He just needs some time to cool off.”

      “Understandable, given the day you both have had.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” Seb said, laughing. He unshouldered his bags and paired them with the two that Dover was carrying. He took his time whittling down their resources to one bag, primarily focusing on the food and water, two knives, and two multi-tools. Everything else Seb stacked on the counter along with three of the packs.

      “If possible, I’d like to barter with what we’ve got here. I’m keeping this bag.”

      The pracovi pressed on the top of his table, bringing up a hologram before scouring the wares. “The unused heat packs are probably the most valuable things you’ve got here. Those things are a treasure around these parts. The multi-tools are brand new, so those will be hot commodities, same thing with the medical stims. Everything else I can give you a decent rate on. Do you want to trade what we’ve got in store? I’ll give you more in-store credit than Galactic Ruling Council credits.”

      “Yeah, that works for me. We need better insulated gear, a couple pairs of clothes, and larger packs, and I need a WICI if you’ve got one.”

      “The first few I can do, the WICI I don’t have. I’ve got a personal comm unit and a datapad, though. It would serve the same functions, just be a bit slower and separated instead of an all-in-one kind of device.”

      “That works for me,” Seb said, facing the piles of gear. “Where should we get started? Is this coordinated somehow, or should we just start with one pile and move on to the next?”

      “No, there’s a method to the madness. Bring your friend over here. I’ll need to scan you both.”

      Seb shouted at Dover, and the sulking officer returned to the front desk. Samael pressed a few buttons on the top of his counter before the hologram expanded around them both. On his command, Sam instructed both men to extend their arms and slowly spin. Green lasers from the front of the hologram’s projection bar covered their bodies until they completed a full circle.

      Sam rounded the corner and waved to the two men. “Okay, follow me.” Seb and Dover followed the shop’s owner to one of the piles of gear near the wall. Once they reached it, Samael dove headfirst into the pile, pushing clothes and armored plates out of the way to find exactly what he was looking for.

      What he pulled out were two black jumpsuits. The material looked light and thin, much like spandex. However, when Samael pulled on it, it didn’t lose its transparency like a similar material would. It wasn’t until Samael handed Seb the armor that he saw the plastic clasps around the wrists and neck.

      “These are my suggestions based on your previous requests. I have heavier armor with more protection if you need, but this is always a good starting point that you can build up from.”

      “What are they?” Seb asked.

      “I think they’re skinsleeves,” Dover said.

      “The crewcut is right,” Samael said, pointing toward Dover. “Think of them like body socks. They’ll fit tightly against your body, providing you with thermal, radioactive, vacuum, and a small amount of ballistic protection.”

      “Seems like it will do a bit of everything,” Seb said.

      “Pretty much,” Samael replied. “It’s why most armor systems call for a skinsleeve base layer. They’ll protect you against temperatures down to negative twenty degrees Fahrenheit and up to one hundred and forty. If you activate the suit, it will provide you with environmental protections that will last twenty-four hours. You can withstand space, breathe underwater, filter out smoke and toxic atmospheres, pretty much everything you need. You’ll just need to make sure you activate it first. Otherwise, you’ll just be walking around in your underwear. If the battery dies, there’s a retractable cable that pulls out of the wrist. You can plug it into any standard outlet or charging port you need.”

      Seb pulled the neck opening up to his face to measure the size, but that’s when he caught a whiff of something awful. He sniffed near the neck opening before pulling back and gagging. “Maker’s taint, did someone die in this?”

      “You’re in a salvage shop. I guarantee you’re paying for something usable, but I’m not guaranteeing it’s clean.”

      “There’s not another one, is there?”

      “Just got the one that will fit you.”

      Seb threw the skinsleeve on a nearby pile of clothes while he started taking off his makeshift jacket. He stopped when he felt Dover’s eyes on him. The man was wide-eyed, looking down at Seb’s blood-covered, white jumpsuit.

      “You’re just going to change here?” Dover asked before looking over at Samael. “Isn’t there a room or something with a bit more privacy?”

      “You’re in a—”

      “Salvage shop, I remember.”

      “Once you get the skinsleeves on, there’s boots, jackets, pants, coats, and hats in those nearby piles,” Samael said, pointing around them. “You’ll have to try everything on yourself. There’s no method to those piles.”

      The two men spent the next half hour changing into their skinsleeves and trying out new clothes. Seb found his options limited due to his large hands and feet. However, he managed to find himself a nice fur-lined battlecoat with plenty of pockets.

      With the secondary pairs of clothes picked out, they made their way back to the counter, where Samael had transferred their gear to two newly sealed packs. The packs showed signs of wear, but the zippers and clasps were sturdy.

      “You’ve still got some credit left, anything else you need?” Samael asked.

      “What about weapons? I wouldn’t mind having something to protect myself other than my survival knife.”

      “I don’t think so. They tend to be one of the first things to go. Although . . .” Samael turned and disappeared into a room in the back. After a few minutes, he waddled back in, carrying a wooden box underneath one arm and a leather belt and holster in another. He set the box on the counter, opened the metal clasp, and turned it to display the contents to Seb.

      Seb immediately recognized the frame of a revolver thanks to his six years at his university’s shooting club. It had been ten years since he had fired a weapon, but when he picked it up by the animal-bone grip, it felt natural to him. The weight was surprising. It wasn’t as heavy as he thought it would be, but it carried plenty of heft to counter the obvious kickback the weapon likely had.

      “This is a Wayne and Connors Lawbringer. In a world of laser this, plasma that, it may be a bit archaic, but I can assure you these old slugthrowers are just as proficient at turning someone living to dead. I’ve got a belt and holster that I’ll throw in if you want it.”

      “I’ve never used one, but I’ve always been a fan of revolvers,” Seb said. “No electronics to fry, reliable, and accurate.” Seb pressed on the cylinder release, looking down the length of the gun. “Only four cylinders, though. What’s this thing chambered in?”

      “Sixty-five,” Samael said with a wide smile. “Only four shots, but not many things are getting up after that. Even with a shield and heavy plate, you’ll drop a charging onigaram in a blood rage from the sheer velocity.” Seb side-eyed the shopkeeper after the ridiculous claim. “Okay, maybe not an onigaram during a blood rage, but most things are not going to be happy after a shot from that thing.”

      “All right, you don’t have to try to sell me further on it. I’m guessing you’ve got ammo?”

      Samael pulled out a box of ammo from his front apron pocket and placed it on the counter. “I’ve got a box of sixteen, so you’ll have to be conservative.” When Seb reached for the box, Samael slammed his hand on it. “These I’m putting in the bag. You can chamber them when you’re out of here.”

      “Fair enough,” Seb said. “How much more do I owe ya?”

      The shop owner tapped everything into his computer and twisted the hologram to show the total. “I’d say throw in another hundred credits, and we can call it even.”

      Seb handed over the credit chip for Samael to complete the transaction. While it was processing, Seb pulled his belt through his holster straps and tightened his buckle. With everything secured, he grabbed his new revolver and slid it into its holster. A green smile hovered in front of them, signifying the transaction completed.

      “Here you go,” Samael said, handing Seb back the credit chip. “If you boys need anything else, you know where to find me.”

      Seb pocketed the chip, and the two men picked up the bags and walked toward the door. The former inmate didn’t wait until they were out of the building before opening his pack and pulling out the box of ammo. He slid open the container, pulled out four bullets, and chambered them into his revolver. He spun the cylinder before closing it with a quick flick of his wrist.

      When the door opened, the quick jolt of wind that hit him in his face reminded Seb to activate his skinsleeve. Hitting the button along his wrist provided immediate relief when the light armor’s shield encircled his face. The minor victories were a fan to the flame of Seb’s excitement.

      That was nothing compared to the exhilaration he felt when the front wall of the building next door exploded, sending a burst of laser fire out into the small town’s streets. When the smoke cleared, Seb couldn’t help but smile when he saw the familiar hulking, red vixen from earlier, surrounded by a squad of goons.

      A wicked smile crept along Seb’s face before he dumped all of his spare ammo into a side pocket, calling out to his companion. “Dover, you might want to ready that laser pistol of yours. Things are looking to get a bit spicy.”
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      Or so he thought. When the shooting started, the two men sprinted to the side wall of the nearby building for cover. By the time they peeked around the corner, the battle was nearly over. They watched Sister Mischa charge with her powersword drawn, lighting up the entire area in a red flame. Seb almost felt bad for the man who screamed, backpedaled, and fired his laser pistol. The bolts that connected illuminated the Sister’s thick shield before she closed the distance to carve with her blade. She swung wide, hewing the man in half at the torso. His screams filled the air along with the smells of burned meat.

      With the threat of combat over, both men relaxed. Seb tapped the lieutenant on the shoulder, holstered his weapon, and walked into the middle of the carnage. Before he could make his presence known, Sister Mischa turned unnaturally fast and raised her sword.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Seb said, raising his hands. “It’s me, it’s Seb.” He could see the killer in her eyes. It left him with a primal feeling that told him he’d made a mistake. Her eyes were no longer the vibrant gold, but were now a deep-crimson red. However, as her eyes darted back and forth, the red color slowly faded with a sign of recognition. Sister Mischa deactivated her sword as she shouted off a roll of phrases he didn’t understand. However, the tone made it clear that she was pissed.

      “I’m sorry,” Seb said, holding up a finger and dropping his pack into the fresh snow. “I bought something for this. Just give me one moment . . .”

      He zipped open his bag and pulled out the personal comm device that was built into a pair of around-the-head headphones and microphone that connected to a transparent eyeglass. Once he activated it, he fumbled through the startup menu—ensuring he selected his correct language—and registered his own voice to sync with other compatible systems. Once he was done with the configuration, his focus shifted beyond the device to see that Sister Mischa was no longer there.

      “Wait, where did she go?” Seb asked.

      He heard Dover’s footsteps approach him on the side. The officer pointed over to the large hole in the wall. “She went back in there, but, Seb, we need to go to the comms relay.”

      “Why don’t you go ahead, and I’ll meet you up there?”

      Dover let out a heavy sigh and shook his head. “Fine, whatever, but I need the credit chip and your comm ID so I can sync it with my WICI.”

      Seb grabbed the credit chip from his pants pocket and handed it to Dover. Once the officer was ready to receive his number, Seb clicked through his menu and forwarded it to him. They both ran through a test call, ensuring that the communication worked.

      “All right, we’ll sync back up after I find out what’s going on with Sister Mischa,” Seb said. “If you run into any problems, just give me a call.”

      “Will do.”

      Seb furrowed his brow and looked down at the extended hand. He clasped it while the two men shared a nod. When Seb let go, Dover sprinted off and disappeared into the flurry of the storm. As soon as he was about to head toward the hole in the wall, a raspy voice pulled his attention downward. It was the man who was severed in half.

      “Bring—” The man’s words cut off into a coughing fit. Seb kneeled down to try to listen. “Bring everyone.”

      “Bring everyone?” Seb asked. When he saw the man’s communication device flash, he realized the man wasn’t talking to him. With an increased sense of urgency, Seb jumped and sprinted into the building’s opening. However, once he was inside, he realized he wasn’t prepared for what was there.

      It wasn’t the burned guts or sprays of blood along the wall from Sister Mischa’s entrance that left him feeling uneasy—he’d expected more bodies—it was the empty cages lined like a petting zoo filled with piss and shit buckets, soiled blankets, and chains. In holographic displays along the front of the cages were details of each of their inhabitants: their race, sex, and age. There were twelve cages in total, but only nine people huddled in the corner. They wore clothing that wouldn’t be considered more than tattered paper, each with their own collar, shackles, and manacles.

      “Sister! Sister!” one prisoner cried in a hoarse voice. “Raider! Raider!” Sister Mischa came sprinting out of a side room with her weapon raised, only to lower it once she saw Seb.

      “It’s okay,” Seb said, raising and rotating his hands. “I’m a friend. I’m here to help.”

      Sister Mischa stomped over to Seb, leaning over him as she pointed back out into the frigid streets. “Go. Now!”

      The personal comm device delayed matching her voice with her lips. It would take some getting used to, but, for now, he was happy he could understand her. “No, you’re going to need my help. I overheard one of the guys outside radio for his allies.”

      “Impossible, I killed them all.”

      “Not the guy you sliced in half. We need to hurry.”

      Without waiting for the Sister’s response, Seb pulled out his multi-tool from his pack and walked over to the nearest person. The man’s hair was clumped in dreads, and his body was covered in filth. Seb felt bad for being appreciative that he had his skinsleeve activated. He didn’t want to imagine what this place smelled like. The man retreated to the wall as Seb approached, only allowing him to get closer once the Sister gave a nod.

      Seb used his multi-tool to cut through the man’s bindings in a matter of seconds. Once he finished, he didn’t expect the man to lunge at him. He tensed up, ready to throw the prisoner over his shoulder. But when the man’s sobs grew, Seb relaxed.

      “It’s all right. Everything’s going to be all right. We’re going to get you all out of here.”

      The man pulled away, wiping away his tears, allowing Seb to continue his work. He worked as fast as possible, as carefully as possible. He angled the laser as best he could to prevent any further injury to the slaves. Each broken binding brought tears of relief to those who he helped, but it only filled Seb with even more anger. How could anyone do this? Seb asked himself. These sick bastards treated them worse than animals. If they do show up, I’m going to make them regret this day. With the final collar cut, Seb joined Sister Mischa, who was pulling clothing off of the raiders she’d slain.

      “What are you doing?” Seb asked.

      “I’m not about to walk them out into that blizzard wearing nothing,” Sister Mischa said. “They’ll freeze to death before they make it to my ship.”

      “Where is it located? Could you bring it closer?”

      “Yes, it’s at the docks, but I’m not just going to leave them here.”

      “Go get the ship, I’ll protect them until you arrive,” Seb said. The Sister paused what she was doing, stood, and looked down at Seb. “Don’t worry about them, you can trust me. I . . . I know a thing or two about being locked up.”

      Sister Mischa squinted as she gazed into Seb’s eyes. Whatever she was looking for, she found it. A smile crept along her face as she nodded. “All right. Help them with the clothes. I’ll bring the ship back.”

      “You got it.”

      Sister Mischa turned and told everyone about the plan, receiving several shouts of rebuke. It didn’t bother Seb, though. He knew that they had all been through a lot, and the Sister was a beacon of hope for them. When she took off into the white abyss, Seb did as she asked of him. They had looted all the bodies that were indoors, so he focused on the four that remained outside. The brutality and strength of the Sister’s strikes were apparent in the viscera that painted the snow red, green, and blue.

      He wished there was more he could do and even thought about holding up Samael’s shop for more gear. However, he disregarded that thought, as the last thing he needed to do was bring these people more trouble. A repeating symbol that was patched onto the raiders’ gear caught his eye. It was a saw blade covered in barbed wire. It reminded him of his time in Marcum. Gangs ruled entire cell blocks. Looks like there isn’t much difference out here, he thought.

      After clothing the last of the survivors, Seb reached into his pack and started handing out what little rations of food and water he had. The ferocity at which they dug into the calorie-dense bars made him feel sick. While prison had its own trials and tribulations, he still ate three times a day. This . . . this is a different kind of hell.

      It only took five minutes before Sister Mischa’s ship descended in front of the building. In typical onigaram fashion, it wasn’t built for aesthetics. It looked like a metal brick someone mounted two oversized engines onto. Once the rear loading ramp lowered, Seb helped everyone into the ship. Some he carried; others just needed a shoulder to lean on.

      With everyone in the cargo bay, Sister Mischa grabbed Seb’s shoulder and walked him to the edge of the ramp. “Here,” she said, holding out a handful of credit chips. “It’s a thank you for the help.”

      “I don’t want your money,” Seb said, pushing her hand away.

      “Then what is it that you want?”

      “I just wanted to help. Seeing what they did to those people makes me sick. But if you’re offering recompense, my . . . associate and I are looking to get off this rock.”

      Sister Mischa shook her head. “While I am appreciative of your help, I must prioritize the safety of these people. You and your . . . associate would be a liability I cannot afford.”

      “Fair enough, can’t hurt a guy for trying,” Seb said, chuckling. “Can I ask you something, though? How did you find this place?”

      “Nimora.”

      “So, your goddess heard the prayers of these people and sent you to save them?”

      “In a manner of speaking, yes. Why do you ask?” Sister Mischa said, crossing her arms.

      “Oh, I uh, I didn’t mean any offense. It’s just hard to believe in a galaxy full of false idols and deities.”

      “Is it? Our history is paved with stories of the divine. Even in today’s era, you have the entire sectorum being led by the Allmother. Have you not heard of what her blessings can do? I’ve seen it firsthand.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen the vids of the sectorum’s crusades. I just assumed it’s some sort of innate ability. It’s hard to comprehend a divine being intervening like that.”

      “What of humanity’s Maker? I’ve heard the tales of the things they can do.”

      “That’s . . . complicated,” Seb said, rubbing the back of his neck. “It’s not quite the same. This is more direct.”

      “Maybe you just don’t have enough faith. But as much as I enjoy speaking of our most holy, I need to get these people to safety.”

      “Of course,” Seb said, turning and walking off the end of the ramp. When it started rising, he shouted one last question. “Sister Mischa, will I ever see those golden eyes of yours again?”

      The red-horned woman smirked before cupping her mouth and shouting back. “Have a little faith!”

      “I will,” Seb said, waving goodbye. He raised his hand instinctively as the force of the ship’s thrusters pushed it from the ground. It wasn’t until he could no longer see the blue from the ship’s thrusters disappear into the storm above that he decided it was time to move on.

      With a few clicks on his communication interface, Seb established a link with Dover’s WICI. “Hey, I’m finished up here. What about you?”

      “I’m still waiting for them to establish a connection,” Dover said with a sigh. “Apparently, they don’t keep a connection open to any of the GRC networks.”

      “Yeah, I can understand why.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’ll tell you about it when I see you. Where’s this place at?”

      “Oh, that’s right. I have the map on my WICI. Let me send you the details to your comm.”

      Seb waited until the message popped up on his HUD, and he opened the schematic.

      “Okay, you should have it now,” Dover said. “It’s just down the street from where we were. You should see the red tower lights off into the distance.”

      Seb looked up and down the street. Like an eldritch horror luring unsuspecting prey toward itself, he could see the dozen red lights on the tall points of the tower as they flexed in Inoi 3’s harsh winds.

      “All right, got it. Speak to you soon.” With a pleasant sense of his next destination, Seb marched toward the comms tower. The trudge through the snow left him with conflicting feelings. He was still feeling the high of helping Sister Mischa and seeing her smile again. However, the realist in him reflected on potential consequences. He could have just made some powerful enemies he knew nothing about. In this thick snow, he wouldn’t see the blaster shot before it hit him. The realization compelled him to walk with his hand firmly clasped around his revolver.

      Pieces of the tower emerged into view with each step as he got closer. Seb was in awe at the size of the structure, which was easily as wide as the rest of the town. When he was close enough to see the neon sign, Seb made his way through the entrance. Once he was inside, he made the mistake of deactivating his suit, instantly shriveling all of his important bits thanks to the cold. He checked his wrist. The display showed only 25 percent remaining on his battery’s charge. I hope they’ve got a place I can plug into while we wait, he thought.

      The main entrance was full of terminals with individual seats and transparent screens. As he scanned the room, Seb saw that Lieutenant Dover was already in a conversation with another man on a screen. Judging by the look of his suit and the badges on his collar, Seb assumed he was a high-ranking officer. He crept silently, sitting at one of the booths diagonally behind Dover’s, close enough that he could see and listen in.

      “Who else knows about this?” the officer asked.

      “Just myself and Captain Hawthorne, sir,” Lieutenant Dover said.

      “Where’s the captain now?”

      “He performed his final duty, sir, and went down with the Redeemer.”

      “That’s . . . a pity. Hawthorne was a brave man.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Are the details in this report accurate?”

      “As accurate as they can be, sir.”

      “You need to be one hundred percent certain, Lieutenant. The things you’re claiming here are . . . dangerous.”

      “I’d put my life on it, sir.”

      “Would you be willing to testify?”

      “Without hesitation, sir. I owe Captain Hawthorne that much.”

      “Hawthorne and everyone on the Redeemer were good people.” The officer paused to pour himself a handle of dark liquor before downing it in one gulp. “But Maker’s cunt, Dover, this is stating Warden Williams is guilty of murder, manslaughter, and a list of things that would put him behind bars for five lifetimes. This kind of scandal could bring the entire company down.”

      “While I am aware of the repercussions to the company, sir, what’s more important is that the men and women who died deserve justice. There may also be many still alive on this planet. If we don’t get help quickly, they’re likely to freeze to death.”

      “You’re right,” the officer said with a heavy sigh. “I’ll coordinate a rescue effort. We’ll likely need to bring in third parties, given it will take weeks before any of our ships could reach Inoi 3.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “I want you to wait on Inoi 3 and rendezvous with the contractors that will take the job. I can’t make any guarantees, but I’ll do my best. The contractors will identify with the code phrase ‘crescent moon.’”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Lieutenant Dover. This is going above and beyond the call of duty. It’s an honor serving with men like you.”

      Seb saw the start of a smile break through Lieutenant Dover’s forced stern presentation before he rolled his lips. “Thank you, sir. I won’t let you or the crew of the Redeemer down.”

      “Good man, Lieutenant Dover,” the officer said with a salute. “Barris out—”

      Lieutenant Dover slumped backward in his chair once the call ended, draping an arm over his eyes. It gave Seb a moment to creep out of his row and approach Dover on his side. He pulled out a chair and sat at the station next to the officer.

      “You doing all right?” Seb asked.

      “Yeah, that was good timing. I just got off the phone with Major Barris.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “He’s the highest-ranking officer at WCC and reports directly to the board.”

      “So, you think he’ll take care of it?”

      “Yeah,” Dover said, sitting up. “Yeah, I think so. He’s going to be sending whomever is closest to help with the rescue. Most likely mercs.”

      “Better than nothing, I guess. I hope they get here quickly.”

      “Yeah . . . Oh, how did things go with Sister Mischa?”

      “Both good and absolutely terrible.”

      “Oh?” Dover said, turning in his chair.

      “You remember that building she blew a hole in?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, she was freeing slaves. There were a dozen cages in the building.”

      “Oh fuck.”

      “Yeah, it was bad. That’s why Sister Mischa was here in the first place.”

      “That’s wild. Could you imagine if the Maker had his own hit squad like that?”

      “That’s why I asked her about it, but she was firm that she got her orders to come here for this exact purpose,” Seb said, shrugging. “I tried getting a ride for us with her, but she wasn’t about that.”

      “It’s a shame she couldn’t have helped us, but it sounded like she had more important things to deal with.”

      “Yeah, she told me to have faith that I’d see her again.”

      “You really fell hard for the first woman you met out of prison, didn’t you?” Dover said, laughing.

      “Shut it,” Seb said, laughing and pushing the officer.

      “Careful, otherwise I’ll have to reverse your sentence again.”

      Seb’s tone grew serious. “What do you mean?”

      “I meant it in a good way,” Dover said, laughing harder. “Before the call with the major, I was able to log on to our system and remove those latest assault charges that were on your record. All you’ve got to do is survive a few more days, and you’ll have time served. That was the easiest way to go about it without raising too many red flags.”

      Seb jumped out of his chair and shouted in laughter. It was an immense weight off of his mind. While he wasn’t above just staying out of the law’s prying eyes, having things legitimate came without unnecessary stress and worry. After a few minutes of celebration, Seb picked up his pack and shouldered it.

      “Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

      “Well, the whole thing got me thinking. Remember Samael talking about those mercs at the docks having issues with their ship?”

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “It’s as good a time as any to see if I still have my skills. If I can get their ship running, maybe they can help?”

      “Aren’t you tired? I’m worn out.”

      “Are you kidding? I’ve got more energy than I’ve ever had. I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”

      “Fair enough,” Dover said, chuckling. “I’m going to wrap up a few things here before I head out. I hope there is some kind of hostel or motel in the town.”

      “One that serves breakfast would be nice.”

      “I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

      Seb and Dover clasped arms before Seb headed for the door. He turned and looked over his shoulder, catching a final wave from Dover before the officer turned around and started working. There was something about that moment that caused time to slow down. Everything felt wrong. It was as if he knew this was the last time he would see the man. Seb pushed the feeling aside as he ventured back out into the frozen tundra.
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      Seb pulled up his map on the comm device and checked for the location of the docks. He had to backtrack down the street before venturing perpendicular toward his right. The docks were on the outskirts of the small town, likely to minimize the disturbance of its local inhabitants. However, the constant gusts of Inoi 3’s atmosphere were more of a disturbance than any small ship could cause.

      He didn’t know what to expect from Erminea’s docks, but this left a lot to be desired. The docks were composed of four landing pads built into the ice and stationed next to a single hut with a freight storage container. It’s no wonder they’ve been stuck here for so long, Seb thought.

      The only ship on a platform was what Seb assumed to be an Orion WH-class light freighter. Typically used for hauling goods, the twin-engine ship had a huge transportation bay with small living quarters on the top floor. It reminded him of a fish he read about that would eat prey larger than itself, floating around with a bloated stomach as it slowly digested its meal. Seb twisted his lips when he realized the running lights weren’t on. I hope they’re still home.

      Seb walked up to the back of the rear ramp, looking for the intercom, only to find frayed wires where it looked like someone had ripped it off. He started slamming his fist on the back of the ramp, hoping someone would be close enough to hear it. They’re probably not going to hear anything in this storm, though, he thought. After waiting for a few minutes, Seb walked to the front of the ship, now hoping someone in the cockpit would see him. But when he reached the front of the ship, the blizzard was too thick for him to see anyone inside.

      Running out of options, Seb headed toward the hut near the docks. Surprisingly, the door didn’t open when he approached. The fact that the hut’s light bar wasn’t illuminated planted a seed in Seb’s mind that the power was out. Seb pulled out his multi-tool and got to work.

      Every electronically powered door had a mechanical backup lock that would open the manual override in the event of a total electrical failure. One of the nice things about cheap, electronic doors was the metal covering the manual override was thin enough to be cut with a standard multi-tool’s laser cutter. After a few seconds of cutting, the metal was off, and Seb pulled on the mechanical lever inside it. The door howled in the wind as it slowly opened.

      When Seb stepped inside, it was clear to him no one had been in here in some time. A thin layer of frost covered everything from the monitors and electronics to the furniture. Seb turned on his comm’s flashlight, filling up the room. As he walked near the back, he found the reason why Lenny hadn’t been heard from. He crouched near the frozen body surrounded in blankets. The ice completely preserved the town’s mechanic in a mummified shell.

      “Poor bastard froze to death,” Seb said. “At least it was a peaceful way to go.”

      Seb stood and made his way over to the nearby console. With no power in the building, Seb had to extend his suit’s power cable and plug it in, swapping the direction of the power. His suit’s battery readout dropped from 20–15 percent as the console flickered to life. The dock’s systems lit up with dozens of messages originating from the docked ship named Andalusian. It was registered to a Captain Francisca Ortiz.

      Pressing a button on the center console, Seb hailed the ship. “Andalusian, this is Erminea docks, please respond.” After a few minutes of no response, Seb attempted again. “Andalusian, this is Erminea docks, please respond.”

      It wasn’t until his third attempt that Seb received a response from a harsh, feminine voice. “Where the fuck have you been, Erminea? We’ve been waiting for days for you to show up. We thought we were going to have to abandon our ship. We’re running low on supplies being cooped up in here.”

      “Yeah, there’s a bit of a situation over here.”

      “Fuck your situation, didn’t you hear what I just said? And what kind of dock are you running, anyway? No clean water, gray water, sewage, or fuel hookups around the docks? What kind of place is this?”

      “Look, to be honest with you, I don’t even work here. The dockhand is frozen solid over here.”

      “Then, who the fuck are you?”

      “Well, one of the guys in town said there was a ship full of mercs that were having engine troubles. I happen to know my way around engines. Me and an associate of mine need some help. I figured you scratch my back and I can scratch yours.”

      The call went silent for a few seconds before the brash female came back on the intercom. “All right, climb aboard, but you’ll have to climb the side ladder to the docking port. I’m not opening the loading ramp; it will let all the warm air out.”

      “I’ll be over in a minute.” When the feed cut off, Seb pulled the wire from his wrist and checked his battery again. It was down to 10 percent. I’ll need to sell this, otherwise, I’m likely to end up like the dockhand. Seb exited the building without caring to close the door. He could see the descended ladder from the bottom of the docking door, shining like a stairway to the heavens. However, once he reached it, he realized how unsteady it was in the strong winds.

      Not to be deterred, Seb climbed slowly. He paused several times when a gust nearly sent him falling back to the ice below. While the fall probably wouldn’t kill him, he had no intention of testing the theory. Once he reached the top stair, Seb looked up to see the door still closed.

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me!” he shouted. With one arm wrapped around the ladder, Seb repeatedly slammed his fist as hard as he could into the door. Seb heard the pressurized release of the door shunting open and then felt himself floating. Something pulled him up into the air before slamming him down, face-first, onto the ship’s metal floor. When he rolled to his back and looked up, he froze. There were six weapons pointed down at him. Two were in the hands of a woman with long, brown hair and brown eyes. The other four were in the hands of a four-armed, blue-skinned beast of a man.

      “You’ve got about thirty seconds to give me your offer,” the woman said. “And you better make it good, otherwise, Toros and I will be filling you full of holes.”

      “While I don’t appreciate being thrown around, I’ve got the skills you need, and you’ve got the ship I need,” Seb said. “I’m offering to repair your ship if you help my associate and me with a job.”

      “What’s the job?”

      “I’d love to tell you once you stop pointing those guns of yours at me.”

      The woman and man looked at each other, nodded, and holstered their weapons. The woman extended her arm, pulling Seb to his feet. For her small size, he could tell she was strong. The scars across her lip were a clear-enough indicator that she wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. That, paired with the warm welcome he’d just received, made him reflect on the position he was in.

      “The name’s Seb, by the way. I am assuming you’re Captain Francisca, and you said this is Toros?”

      “Captain Francisca Ortiz, and yeah, this big lug is Toros.”

      “Captain Francisca it is, then,” Seb said with a smirk. “Like I said over the comm, I don’t work for the docks. I was on a ship that crashed down earlier today. My associate and I are looking for a ship to help with the rescue efforts of anyone still alive. The good news is that this isn’t just a one-for-one trade. There should be a job posted any minute now with the details.”

      Captain Francisca’s and Toros’s eyes lit up. “How much does it pay?”

      “I have no idea, you’ll have to check. But my guess is that it’s substantial given the urgency.”

      “Well, we’re running on emergency power for now, so we can’t check the boards.”

      “Tell me what’s going on with your ship, then. If I can’t help you, I’ll be honest, and we can part ways. If I can, then you agree to the job. Sound fair?”

      Captain Francisca let out a sigh before nodding. “Guess I don’t really have a choice. I’m not spending another fucking day on this cold-ass rock if I don’t have to.”

      “We’re of similar minds, then,” Seb said, smiling. “Mind telling me what’s going on with the ship?”

      “Right now our batteries are nearly drained, and our solar panels aren’t working in this storm.”

      “Okay, but those are all caused by you running the electricity for too long without the engines going, right?”

      “Yeah, I guess so. I’m not really the expert here. Toros knows more about the ship than I do.”

      “Don’t look at me,” the deep-voiced brute said. “I know just as much as you do.”

      “Don’t give me that. I fly the ship, and you take care of the navigation and maintenance. That’s what we agreed.”

      “I don’t remember agreeing to that.”

      The disagreement quickly grew into an argument. As the two continued to shout, Seb got a feeling that he was being watched. He turned to see a pair of glowing, pink eyes retreat around a nearby corner. His curiosity got the better of him, compelling Seb to turn and walk down the hallway.

      “Hey!” Captain Francisca said. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “I . . . uh . . . I’m just going to run some diagnostics on the ship.”

      “Well, the cockpit is to the left.”

      Seb furrowed his brow and leaned back. “The diagnostics from the cockpit are just a general readout. The full diagnostics have to be run from a diag-tool connected directly to these old Wilkinson Type-2’s like I’m pretty sure you have.”

      “If that’s the case, don’t you need to go outside for that?”

      “No,” Seb said, chuckling. “I’ll just access them from your maintenance room.”

      “Our what?”

      Seb rolled his lips under his teeth and glanced away. He was certain his eyes were going to jump out of their sockets. He took a deep breath before looking up and smiling.

      “Every ship has a maintenance room where you can access the ship’s engines and FTL core.”

      “We don’t have a room like that. Do we, Toros?”

      “Not that I know of,” the black-haired man said.

      Seb grabbed the bridge of his nose. “All right, excluding the downstairs level, which I am assuming is just one giant transport bay, what is the room closest to the engines from the inside?”

      Captain Francisca and Toros both looked up in the air as they thought about the question. “Should be . . . the storage closet,” Toros said.

      “Mind taking me there?”

      Captain Francisca passed Seb while Toros held back behind him. Something about the giant, blue man walking in his flank made him very uneasy. He considered whether or not he would be fast enough on the draw to swing around and pull his trigger before he became a fried piece of meat.

      His thought process was interrupted as he passed a room with a see-through wall on his right. He saw the medical table, worn surgery tools, and scattered boxes that made the room look as if it had been raided. But as the full room came into view, his heart stopped when he locked eyes with the creature sitting in the corner.

      She was unlike anything he had ever seen. Her pink skin clashed against her white medical jacket. She kept the same physical characteristics of a human but with the long tail and scales of a sepix. Seb was so enamored by her beauty that he didn’t realize he’d stopped moving. However, he was quickly reminded thanks to a firm shove from Toros.

      “Keep moving. The room is just up ahead,” he said.

      The room was just as they said. The farthest point in the ship opened up into a small storage closet that was filled with boxes. It was wide enough for a single person to walk through, but not with all the junk that was stashed in there. Seb turned on his flashlight and stepped into the room. He was certain he knew why they didn’t realize they were missing a room on the ship, but he wouldn’t be able to confirm it until he reached the far-back wall in the makeshift closet.

      “This isn’t a storage closet,” Seb said, stepping over a crate. “This is actually a hallway that leads into your maintenance room. That’s why there’s no door here.”

      “Then where’s the room?” Toros asked, his tone giving away his frustration.

      “Just give me a moment, and I’ll show you.” Seb unshouldered his pack and threw it to Toros, who caught it and set it on the ground. Then Seb started picking up crates and stacking them away from the back wall. When it was clear, he ran his hand along the panels on the backside of the wall until he felt the small divot that was shaped like a hole. He pulled his multi-tool out of his side pocket, flipped out his mechanic’s key, and slid it into the hole. When it was all the way in, the hidden door slid open.

      Captain Francisca backhanded Toros at the sudden revelation. “How did you not know about this?”

      “Don’t blame him,” Seb said. “These aren’t too common in newer ships. This hatch is known as a mechanic’s door and opened with a mechanic’s key, which is just a repurposed driver on a multi-tool. They were more common in older ships as a way for mechanics to have their own privacy and to prevent people who shouldn’t be back here from coming and messing with things they shouldn’t.”

      “So, do you think you can fix it?”

      “Well, I haven’t even had a chance to look at it yet,” Seb said, chuckling. “Do y’all have a diag-tool?” The way Francisca and Toros looked at each other gave Seb his answer. “What about any repair tools?” They both shook their heads. Seb clenched his jaw as he put on his best smile. He was going to have to go back outside. “All right, I’m gonna leave my bag in here. I’m going to go check out that shed by the hut outside. If it doesn’t have what I need, then this might be a lost cause. If you both wouldn’t mind clearing out the hallway, it would help me do my job a bit easier.”

      Captain Francisca slapped Toros on the ass before walking down the hallway. “You heard him, Toros. Put those muscles of yours to use.”

      “And where are you going?”

      “I’m going out for a smoke.”

      Seb wasn’t looking forward to venturing outside, but he was willing to suffer through it if it meant seeing the muse behind the crystal wall on his way out. However, when he approached the room, he frowned when he saw she was no longer there. All the rooms he passed had their doors sealed shut, making the trek even more of a letdown. The impression of desolation and survival stood out as he passed the kitchen. All the drawers were opened, with scattered food packaging littering the floors. It made Seb wonder just how little they had left on supplies. Judging by the condition they kept their ship, he assumed they didn’t have a lot of money either. Captain Francisca grabbed a coat, hat, and gloves on their way out.

      When they reached the docking airlock doors, she pulled on the manual lever, bringing a blast of wind inside. With the sun completely down, Seb was walking into total darkness. He turned on his flashlight before turning around.

      “Try to hurry if you can,” Captain Francisca said. “Once I’m done smoking, I’m shutting the doors.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up,” Seb said sarcastically.

      He grabbed on to the side handrails until he got his footing on the swaying ladder. The way down the ladder ate up a solid minute of his time, as the thought of falling kept his grip firm. Once he reached the landing pad, Seb sprinted over to the shed. He groaned to find a lock securing the doors, which he wasted no time cutting through with his multi-tool. The door swung open, nearly knocking him over as soon as he unlatched it.

      The hanging bodies of mechanical robots gave Seb pause that he’d found another hidden horror. Once his heart didn’t feel like it was going to jump out of his chest, Seb ran into the room. Much like Samael’s shop, there left a lot to be desired in the way of organization. Not knowing what could be the problem with the engines, Seb started by putting on a belt and a mechanic’s vest that was laden with carabiners. He grabbed as many tools as he could find that weren’t duplicated with his multi-tool. He mounted them on his vest and belt and grabbed a plastic carrying case that included a three-hundred-piece mechanic’s tool set. However, he didn’t find the one thing he absolutely needed.

      “Where the fuck is that diag-tool?” Seb yelled. A thought popped into his head that caused him to run out of the storage container and into the nearby hut. A wide smile crept along Seb’s face as he looked at the central console. The diag-tool was sitting on top of the station. When he picked up the tool, he heard a beeping noise and saw a red flash coming from his wrist. His suit’s battery was down to the final percent. “Oh fuck.”

      The thought hadn’t crossed his mind that with the sun down the surface temperature was even more extreme during the night, putting a strain on the skinsleeve’s ability to regulate his temperature. “Gotta haul ass!” Seb sprinted as fast as he could back to the ladder. He looked up to see Francisca still waiting at the entrance.

      “Hurry your ass up!” she shouted. Seb frantically climbed, worried about the cold. He could feel the cold creeping through his clothes as he made his way higher. However, with the mechanic’s toolbox, the difficulty of his climb was doubled, as he attempted to climb with only one arm. He made it up halfway, and that’s when his battery died.

      The shock of the extreme temperatures caused him to freeze up, losing his grip. He felt his hand slide, and he felt himself fall. Before he dropped any distance, he felt something reach down and grab him around the waist. A thick, pink tail pulled him up through the airlock within a second as the door closed behind him. Seb sat up, shivering, looking up at his rescuer’s black-and-pink eyes. She sprinted down the hallway before returning with several blankets. She then started rubbing his arms and legs, trying to keep him warm.

      “T-thank you,” Seb said.

      “We need to get you up and move to the center of the ship where it’s warmer,” the pink-haired woman said.

      “He can get up and move toward the engine room or whatever it is. Getting that up and running will keep all of us warm.”

      “He needs a moment.”

      “We don’t have a moment, Nalla,” Captain Francisca said, pulling Seb up to his feet. “If our batteries fail, we’ll all freeze to death.” Francisca turned to look down at Seb. “What happened to your suit, anyway? I saw the shield fade as you were climbing.”

      “Batteries . . . dead.”

      Captain Francisca burst into laughter. “I’m sorry, but that’s just too funny. Don’t let anyone ever tell you that the universe doesn’t have a sense of humor.”

      The group shuffled to the back of the ship to find Toros finishing moving all the boxes into the kitchen.

      “What happened to him?”

      “Batteries in his suit died,” Francisca said. The two shared in Seb’s misfortune as they continued to the back of the ship.

      Seb dropped the plastic mechanic’s tool set when he reached for the bag. His shaking hands fumbled with the zipper until Nalla grabbed it and pulled it open for him. He nodded and smiled at her before pulling out his pack of stims. He grabbed the one he remembered as ‘temp’ and administered it. A flush of warmth flooded his body before turning it numb, allowing him to be mobile again.

      “You shouldn’t use these,” Nalla said. “They’re not good for you and highly addictive.”

      “So I’ve been told, but I don’t have a lot of options,” Seb said. “I’ve got a lot of people counting on me.”

      He picked up the tool set and made his way into the engine room. Grabbing the diag-tool and plugging it into the engine’s onboard diagnostics port, Seb held down the power button. A sinking feeling entered his mind when nothing happened. He wondered if the cold had somehow destroyed the electronics inside the device. But he wasn’t about to go down without a fight.

      “Come on, you bitch,” Seb said, smacking the device. With two successful smacks, the device lit up with a blue, pixilated smiley face. Seb smiled in relief as he cycled through the menus, reading through the various diagnostic messages. As he pored over them, he wanted to shove his head through the engine. Seb looked over his shoulder, in between the engines, and stared at the FTL drive. Sure enough, the FTL’s floridium rod was completely depleted and ejected from the core.

      Seb placed the diag-tool on top of the engine, took a deep breath, and tried his best not to sound condescending. “Have any of you owned a ship before?”

      “Of course I have,” Captain Francisca said. Her forced laughter indicated to Seb that she was lying.

      “Okay, then I am sure you’re aware of the proper maintenance procedures that come with one?”

      “No! That’s Toros’s job!”

      “Hey, don’t you put that evil on me. I told you I could navigate, not run a damn ship.”

      Seb shouted as the two’s bickering started up again. “All right, all right, all right, that’s enough. No one is at fault here, and I am not blaming anyone. I just need simple questions answered so I know what I am dealing with and how much detail I need to go in, okay?” Captain Francisca and Toros quieted down and turned to look at Seb.

      “Thank you,” he continued. “Now, when’s the last time you had this ship serviced? Because based on these logs, that’s part of the trouble.”

      “Not since we’ve had it.”

      “And how long ago was that?”

      Seb raised his eyebrows as Francisca and Toros gave two totally different answers. The look the captain gave Toros was another piece of the puzzle.

      “A few months,” Francisca repeated.

      “Okay, I think I am piecing everything together. I’m going to take a wild guess and say that you all were doing a lot of travel based on these logs. I mean long FTL jumps, and you were not sticking to normal starlanes, yeah?”

      “What are you getting at?” Captain Francisca asked, crossing her arms.

      “I’m getting at that you were in the middle of FTL when your ship jerked out of it, and that’s when you started having engine trouble?”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what happened.”

      “Okay, so the engine issues are for a few reasons. You haven’t been keeping up on your maintenance. These engines are older and need routine maintenance every ten jumps or so, depending on the length of the jump. Based on these calculations, you’re hovering around the equivalent of forty. The second part is that your FTL core has been completely exhausted.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Every ship has two types of fuel, one of which is the floridium rod used in FTL flight. It’s what your ship is running off of when it makes the FTL jumps. The reason why you were shunted out of FTL was because you exhausted your core, and it ejected it as a safety precaution. The stress from the sudden FTL drop put a bunch of strain on the engine, which is why it was misfiring on its way down.”

      “Stop with all of this technical talk,” Captain Francisca said, waving her hands. “I don’t give a swamp rat’s ass. Can you fix it or not?”

      “I’m getting to that. The second engine is not stable. I can get it running, but we need to prioritize the closest system in UHC territory. So, I’m going to reset them both, turn one on so we can get things up and running, and do a second reboot when we’re ready for flight. But here’s the bad news . . .”

      Seb turned and pointed to the FTL core. “Without a replacement floridium core, we’re not making any FTL jumps anytime soon. We’re effectively stuck on this planet until we could get a shipment in. Samael might have one, but I’m sure he would charge an arm and a leg for it.”

      “Do they look like giant glow sticks?” Toros asked, scratching the side of his face.

      “Yeah, but if you tried to snap one of those, it would shatter in your hands.”

      “Ah, that makes sense. There’s a box downstairs in the cargo bay.”

      “Please don’t tell me you snapped one of those?” Seb said, shaking his head.

      “If it’s what I think it is, after we landed, I tried to snap one and use it to light around the landing pod during the night, but the goop inside just ate through the ice.”

      “Are you feeling all right? That stuff is highly radioactive outside of the containment rod.”

      “Ah, he’s fine, ain’t that right, Toros?” Captain Francisca said, punching the man in the arm. “These printaghasts are so juiced up on their own genetic cocktails, they probably drink that stuff for breakfast.”

      “All I’m saying is that if you start to feel sick, you should probably tell the doc,” Seb said.

      “Now that you mention it, my tongue has been rather itchy lately,” Toros said, scratching his tongue with one of his claws.

      Nalla’s face scrunched, and she immediately grabbed him by the arm. “Let’s take you into the medical room and run a few tests, okay, big guy?”

      As the other two walked away, Seb turned and entered a few commands into the diag-tool, resetting the system. Once rebooted, he started the good engine, sending a thunderous roar from it before settling out. When the engine stabilized, the lights came back on, putting a smile on Captain Francisca’s face.

      “We should be good for now,” Seb said, unplugging the diag-tool. “I’ll go downstairs and confirm if you do have rods down there. If you do, I’ll swap them out, and that will be one fewer thing we have to worry about.”

      When Seb looked over at Captain Francisca, her demeanor had completely shifted. She was leaning against the open door, swaying as she looked intently at Seb. He’d seen that look before, just like Zara before she’d played her trump card. She pushed herself away from the door and stood within inches of Seb.

      “It’s good to have a capable man around,” she said, sliding her hands alongside his hips. “When you’re finished, if you still need to warm up, I’ll be in the cockpit.”

      Seb turned his head slightly and smirked. “Is that what I think it implies?”

      “It can be whatever you think it means,” she said, grabbing Seb’s ass before walking down the hallway. “Don’t think too hard, though. You might miss your chance.”

      Seb took off the tool harness and set it on the ground. He leaned against the wall as he thought about what just happened. On one hand, the feeling of her touch and directness put him from six to midnight faster than he realized. On the other hand, getting mingled in a preexisting crew without familiarity was just asking for trouble. Captain Francisca also came with a lot of red flags. It was the battle of the heads.

      Seb slammed his fist into the sidewall when he realized which decision was the right one, but that didn’t leave him any less frustrated. He still had plenty of work to do to get the ship ready, and he was already being distracted. It was going to be one long night.
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      With two vigorous pulls, Seb leaned his body into the breaker bar. He gritted his teeth as his muscles flexed from the tension. At the last second, he felt the bolt give, loosening itself from the steel frame. Seb wiped the sweat from his forehead before taking a sip of water out of the plastic pouch.

      With the single engine running and power being restored, the heat was rising. The skinsleeve left him with an unnatural feeling. Even without it turned on, it did a miraculous job evaporating the perspiration on his body. However, this still left his neck and head exposed.

      Since Francisca left the room, Seb busied his mind doing what he could to get the ship operational. He found the box of floridium rods downstairs like Toros said. He wasn’t sure if he was impressed or worried that the man had survived snapping one open. Maybe what Francisca said was true, he thought. Maybe they are built differently.

      It was hard to argue the logic. The man-bun-wearing beast lifted Seb with one arm. And based on the last time he weighed himself, lifting two hundred pounds of lean muscle with one arm was an impressive feat. Although, all the muscles in the galaxy wouldn’t matter against my Lawbringer, Seb reassured himself.

      Seb grabbed the breaker bar and set it back on the next bolt. Luckily, the three other bolts on the assembly cover weren’t nearly as rusted. As Seb ratcheted the bolts free, he heard several steps coming down the hallway. He turned when he heard a knock on the wall. Toros and Captain Francisca were both wearing their coats, hats, and gloves.

      “Hey, you got a minute?” Captain Francisca asked.

      “I’m kind of in the zone right now,” Seb said, pulling out a bolt. “Mind if I work while we talk?”

      “Yeah, that’s—”

      “Oh, before you start. I’ve got bad news.” Seb nodded his head backward. “Those weren’t pure floridium rods down in the cargo bay. I popped a new one in the FTL core, and it didn’t pass all the checks.”

      “What does that mean? How does that happen?”

      “It means you got robbed. The guy who sold them to you probably gave you a really good deal, didn’t he, Toros?”

      Captain Francisca turned and slapped Toros in the chest. “Can you do anything right?”

      “How was I supposed to know?” Toros growled.

      “If the deal seems too good to be true, it likely is,” Seb said. “Fake floridium rods are a pretty common scam. Thieves will steal a shipment of floridium rods and look to make even more profit by draining the rods using aftermarket tools and then splicing it with whatever.”

      “So, you’re telling me we’re stuck here?”

      “Not necessarily. The rods seem pure enough that they could run. I could remove the safety protocol, and we could give it a shot. We won’t know if it will work until we attempt to jump. However, that should be our very last resort. I would highly recommend you check Samael’s and see if he’ll sell you one.”

      “Theoretically, what would happen if we used the bad rod?”

      Seb turned around and leaned against the engine. “Theoretically, if it’s clean enough, we could jump, and it gets us to where we’re going. Option two would be that the FTL core attempts to use the rod, it doesn’t have enough juice, and the backup safety system ejects it. Option three is it fails catastrophically, and we all die in a fiery blaze.”

      “Sounds like we don’t really have a choice,” Captain Francisca said, slapping Toros again. Seb nodded and resumed his work while Captain Francisca gave her and Toros’s reasoning for the visit. “It looks like you were honest about the job, by the way. As soon as the power came back on, we were able to establish a connection with the comms tower and could access the boards again. The only job around here was for the Williams Correctional Corp for a three-phase mission. And you weren’t kidding, the offer is substantial.”

      Seb forced a smile as he pulled off the engine’s electronics hatch. “Yeah, like I said, it’s time sensitive, which is why I am trying to get us up and running.”

      “We’re supposed to meet with a . . . Lieutenant Dover first. Is he the associate you mentioned earlier?”

      “Yeah. From what I overheard, he was supposed to wait at the comm station to rendezvous with whoever accepted the job.”

      “Well, it’s an open contract. I’m guessing to try to get more people involved. However, it didn’t look like anyone else had taken it up yet.”

      “I’m not surprised. It only seems like people who are unlucky are the ones who get stuck out here.”

      “I would agree with you on that,” Captain Francisca said, chuckling. “But our luck will change if we can pull this off.”

      “I’m just ready to get out of here,” Seb said, sticking his hand into the housing. He pulled out the control board that was charred black. “That’s not good.” His focus blocked out a question asked while he continued to work. He turned and threw the fried board into a pile of scrap he’d accumulated since he started taking the engine apart. Already on autopilot, Seb bent down, turned on his flashlight, and started pulling out rolls of fried wiring.

      “Seb!” Francisca shouted, pulling his attention toward the door. “Didn’t you hear me?”

      “No, sorry, like I said . . . in the zone.”

      “We’re going to meet with the lieutenant, and I want to know how well you know him?”

      “Not very. I only met him today. We came down in the same lifepod together. He seems like a good kid. Why do you ask?” Seb heard some quick shuffling and looked over to see the two mercs standing around the corner. Based on Captain Francisca’s wide eyes and jerking movements, the two seemed to be in a deep argument.

      Seb yanked the last bit of wires, balled them up, and threw them into the trash pile before walking toward the door. When Captain Francisca saw him approaching, she pointed her finger up at Toros, giving him a stern look.

      “Everything okay out here?” Seb asked, wiping his gloved hands with a cloth.

      “Yeah, we’re just discussing how we want to handle everything.”

      Seb noticed a hesitation in her voice that made him think there was something she wasn’t telling him. “Anything I can help with?”

      “Nope, you just stay here and get the ship ready.”

      “Fair enough. It shouldn’t be too much longer. I just need—”

      Captain Francisca waved a hand in front of Seb’s face and smiled. “I don’t care. Just get it done.” Seb was certain he felt his eye twitch. The disrespect was enough for him to blow up in her face. However, he needed her ship. So, he just smiled and nodded. He watched Francisca and Toros walk down the hallway toward the airlock door.

      Once they turned the corner, he kicked the pile of trash, sending parts all over the place, which he immediately regretted having remembered there were parts in there he still needed. He took in a deep breath before walking back to the engine and resuming his work.

      Based on his diag-tool read out, the engine needed to be replaced. But, he didn’t have the luxury of a spare engine. Through a combination of poor maintenance and the sudden FTL deceleration, he was trying to keep a mechanical beast alive with duct tape and gum. He had to use what he had on hand and get it good enough.

      His first problem was the control board and wires that were completely fried. He knew he already had what he needed to fix the problem. The control board was basically a dumb computer with a particular instruction set. He had a spare computer in his pack and just needed a copy of the instruction set. Thankfully, he had a perfectly good duplicate engine with a working control board on the other side of the room.

      Seb walked over to his bag and pulled out the datapad he bought earlier. He plugged his diag-tool into the secondary engine to download a copy of the control board’s instruction set. Once it was complete, he transferred the program to his datapad. With Orion-manufactured ECBs and other human-manufactured electronics, many of the circuit boards ran the same hynix operating system, allowing for quick compatibility. All it took was for him to plug in his datapad into the secondary engine’s dataterm port and test it. Seb grinned from ear to ear when his diag-tool’s control test came back green. He grabbed some extra duct tape and strapped the datapad to the exterior of the engine’s housing.

      With one problem solved, Seb moved on to the next. Because of the engine’s age and how much it flexed decelerating out of FTL, several of the bolts had sheared completely off. This was causing the stability readings to be in an excess of what was acceptable. He easily fixed this with a drill and an extraction bit. Since the bolts were secured into the ship’s frame, Seb had to be careful not to damage the holes themselves, otherwise the replacement bolts wouldn’t fit. After a half hour of slow, methodical work, he replaced each bolt, and the readings, while not perfect, were within flyable parameters.

      Seb saved the last part because it was the easiest. Several of the hoses and couplings had become loosened. It took him a few minutes to secure and tighten them. When he reran the diag-tool again, there were still a lot of yellow triangles but no more red exclamation points. Good enough, he mused. If any of my instructors saw this, I don’t know whether they would have been impressed or aghast. Now we just need to worry about the FTL core. I really hope this isn’t my last jump.

      While Seb was disconnecting his diag-tool, he heard the sound of metal crashing on the floor of the ship echoing down the hallway. He set his tools down before wiping his hands and jogging down the passage. When he reached the kitchen, he found his long-tailed savior hunched over, picking up metal silverware from the floor.

      His eyes gazed at the thick, long tail that flexed to her side, easily longer than her entire body. As it swayed with her movement, her white jacket slid upward, revealing the uniqueness of her bottom wear. Given that the waist of her pants was secured with a belt, the cut tapered in an upside-down triangle, leaving room for her tail and revealing the upper top of her plush bottom. Seb caught himself in a haze, having to force himself to look away.

      He knocked on the wall and cleared his throat, signaling his approach. “Need any help?”

      Nalla jumped upward and swung around, slamming her tail into the wall where Seb’s head was. Fortunately, he was quick enough to duck. He looked up and jerked back when he noticed the dent left in the ship’s metal panel, thankful that wasn’t his head.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Nalla said, holding her hands up to her chest and looking down at the floor. “I forgot that you were on the ship. And when you spoke, well . . . you startled me.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Seb said, smiling. “I’m sorry that I startled you.” Seb thought he was going to melt into the grates on the floor when she glanced up at him and gave a fanged smile. That’s all it took for him to become smitten.

      “Well . . . um . . . I guess I’ll get back to cleaning up,” she said with a nervous laugh.

      “Do you need some help? I heard the metal clashing all over the floor.”

      “Yeah, I’m just a bit clumsy sometimes. Captain Francisca said we were going to be picking up passengers soon and asked me to clean up the ship.”

      “It looks like you all have had a rough go of it. Based on how it looked when I came in, you all had been cooped up in here for a while, am I right?”

      “Not that long. Toros just eats a ton and never picks up after himself. But I’m not complaining! I’m happy to serve the captain.”

      Her fake smile and increase in tone gave Seb pause. It was as if she were speaking to someone not in the room. Seb twisted his lips as he thought about Nalla’s sudden change in behavior, but he ignored it for now.

      “Well, what can I assist you with? Do you need help picking up the trash?”

      “Oh, no,” Nalla said, waving her hands back and forth. “I couldn’t ask you to do such a thing. It’s my task given to me by Captain Francisca.”

      “Come on, it’s the least I could do to thank you for saving me from falling off the ladder earlier.”

      “Don’t you have to take care of the engine?”

      “It’s as good as it’s going to be for now.”

      “Will we be able to depart?”

      “Oh yeah, she’ll fly. The only question at this time is whether or not those rods Toros bought will allow us to jump to FTL.”

      “Oh, is something wrong with them?”

      “They didn’t tell you?” Seb asked, smirking. “Toros got scammed. They’re not pure rods.” Seb leaned in, bringing his hand up to his mouth and whispering. “Just between the two of us, he doesn’t seem like that smart of a guy.”

      Nalla burst into a giggle fit. Every attempt at stopping was restarted once she glanced back up at Seb. When she got her laughing under control, she nodded in agreement. “He’s definitely not the sharpest claw.”

      Seb laughed and took a few steps toward Nalla before extending his hand. “I’m Seb, by the way. I don’t think we’ve done introductions, but I think I overheard Captain Francisca call you Nalla?”

      The shy woman tugged at the turtleneck that was under her white doctor’s coat, pulling it slightly over her chin as she looked down at Seb’s outreached hand. She hesitated before reaching out and grabbing it. The two shared a smile before she spoke. “Yeah . . . I’m Nalla Bashari.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Nalla, but judging by that coat of yours, should I be calling you Dr. Bashari?”

      The question restarted Nalla’s giggles. “I’ve studied enough to be considered a doctor in sepix-controlled space. However, I don’t hold any official doctorates or certifications that are required in human settlements. Plus, I prefer to keep things casual.”

      “Fair enough. I can get started on the trash.”

      “There is a plastic bin underneath the counter, and the garbage chute is in the side wall.”

      Seb thought he felt Nalla’s hand stride along his as he pulled away, a feeling that bolstered his confidence. He walked around the counter, opened the bottom drawers, and pulled out the bin. He started picking up the trash, catching Nalla’s glances as she picked up the remaining silverware.

      “So, how long have you known Captain Francisca and Toros?”

      “About three years now.”

      “How did you all meet?”

      “Through a card game.”

      “Oh, I never would have taken you for a gambler.”

      “I’m not. I was the prize.”

      Seb nearly dropped the bin full of trash when he heard Nalla’s declaration. “Wait, what?”

      “Barkas Raia was my previous employer. He and Captain Francisca were playing cards. All he had was five thousand credits to Francisca’s twenty. He needed collateral to keep betting, so he offered up my contract. Barkas lost, and I found myself employed by Captain Francisca.”

      “But you can leave any time, right?”

      “Not until I fulfill my obligations. I still owe about two hundred thousand left.”

      “Hold on,” Seb said, holding up his finger taking a deep breath. “First off, that doesn’t sound like any employment contract I have ever heard of. Second . . . you’re two hundred thousand credits in the hole?”

      “I don’t think they are common in the human systems, but I could be wrong. In sepix systems, they are very common. It wasn’t anyone else’s choice but mine. I had to study. It was the only way I could . . .”

      Nalla’s head drooped as she trailed off. Seb questioned whether he should ask what was wrong and decided that he would let her set the boundaries. He leaned across the counter, looking up at her black-and-pink eyes. Her lip trembled as she stared blankly down at the counter.

      “I-I’m sorry if I hit a sore spot. I didn’t mean—”

      Nalla sniffed before smiling, sorting the silverware into a tray as she spoke. “No, it’s fine. It’s been years. Just an old feeling that crept its way in.”

      “I’m happy to lend an ear if you ever want to talk.”

      “I appreciate that,” she said, smiling. Seb resumed picking up trash until he heard Nalla let out an exasperated sigh. “I went to school and had accrued my debt because of a friend. We both grew up together in one of the many orphanages on Mahad.”

      “Isn’t that the sepix home world?” Seb asked.

      Nalla nodded. “I never knew my parents. It wasn’t even until later in life that I learned I was part human and part sepix. I knew I was different but didn’t quite know how much. But, trust me, all the kids at the orphanage made it very clear.”

      “Kids can be cruel that way.”

      “Yes, even more so than adults. But there was one girl who was always there with me.”

      “What was her name?”

      “Kayda,” Nalla said, smiling.

      “That’s a beautiful name.”

      “It didn’t compare to her own beauty, I can assure you. She had these beautiful iridescent scales, big brown eyes, and curves for days. Once we were too old for the orphanage, it was just me and her. We did everything together. We struggled, grew, and loved. We weren’t making that much money, just working as waitresses at a local bar, but it was enough for us for the time being . . .”

      Nalla trailed off again as she stared wide-eyed at the counter. Her eyes were unblinking as her arms continued to sort the silverware, like a drone controlling a body. She didn’t blink until Seb reached a hand out to her.

      “Hey, you don’t have to tell me if it’s bothering you so much. I’m just happy to get to know you better.”

      Nalla palmed her eyes and shook her head. “No! This has been buried deep too long. It’s good for me to get it out.” She dropped her hands and forced a smile as she continued. “There was one night she didn’t come home when she was supposed to. I called the bar and found out she had passed out while working and was at a nearby hospital. I rushed there as fast as I could. The worst part was that they wouldn’t let me see her because I wasn’t family. Can you believe that? We’d been together for years, but because we didn’t have some official form that said we were together, they wouldn’t let me in.”

      “It’s all bureaucratic bullshit to allow for someone to fill their pockets.”

      “Sepix are always about their money.”

      “It’s not just a sepix thing. Everyone’s out for their own slice of pie.” Nalla’s piercing gaze left Seb wondering if he had just said the wrong thing. He knew he wasn’t wrong, but that didn’t mean it was the right thing to say. He cleared his throat and nodded back toward her. “So, I’m guessing Kayda’s sickness had something to do with you going into medicine?”

      “Yeah, she had a genetic disorder that caused severe septicemia.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s where bacteria and toxins she naturally produced spread into her bloodstream and throughout her organs. It’s not always fatal, but because of Kayda’s underlying genetic disorder, there was no way for the doctors to fix it. I should have seen the signs, but because we were working so much, I just assumed it was due to us both being overworked. I didn’t even get to say a last goodbye. She died in the bed alone.”

      “Maker . . . I don’t know what to say, Nalla. I’m so sorry.”

      “Thank you,” she said, wiping away a tear. “I was a mess for almost a year until I could pull myself out of the hole I was in.”

      “That just shows how strong you really are. Few people can do that.”

      “I don’t think I could have done it without the thought of her with me. I just kept coming back to what she would have wanted me to do. That’s why I took a bunch of bad loans out from the wrong people to get my education and ended up here. Sure, it’s not ideal, but it got me off of Mahad, which was what we both always wanted. Since then, I’ve jumped from contract to contract until I can finish paying off my debt.”

      “Can’t Captain Francisca just forgive the debt?”

      “Yeah, but why would she? I’ve saved hers and Toros’s lives on more than one occasion.”

      “I don’t know. Out of the goodness of her heart?”

      Nalla’s giggle morphed into gut-busting laughter. Seb was happy that he was able to make her smile, but he felt rather stupid, reflecting on what he’d just said.

      “Thank you for that joke,” Nalla said, pulling on her sleeves. “I needed that.”

      “Happy to be of service, ma’am,” Seb said, smiling.

      Grabbing the full trash can, Seb poured its contents down the garbage chute. When it was empty, he placed the bin back under the counter. He watched Nalla slide the silverware tray into one of the drawers, joining him at his side.

      “So, what’s next?”

      “Hmm,” Nalla said, tipping her chin. “If you’re still feeling helpful, I wouldn’t mind having you help me—”

      Nalla’s words were cut short when Captain Francisca’s frantic voice shouted over the intercom. “Nalla! Lower the cargo bay door. Be ready with your medical gear.”

      “What’s wrong?” Nalla asked, looking up at the ceiling.

      “Toros has been hit multiple times.”

      “What kind of wounds?”

      “Laser.”

      “All right. We’ll be ready.” Nalla turned and waved at Seb to follow as she sprinted into the ship’s medical room. She was like a completely different person as she shouted orders. “Grab that bag and start filling it with the contents of those three drawers.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Seb said. He opened each compartment, grabbing all the gauze, bandages, and medical tape they had. However, it was clear just how short on supplies they were. “All right, done.”

      When Nalla turned around, she had two vials pressed up against her fangs. Golden liquid sprayed from her teeth, filling the containers. When they were halfway full, she put a top on them and slid them into what looked like a small fridge.

      “What are you doing?” Seb asked.

      “I’m draining my venom sacks for now. I’ll use the contents for a variety of things later.”

      “Like the stim pens I’ve used?”

      “Yeah, exactly. But I’d like to think mine are a bit better at their jobs.”

      “That’s hard to believe. Those things are a godsend.”

      “Just wait until you get a bad one,” Nalla said with a smirk. “You’ll see what I mean.” Nalla grabbed a few more things from the cupboards and threw them in the pack before sprinting out of the room. “Bring the bag and come on.”

      Seb followed close until they rounded the corner to the stairwell that descended into the cargo bay. He was astonished at Nalla’s athleticism and familiarity with the ship once they reached the stairs. She grabbed on to a few pipes with her tail and swung her body into the open. When she was halfway down, her tail acted like a spring, absorbing her momentum as she cleared the two levels in a matter of seconds.

      “Well, that was fucking cool,” Seb whispered. He sprinted down the first set of stairs and ran across the mid-level platform before descending backward down another ladder. By the time he reached the ground, Nalla was already lowering the platform. The first flurry of air that blew through the room was a frigid reminder that he needed to recharge his skinsleeve. He did the best he could, holding his hands under his arms and bending his knees to try to keep his body warm.

      “Seb, bring me the bag!” Nalla yelled, pulling the man’s attention. He sprinted across the room as he watched Captain Francisca making a poor attempt at shouldering the massive weight of the man who was down on one knee. Seb threw the medical bag to Nalla as he sprinted by. He crouched underneath the front of Toros’s chest, letting the man’s entire weight lean forward on his back before wrapping his arms around him.

      Letting out a few primal grunts, Seb carried the man into the center of the hangar before falling over, panting. By the time Seb stood up, Nalla was hovering over Toros, trying to pull his armor off of him.

      “Seb, go shut the door while I handle this,” Nalla said.

      He slowly made his way over to the edge of the door, holding up his hand as the harsh wind pressed into his body. The strain he endured, fighting against the wind, was almost as exhausting as the weight of Toros’s body. With a final leap, Seb grabbed on to the ship’s ramp controls and raised it. He was thankful once it raised halfway and the assault on his body was concluded. Once it closed, he took a moment to catch his breath.

      Seb rubbed his hands together as he returned to the group, doing anything he could to get some warmth back into his body. However, nothing was as cold as the chill that fell down his spine when something in the captain’s hands reflected off of the interior lights, catching Seb’s eyes. It was a necklace he’d seen before. That’s when he noticed the twin bag he’d bought from Samael’s slung around Captain Francisca’s shoulder. Seb’s lip curled as he grabbed the grip of his revolver.

      “Hey, Captain, where’d you get that necklace?”
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      The room fell around Seb as he stared at Captain Francisca’s wide eyes. It felt like minutes until she blinked. Even in the cold ambience of the room, a bead of sweat dripped down her forehead. Her gaze slowly lowered until she was staring down at the necklace in her hand. When her eyes shot back up to Seb’s, his hand squeezed tighter around his revolver’s grip. His anger was boiling over like a steam kettle ready to pop.

      “Answer me!” Seb shouted. “Where did you get that necklace?”

      Captain Francisca’s eyes glanced down at Seb’s hand, and she swallowed hard. “You know where I got this necklace.”

      “I do. But I want you to tell me.” Seb caught her catching glances down at Toros. The printaghast’s body was no longer moving while Nalla frantically cut away at his charred armor. “Hey, don’t look at him, look at me.”

      Captain Francisca’s eyes darted back and forth, a symptom of her mind at work. They eventually stopped, and she let out the breath she was holding. Her body shifted straight, and she puffed out her chest. The tone of her voice was cold and direct. “It’s Lieutenant Dover’s.”

      “Is he dead?”

      The captain closed her eyes and just shook her head.

      “Is that a no?”

      She scowled and lashed out. “Does it feel good to toy with me, Seb? You know the answer.”

      “The only thing I know is you left to meet with him, and you come back with his pack and necklace. So, answer my fucking question!”

      The captain’s lips pulled back, exposing her clenched teeth. Seb caught her hands creeping toward her dual laser pistols. He pulled out his revolver, pointing square at her chest. “Don’t you fucking move.”

      Nalla’s distraught voice reminded Seb he had no support. “Stop it, both of you!”

      Seb didn’t take his eyes off of the captain as he spoke. “This doesn’t concern you, Nalla. This is between Captain Francisca, Toros, and me.”

      “Didn’t you forget I’m part of their crew too? Whatever you decide to do here affects me as well.”

      “That’s all dependent on if Captain Francisca answers my questions.”

      “I’m tired of this bullshit,” Francisca said, crossing her arms. “But before I answer your question, YOU need to know that this was all part of the job.”

      Seb furrowed his brow and tilted his head. “Explain.”

      “I came to you and asked if you knew Dover. Things would have been handled differently if I’d known you would react this way. But you said you barely knew the guy.”

      “I remember your argument with Toros in the hallway. No doubt deciding whether to ice me like you did him.”

      “That had nothing to do with it. You and I both know Toros isn’t the smartest in the bunch. You came along, showed him up, and made him feel threatened. He didn’t want to ice you, but he didn’t want to bring you with us. While we were talking, I saw him getting frustrated and pulled him aside to calm him down.”

      “Then what would you have done if I told you that we were close?”

      “I would have told you the truth.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Captain Francisca shrugged. “Believe what you want.”

      “Tell me what’s really going on, then.”

      “I told you there were three phases to the job. Phase one was a bounty hit on Lieutenant Dover.”

      “Why? That doesn’t make any sense.” Captain Francisca relaxed her arms and crept her hand to her wrist. Seb straightened his stance and pulled the hammer back on his revolver. “Don’t.”

      “I’m just going to activate my WICI and show you the posting.”

      Seb watched her carefully tap onto the metal bracer on her arm, bringing up a projected hologram between them both. She swiped across the air, turning the interface around, and used her two fingers to expand the image.

      “I’m not taking my eyes off you. Read it to me.”

      Captain Francisca sighed before flipping around the image and started reading aloud. “I’m just going to read the important parts. If you want the full details, I’ll send it to your comm.”

      “Fine. Just read it.”

      “Employer: Williams Correctional Corp. Mission type: three-phase mission. Summary: SOS call to any allied or mercenary parties nearby. One of our prison barges has suffered catastrophic failure due to internal sabotage. Company rescue teams have been deployed but are one week out. Requesting immediate assistance around Inoi 3. Details are as follows. Priority one: kill contract for saboteur and former WCC officer, Lieutenant Benjamin Dover. Will acknowledge the code phrase ‘crescent moon.’ Subject unaware of WCC’s knowledge of their deceit, but should still be handled with caution. Visual evidence of the kill required. Priority two: obtain the ship’s memory core. Ship’s last known coordinates attached. Priority three: investigate all active lifepod distress beacons and attempt rescue of WCC personnel. Any survivors should be brought to Pyrus Station where emergency services will be waiting. Optional bounty: secure and apprehend any escaped convicts which survived venting procedures. All prisoners are flagged as escapees. Any prisoner kills will not be paid. They are WCC property and subject to taxation earnings. See earnings payout based on prisoner level. Full crew and prisoner list attached to this posting.”

      When Francisca stopped, Seb’s mind flooded with hundreds of questions. That doesn’t make any sense, he stressed. None of it does. I heard Dover’s conversation with Major Barris. He thanked him for bringing this to him. Unless . . . He played the conversation over again in his head. Recalling the questions, he remembered Barris asking whether anyone else knew about the information, if Dover would testify, and if he would die for his cause. He was testing him.

      The WCC never had the intention of having the truth. If Barris knew about it, then it’s likely the entire board knew what was happening. And when Dover reached out, knowing what he knew, they used it to their advantage. They found their scapegoat.

      The sound of the biometric safety on the captain’s laser pistols brought Seb’s attention back to her. Even though he was still holding his pistol at her, his lapse in focus allowed her to draw her two weapons.

      “What’s it going to be, Seb?” Captain Francisca asked. “You got your answers. It was all just part of the job that you told us about. So, are we all dying here and now, or are we going to get off this rock so we can all go home and get paid? Hell, I’ll even throw you a cut. You got our ship back up and running, after all.”

      “Please, Seb?” Nalla pleaded.

      Seb looked over his shoulder to see Nalla looking up at him. He noticed Toros leaning up next to her, pointing one of his own weapons at Seb while he clutched his stomach. Francisca was right. He didn’t know why Lieutenant Dover’s death bothered him so much. Maybe it was that he saw a former reflection, a stupid kid wrapped up in things much larger than himself, taken advantage of and paying the consequences. Either way, they had him outgunned, and he didn’t feel like dying today.

      “If I lower my gun, do I have your word that I will walk out of here?”

      Captain Francisca smiled and looked over at her companion. “Toros, put your gun down.”

      “But, Captain—”

      “I said lower your gun!”

      Toros dropped back to the floor and broke out into a coughing fit.

      “Now, I’m going to lower mine, and I expect you to do the same.”

      Seb nodded, and the two lowered their weapons. Nalla let out the breath she was holding, stood, and attempted to help Toros up to his feet. Seb took a few steps toward the man, only to be cut off by Captain Francisca.

      “Here,” she said, handing him Dover’s necklace and bag. “I’ll help Toros. You can go put this with your things in the engine room. You can stay there for now.”

      Seb shouldered the bag and twisted the necklace in his fingers. He felt conflicted as his mind replayed Dover’s last moments in his head. Without any context, it ran rampant, playing various scenarios like a holovid in his mind. Watching Toros being carried by the two women in front of him put a smile on Seb’s face. Ben went out swinging.

      Rolling the necklace up and placing it in a side pouch in the bag, Seb followed along. It took some time to get Toros up the few flights of stairs. The captain’s chastising of the brute and how he should learn how to dodge only seemed to drag things out.

      Once they reached the main floor of the ship, Seb dropped the gear off at the engine room before meeting up with the rest of the crew. Captain Francisca stood outside the medical room looking in. She turned as Seb approached, and the two watched as Nalla administered Toros’s care.

      “He going to make it?” Seb asked.

      “Yeah, he’ll be fine,” Francisca said softly. “Printaghasts are tough. Anyone else wouldn’t have made the trek back to the ship.”

      “I’m surprised his armor didn’t protect him better.”

      “That boy was an excellent shot. He hit him in parts where the armor flexed and was weaker.”

      Seb nodded and crossed his arms. The two watched as Nalla connected Toros to the various machines on the table. Once she finished, she waved them off before turning, tapping on a side hologram that blacked out the metal window.

      Captain Francisca took a step forward, jabbing Seb in the chest. “Let me make something perfectly clear. What happened back there in the cargo hold will never happen again. I’m not going to keep someone on my ship who I think is going to put a hole in the back of my head.”

      “Yeah, I get—”

      “Let me finish,” she said, holding up her finger. “You want off this rock, and I need you to keep this ship operational so we can do the job and get out of here. We both need each other. I need to know if we’re good. That I can still rely on you. Because if I can’t, then you can pack up your shit and get the fuck off my ship.” Seb nodded as Captain Francisca placed her hands on her hips. “So, are we good?”

      “Yeah, we’re good.”

      “Okay then, follow me.”

      The two walked down the main corridor until they reached the bridge. Captain Francisca pulled off her coat, hat, and gloves, throwing them into one of the passenger chairs mounted behind her own. She jumped into her seat, reached under a side console, and pulled out a glass bottle that Seb assumed was alcohol.

      “Sit there,” she said, pointing to the co-pilot’s chair. Seb took a seat and watched her unscrew the cap before taking a few large gulps. She handed him the bottle, and he finished off the remainder. It burned all the way going down but helped take off the intensity in the room. He handed the bottle back, and Francisca stowed it underneath the console.

      She bent over the pilot’s console, flipped a few switches, and started the working engine. A soft rumble radiated throughout the ship as it breathed to life. Seb watched as the center hologram lit up with the same warning messages he saw from earlier, but nothing was showing as critical. A wide smile crept along Francisca’s face as she swiveled in her chair, looking over at him.

      “What?” Seb asked.

      “Nothing, life’s just funny.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Earlier, I wanted to fuck you. Then you wanted to kill me. Now . . .”

      “You want to fuck me?”

      Francisca shrugged. “I think it might just be the way I deal with stress.”

      Is she serious? Seb wondered. He contemplated the idea before pushing the thought aside, settling on a reminder from a childhood friend: don’t stick your dick in crazy.

      “Not sure how good I’d be, anyway. It’s been a while.”

      “Oh yeah? How long?”

      “You’d probably laugh if I told you.”

      “Months?” Seb shook his head. “Years?!” He nodded. “What? I mean how? I can’t even go a few days without getting myself off.”

      “Lots of long flights and no opportunities.”

      “Hmm . . . well, maybe we’ll have more time in the future. For now, I don’t want to spend another minute here even if it means fun for the both of us.” Francisca pressed a button on the console, and her voice echoed throughout the ship. “Buckle up back there, we’re taking off.”

      Seb placed his arms through the seat straps and clasped himself into the chair. He tapped a few commands into the ship’s computer, pulling up the general ship performance readout. As the power in the thrusters built, he watched the power readings, ensuring they weren’t exceeding normal parameters. Watching the power readout reminded him of his suit. He grabbed the retractable power cord on his wrist and plugged it into a nearby port.

      “Okay, let’s see if you’re as good as we hope you are,” the captain said, sending power to the bottom thrusters. A rattle reverberated through the entire ship like a sepix’s tail, causing Francisca to turn and look at Seb.

      “It’s all right, everything is still good. It’s just the flex from the change in temperature.”

      “If you say so. Swapping to thermal visuals and activating scanners.” The captain pressed two buttons on the console, changing the front viewpoint into shades of blue. A green, checkered outline covered the ground, giving an easier visual of the surroundings. It took a second to get used to, but this was better than seeing a white void. “Everything still good? I’m ready to give her a little juice.”

      “As normal as it can be.”

      “Good enough for me. I’m going to try to get us above the storm. It should hopefully be a smoother ride up there.” The ship rattled as Francisca gave the engines more power and started their flight. Seb gave her a reassuring nod that everything was normal every time he could feel her sharp gaze. After a few minutes, they were high enough in the atmosphere that they cleared the cloud layer. Francisca turned off the thermal overlay, giving them a beautiful view of the star-filled sky.

      “Where to first?”

      “We’re professionals. We take the tasks in the order they are given.”

      Seb bit his tongue to prevent himself from jesting about their professionalism. “What if there’s an emergency beacon along our flight path?”

      “We ignore it and focus on the memory core first. Oh, that reminds me. I need to update the job with our progress. You pull down the coordinates for the ship while I inform WCC.”

      Seb leaned over the central console and pulled up their navigation. A hologram projected of Inoi 3’s surface. He paused when he looked at the file labeled Manifest. Forcing himself to ignore it, he opened the navigational data, which he overlaid on the planet map. Once that was complete, he layered any emergency signals still being broadcasted. He wasn’t sure if it was fortunate or not that there were nine signals. They were completely scattered all over the planet, making Seb appreciate just how lucky he and Dover were to land so close to Erminea.

      “Huh,” Captain Francisca said.

      “What’s wrong?” Seb asked.

      “After I updated the status, we got an update for priority two.”

      “What do they want?”

      “If we find the memory core and it’s functional, they want it destroyed. Someone’s definitely hiding something.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” Seb muttered.

      “What was that?”

      “Oh, nothing. Navigation is in. Looks like we’ve got about three hours at our current speed. I don’t think we should push it either. Numbers are good, but we probably want to minimize the strain on the engines. We still have to make the FTL jump.”

      Francisca nodded and yawned, a feeling that quickly spread to Seb. Sitting in the chair and feeling the subtle vibrations of the ship was relaxing. He shifted into his seat, attempting to maximize his comfort before rubbing his fists into his eyes. It was the first time since he left Solitude that he had a moment to just sit down and relax. He had been racing on all cylinders for the majority of the day, prepped up on stims, that he just then realized how exhausted he was. He stretched and yawned while he leaned into the chair.

      “When’s the last time you got some sleep?” Captain Francisca asked.

      “Since I awoke on the ship. I don’t even know how many hours it’s been or what day it is.” Seb chuckled.

      “Like you said, we’ve got a few hours till we’re there. I can monitor the engine while we fly.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, if the numbers go red, I’ll wake you up.”

      “Thanks . . . I appreciate it.” It felt weird being appreciative to the captain after their spat earlier. Seb bent forward to make sure his suit’s power cord was secure enough in its port. Once he was sure it would go nowhere, he leaned the chair back and rolled his head to the side. In less than a minute, he was fast asleep.

      Seb was never a dreamer. He slept easily, closing his eyes and awakening refreshed. However, this time was different. The past day replayed in his mind like he was hovering over his shoulder, watching each moment of a critical choice he made. Everything from his decision to talk with the guards to kicking one in the head and escaping via the lifepod.

      The dream quickly turned into a nightmare when everything around him shifted to darkness. He saw the people he left on the ship, their faces appearing like aberrations in the void. One by one their eyes opened, their distorted, broken jaws speaking without moving. They each blamed him for their deaths, chanting his name.

      They eventually went silent, only to be replaced by Lieutenant Dover. The man smiled and reached out to touch his shoulder. He heard the shout of his name, jerking him from his sleep. Seb looked over to see Captain Francisca grabbing his shoulder where Dover was only seconds ago.

      “Are you okay?” Captain Francisca asked, her head swaying side to side, trying to get a look at him. “You were screaming in your sleep.”

      “Yeah . . . just some nightmares,” he said, sitting up in his chair. He could feel the cold sweat on his forehead and wiped it away. He looked down at his skinsleeve to see it fully charged and pulled at his cord, which retracted around his wrist.

      “I’ve been flying around this area for ten minutes or so, trying to find where the hell this ship is. We should be right on top of it.”

      Seb looked out the front viewport and noticed they were above the cloud line. He pulled up the scanner and noted the readings were too consistent to be natural.

      “Take us below the clouds and swap us back to thermal. We should see the heat signatures from the crash.”

      Captain Francisca pushed forward on the flight stick, and they descended back down into the snowy abyss. Once they swapped views, it was clear they were on the right path. The ground looked as though a giant plow had dropped from the heavens and carved a path through the neighboring mountains. There didn’t seem to be any heat signatures, but there were some unnatural readings coming from the nearby grounds.

      When they flew over another set of hills, the crash was clear as day. The ship’s unique T-shape was unrecognizable. There was no longer a barge, just twisted piles of burning metal.

      “I’m going to do several passes to see if we can get a good idea on where the memory core is.”

      “It’s there,” Seb said, pointing to the largest pool of metal.

      “How can you be certain?”

      “The signal strength is strongest right there.”

      “Okay, I’m going to land her nearby.”

      “Hold up, give me a second to swap the scanner.”

      “What, are you looking for survivors?” Francisca smirked.

      “No, I’m checking the radiation levels. The large ships have massive engines with their own reactors and FTL cores. They could be flooding the area with radiation.” Seb pressed a few buttons on the central console and let out a sigh of relief. Nothing too bad. “We should be okay as long as we’re not here for too long, otherwise, we’re going to end up looking like Toros.”

      “No thank you,” Francisca said, chuckling. “I’m going to set us down behind the wreckage. It should give you a clear path to make your way inside.”

      “Me? Why me?”

      “You’re the only one of us with a suit that can withstand the cold long enough.”

      “It won’t take me a few minutes to give it to you.”

      “Don’t be an ass. If we don’t get this job done, none of us gets paid. You do this, and I’ll give you an equal share just like everyone else.”

      “So, I upgraded from mechanic to errand boy . . . great.”

      “Congrats on your promotion,” the captain jested. “Now get your ass out there, find the core, and get rid of it.”

      “With what? You have a hidden stash of explosives I don’t know about?”

      “Actually, yes,” Francisca said with a giddiness that scared him. She turned in her seat and waved for him to follow.

      He walked with the captain until they stopped in front of a storage closet he had not been in. Francisca tapped a few keys on her WICI, and the door slid open, revealing a makeshift armory. There were several rifles, handguns, and battery packs for each. On top of the shelf was an empty bandolier. She opened a black-and-red box, pulled out four thermal grenades, and slid them into the holster.

      “Here you go,” Captain Francisca said, handing Seb the bandolier. “If this doesn’t do the job, then we’re limited on options.”

      Seb wanted to ask why they had more explosives on the ship than food but decided against it. He slid the holster over his shoulder and tightened the straps. With it secured to his body, he left Francisca for the engine room to pick up his pack. He grabbed a few cutting tools before his eyes leered over at the datapad.

      An idea popped in his head, influencing him to disconnect the electronic device from the ship’s engine and slide it into his pack. When he turned around, Captain Francisca was leaning in the doorway. He froze, unsure if she had been standing there long enough to see him pocket the computer. When she didn’t immediately say anything, he shouldered his bag and approached her.

      “Give me your comm ID, and I’ll sync it to the ship,” she said.

      Seb pressed a few buttons on his interface and gave her the code. After a few presses on Francisca’s WICI, Seb’s voice rang over the ship’s intercom in a successful test. The two started walking to the ship’s airlock door, only to stop when Nalla exited the medical room.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “Seb’s going to be heading into his crashed ship. How’s Toros doing?”

      “He’s good. His wounds are healing, and he’s sleeping for now. I don’t have much in the way of medical supplies right now except for basic gauze and bandages. So, I did the best I could. We really need a resupply.”

      “After this job, we’ll have plenty of credits to get you fully stocked and buy you some new equipment.”

      “Really? I’d love a regeneration table or a healing tank.”

      “Whoa, slow down there, missy. Team priorities come first. I’ll let you know once we get our pay.”

      “You’re right, my apologies, Captain.”

      “Why don’t you just give him one of my stims?” Seb asked. “I’ve got a few spares.”

      “That would literally kill him. Those stim pens are for humans only. If human biology were compared to a single thread, printaghast biology is like a spider web. It’s highly complex, which is why their biologists and geneticists are the best. Their serums allow them to mold their bodies in how they see fit, but it comes at a cost.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Doc’s got everything under control,” Francisca said, patting Nalla on the shoulder. “Now, let’s get this show on the road. Time’s a-tickin’.”

      “Good luck!” Nalla said, waving at Seb.

      When he winked, it surprised him that her cheeks could get even redder. They reached the door, and Seb double-checked his pockets and activated his armor. He felt the effects immediately as his body temperature equalized with the suit. The captain extended the ladder and opened the airlock door, sending a burst of air into the cabin. Seb cursed as he started down the stairs. He took his time as the metal flexed in the wind. When he reached the bottom, he heard the captain’s voice over his comm.

      “Andalusian to Seb, how copy?”

      “Loud and clear.”

      “Good deal. Nalla’s going to be your overwatch while I check in on Toros.”

      Seb walked forward to the nose of the ship and turned around to see Nalla waving. The accompanied sound of her voice immediately lifted his spirits.

      “Hi Seb, this is Nalla, can you see and hear me?”

      “Yes, I can,” Seb said, smiling and waving back.

      “Stay safe, okay? Let me know if you need anything.”

      “I will Nalla. I feel better already with you watching over me.”

      Her giggle filled him with a smile that didn’t leave his face until he reached the burning wreckage of the ship. The twisted, black metal was like the jagged thorns of a rosebush. The immense heat of the wreckage kept the snow back, revealing the black volcanic rock underneath. With no clear openings, Seb picked a path and marched into the inferno.
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      Seb’s body skidded across the broken metal floor as fractured steel beams fell behind him. He covered his head and hoped that none of the carnage rolled on top of him. When the metal thunder stopped, he pushed himself off the ground and turned around. The debris completely blocked the winding path he’d crawled through to get inside the ship.

      “Looks like I’m not getting back that way,” he told himself. “At least I made it in.”

      While he appreciated being inside away from the harsh elements, Seb’s entire body was on alert. He could feel the floors and walls flex from the constant barrage of the wind outside. And now that the structural integrity of the ship had been compromised, there was no telling if one wrong step would send him plummeting into a fire pit below.

      Seb activated his flashlight on his comm unit and crept forward. He made sure the scorched metal beneath him didn’t flex to the point that would cause him to be concerned. The sounds that trickled through the hallway were akin to a lush jungle. The howling wind, the smoldering fire, and the wail of the metal carcass he walked through created an auditory sensory overload that made it difficult to concentrate, but he pressed forward.

      When Seb decided to take his datapad with him, this didn’t just become a mission for himself, it became a mission for Dover. While he didn’t necessarily blame Captain Francisca or Toros for the officer’s death, he did blame Williams Correctional Corp. He had every intention of completing the mission as requested, which is why he didn’t drop the explosives from his chest when he crawled through the inferno. However, that would come after he backed up the data he needed to his datapad. He wasn’t quite sure what he would do with it once they got off of Inoi 3, but that was a decision best left till later.

      As he continued forward, the hallway rotated to a thirty-degree angle, making it somewhat cumbersome to walk through. Eventually, the hallway stopped at a T-junction. Seb looked around the nearby walls for a location map but found nothing.

      Unsure of which path to take, he opened his comm to the ship. “Nalla, are you there?”

      “I’m here, Seb,” she said. “Is everything all right?”

      “I found a way in, but I’ve come up to a split hallway. I need you to scan the wreckage and point me in the right direction.”

      “Um . . . okay.”

      The hesitation in Nalla’s voice made Seb concerned. He leaned against the ship’s frame, waiting for her response. After a minute passed, he pinged her again. “Nalla, any luck?”

      “It’s just that I don’t know much about this kind of stuff. I thought you just needed someone to talk to. Oops . . . no, that button turned on the intercom.”

      Seb placed his hand on his shielded face and shook his head. “Okay, let me see if I can walk you through this. First, you need to be in the chair on the right.”

      “Okay, I’m here.”

      “Great. Now, before I left, I already locked on the core’s signature, which I’m hoping should have the black box nearby. I just need you to initiate a new scan in the area in front of the ship, which should be an option on the holographic interface that’s already pulled up. You just need to tap the scan button and then select the area you want.”

      “I think I’ve got it.”

      “Do you see a little, green triangle? That should be me.”

      “Oh yeah, I see you!”

      “Fantastic, now I need you to lead me to the core room.”

      “Oh, this is fun. It’s like a maze puzzle in a hologame.”

      “Yeah,” Seb chuckled. “Only I’m the one you’re navigating, and currently I’m surrounded by shrapnel and fire. So, please go easy on me.”

      “Don’t worry. Back when I worked with Barkas, there used to be this old arcade game he had in his office called Uncharted Wasteland. You would go spelunking in all these unexplored worlds with various biomes. I always held the top of the leaderboard.”

      “I’m glad I’m in excellent hands, then.”

      “Okay, give me a second. I think I’ve got a route for you. And . . . there. You should take the right hallway.”

      “Thanks, Nalla, I’ll reach out when I need some additional help.”

      “I’ll just be watching from here!”

      Seb inched farther down the hallway. It bent again to his left and started at an incline. He took that as a good sign, given he started at ground level and the core traditionally would have been in the center of the maintenance rooms.

      He reached the end of the hallway to a closed door. Seb pulled out his multi-tool. When he started cutting around the manual release latch, the sound of light tapping echoed behind him. Seb stopped and turned around. Twisting his head, he scanned the area with his flashlight, only to find nothing. He chalked it up to a leaky pipe and finished cutting out the panel.

      With a strenuous pull, Seb opened the door, immediately filling the room with a gust of wind. He walked through the door and stopped when he reached the edge of the floor. The structure was split in half, allowing Seb to see up the multiple floors of the ship. A large gash on the side of the exterior allowed for the icy winds to seep through the makeshift cavern. The floor extended out into a metal bridge with a gap.

      “Uh . . . Nalla, I think there’s a problem,” Seb said.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “I made my way down the hallway, cut through the door, and now I am standing at the edge of the platform.”

      “There should be a bridge there.”

      “There is, but there’s about a ten-foot gap between the bridge and the other side.”

      “Oh . . . it looks smaller on the screen.”

      “Well next time, let me know if I’m going to have to make any future jumps.”

      “Sorry . . .”

      Seb cursed before he edged his way to the end of the bridge, hopping up and down a bit to ensure it was stable. When he reached the end, he looked behind him, estimating the length he had to sprint before he ran out of the room. He looked across, noticing the floor was about a foot lower than his current level. That should give me a bit more distance too, he thought.

      Letting out a heavy sigh, Seb unshouldered his pack and tossed it across the chasm. He watched the bag land without issue before turning around and walking to the farthest point in the room. Seb stretched his legs, slapped his hands together, and took a few quick breaths.

      “You’re going to make it,” he told himself before sprinting as fast as he could. When he reached the end of the bridge, he jumped off of one leg and landed on the other side with feet to spare. He clapped his hands together and let out a celebratory laugh before shouldering his bag and continuing through the hallway.

      As he walked forward, Seb could see smoke filling the hallway while an orange glow flickered at the nearby corner. When he rounded the corner, he found the hallway was filled with flame. Exposed panels littered the floor with fire, and sparks danced along nearby pipes. With no options, Seb flipped his pack around to his chest, hunched over it, and sprinted through the hallway. He hoped that his suit would protect him enough from the heat. As he ran, he could see the shield along his face flicker while the edges of the fire reached for his body.

      When he made it past the fire, Seb checked his body to ensure there were no surprise embers that managed to jump onto his pack. After he swapped its position again to his back, a familiar sound of tapping echoed down the hallway. When Seb looked up, he could have sworn he saw a shadow pull around the nearby corner. Seb grabbed the grip of his revolver as he rounded the next corner, shining his flashlight down the hallway. Again, he saw nothing.

      “Seb, can you hear me?” Nalla asked.

      “Yeah, loud and clear, Nalla.”

      “When you reach the end of this hallway, there should be a set of stairs that go up. You’ll need to go up ten levels, then take a left. Once that walkway ends, it should open up to where the core is.”

      “Sounds good. Before you jump off here, are you seeing any heat signatures nearby? Maybe some comm signals or anything that would show someone else in here with me?”

      “I mean, there are heat signatures all over the place. I just assumed the whole place was on fire. But I’m not getting any comm or WICI pings like you. Why? Is something wrong?”

      “No, no, that makes sense. I think I’m just hearing this place come apart.”

      “Okay, let me know if you need any more help.”

      “Thanks, Nalla. I’ll ping you once I reach the core room.”

      Seb drew his weapon while he continued down the hallway. He wasn’t sure if there was something else in here with him, but he’d rather be wrong and ready instead of right and unprepared. His head moved with his arms while he scanned the various nooks and crannies of the broken ship hallway. There were holes, vents, and shattered panels along the walls. Plenty of space for something to burrow its way into or surprise him as he passed by.

      He continued his same stance up the ten floors and down the final hallway, only holstering his weapon when he reached the sealed door. Once again, he pulled out his multi-tool, cut out the panel, and pulled the manual lever. Only this time there was no gust of wind, which left him feeling at ease. That was until he continued forward and stopped at the missing floor.

      Thankfully, the core room was in a lot better shape than he expected. The 150-foot room still retained its rectangular form, with the missing levels scattered in twisted metal along the bottom of the room’s floor. The cylindrical core stood in the center with no visible light shining from it, indicative of an exposed rod. He trusted the ship’s computers that the radiation levels were safe, but he couldn’t help but worry about potential radiation leak that would melt his insides.

      Seb looked around the room. He attempted to get an idea of where Nalla expected him to go. However, with the floor just ending before him and the hundred-foot drop below, he needed better direction.

      “Nalla, where am I supposed to go now?” he asked. “The floor just drops beneath me, and there are no additional doors around me.”

      “You need to go up,” Nalla said.

      “Up? There’s nothing above me. There’s only the ceiling.”

      “Yeah, the crossbeams across the ceiling will act like a makeshift bridge that you can shimmy across. Once you make it to the other side of the room, there’s a ladder that will take you all the way down.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Nope!” Nalla said, her tone bright and proud. “I double-checked and made sure there’re no gaps this time!”

      “Nalla . . .”

      “What, did I do something wrong?”

      “No . . . just . . . never mind, I’ll call you back.” Seb placed his hands on his hips as he looked at the crossbeams above him. They were too high for him to jump. Maybe a running jump? He looked around the surrounding area, and while half the room was gone, it still had some of its furnishings. The coffee table and desk might do.

      Over the next few minutes, Seb stacked various furniture, creating a makeshift furniture tree high enough for him to reach the beam. With a plastic crate as the topper, Seb slowly climbed. Each step was a trial of balance, with his weight shifting wildly with every foot. When he reached the top of the structure, Seb felt it fall backward. He leaped, catching the edge of the metal beam as his improvised ladder crumbled into pieces.

      Seb swung his legs from side to side, building up momentum to swing his hips around. He regretted bringing the gear in his bag with the weight threatening to pull him back down. With one final swing, Seb stuck his heel on the ledge. From that accomplishment, he pulled himself on top of the beam. He lay strung along the beam while he regained his breath.

      “Seb, are you okay?” Nalla asked. “You haven’t moved in quite a while.”

      “Yeah, just catching my breath.”

      When his breathing returned to normal, Seb grabbed on to the crossbeam above him, pulling himself up to his feet. The beam was wide enough for him to walk foot-in-front-of-foot. However, every five feet, a vertical steel pipe connected the makeshift bridge to the ceiling, requiring Seb to shimmy horizontally along the edge. He was thankful there was no crosswind in this room. Otherwise, he was certain he would have fallen to his death.

      “Next time Captain Francisca wants someone to do her work for her,” Seb began, “you can tell her to go fuck herself.”

      “I heard that,” the captain said.

      “Good. If I don’t survive this, at least you’ll know.”

      “Stop being dramatic, Seb, and finish the job. You’re almost there.”

      “I liked it better when Nalla was on the comm.”

      “I’m still here!” Nalla said.

      Seb smiled and shuffled his way down the remaining length of the room. When he reached the end, he grabbed on to the ladder and slid his way down. He used the edge of his boots and gloves of his skinsleeve to slow his descent. He hadn’t noticed it when he was higher, but once he reached the bottom floor, there was a frequent chittering sound coming from the emptied coolant reservoir below.

      “Okay, Seb, now be careful with all the fire around you,” Nalla said.

      Seb froze. There wasn’t any fire around him that he could see. He turned off his flashlight and crouched down. “Nalla, there’s no fire around me,” he whispered.

      “Uh . . . hold on.”

      Seb could hear distant speaking across the comm before Captain Francisca’s voice returned. “Seb, there are heat signatures underneath you that look like they’re filling up the entire room. You may not be alone.”

      Yeah, no shit, Seb thought. He unshouldered his bag, gently setting it on the ground, and pulled out the datapad. He hovered low to the ground, shuffling quickly to the edge of the walkway. He peeked over the edge into the reservoir. Normally, the entire thing would be shielded with coolant circling the massive engines. But now it was just a sea of horrific, dog-sized creatures.

      They had six thin legs and long tails that curved into a hooked point. They had no heads, only large orifices with rows of sharp, pointed teeth. Their pale-white skin matched the snow that surrounded the structure.

      Fuck me . . . there’re thousands of them. Seb pulled away from the edge and looked around the room. He hadn’t noticed the white specks sprinkled throughout when he made his climb over. Only now was he realizing that they enveloped him. He shuffled back near the ladder before calling to the ship.

      “This place is crawling with these . . . things.”

      “What are they?” Captain Francisca asked.

      “How the fuck am I supposed to know? Just start working on a path out of here. Once these explosives go off, these things are going to be pissed.”

      “Nalla’s hard at work on it. Just set the explosives, and we’ll get you out of there.”

      Seb gritted his teeth and threw his hands in the air before pushing himself up to his feet. He huddled himself into a ball and shuffled across the bridge into the center of the room. He stopped at the terminals surrounding the core. It took him a minute to find the interface with the compartment box underneath, which he popped open with a quick tug.

      Seb stood petrified as the noise echoed throughout the chamber. While there were a few shrieks and howls, there wasn’t the thunder of thousands of feet all charging at him. He let out his breath and plugged his datapad into one of the open ports. He started the transfer only for it to error out when he ran out of storage. Don’t do this to me now.

      With a few quick taps, Seb restarted download, only pulling down the last seventy-two hours. Seb smiled when the download completed, unshouldered his bandolier, and started twisting the timer on the explosives. When he finished, he heard the faint smack of something hitting his shoulder. He waited until he heard it again. When he looked up, there was a creature hovering above him, dripping mucus from its wide-open maw.

      The creature lunged, exploding into a mist of blue ooze with the pull of Seb’s trigger. Squeals and roars filled the room to deafening levels. Seb jumped up to his feet, tucked the datapad into his jacket, and ran. When he crossed the bridge, he could see the creatures crawling up the reservoir’s walls. He turned on his light and sprinted past his bag.

      “Nalla, Francisca, I need an exit, now!”

      “I’m working on it!” Nalla said, her voice full of concern.

      Seb turned around and shot down the hallway. The massive slugs pierced through dozens of the creatures, covering the walls in blue. Unfortunately, their numbers were too great for it to have any meaningful impact. Seb reloaded his revolver and sprinted down the corridor. As he turned the corner, he realized he was in a dead end. “Nalla, I need it now, dammit!”

      “There’s a ladder at the end of the hallway. Climb up to the next level, and you’re going to come to a set of stairs. Take them all the way to the top. We’ll clear you an exit.”

      “Got it!”

      Seb jumped on the ladder and climbed up. The top was sealed with a mechanical lock. Seb holstered his revolver and pulled as hard as he could. He could hear the screams of the creatures reverberating in the small tube. When he climbed through, he slammed the door shut, severing several creatures in half.

      He let out a small laugh as the beasts thumped on the door below. When the thumping stopped, he stood and walked his way to the nearby stairwell. He turned when he felt the rumble beneath his feet. The wave of cascading fangs clawed their way down the much larger hallway.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Seb shouted, sprinting up the stairs. When he reached the top, he instinctively shielded his face as a hail of heavy caliber bullets rang down the hallway. When the ship’s assault subsided, Seb dashed down the hallway.

      The Andalusian hovered at the edge of the opening. Seb pulled his weapon and fired three more shots to the creatures that were within punching reach as he continued his escape. The ship spun in place, revealing Nalla, who was standing on the edge of the cargo ramp.

      “Come on, Seb! You can make it!” she shouted. Seb could hear the snap of tails and clenching jaws that barely missed him as he ran. He couldn’t look back. He had to make this jump.

      When he reached the edge, everything got eerily silent. All he could hear was the thump of his heartbeat. He pressed off of the edge and reached out with both hands. It was clear it wasn’t far enough. But Nalla’s tail was right there for him. She snatched him around the waist and pulled him inside, sending him rolling through the bay.

      “Seb!” Nalla shouted. A creature made it onto the ship with them. It hunched over, ready to pounce at Nalla. With a quick flick of his wrist, Seb shot at the creature as it lunged. Its body disintegrated, showering them both in a blue gore. When the ramp closed, the two slumped to the ground.

      “We really need to stop meeting like this,” Seb said.

      “Yeah, you’re giving my tail a workout.” Nalla said, laughing.

      Seb holstered his gun and jumped to his feet. He walked over to Nalla and extended his hand, catching her in his chest when he pulled her up. She let out a surprised moan before looking up into his eyes.

      “It looks like we both need a shower,” Seb said. “Does this ship have one?”

      “It does, but only one,” Nalla said, her cheeks turning a few shades redder as she looked away.

      “Well then . . . I guess we’ll just have to figure that out.”

      “It’s easy. The score is two to one. I think that means I get it first.” Seb felt Nalla’s tail subtly graze the back of his legs, and she walked to the ladder. He followed her as they both made their way upstairs. When they reached the split in the hallway, Nalla waved goodbye, and Seb watched her enter her bedroom.

      With no one nearby, he shut the mechanic’s door and pulled out the datapad. The cracked screen flickered when he turned the device on. He pulled up the data he retrieved from the black box and flipped through video after video. Eventually, he found it. Warden Williams was the man in the cryo room who released the prisoner.

      Seb’s eyes went wide when he recognized Dr. Zyl Thrik. Everyone in the galaxy knew the printaghast bioterrorist known as Doctor Z. He was the man who had single-handedly killed all living creatures on the small moon of Bisick, turning it into a barren wasteland. From what Seb recalled, Doctor Z escaped the death penalty after being marked as criminally insane and was supposed to be sent to Ano Supermax. Things just got a whole lot more complicated, Seb thought.

      He walked over to the secondary engine, picked up his roll of duct tape, and strapped the datapad back to the surface. He reconnected the datapad to the engine and booted up the engine instructions set. After selecting a few options, the engine roared to life, synced in sequence.

      “Seb, did you do something to the engine?” Captain Francisca asked over the intercom. “The second engine wasn’t running but looks fine now.”

      “Yeah, minor error on my part. I had to sync both of them. It should be fine for now.”

      “Good. We’ve got a lot of flying to do, so take a load off. I’ll grab you if I need you.”

      Seb moved to the mechanic’s door after hearing three soft knocks. When he opened the door, Nalla was standing there with a towel wrapped around her chest and another in her hair. The drops of water across her breasts made it difficult not to stare. She smelled like cotton candy. She extended her hands, handing Seb a folded, dry cloth.

      “Here’s a clean towel you can use,” she said. “Anything you need cleaned, just leave in here. I’ll come by and throw it in the decontaminator.”

      “Where’s the bathroom at?”

      “Oh, just right around the corner on the right. The water normally takes about a minute to get warm, but it should be good to go since I just used it.”

      “That’s if you didn’t use all the hot water yourself,” Seb said, taking off his jacket.

      “I wouldn’t do that to you. Toros . . . maybe.”

      The two shared a laugh while Seb continued getting undressed. When he was down to his skinsleeve, he paused. He looked up at Nalla, who was biting her lip as she stared at Seb’s lower half.

      “You looking for a show? I don’t mind, but I charge by the minute.”

      “Oh, no. I’m sorry,” Nalla said, laughing nervously as she spun around. “I . . . uh . . . I’ll come by and grab your things when you’re in the shower.”

      “Don’t get any ideas now.”

      “Bye, Seb!”

      He laughed as she scurried down the hallway and into her room. Seb unclasped plastic around his wrist and neck, pulling the skinsleeve from his body. He gagged as the wretched smell of death assaulted his nose, quickly reminding him of the skinsleeve’s previous owner. Grabbing the towel, he darted across the hall into the bathroom.

      It was simple, with a toilet and a shower. The size was big enough for him but made him wonder how Toros managed to shower in it. When he stepped in, the holographic panel illuminated and allowed him to make his selection down to the degree. The water stung initially, but this time he could tell it was from the heat. He eased himself into it and allowed himself to relax. It was wonderful.

      He stood there, rotating his body back and forth, letting the heat ease his sore muscles. The whiffs of decay moved him to begin his clean. He grabbed the bottles from the nearby cubby, flipping through the various scents before settling on one that reminded him of fresh herbs. Seb spent the next hour scrubbing every inch of his body to ensure there were no lingering smells.

      Once he finished, he borrowed some mouthwash and made a mental note to grab some fresh toiletries at their next stop. When he returned to the engine room, Seb found a pallet of blankets and a pillow made for him. While he would have preferred a bed, this was close to what he was accustomed to back in prison.

      Seb grabbed one of his water pouches and downed the contents while lying on his bed. He didn’t even cover himself before his exhaustion took over. As soon as his head hit the pillow, he was asleep.
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      Seb awoke to muffled shouting behind his door.

      “Seb, are you awake?” Nalla asked.

      “No, I’m still sleeping,” he said, draping his arm over his eyes.

      “You need to get up and eat something. It’s been almost forty-eight hours.”

      “What?”

      “I’m coming in there.”

      “Okay.”

      The door creaked open, chased by a sharp gasp. Seb leaned up on his elbows to see Nalla turned around with her hand cupped over her eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      She looked over at him, but quickly turned back to the door. “Would you mind covering yourself?”

      Seb looked down at his body and realized his soldier was standing at full attention. He quickly grabbed the sheet and covered his lower half. “Oh . . . sorry about that,” he chuckled. “It happens.”

      “I know that . . .” Nalla said, turning around. “I am a doctor.”

      “Shouldn’t you be used to that, then?”

      “Yes . . . but . . . this is different.”

      “How so?”

      “Can we talk about something else?” Nalla asked, her face shining like a ruby. “Like how I brought you food?” She set a metal tray in front of Seb. It had freeze-dried fruit, some kind of mush, eggs, a bread roll, and a plastic cup filled with a red liquid. “I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I just grabbed a few different things. Oh, I also got your clothes cleaned. I folded them near your feet.”

      “It smells and looks wonderful. Thank you so much for . . . everything.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said with a wide smile.

      Seb didn’t wait another second before digging into the meal. As he scooped his roll into the mush, Nalla sat in front of him. He paused and swallowed his food before speaking.

      “Aren’t you going to eat?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about me. I ate a while ago.”

      “Did you say that I slept for forty-eight hours?”

      “Yeah, just about. I told you those stims you were taking had side effects. Your body needs rest. When you push beyond that and you don’t keep feeding yourself the stims, it will crash hard. I’m guessing that’s what happened.”

      “I’ve definitely been pushing it pretty hard. I just want to live my life, you know?”

      “Trust me . . . I understand.”

      He nearly choked on a piece of fruit when he realized what he had just said. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be insensitive.”

      “Don’t be,” Nalla said, waving her hand. “It was my choice. It’s just that same hope that keeps me going, you know?”

      “I know exactly what you mean. I had a list of things that I wanted to do when I got . . . I mean when I would take my next leave.”

      “Oh really? Like what?”

      Seb lifted his tray. “Like eat a meal that wasn’t the same thing I had eaten a thousand times. Buy my own ship and travel the galaxy.” He paused and looked Nalla in the eyes. “Maybe even meet a beautiful woman and have her join me.”

      Nalla pulled her hands into her chest and giggled. “So, you don’t want to work for WCC anymore?”

      “Never. I thought after I graduated I wanted to work for a corporation, get paid well, and live a life of luxury. But now . . . I just want my own freedom.”

      “What would you do for money then?”

      “I haven’t really thought about it much. Maybe something like what you all are doing and going freelance?”

      Nalla’s lips twisted, and she leaned back on her hands. “It’s not all glamorous. This is the first paying job we’ve had in months. Until you came along, I honestly thought we’d be living here.”

      “Then I guess it’s a good thing I came along when I did.”

      “I guess it is.” The two shared a smile while Seb ate the remains of his breakfast. Once he finished, he set the tray next to him and chugged the sweet and sour juice that Nalla brought. When he opened his eyes, he caught Nalla staring down below his waist. She glanced up, seeing she had been caught, before laughing and looking away. It was cute.

      When she looked back at him, her brows pinched together as she noticed his side. “I just realized how many scars you have,” Nalla said, pointing to the one along his ribs.

      “Yeah, a vocational habit.”

      “From the prisoners? I thought you said you were an engineer.”

      “Yeah . . . I mean . . . I am. Sometimes you just have to go through the common areas, and you look at one guy the wrong way and you get a shank in the ribs.”

      “Uh huh, but didn’t they have medical facilities on-site? The healing tank, biofoam, or second skin would have taken care of that.”

      “I don’t know. I just woke up, and this is what I got,” Seb said, letting out a nervous laugh. “What about you, Nalla? What would you do when your contract is over?”

      Nalla stretched her arms behind her head and folded her long tail, allowing her to lean back as if she were sitting in a chair. “Hm . . . I’ve thought about that a lot. Part of me wants to go back into sepix territory, open up a low-cost clinic and help others. But at the same time, I never want to go back. I’m worried putting myself back into that situation would break me.”

      “Too many terrible memories?”

      “Yeah. I also like what I am doing now, being part of a crew, and using my skills to help the team. I do enjoy this. Having the freedom to build my own medical room on a ship, filling it with all sorts of concoctions, and seeing more of the galaxy would be fun.”

      “Then let’s do it,” Seb said, reaching out and grabbing Nalla’s hand.

      “What?”

      “Let’s go, you and me.”

      “Oh you, you’re telling a joke.”

      “I’m not joking, Nalla. I can build us a ship we want.”

      “This isn’t funny, Seb.”

      “I’m not trying to be funny. I’ll talk with Captain Francisca. We can put our own crew—”

      “Stop it!” Nalla shouted, yanking her hand away. “Just stop talking. I don’t even know you and you’re talking about whisking me away like some damsel in distress? I MADE this choice, Seb. I can stand living with the consequences. But what I can’t stand is being lied to.” Nalla used her tail to spring to her feet.

      “Wait! I—”

      “Do you think I am that stupid, Seb, that I can’t tell a bandaged wound versus something with proper medical care? It wasn’t that hard to figure out. You talk the same way I do, being locked in a cage. I told you about Kayda for gods’ sake, and you don’t even have the decency to do the same for me. Yet you’re going to somehow take me away from here? You know how much my contract is worth, and if I am right, I bet everything you own is right here in this room.”

      Seb couldn’t look up at her. He knew she was right. He let his ambitions get ahead of him, and in doing so, he did the one thing he was trying not to do, which was allow himself to get found out. He didn’t know how to respond. His gut was telling him to lean into the lie, to yell at her for making such bold assumptions. But his heart was telling him to come clean.

      “I can’t believe I was starting to like you,” Nalla said before turning and walking to the door.

      “Wait!” Seb shouted. He grabbed his pants, hopping on one foot as he slid them on. “You’re right, and I’m sorry.”

      “About what?” she said, turning around and crossing her arms.

      “About everything. I did lie. I don’t work for WCC.”

      “Yeah, I pieced that together. You’re not an engineer, you’re a prisoner, aren’t you?”

      “Yes and no.”

      Nalla scoffed and turned away, triggering Seb’s frantic explanation.

      “It’s complicated. I do have a degree in engineering. I was working on my masters when I got arrested for corporate espionage, which they coerced me into because I had so much debt. I served ten years and only have a few more days left on my sentence.”

      Nalla turned around with a cocked eyebrow. “That’s why Dover trusted you?”

      “Not initially. I hijacked his escape pod and landed us safe enough. Once we reached the surface, I pulled him from the wreckage, and he agreed to lower my sentence.”

      “I thought you just said you had ten days left?”

      “I did! But that was before I got into a fight with some guards, and they tacked on a bunch of years.”

      “You’re lying to me.”

      “I swear to you I’m not lying, Nalla. The last thing I want to do is lie to you, but my sentence isn’t over. I just need to keep my head down. I won’t go back to prison. I know I don’t deserve it, but I am asking you for your discretion on this.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s still an open bounty on any prisoners that survived the crash. If Francisca or Toros find out about me, they’re likely to turn me in for the reward.”

      “I don’t think they would do that.”

      “Nalla, you know they would.”

      Nalla paused and bit on her nail. “You’re probably right. But you’re going to have a much bigger problem than that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “While you’ve been out, Toros and the captain have been busy visiting the rest of the emergency signals. There’re about twenty survivors down in the cargo hold.”

      “WHAT!”

      “You’ll probably want to keep your head down.”

      “Fuck me . . .”

      As Seb paced back and forth thinking of what to do, the captain’s voice echoed over the intercom. “Seb, you awake yet?”

      “Yeah, sure am.”

      “Get dressed and get your ass up on the bridge. I need to talk with you.”

      “All right, I’ll be right there.”

      Nalla opened the door, but before she could leave, Seb reached out and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Hey, can I count on you?” he asked. Seb’s heart pounded as he waited for her answer. It felt like forever. Eventually, she looked him in the eye and nodded. He watched her continue down the hallway before entering her medical room.

      Seb shut his door and leaned against the wall, trying to catch his breath. This is not how I imagined things going. Twenty survivors? How the hell am I going to get through this? Maybe it’s not that big of a deal. The ship was enormous. It’s not like every guard is going to know every prisoner. I just need to figure out a way to hide my face.

      Seb looked around his room as he slipped on his skinsleeve. When he secured it around his wrists and neck, he moved to the rest of his clothes. Once he finished, he rummaged through Dover’s bag and pulled out the survival knife. He cut into the blankets that Nalla had brought him and wrapped the strands around his head. This will have to do.

      Seb walked to the bridge, where Captain Francisca was relaxing in the pilot’s chair, taking a sip of whiskey out of one of her glasses. When she looked up at him, she spit out her drink and started coughing. Seb patted her on the back until she regained control of her breathing.

      “What the hell are you wearing around your head?” she asked.

      “I think there might be something wrong with the skinsleeve after the black box fiasco,” Seb said. “The shield around my head is wavering. I noticed when I was running outside, I could feel a temperature difference between my face and body.”

      “Is it good enough for you to go outside?”

      “Should be.”

      “Good, because we’ve got one more pick up. Have a seat.”

      Seb sat in the co-pilot’s chair and pulled up the map of Inoi 3. Captain Francisca had been busy. There were no more emergency signals that hadn’t been acknowledged except for one. They were now in the southern hemisphere of the planet, and only a few minutes till they reached the last beacon.

      “Nalla told me you already rescued twenty or so people?”

      “Oh yeah, and at twenty thousand a head, we’re going to have one hell of a payday.”

      “Damn, that will be nice.”

      “You’re telling me. New clothes, new shoes, new ship. Momma’s going shopping.” The two shared a laugh as the navigation alerted them that they should begin their descent. Francisca took them below the cloud line, and the ship immediately hit turbulence. “Everyone hold on, I’m taking us down,” the captain said over the intercom.

      Seb switched their views to thermal as they fell into the storm. The scans revealed the length of the lifepod skirted along the ground until it came to a stop. The rear of the pod was angled forty-five degrees upward, with the nose stuck into the ground. Seb initiated the scan of the craft while Captain Francisca hovered their ship above.

      “I’m not getting any thermal readings on it,” Seb said.

      “That’s how we found a few of them already,” Francisca said, putting her foot on the dash. “Let’s double-check for any one still breathing. If no one is alive, grab the survival bags. We’ll need the blankets, food, and water. Maker knows we don’t have enough supplies for all of them.”

      “No problem.”

      Captain Francisca landed the ship and leaned back in her chair. Seb stood and walked down the hallway. His mind raced with what he would do if he were outed. He wondered if it would get messy but decided it wasn’t worth dying for. He would just limit his exposure to them.

      He scanned the cargo room as he descended the stairs. The rescued personnel were all huddled around a portable heater, covered in space blankets. Many of them stood with warm drinks in their hands, and no one was speaking louder than a whisper. Nalla stood at the bottom of the stairs with her medical bag hanging from her shoulder, speaking with Toros as the two waited for Seb’s arrival. When the two heard him descend the stairs, they turned to face him. Both of Toros’s right arms were bandaged and tied across his chest.

      “How are you feeling, Toros?” Seb asked.

      “How the fuck do you think? It hurts like hell.”

      “Looks like it. So, should we get this show on the road?”

      The three walked to the ramp, and Toros grabbed the control box. Nalla shouted at the survivors in the room to prepare them for the wind. They responded by huddling close around the heater. Seb turned on his skinsleeve and checked his wrist for power. He still had more than half a day’s left. Toros pressed the button, and the rear ramp lowered, thrusting the cold weather back into the ship.

      “Let us know over the comm once you’re ready to be let back in,” Toros shouted.

      “And let me know if there are any survivors,” Nalla added.

      “There were no thermal readings, but I’ll let you know,” Seb said.

      Before Toros completely lowered the ramp, Seb jumped out of the back of the ship and jogged around to the front. It wasn’t until he reached the back of the lifepod that he realized he didn’t have any equipment on him. His multi-tool was gone, and he had no way of cutting into the back. Not to be deterred, Seb moved to the front of the pod. He froze and pulled his weapon once he saw the front window.

      Dog-sized holes were burrowed into the ship. Blood stained the entire inside. Torn pieces of fabric and stripped seatbelts were the only things that remained of the former passengers. Whatever had made its way in consumed everything. That’s enough outside for me today.

      “Toros, open the door. I’m coming back in!” Seb shouted as he rushed back to the ship.

      “What’s wrong?” Captain Francisca asked.

      “Everyone’s dead. Pretty sure they were torn apart by those things back at the Redeemer.”

      “What about the supplies?”

      “Fuck the supplies. I don’t have a way inside.”

      “Fine . . . we may have to ration until we get to Pyrus Station. Meet me up on the bridge when you get back.”

      Toros had the door open by the time Seb came back. As he marched toward the stairs, several of the survivors cut him off.

      “What happened? Was anyone alive?” one of them asked.

      Seb hesitated when he recognized the voice. He looked at the man’s jacket, and it read Thompson. The same name of the officer that guarded the showers on the last day of the prison ship. Seb lowered the pitch of his voice as he spoke. “No survivors. Now, if you’d please—”

      “Well, who was it, though? We need to notify the next of kin.”

      “There was nothing there to identify them. It was a bloodbath.” As soon as Seb spoke the words, the group went silent and settled back into their despair. They huddled with each other around the warmth of the heat lamp. Seb turned off his suit and sprinted back up the stairs. His shoulder slid into the wall as the ship ascended for takeoff. When he reached the co-pilot’s chair, Seb unwrapped the cloth around his face and threw it on the floor.

      “That bad, huh?” Captain Francisca asked.

      “Huh?”

      “The way you’re staring into the window. Looks like you’ve seen some shit you’d rather forget.”

      “Let’s just get the fuck out of here,” Seb said, side-eyeing the captain.

      “Couldn’t agree more.”

      “Are we still going to Pyrus Station?”

      “Yup, just a few more days until we’re swimming in credits.”

      Captain Francisca hit the throttle and ascended them into the atmosphere. Seb entered the coordinates for Pyrus Station and let the navigation computer chart their path. Since they weren’t flying along any known starlane, the calculation would take some time. While they waited for the calculation to finish, Francisca handed Seb a glass and poured him a drink.

      “Cheers,” she said, and the two touched glasses before downing the contents. While the captain poured them another glass, six alerts popped up on their screen, causing Francisca to drop their glasses. “Fuck, looks like we’ve got company.”

      “I’m seeing six ships. Five frigates and one unknown-class cruiser. No ID’s or anything.”

      “Fucking pirates.”

      “We’re getting hailed. Do you want me to open it?”

      Captain Francisca frantically tapped her foot as she twisted in her chair. “Go ahead.”

      The hologram of a scaled man popped up on the screen. He had a long mouth, green eyes, and moss-colored scales. Francisca cursed, seemingly in recognition of the man.

      “Francisca, is that you?”

      “Hello, Blue-tongue. It’s been a while.”

      The man let out a hearty laugh and slapped his chair. “I thought I recognized those beautiful brown eyes. How are you doing?”

      “Not too great, BT. We’ve been stuck on this rock for way too long. I’m just trying to get the hell out of here.”

      “Is that so? You wouldn’t know anything about what happened to one of my stores down there, would you? Someone went in there, guns blazing, killed my crew, and broke out my cargo.”

      “I don’t know anything about that. We’re here on a corporate contract.”

      “Oh really? So, if I ask to see your cargo, I’m not going to find any of my property?”

      Captain Francisca slammed her fist on a button that cut the hologram feed and accelerated the ship at full speed. The force pushed the two into the back of their chairs.

      “What are you doing?” Seb asked. “We don’t have any of their cargo.”

      “I know that, but it doesn’t matter. We’ve got half-a-million worth of live cargo downstairs. Once Captain Blue-tongue finds out about the job, he’s just going to board us and take it for himself. I’m not about to let that happen.”

      “We’re getting hailed again.”

      “Just ignore it.”

      A red, flashing signal buzzed across their interface. “They’re locking on to us.”

      “I know! Are the FTL calculations done?”

      “Yeah, they are now. Hit it!”

      The captain hit the button for the FTL jump, and the entire ship rocked forward. The control panel’s lights flickered momentarily until they remained solid. Seb pulled up the ship’s engine interface and started reading through the alerts.

      “What just happened?” Captain Francisca asked.

      “The rod jettisoned. Toros fucked us.”

      “Toros, get your ass up here ASAP!” Francisca shouted over the intercom. “I need you on the guns. Everyone else, hold on!” When she let go of the comm button, she pointed her thumb over her shoulder. “Get your ass back in the engine room and start swapping those cores. There’s got to be one of those that are stable enough to get us to Pyrus.”

      “Or unstable enough to blow us to pieces.”

      “Don’t sass me, just get back there and do it!”

      Seb unbuckled himself from the chair and jogged down the hallway. Toros wore a giant smile as the two men passed each other in the corridor. A rumble of gunfire rang through the ship once he reached the engine room. The floridium rod was already sitting out of the FTL drive, and Seb swapped it with one of the other dozen in the box. He pressed it into the drive, slammed it down, and reset the system.

      “All right, Francisca, give it another shot.”

      A pressurized whine preceded the rod being launched out of the FTL drive like a javelin, narrowly pinning Seb to the wall. He didn’t have time to insert another one as the ship jerked and swayed, sweeping Seb off of his feet. When he hit the ground, he gripped on to the metal floor and crawled his way to the nearby chair that was mounted to the wall.

      When his hand touched it, he felt himself floating through the air. He wasn’t sure what he hit. All he felt was pain radiate through the back of his head, and his vision went black.
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      The pain was the first thing Seb recognized when he awoke. With each beat of his heart, his head felt like it was going to explode. All he could do was groan and grip the sides of his temples with the tips of his fingers. He touched the back of his head and winced as the piercing dagger of agony reminded him of his wound. When he finally opened his eyes, he looked at his bloodstained hand.

      The light in the mechanic’s room made his headache even worse. He crawled on the floor, opening his eyes barely enough to be shielded by his eyelashes. When he reached his bag, he dumped the contents on the floor. He rummaged through the various food, water, and medical supplies until he found the familiar, black roll-up pouch of the stim pens.

      He didn’t look at the colors before popping the top and jabbing the first one in his neck. It wasn’t until he didn’t feel any relief that he looked down, noticing he’d grabbed the ‘detox’ stim. He fumbled with the pouch, struggling to open its strap with one hand while covering his brow with the other. He hunched himself over, doing everything he could to minimize his light exposure. Finally, he grabbed the ‘regen’ stim and administered it. Unbeknownst to Seb, the pain was about to get a lot worse.

      Without the pain relief stim like what was paired in the all-in-one stim, there was nothing stopping him from feeling every second of his body rebuilding his nerves and flesh back to its original form. The tearing and rebuilding process was not a pleasant one. Seb gritted his teeth while the stim’s regenerative concoction augmented his body. It felt as though someone were sewing grafts of skin a millimeter at a time until his wound was closed. Since it was being closed all over, his brain was being assaulted by dozens of small, stabbing picks.

      When the sensation concluded, Seb rolled to his back, panting through the traumatic experience he’d just endured. Certain it was finally over, Seb sat up and unscrewed one of his water pouches. He drank the contents within seconds, satiating his dry throat. It was then that he realized his room was too quiet.

      Seb looked up at the engine across from him. The datapad he had taped to the side was dim, indicating that there had been no activity in quite some time. He pushed himself up to his feet and tapped the electronics’ surface. It was obvious that the ship’s engines weren’t running, but based on the timestamps and the device’s internal galactic clock, they had been turned off almost two hours ago.

      The last thing I remember is Francisca trying to make a run for it, Seb thought. Since I’m not dead and the ship is still standing, we’ve landed somewhere. I need to check to see where everyone is at.

      Seb walked over to the door and opened it. Then immediately closed it when he saw the back of an unfamiliar guard standing at the edge of the hallway. He kept the door cracked ever so slightly so he could get a good-enough view without being seen.

      The man had long dreadlocks tied into a ponytail. He was wearing a tattered, tan jacket and torn pants. He had two empty bandoliers wrapped across his back and was resting his arms across some kind of rifle.

      “Hey, I’m going to take a shit,” the man shouted down the hallway. When no response came, the man cursed under his breath and walked to the bathroom.

      Dammit. There could be dozens of them on the ship, Seb thought. He took what few seconds he had to make a decision and decided that action was better than nothing. One thing was certain, he needed more information.

      Seb quickly scoured the room. He grabbed all the loose ammo he could find and picked up his survival knife from the upended gear that was scattered across the floor. He crouched and peeked out of the door. With no one in sight, Seb shuffled his way to the end of the hallway. He glanced left and right, ensuring no one was nearby, before taking up a position on the side of the bathroom door. He pulled out his knife and waited.

      When the door shunted open with a hiss, Seb shot his hand up to cover the man’s mouth and pushed him backward with the blade directly at his throat. The man stumbled backward until he sat on top of the sink counter with Seb looming over him. Seb waited until the door shut before he spoke.

      “Don’t you say a fucking word unless I ask,” Seb growled, letting the man feel the scrape of the blade against his neck. “Do you understand me?” The pirate nodded quickly with wide eyes. “Good, now, I’m going to remove my hand. If you make a peep louder than a whisper, I’m going to make sure you don’t say another word again, got it?” The man nodded again.

      Seb shifted his hand to the man’s jaw as he began his line of questioning. “How many of you are there on board?”

      “A-almost a thousand,” the pirate said.

      Seb squished the man’s cheeks together and pushed the tip of his knife into his throat. “I said whisper, and I meant on THIS ship.”

      “S-sorry. Only me, Sam, and Lulu.”

      “Where are we?”

      “Is that like a . . . rhetorical question, man?”

      “No, you idiot. Did we land? Are we on a ship?”

      “Oh, we’re on the Yearning Nightcaller. Captain Blue-tongue’s ship.”

      Fuck, just as I’d thought. The rest are probably in cages by now. “Where’s my cargo and crew?” When the man didn’t immediately respond, Seb pressed the knife even harder, drawing a small bead of blood down the man’s neck.

      “Okay, okay,” the man said, wincing. “They’re probably down in the pits.”

      “What are the pits?”

      “It’s a room where the floors are cells stacked side by side with walkways above. It’s where the captain puts all the cargo we transport.”

      “Why would he keep them in cells? Isn’t he going to turn them over to the Pyrus Station authorities?”

      “I don’t know, man. The boss does what the boss does. I just follow orders.”

      “How do I get there from here?”

      The man raised his hand, causing Seb to press harder. “Whoa, settle down, man. You’re super uptight. Before you slice my neck, I’m just trying to bring up the ship map. It’s a damn maze in here, and I only started a week ago, so I don’t even know all the turns and floors to get there.”

      “If you do anything—”

      “I know the drill, man . . . I just want to say, this is really killing my buzz right now.” Seb nodded, and the man brought up the map on his comm. “If I had to guess, man, I think it’s around this area.”

      Seb removed his hand from the man’s face and transferred the information over to his own comm. After the process completed, he pulled the knife away from the man’s throat, sheathed it, and extended his hand to the pirate, pulling him up to his feet.

      “Only one more question,” Seb said. “What’s your name?”

      “Reggie, but my friends call me Milknut—”

      Seb dropped the man with a right hook across the jaw. He grabbed the pirate's comm device and smashed it with his boot before rummaging through the rest of his gear. Outside of his rifle, a handful of credits, and several used nox injectors, there wasn’t anything else of value.

      He pocketed the credits before picking up and examining the rifle. The LED lit up after he turned the safety off, displaying 893 shots left on the current battery. He smiled as he looked down at the aftermarket suppressor, knowing it would come in handy if things needed to get nasty. Although, it left him feeling confused why a man of Milknut’s caliber carried such a fine weapon. Maybe they managed to get into Francisca’s armory? he wondered.

      Seb stood, shouldered the rifle, and took a deep breath in preparation of handling the other two pirates on the ship. When the bathroom door opened, he rounded the corner and tiptoed down the hallway. He could hear the others tearing the place apart, throwing boxes and slamming the cabinets open in the kitchen.

      Peeking around the corner, he saw a man and a woman searching through the kitchen drawers. The woman had pale-white skin and long ears, familiar to that of the sectorum. The man was wearing an enclosed helmet with two hoses tied to a rebreather system on his chest.

      Seb waited until both of them had their backs turned to him before making his presence known with a whistle. When they turned around, they both stared wide-eyed and petrified. He motioned with the tip of his weapon to move from behind the counter. They looked at each other without speaking, causing Seb to tighten his grip. He knew what was going to happen.

      The woman’s hand darted for her holster, and Seb pulled his trigger. A three-shot burst of laser fire exited his muzzle. Two bolts connected into the woman’s chest and eye, while the third hit a cabinet behind her, leaving a scorching hole in the furniture.

      Seb turned and aimed at the man who was fumbling with his holster. He squeezed the trigger again. While not perfect, both shots connected into the man’s upper torso. The pirate fell backward into the cabinets before sliding onto the floor. The encounter took less than fifteen seconds, and Seb was already panting from the adrenaline. He approached both bodies and checked their necks for a pulse. There was nothing.

      Blame and anger are all that he felt. It enraged him that they made him pull the trigger. He didn’t have the intention of killing them, but they left him with no alternative. It’s your own damn faults, he told himself.

      He marched straight to the bridge, grabbed Francisca’s bottle of Renegade’s Spiced Classic, and took a gulp to help calm his nerves. The sweet burning sensation filled his body with warmth. It was enough for him to refocus on his next steps.

      He returned to the two bodies in the kitchen and dragged them both back into the mechanic’s area. Seb figured that if the pirates hadn’t found him when they initially boarded the ship, this would be as good a place as any to hide a couple of bodies.

      With them taken care of, Seb grabbed his roll of duct tape and headed back into the bathroom. He tied up Milknut to one of the metal handrails near the toilet. That should keep him contained, he thought.

      Seb entered the engine room and paced around the room while he thought about the next phase of his plan. A broken-down ship, a captured crew, and roughly a thousand pirates between us and them. No big deal . . . I’ll just fix the ship and rescue everyone. How? There’s no way I am going to walk around without being noticed.

      Seb paused as he looked down at the helmet and rebreather. Okay . . . there’s an idea. The helmet's speaker should mask my voice somewhat, and my clothes . . . well, they look the part. I’ll just need to find spare floridium rods on this ship that will fit the FTL core. And then . . .

      A worrisome thought dug its way into Seb’s consciousness. With the FTL core fixed, he didn’t need Francisca or the crew. He’d take the ship, drop it off at some backwater, and never look back. This wasn’t his fight. He barely knew these people. He’d spent ten years of his life trying to get out. All he needed was to play it cool, and he could be sleeping in an actual bed for a change. However, a flash of Nalla’s warm smile and terrible thoughts of her locked away in a cage were enough to shock some sense into him.

      I need to try.

      Seb unclasped the man’s helmet and put it on. It surprised him at how it connected perfectly to his skinsleeve. Once he secured it around his neck, the helmet’s HUD displayed his skinsleeve’s remaining battery along with the surrounding atmospheric readout. Seb transferred his comm’s data into the helmet’s integrated comm as a last step before heading outside. He wasn’t sure what to expect, but with upgraded armor and a new rifle, he was feeling better prepared.

      As he descended the stairs, Seb could see that the cargo bay door was open to the Yearning Nightcaller’s hangar. The lighting was dismal, leaving Seb feeling better about his chances of getting around the place without too many people noticing. When he stepped out of the back of the ship, Seb took a moment to look around.

      The hangar had nine landing bays, which were filled up with seven ships, including the Andalusian. Five bays were taken up with single man fighter craft that Seb wasn’t sure the make and models of. They had two wings in a V-like shape and looked to be covered in rusted spikes. They seem to be going for aesthetics over function, Seb thought. The sixth bay held what must have been an orlindrian shuttle based on the ship’s smooth curves and the fact that he could see water completely filling up the ship’s interior.

      The light in the hangar was minimal. The area near the openness of space was lit with a pink glow from the atmospheric containment barrier that activated when the hangar doors were open. Inside the hangar, skylights illuminated circular pockets of the brown metal structure every thirty feet.

      Seb looked around and didn’t notice anyone else close enough who would be paying attention and hoped anyone watching would just assume he was supposed to be there. He strolled to the closest fighter and climbed on to the attached stepladder. His guess, based on the positioning of the rear-mounted engines, was that the FTL core was placed in the middle of the two. He smiled when he recognized a shielded retractable panel commonly used in single pilot strike craft.

      Seb jumped into the open cockpit and scanned for the right button. He turned on the electronics, illuminating the holographic HUD. It took him a few minutes to cycle through the menus to find the option to open the FTL refueling panel. The ship rewarded him with the sound of a small door sliding open.

      When Seb climbed out of the cockpit, he found the FTL core door open. A used floridium rod sat in the middle. He measured the diameter with his fingers before hitting the eject sequence to swap the rod. The rod popped out of the FTL core with enough force to allow Seb to catch it in his hands.

      Before he could celebrate his victory, an electronic voice sounded from behind him. “Hey, what are you doing on my ship?”

      Seb jerked around to see a sectorum man with a see-through helmet and flight jumpsuit standing behind him. “Oh, your floridium rod was running dry. I’m just swapping them out with new ones.”

      “What happened to Bonesaw? He’s usually the guy who works on the ships.”

      “He ate something awful. Got a real severe case of the shits.”

      “Really? Was it something that he ate today? I just came back from the mess hall.”

      “You better buckle up, then,” Seb said, climbing down the ladder laughing. “You’re probably in for a long night.”

      “Fuck me,” the man said, clutching his stomach. “I knew I shouldn’t have had that second helping. Thanks for the heads-up, looks like no flying for me. I refuse to wear one of those diapers or shit in my suit.”

      “No problem. Good luck with your situation.”

      “Hey, what’s your name?”

      “Sam.”

      “Sam?!” the man asked, leaning his head back. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”

      Seb stalled for a second when a moment of self-doubt seeped in. “Yeah . . . just joined.”

      “Let me give you a little advice, Sam. Whatever life you had before you joined is gone. You need to cleanse yourself of what you left behind, starting with your name.”

      “Oh, you mean like Milknut.”

      “No. Don’t use that as an example. That guy is an idiot. Something like Bonesaw or like mine, Jackknife. Something cool that sparks fear into our enemies. You’re a pirate, for fuck's sake!”

      “That’s a good point. I’ll work on coming up with something. Thanks for the advice.”

      “Any time, and welcome aboard.”

      Seb waited until Jackknife was halfway down the hangar before he continued with his plan. He rushed to each of the fighter ships, ejecting all the floridium rods before returning to the Andalusian. Once he reached the mechanic’s room, Seb slid the spare rods into the sorting container, making sure to split the contaminated rods from the good ones.

      When he slid one of the used rods into the FTL core, he prayed that this one was good enough. He cycled the system, ensuring the rod passed all the tests. It completed with no errors or warnings.

      “Thank the Maker,” Seb said. “Now I just need to figure out where you all are at.”

      Seb pulled up the map of the ship and studied it. Milknut was right. The whole thing was a maze. It looked like it was hastily put together, with pieces of various ships bolted on to each other over time as the crew grew. This created a labyrinth of hallways that seemed to end with no purpose whatsoever.

      He plotted his path from his current position to the assumed location of the pits. Luckily, it was on the same lower level as the hangar and wasn’t too deep into the ship. The challenge, however, would be getting all twenty plus crew back onto the shuttle without being seen. Something he highly doubted would happen.

      Undeterred, Seb grabbed several spare batteries from the fallen bodies in the room, flipped his rifle’s safety off, and marched forward, determined to rescue the crew of the Andalusian.
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      As quickly as Seb’s confidence came, it vanished once he stepped beyond the hangar doors. The door into the rest of the ship ground open along its tracks, showing signs of rust and improper maintenance. When he looked past the threshold, Seb frowned and pulled up his map. The ship’s schematics must have been outdated, given the fact it displayed a perpendicular hallway, yet the only way to go was to venture forward.

      It reminded him of a book he read in prison of a living precursor ship that had moving interiors. For those welcome, their path would always take them where they wanted to go. However, bandits would walk through one doorway and be transported into a completely different part of the ship, forever lost to the seemingly endless metal corridors that twisted inside.

      Unlike the story, this ship was so mismanaged, Seb wondered how it was even functional. Twisting pipes, rows of unshielded cables, and piles of garbage lined the walls without organization. It was simple chaos, and it made him feel uneasy. He wondered if he opened the wrong door, would he be accidentally vented out into space? Pressing the button on his wrist, Seb activated his skinsleeve, just in case.

      Before he marched forward, he marked the point of the hangar on his map, leaving a digital trail he could use to find his way back. Once inside, he scoured the halls looking for the pits. As he roamed through the halls, an alert popped up on his HUD, and Seb became glad he salvaged the helmet. The message showed a level one toxic atmosphere. It was breathable, but over time, most humans would start to suffer infections like pneumonia. Even more of a reason to find everyone and get them the hell out of here, Seb thought.

      The winding halls were a labyrinth he was unsure he would be able to navigate. Minutes went by, and Seb found himself in impassable ways forward to the point where he wondered if the crew used hidden passages. His brief interaction with the pirates told him that that was out of the realm of possibilities, given their lack of intellect.

      After turning down another hallway, Seb walked into a dead end loaded with garbage. He let out a frustrated sigh and slammed his fist into the wall. When he turned around, he found himself surrounded by a dozen waist-high humanoids wearing thin camouflage that shimmered like plastic. It wasn’t until they were standing on their feet that Seb had realized they weren’t bags of garbage. They pointed rusted shanks up at him as the first one stepped forward.

      “You’ve awoken the Terrible Trixies for the last time, manthing known as Sam,” the red-eyed creature said. “You were warned twice now what would happen if you ventured down our alley of annihilation, and now you must pay the toll.”

      Seb shifted back onto his hip. The creature’s high-pitched voice and small stature made it hard to take him seriously. However, they still had weapons, and he didn’t want to find out what kind of disease was waiting for him at the edge of the blades.

      “You can’t expect me to avoid this place. I can’t tell one hallway from the next.”

      “Not our concern! You must pay the toll or face a death of a thousand cuts!”

      Are these things even pirates? Maybe they’re some kind of parasite that lives on the ship and shanks anyone who passes by. Either way, they don’t seem too bright. I need to end this and just get a move on.

      “All right, all right,” Seb said, holding his hands up. “I’ve got a handful of credits on me. You can have them all.”

      “We do not need measly credits!”

      “Well, what do you want, then?”

      The creatures huddled together, their whispers not loud enough for Seb to hear. When their consensus formed, the previous leader spoke. “We demand a zipdoodle!”

      “A zipdoodle? I don’t even know what that is.”

      “It is a plant of knee high and beautiful laurels.”

      “That’s impossible. There’re no plants on this ship. I can guarantee you that. The request needs to be something obtainable.”

      The dozen beasts congregated in a circle before returning with their next demand. “We demand meat!”

      “Meat?”

      “Yes, tasty, succulent flesh.” The lip-smacking moans the creatures made caused Seb to shift his rifle forward.

      “And if I go to bring you this . . . meat, you’ll let me pass?” The twelve creatures looked at each other and nodded in agreement. “Okay then, I shall bring you back some meat.”

      When Seb took a step forward, the potential foes shifted in front of him. “You must return here with meat for each of us, or else you will suffer a death of—”

      “A thousand cuts,” Seb said, pushing past them. “I remember.”

      After Seb rounded the corner, he chuckled to himself. Stupid bastards. It was clear once Seb entered a deeper part of the ship. The entire environment shifted to something a bit more modern. The brown rust-colored walls shifted into a deep red. The halls widened, allowing three to four people to pass comfortably through, a needed necessity as the number of pirates he passed became more frequent. A crude painting of a cage with an arrow underneath filled Seb with hope that he was on the right track. He continued farther down the hallway.

      Seb’s grip tightened as a familiar thump echoed throughout the halls. It was the sound of gunfire. When he reached the end of the walkway, a door opened into a three-story warehouse-like structure. On his right was a shooting range with ten stations, every one of them filled with a pirate paired with a laser weapon. They shot at the blackened metal targets suspended from the ceiling. Sparks of each shot rained onto the ground below.

      It wasn’t until his eyes followed their fall that Seb noticed something moving underneath the crisscrossing metal walkways. Square five-by-five cages were squeezed together like a carton of eggs. The people underneath all cowered into their simplest forms, covering their ears as the shots rang above. He was at a loss for words.

      Seb clenched his jaw as he looked at the men in the shooting gallery. They smiled and laughed while they took shot after shot. They toyed with the prisoners, aiming as low as they could without coming into contact with their cells. It was at that moment that Seb decided these weren’t men, they were monsters. He shouldered his weapon, lined himself along the back wall behind the men, and fired. The roar of his shout dampened the sound of his weapon while he shot through the line of foes.

      It wasn’t until he was halfway through the pirates that one of them noticed. The farthest pirate and last one alive swung his rifle around and fired. Both men’s laser bolts crossed each other in midair before connecting with their intended target. The one aimed for Seb deflected off of his helmet, shattering the visor into his face. Seb fell to his back and froze while his mind processed what had happened. It’s okay. There’s pain, but you’re still alive.

      Hearing movement near his feet, Seb lurched his body forward and aimed his rifle. A smoldering hole replaced what was the pirate’s right eye. His leg twitched uncontrollably with his death. Seb fell onto his back and took a moment to breathe. We were trying for the stealthy escape attempt, Seb. Not the murder everyone in the path attempt.

      The HUD on the remaining pieces of his helmet flickered momentarily before fading away. Seb twisted the helmet and pulled it off of his head, allowing his skinsleeve to generate its replacement shield around his face. His face felt warm. He rolled to his side and saw blood drip onto the metal floor. He sensed the familiar repairing pain he felt back on the ship and watched as pieces of the shattered helmet fell to the surrounding ground. You’re good. Now get up and move.

      Seb pushed himself off of the ground and picked up his rifle. He double-checked that each of the pirates was dead before sprinting to the door and shutting it behind him. With the door locked, he rushed across the metal walkways, searching for a way to get the people out of the cages. His feet rang throughout the large room, drawing attention from everyone below him.

      He watched as the prisoners stood up in the cages. They shouted signs of excitement as Seb ran throughout the room. It wasn’t until he reached the middle that a prisoner directed him to their freedom.

      “It’s over there,” the man shouted, pointing to the far corner of the room.

      Seb looked up and noticed an electrical panel on the wall. Once he reached the mounted box, he saw red and green lights on a display. He turned and counted the cells behind him, and realized the red lights indicated that a cell was full. Seb highlighted all the full cells and triggered their release.

      When he turned around, he watched each structure raise and shift to a nearby platform before lowering the bars that kept the inhabitants caged. After everyone’s release, Seb’s heart sank when he realized he didn’t see Nalla. It grew worse when Thompson sprinted over to him. The man stopped, and his jaw dropped.

      “I know you . . .” Thompson said. “You were a prisoner back on the Redeemer. Back before—”

      “We don’t have time for this,” Seb shouted. “What the hell happened while I was out? Where did they take the rest of the crew?”

      “I don’t know. After firing some warning shots at us, Captain Ortiz landed us on the ship. She told us it was the only option; otherwise, we were going to be space dust. When we landed, Captain Blue-tongue was waiting for us. They split us into two groups. Captain Ortiz, Toros, and Nalla all went one way, and a group of pirates led us here. We’ve been trapped in these cages ever since.”

      Seb chewed on the inside of his mouth as he thought through his next move. I’m not leaving without them. If it means fighting my way through the whole damn ship, then that’s what’s going to happen.

      “Well, we don’t have a lot of options. There are some dead men over in the stalls. There should be enough weapons for half of you. Grab any gear you can. And follow me.”

      “Wait,” Thompson said, grabbing on to Seb’s shoulder as he passed by. “I just wanted to say thanks. We all thought we were going to die here. You’ve saved us twice now.”

      Seb nodded and smirked. “We’re not out of this yet. Come on, let’s get back to the ship.”

      “Do you know how to get back? This place is a fucking maze. I tried counting the turns, but I’m pretty sure the guys leading us didn’t even know where this place was.”

      “Yeah, I do. I tracked my progress in my—” Seb stopped when he realized what had happened.

      “What’s wrong?” Thompson asked.

      “I was keeping track of my route in my helmet’s comm. It took a bolt off the top a few minutes ago. I can guess our way back, but in all honesty, I was more focused on not getting caught on my way over.”

      “Maybe with the both of us we can figure something out.”

      “I hope so.”

      Seb led the men to the dead pirates and stood post by the door while they geared themselves. Thompson suggested he and Seb take point with two other men, while the others covered the rear. They were going to engage only as necessary and would use Seb’s suppression to take out anyone who lingered in their path.

      The way Thompson commanded the other survivors gave Seb the impression he had prior military experience. It was reassuring. He was happy to take all the help he could get. Once they were ready, they lined everyone at the door. Seb unlocked it and forced it to open.

      A pirate stared, looking up at the men, carrying several weapons in a bag. Seb flinched when a bolt pierced the man’s chest. Both were in shock as the man looked down at the hole in his body before he fell to the ground.

      “What was that about being silent?” Seb asked.

      “I’m not just going to stand there and do nothing,” Thompson said. “We’re surrounded by enemies on all sides. We can’t hesitate.”

      “Fair enough.” Seb turned and pointed over his shoulder. “There are a few more weapons on this guy. Grab what you can carry.”

      The two men crept forward along the hallway, taking point for the group. Together, they charted the path they thought would get them back to the hangar, where they could prepare for their escape. While they shifted from hallway to hallway, Seb tried to come up with any sign or idea on how to find Nalla and the rest of the crew. However, the constant threat of passing enemies and blaster fire left his mind with little room to come up with any grand plans. It was after fifteen minutes of creeping through the halls that the group came up to two large doors.

      “I think this is it,” Thompson whispered.

      “Really?” Seb asked. “There weren’t any doors where I entered. It was all just one open hallway.”

      “Just open the damn things.”

      Seb shrugged and pressed on the doors’ activation button. The doors slid open, revealing the ship’s canteen. The two men froze as they looked at the pirates sitting at makeshift tables. There’s got to be fifty of them, Seb thought. The shouting, drinking, and music stopped when all eyes turned to the group of escapees.

      Seb slapped the doors’ controls, shunting them closed. He shot the panel just in time for thuds to echo behind the doors. There was no time for respite as a bolt shot through, nearly grazing the top of Thompson’s bald head. The two men shouted and led the human caravan down the opposite direction.

      “Where are we going?” Thompson asked.

      “I don’t fucking know,” Seb shouted. “Just run!” As Seb rounded the next corner, he fell into the arms of his comrades. “Francisca? Nalla?”

      “Seb?” the two women said in unison.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “We were going to get some lunch,” Captain Francisca said.

      “Lunch? I’m in the middle of a rescue attempt, and you’re out here getting some lunch?”

      “You what?!” Francisca asked, shoving Seb over. She jumped up to her feet while Seb helped Nalla up. “You fucking . . . ugh!”

      A blaster bolt whizzed by the group, hitting the wall inches from the party.

      “Can we discuss this on the move, or do you all want to stand here and get shot?” Thompson shouted.

      Toros grabbed Seb’s gun and shot above the other men in the hallway before shouting back at the group. “What’s the plan, Francisca?”

      “Fall back to the ship. It will give us breathing room for the time being. We’re not going to be able to outrun them with the FTL drive down.”

      Seb laughed as the group took off at a sprint. “That was until I stole all of their floridium rods. The ship is good to go.”

      “Why didn’t you start off with that?” Captain Francisca asked, shoving him. “I don’t know whether to kiss you or shoot you with this stunt of yours.”

      “If we make it out of here, you can start by explaining to me about lunch.”

      “I can do that.”

      Captain Francisca took point, getting them back on track. When the group ran past a familiar hallway, Seb told everyone he would catch up. He jogged down to the dead end before shouting at his previous acquaintances. “Oh, Trixies!” The dozen trash bag-like creatures popped up out of their camouflage and waddled over to Seb’s feet.

      “Sam wanted me to tell you your meat is coming right around that back corner.”

      “The manthing brings us meat!” one creature said. The dozen beasts followed Seb to the edge of the perpendicular hallway. When the pirates were just a few feet away, Seb hastened to catch up with the rest of the group. He didn’t wait to watch the carnage. The chaotic screams and frantic blaster fire were enough to tell him that his plan worked.

      A blaring horn alarm echoed throughout the complex, followed by Captain Blue-tongue’s voice. “Captain Francisca betrayed me. The first person to bring me Francisca’s crew will get a fifty-thousand-credit bonus, double that if they are alive. I want to watch them scream.”

      By the time Seb made it into the hangar, he could see the blue glow of the Andalusian’s engines. He turned and emptied his Lawbringer into the group behind him when several shots skirted near his feet. There were now hundreds behind him. His only option was to run. Seb ignored the heat he could feel as the bolts passed around his body. You can make it, he told himself. You’re almost there.

      He cursed as he watched his ship ascending. Not because they were leaving without him, but because he could now see the hangar doors closing them in. A dozen men stood on the edge of the Andalusian’s cargo bay door and provided covering fire as he dug his feet into the metal floor.

      When he reached the ship, he jumped and caught Thompson’s hand. The soldier pulled him inside, and the rise of the cargo bay door helped them both slide back in as the ship accelerated. The two men fell onto their backs and caught their breath as the rest of the crew cheered in their escape.

      A repeated hum rang across the ship’s exterior. The FTL core is warming up, he thought. The noise leveled out before a thunderous boom. The ship’s old frame flexed, and the noise shifted to the all-familiar sound of the FTL core’s coalescence with the ship’s engines.

      Seb laughed as he lay on the cargo bay floor. The rescue attempt and the successful FTL jump all paled in comparison to the thought of him getting back to normal society. His successes today proved to himself he had what it took to turn his desires into reality. The conversation he had with Nalla would no longer be just a dream. He was going to put everything he had into obtaining his goals, and no one was going to stop him.
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      The celebration picked up when Captain Francisca and Toros entered the hangar carrying the remaining bottles of the captain’s alcohol and what Seb presumed was the last of the food. At that point, there wasn’t a care in the world. After setting up a few makeshift tables and blasting music over the loudspeakers, the cargo bay turned into a dance floor. The crew and survivors celebrated their escape while the ship piloted them to their next destination.

      Seb grabbed a bottle for himself and watched as the others danced. Francisca’s hips swayed with the prowess of a belly dancer while Toros moved like the hulking brick he was. The rest of the survivors paired into groups, doing their best to forget the last few hours.

      For Seb, everything was feeling like the norm. He half expected the ship’s engines to fail during their travel or smash into some debris along their charted path. It seemed foolish to hope for more, even though that’s what he needed. I just need a fucking break.

      While his buzz settled in, Thompson approached him from the side. He clicked his glass with Seb’s in a sign of acknowledgment. The two stood there, enjoying the view of the others’ happiness.

      “You going to get out there?” Thompson asked.

      “It’s not really my thing,” Seb said. “I’m more of a slow dance kind of guy.”

      “Yeah, me either. I’m more of a brood in the corner guy myself. My ex-wife used to drag me to bars and clubs to get me to dance. No matter how hard I tried, I always left her feeling disappointed.”

      “I assume that’s part of the reason why you’re divorced?”

      “Among other things. The job mostly. The ship tours. Not being home for weeks, sometimes months at a time. It really makes it hard to keep any kind of relationship together.”

      “I can only imagine. Unfortunately, I’ve been forced into a life of celibacy for the last ten years.”

      “So, I was right, then?” Thompson asked with a wide smile. “I did remember you from the Redeemer.”

      “I’m not saying one way or the other,” Seb said, staring into the officer’s eyes. He looked for any intent to Thompson’s motivations, but he relaxed when all he saw was a wary, drunken soldier. “However, in theory, if I were to have spent time on that ship, my sentence would be up by the time we get to Pyrus anyway.”

      “No shit?”

      Seb nodded.

      “That’s one hell of an exit,” Thompson said in a burst of laughter. The two men clinked their glasses once more and took a drink. “It’s good to see everyone blowing off some steam. They need a distraction after everything we’ve been through.”

      “I hear that.”

      Thompson set down his glass, crossed his arms, and scooted in closer as the volume of the dance music increased. “Can I ask you something, though?” he asked.

      “Shoot.”

      “Why did you come back for us?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Thompson scratched the side of his face, taking a moment before he responded. “I overheard your conversation with Captain Ortiz while we were running. You fixed the ship before you came back for the group. You didn’t have to do that. You could have taken the ship and flown off.”

      “Oh, I get it,” Seb said, setting down the bottle and raising his finger. “You’re one of those types.”

      “Those types?”

      “Someone who thinks all ex-cons are bad people.”

      Thompson let out a chuckle. “Well, from my experience, yeah, that’s pretty much true. Sure, there are some who can be cool to your face, but most of them are just looking for the weak spot in your vest to shove a shank in.”

      “Fuck. You,” Seb said, pushing his finger into Thompson’s chest. “I went out of my way to save your sorry ass, and you’re going to stand here and judge me? I’m not just going to listen to this shit.”

      “Whoa,” Thompson said, waving his hands around. “Take it easy. I wasn’t trying to piss you off. I was just trying to tell you my perspective. It’s odd. It’s like my brain just isn’t comprehending what happened.”

      “We’re not all monsters.”

      “I initially thought you were when I saw you gun down all those guys back in the pits.”

      “That was a necessity.”

      “Hey, you don’t have to validate your actions to me, pal. I’m appreciative of everything you’ve done. If you hadn’t come along when you did . . . I’d hate to think about where I’d be right now.”

      “Probably still sitting in the cages,” Seb said, smiling.

      “Here’s to never being in a cage again, then,” Thompson said, picking up his glass. Seb grabbed his liquor, and the two men shared another drink. When they finished, Thompson set down his cup, clapped his hands together, and started shaking his hips toward the dance floor.

      “I thought you said you didn’t dance,” Seb asked, laughing.

      “I don’t, but I think it’s time for a change. I’ve had enough liquid courage for the night to get me back out there. I need to find the next ex-Mrs. Thompson.”

      “Good luck!”

      Seb laughed and watched Thompson join the rest of his comrades. As he looked around the dance floor, he realized that one important person was missing. Nalla hadn’t come down with Francisca and Toros. They probably had her stay behind and watch the ship, he thought.

      Seb grabbed two spare cups before dashing up the stairs to the living quarters. He walked through the hallway, kicking some of the loose trash courtesy of the pirates, and found Nalla sitting in the captain’s chair of the bridge. She turned and smiled at him as he approached.

      “Seems like you could use some company,” Seb said, sitting in the co-pilot’s seat. He handed her a glass and poured them both a drink.

      “You didn’t have to come up here for me,” Nalla said, taking a sip.

      “Ah, it’s not really my thing.”

      “Really? It sounds like everyone is having a good time.”

      “Oh, don’t get me wrong, I like a good party, but I much prefer it when I’m with good company.”

      Nalla batted her eyelashes and blushed. The two sat in silence while they watched the waves of colors pass across the viewport. The beauty of space was something Seb could never get used to. It was one reason why he loved to work on ships. He wanted everyone to experience that virtue firsthand. Seb turned his head at the sound of Nalla clearing her throat.

      “So, um, were you really trying to rescue me . . . I mean us . . . I mean everyone?”

      “Yeah,” Seb chuckled. “That was the plan, anyway. When I saw everyone was missing, I just kind of jumped into action. Although, looking back, it seemed rather stupid.”

      “Maybe. But also very brave and selfless.”

      “All I could think about was you . . .” Nalla coughed in the middle of her drink, erupting into a fit. “And the others,” Seb continued, standing up and patting her on the back while she calmed down. When her fit subsided, Seb jumped to his feet and rushed to the kitchen to fill a cup with water. He brought the glass back and handed it to Nalla, who was still trying to clear the obstruction.

      “T-thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Seb said with a smile before furrowing his brow. “Hey, can I ask you something? Something that’s been bothering me?”

      Nalla frowned. She set her cup down and leaned forward. “Of course.”

      “Back when Thompson and I ran into you and Francisca, she said you all were going to lunch. Then when she saw what I had done, she acted like she was mad about it. I’m kind of stumped about the whole situation.”

      Nalla bit her lip and turned in her chair. “I don’t think it’s my place to say anything.”

      Seb tapped his lip and leaned toward Nalla. “How about this? If I guess what I think happened, you can just nod yes or no. That way, you’re not really giving me anything I don’t already know.”

      Nalla leaned forward, looking down the hall before pulling her knees up to her chest. “Uh . . . I guess that would be okay.”

      “I mean, it’s kind of obvious you three weren’t in any danger, so I am guessing Captain Francisca worked something out with Captain Blue-tongue, right?”

      Nalla nodded her head.

      “She freaked out specifically when she saw that I had already freed the survivors from the Redeemer. So, I’m guessing she was going to let him keep them or some of them, wasn’t she?”

      Nalla let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know what kind of history the captain has with Blue-tongue, but whatever it was, it kept us from getting vented immediately. Blue-tongue didn’t believe we didn’t know anything about some breakout that happened on Inoi 3. It wasn’t until after he inspected the people we picked up that he believed us. When Blue-tongue was trying to decide what to do with us, that’s when the captain told him about the job we had. She agreed to turn them over to him, under the agreement he would let us walk out. That was the deal.”

      Seb nodded and sat back in his chair. “Her reaction makes sense now.” He took a sip as he twisted the cup in his hand. “I bet she thought I killed you all at that moment and just decided to roll with it.”

      “I’d imagine. It was smart of you to fix the ship first.”

      “Yeah?” Seb asked, smiling. “I wanted to make sure we had a chance at actually getting away; otherwise, it would have been all for nothing.”

      “Well, I am glad you did what you did. It . . . it means a lot that you would be willing to do something like that for m— For everyone, I mean.”

      Seb smiled, set down his glass, and got on his knees in front of Nalla. He reached out for her hand and looked up into her eyes. “Look, I know you must think I’m crazy and that we’ve only known each other a few days, but all I could think about the entire time was you. The people I saved,” he said, pointing down the hallway, “it wouldn’t have mattered if I hadn’t found you. Maybe this is all because I’ve been locked away for so long, but you’re one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen. The simple smile of yours captivates me.”

      Nalla giggled as Seb continued. “Now, I know I’m damaged goods with a past. But I meant every word I said to you when we spoke before. We both want out. I’ll talk with Francisca, and we can do our own thing, start our own crew and get away from all of this.”

      Nalla bit her lip and looked out the window. She rubbed her hand over Seb’s, and she looked back down at him. Before she spoke, the look in her eyes told him it wasn’t what he wanted to hear. “I appreciate everything you’re saying and putting your heart out there for me. I really do. But just like you, I’m damaged goods. I’ve been with some terrible people, Seb, and I just don’t think we’ve known each other long enough for me to commit to something like that. It’s one thing to dream and another thing to take a leap of faith. I’m not brave like you, no matter how I feel.”

      Seb sat on the back of his heels and gave his best smile to not show how much pain he felt. “But you do feel something? It can’t just be me, right?”

      Nalla cupped his cheek in her hand. “Of course I do. I told you before that I like you, Seb. You’ve been the nicest person to me in a long time. But I just need more time. Stay with us for the time being. I know the captain and Toros aren’t the best, but it would give us time to get to know each other.”

      Seb took a pause before answering. He had no intention of joining the crew any longer than he needed. He longed for freedom, set on his own path to make his own decisions. The thought of reporting to Francisca wasn’t a terrible idea, it just wasn’t what he ultimately wanted. He weighed his two desires before giving Nalla his answer. “If that’s what you need, then I can wait.”

      Seb felt Nalla’s tail lift him up and pull him into her arms. His heart was racing while he held on to her. Her cotton candy smell almost made his mouth water. When he pulled away, she stopped inches from his face. She looked down at his lips, tickling his skin with the warmth of her breath. He couldn’t hold back.

      He followed her pull, pressing himself firmly into her lips. The length of her tongue surprised him, nearly filling his entire mouth. Her tongue wrapped around his own, folding and massaging him ever so gently. When it pulled back, it snapped like a piece of rubber, putting a smile on both of their faces as they went back in for more.

      Before they could revel in their desires, a feminine scream echoed down the corridor. They both froze as if confirming what they heard. When the frantic shout rang again, they jumped to their feet and ran down the hallway.

      When Seb saw the woman and man standing near the bathroom door, he realized the reason for the commotion. The frantic woman pointed into the bathroom as he approached, and Seb took a step forward. Milknut was now awake, still tied to the metal handrail in the bathroom. Seb turned around at the sound of approaching footsteps to see Toros, Francisca, and several of the other survivors behind them.

      “What’s going on?” Francisca asked. “We thought we heard screaming.”

      “It’s my fault,” Seb said. “I forgot about this guy when I left the ship.” He sidestepped out of the doorway as everyone tried to get a look inside.

      “Is that one of Blue-tongue’s men?”

      “Yeah,” Seb said, rubbing his head. “And . . . I’m just remembering there’s two dead bodies in the maintenance room.”

      “Anything else you want to tell us while you’re at it?”

      “No . . . I think that’s it.”

      “I’ll take care of this,” Toros said, stepping forward. He cut the pirate’s bindings from the rail and threw the man over his shoulder. He entered the maintenance room and grabbed the other two bodies under his lower sets of arms. The tape over his mouth hindered Milknut’s frantic moans. He weakly hit into Toros’s shoulder as the printaghast carried him down the hallway. Seb followed, having an obvious idea of what Toros was about to do.

      Captain Francisca ran past the group into the cockpit. Seb felt the ship lurch forward as they exited FTL flight. She returned just in time for Toros to open the interior airlock door.

      “Is this really necessary?” Seb asked. “The guy wasn’t even that bad. He’s only been part of Blue-tongue’s crew for a week.”

      “Only a week?” Francisca asked, stepping in front of him. “What, did he tell you his life story while he was trashing our ship?”

      “No, but he did try to help me find you all. Although . . . that was only after I pressed a knife to his throat.”

      “He’s a liability, Seb. We can’t keep him on the ship. He could be tracking us for Blue-tongue for all we know. He’s got to go.”

      Seb let out a sigh and shook his head. He watched Toros throw Milknut and the two bodies into the airlock. When the door shut, the wannabe pirate slammed his fists on the glass door, screaming to be let in. With a press of the button, he was gone.

      “Sorry, man, I tried,” Seb whispered.

      “It’s all right, everyone,” Francisca shouted. “Back downstairs, everything is taken care of.”

      The crowd murmured as they retreated back down into the cargo hold. The episode seemingly killed their celebratory vibe. Seb felt a hand tap him on his shoulder. Francisca stood there, pointing.

      “You and me on the bridge,” she said. “I need to talk with you.”

      “Wait,” Toros interjected. “What about . . .” The brute quickly raised eyebrows, hinting at his plans for himself and the captain.

      Captain Francisca scoffed. “Get over yourself, Toros. If you think one night of dancing equates to us sleeping together, then you’ve still got a lot to learn.”

      Toros opened his mouth as if to rebut only to snarl and growl. He glared at Seb before stomping his way back to his bunk. Nalla wished them both a quick goodnight before scurrying back to her room. Seb waited in the hallway, contemplating if he should pursue Nalla before meeting with the captain, but decided against it. Letting out a sigh of disappointment, he turned around and met the captain on the bridge.

      Captain Francisca threw herself into the pilot’s chair and waited for Seb to take the seat across from her. She sprawled her legs onto the center console as she looked over at him with a wicked smile.

      “I meant to speak to you about this earlier,” the captain started, “but the run-in with Blue-tongue kind of screwed everything up.” The captain spun in her chair as if she had the keys to the universe. “I know the truth, Seb. I know about your last ten years in the slammer. You lied to me.”

      “I had to,” Seb said. “What was I going to say? Hi, I’m Seb. I’ve spent the last ten years in the joint. Please let me onto the ship to become your mechanic.”

      “Fair point, but I don’t like being lied to.”

      Seb stared at her, trying to get a read of what her intentions were. Her chaotic shifts made it difficult for him to tell. He brought his right leg up and his arm down near his revolver as a necessary precaution.

      “How did you find out, anyway?” Seb asked.

      “When you were out, and we were running through all the records of who we were picking up, I was curious. To my surprise, when I entered all the names I could think of that started with Seb, nothing came up.”

      “It’s a play on my number. All the inmates use nicknames.”

      “I got that once I found you. However, I never took you as a—”

      “Don’t!” Seb said firmly. “That kid died ten years ago. That’s not who I am anymore.”

      “All right, Seb it is,” Francisca said, shrugging. “In the fairness of honesty, when I saw you were a prisoner, I thought about turning you in for the bounty.”

      “As I expected,” Seb said, his fingers resting on his grip.

      “However, when I saw your release date, I figured it wouldn’t be worth it.”

      “That’s mighty generous of you.”

      “I thought so,” Francisca said, leaning forward. “See, now I’m thinking you’d be much more valuable here on the ship. We need someone like you. Maker knows Toros isn’t going to keep things running.”

      “Yeah, he’d probably have this thing burned to the ground in a month,” Seb smirked.

      “He’s good for some things, but not for others. We all have our roles to play.”

      “No argument from me.”

      “Good. So here’s my offer. When we get to Pyrus Station, I’ll get you loaded into the system under our crew. You’ll get fifty thousand from this job as part of your cut, and then thirty-three percent going forward.”

      “Wait a minute,” Seb said, leaning forward. “Fifty thousand out of a four-hundred-thousand bounty. That’s not even close to thirty-three percent.”

      “Yes, but that’s before you’re on the crew. I said I would give you a cut, but never how much. Think of this as your starting bonus. I’m docking you points because you screwed up my initial plans with Blue-tongue.”

      “You going to tell me about that?”

      “We were going to give him the bodies, and he was going to give us a cut as a finder’s fee. It wouldn’t have been as much, but we wouldn’t have had to go through everything on Pyrus.”

      “Wait, you were going to sell them as slaves?”

      Captain Francisca shrugged. “It was better than us getting our throats cut. The best plan for negotiating with people like Blue-tongue is coming up with an idea that makes it seem like they came up with it.”

      “I get it, but if you’re going to venture down that path, I’m not going to be around to follow.”

      “You mean slave trading?” the captain asked. “You don’t have to worry about that. The only thing we deal in is indentured contracts, which is what Nalla is under if you didn’t know that.”

      “She told me.”

      “And do we have a problem?”

      Seb leaned back into his chair and stared out the window. I do, but if I say I do, it’s just going to cause a rift between us. Now’s not the time to press the subject. Once Nalla is ready to leave, then I can bring it up. I’ll just try to save as much as I can to hopefully pay off her debt.

      “No, I’m good.”

      “So, we have a deal?” Francisca asked, extending her hand.

      Seb shook the captain’s hand. “Deal.”

      The captain slapped her knees and grabbed the nearby bottle. She poured both of them a drink, and the two took a shot together. He wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol, but his whole body lit up with warmth.

      “Now that you’re part of the crew, you get a room,” Captain Francisca said. “You can take the one across from Nalla . . . or bunk up with me.”

      “While I appreciate the offer,” Seb said, chuckling, “I’ve been bunked with others for the last ten years. I think I’d like some privacy for a change.”

      “Can’t say I’m not disappointed, but I understand. Go grab your things and get settled.” The captain smacked him on the behind as he walked past, eliciting laughter from them both.

      There was a spring in Seb’s step as he shuffled down the walkway. When he reached the mechanic’s room, he scooped everything into his bag as quickly as he could. After it was all picked up, he returned from whence he came and stopped in front of the door to his new room. He knew what the rooms looked like, but there was a certain excitement at the unknown.

      He opened up the door with a smile, which quickly faded. Boxes stacked in the middle of the floor and on his bed prevented him from being able to walk in. They were the same ones he’d cleared from the hallway to the mechanic’s room.

      Seb leaned back and called down the hallway. “Francisca!”

      “What?”

      “What do I do with all these boxes?”

      “I don’t know. Your first task as a member of the crew is to figure that out.”

      Seb huffed but tried not to let this deter his mood. He spent the next hour moving all the boxes down into the cargo bay. Each visit to the hangar was an opportunity for him to get pulled into the revelry. Thompson and the others coerced him into taking shots and playing a drinking game. While he really wanted to get his bedroom ready, he didn’t have the heart to say no after everything they’d been through.

      After he dropped off the last box, he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to make it up the stairs. He leaned his shoulder into the railing and pressed his body for leverage to ensure he would not fall over. He did the same with the walls once he made it to the top floor.

      He intended to clean his room from top to bottom before he used it. However, once he reached his bed, he fell face-first and smiled. It was the first night in ten years he had slept in his own bed. It was everything he dreamed of and more.
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      The first night on the ship was easy. Thanks to the copious amounts of alcohol, Seb didn’t even remember falling asleep in his own bed. It wasn’t until he lay awake the second and third nights that he realized there was a problem.

      He cleaned his quarters from top to bottom and designated the right corner of the room for his backpack. He didn’t really own any furniture or decoration to make the room his own. But at this time, he didn’t really feel like it was necessary. Everyone on board knew the room was his. The frequent passersby helped reinforce that feeling.

      However, the problems came when he attempted to sleep. Even after a strenuous calisthenics workout in the cargo room and then a hot shower, he sat up for hours staring out the side window. The foam bed was comfortable, but there was something about it that prevented him from relaxing. It wasn’t until that third night when he shifted his blanket and pillow to the hard surface of the metal floor that he was finally able to get some rest.

      The next morning, it was Nalla’s light tapping on his door that awoke him. “Seb, are you awake?”

      “I am now,” he said, rolling over on the floor. He winced as his naked back brushed up against the cool ground surface.

      “Can I come in? I brought you breakfast.”

      “Yeah, the door’s open.”

      Seb sat up as the door sprang open. Nalla was carrying two trays with steaming food in each hand. She was wearing a new outfit that he hadn’t seen before. It was a long, white shirt with a cartoon character on it paired with fuzzy sleep pants and slippers.

      “Are you sleeping on the floor?” Nalla asked.

      “Yeah, it’s been the only way I can get a good night’s sleep,” Seb chuckled.

      “Do you not find the bed comfortable? We could get you a different mattress when we stop.”

      “I don’t think that’s it. I think I’ve just been sleeping on a rock-hard surface for so long that my body is just used to it.”

      Nalla twisted her body and pulled her tail in before shutting the door behind her. She handed Seb a tray and joined him on the floor, leaning her back up against the lower wall of his recessed bed. Her tail wrapped underneath her, creating a sort of makeshift chair to help her lean at an angle. She took a bite out of her eggs before pointing her spoon at him. “As the ship’s doctor, I’m going to suggest you try to sleep on the mattress. It’s better for your body from a structural standpoint. Speaking of, we should probably do a physical so I can check you out.”

      “Oh, I had one like six months ago.”

      “By the prison’s doctors? Yeah, something tells me you weren’t getting the best care there based on all those scars on you.”

      “You’re probably right,” Seb said with a mouth full of food. “Wouldn’t the stims have taken care of any issues?”

      Nalla shook her head. “Those only work up until a point. They enhance the body’s natural healing process. So, if you were to lose a limb, all it would do is seal the wound. It’s not going to grow you another arm.”

      “That kind of defeats the purpose of calling a stim ‘regen.’”

      “Some corporations can be rather deceiving about their products.”

      “Oh, that’s been abundantly clear since I’ve been out,” Seb laughed. “You’ve sold me on the exam. Just let me know when and where, and I’ll be there.”

      Nalla giggled. “What’s that from? That was cute.”

      “What was?”

      “What you just said, it was a little rhyme.”

      “I must just be naturally gifted,” Seb said, leaning back on his hands, having finished his meal. Nalla rolled her eyes and pushed her foot into Seb’s knee. The two shared a laugh while Nalla continued to eat her food.

      “Sorry I am a slow eater,” she said.

      “I don’t think that’s the case,” Seb said. “It’s probably more like I am a fast eater. Back in prison, we only got thirty minutes to get through the line, get food, and eat before they shut everything down. Sometimes, if you were in the back of the line, you didn’t have that meal.”

      “That sounds awful.”

      “It wasn’t like that all the time. Mostly just in the transfer zones, where they were moving prisoners from location to location. They don’t tend to be staffed for the influx of prisoners they get when they have multiple ships docked. So, you have entire ships full of prisoners all sandwiched together in these holding areas while they prepare and coordinate all the transfers.”

      “I think you may be the first person I have met in a long time who shared experiences similar to my own.”

      “I can’t imagine, Nalla. I’ve . . . heard stories about people in your position.”

      “It really came down to the owner. Some were nice, like Captain Francisca. Others were . . .” Seb watched as Nalla’s eyes stared off into the distance. He knew she had likely been through a worse hell than he had and regretted speaking of his past. The last thing he wanted was to bring up painful memories for her. Nalla gasped and jerked away when he touched her shoulder.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      He could see through the fake smile she gave him. “Yeah, sorry. I . . . just got lost in thought there for a second.”

      “I’m sorry if I said anything wrong. I didn’t mean to turn a wonderful breakfast into something sour.”

      “No, don’t worry about it,” Nalla said, reaching out and touching his arm. “We’re both just damaged goods.”

      Seb smiled and scooted himself over to the bed next to Nalla, letting out a sharp breath when his back grazed the metal frame. He pulled his blanket around him and Nalla, and she leaned into his chest. Her body felt warm to the touch, making him want to wrap himself around her for protection from the ship’s cool temperature.

      “Thanks for all you’ve helped me with these last few days. I really appreciate it. Trying to run tests on everyone from downstairs . . . it’s nice to have a second pair of hands.”

      “Of course. I’m happy to help you when I can. One of the nice things about engines is once you get them running, they don’t require much attention. Since ours are old and kind of patched together, I’m checking them more often, but everything seems to be working fine for now.”

      “That’s kind of like people,” Nalla said, leaning back up. “They take care of themselves and only need someone like me if they get hurt or injured. You apply the correct care plan whether that’s something as simple as rest or something as invasive as surgery.”

      “That makes a lot of sense,” Seb said, turning his head. Inches from Nalla’s face, Seb felt himself become absorbed in her black-and-pink gaze. It was like being pulled into a swirling black hole, one he didn’t fight but instead welcomed. He wanted to let himself go and be swept away.

      At the moment when their lips touched, the bedroom door whisked open, causing them both to yank away. Toros stood in the doorway with scorn on his face.

      “Don’t you know how to knock, Toros?” Nalla asked.

      Toros’s lip curled. “Watch your tone, Doc. Don’t forget your place on this ship.”

      “Don’t talk to her like that,” Seb said. “She’s just as part of this crew as the rest of us, or did you forget she saved your ass just a few days ago?”

      “That’s because it’s her job. She may get away with that casual conversation with the captain, but I won’t tolerate that insolence.”

      “Can you be any more of an asshole?”

      “What was that?” Toros asked, taking a step into the bedroom.

      Seb jumped up to his feet, throwing the blankets off of his body. “I said you’re an asshole.”

      Toros growled and pointed at Seb. “Look here. I don’t know what the captain sees in you, but I’ve been around here a lot longer than you. You better start showing me some respect.”

      Seb smirked. “Oh, I could have told you that. See, she needs someone around who has both brains and brawn. Not just a muscle puppet who can pull a trigger.” Seb pulled up his fist as Toros pulled back his arm. The two men froze at the sound of the captain’s shout.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” Captain Francisca asked. “Toros, I ask you to get the crew ready, and you’re starting the morning off with a barroom brawl?”

      “He called me an asshole,” Toros said.

      “Probably because you were being an asshole. That doesn’t excuse you from hitting someone. Ugh . . . you’re making me sound like my mother.” The captain shivered before pointing at Seb and Nalla. “And you two, what are you two doing? Starting the morning off with the horizontal tango?”

      “We were just having breakfast,” Seb said.

      “Maybe I’m not aware of prison etiquette, but breakfast doesn’t involve you being naked.”

      Seb looked down at his body, realizing he was, in fact, standing naked. He looked down at Nalla, whose flush face turned away, but he caught glances of her looking at him. Bending over, Seb scooped up an edge of the blanket and covered himself with it.

      “I’ll be the first to admit that I can appreciate a good body, but we can’t have you walking around here swinging that thing around. It’s just going to cause problems.”

      “Yeah, I got it. I plan on getting some new clothes as soon as we stop.”

      “Good. Speaking of, we’re almost at Pyrus Station. Which is what I wanted Toros here to tell you.” Captain Francisca side-eyed the four-armed brute, who just shrugged. She crossed her arms before looking down at Nalla. “Doc, get dressed and go with Toros down to the cargo room. I want you both to prepare the survivors for departure.”

      “But—” The captain’s glare silenced Nalla’s rebuttal. She grabbed her arm and lowered her head. “Yes, ma’am.”

      The captain looked at Seb and pointed her thumb over her shoulder. “You need to get dressed and meet me on the bridge. I want to speak with you before we land.”

      “Will do.”

      The captain slapped her hands together, and everyone moved. Seb reached out his hand and helped Nalla to her feet. She waved before exiting his room.

      Seb grabbed his skinsleeve and pulled it on before putting on the rest of his gear. He was eager to buy some new clothes. Even though the disinfector removed the putrid smells from his gear, he was still looking forward to a day of shopping. His holster was the last thing to put on, signaling his completed ensemble.

      Seb walked out of his room and headed to the bridge. He sat in the co-pilot’s chair, looking out the front window just as Pyrus Station came into view. The gray exterior managed to be both boxy and cylindrical thanks to the various protrusions along its surface. The saucer-shaped structure curved upward into a central point with several towers, like a squashed raindrop. Blue and red lights coated the exterior, illuminating the station like a dim star. Along the outside ring, atmospheric barriers gave view to the many ports that allowed for thousands of ships to dock. Those too large to fit in the station’s hangars waited patiently along the outskirts in designated holding areas, thanks to the station’s tractor beams.

      “So, what really happened back there?” Captain Francisca asked.

      “Exactly what I said. Nalla and I were having breakfast. Toros barged in and started being an asshole.”

      The captain chuckled. “That sounds like him. Are you and Nalla?”

      “What?”

      “Fucking?”

      “No, we’re just friends.”

      “Just friends who bring breakfast to each other and sit around naked?”

      “I’m being straight with you. Nothing happened.”

      “But you like her.”

      Seb hesitated before he responded. “Sure, we have a lot in common.”

      The captain laughed. “You don’t have to be coy. She’s beautiful. I would have bought her contract without knowing she was a doctor.”

      “So, there’s no problem?”

      “If you and she go at it? Not really, as long as you recognize her position among the crew. She’s hired help. If your relationship starts to compromise the stability of our crew, then we’ll have a problem. Got it?”

      “I’m not looking to start any trouble.”

      “Good,” Captain Francisca said, pointing to the central console. “Now, open up a comm with the station. We should be close enough. Let them know we’re coming in under GRC bounty ID: BFD-4827394. We’re supposed to be meeting with station security.”

      Seb nodded and opened the ship’s communications with the station. “Pyrus Station docks, this is the Andalusian. How copy?”

      “Andalusian, this is Pyrus Station, go ahead.”

      “Requesting permission to dock under GRC bounty ID: BFD-4827394. We’ve got twenty survivors from the WCC Redeemer. Most are in good shape, but we’re lacking needed supplies. Several likely need further medical treatment.”

      “Copy, Andalusian, please hold for ship ID scan and wait for further instructions.”

      As the minutes went by, Seb looked over at the captain. Her leg hadn’t stopped bouncing since he’d hailed the station. He watched her open a nearby bottle and take a swig before setting it back down.

      “A little early to be drinking, don’t you think?” Seb asked.

      “No one asked you,” Captain Francisca said.

      Seb turned his chair toward her and smirked. “You’re sweating.”

      Captain Francisca touched the top of her forehead and looked down at her hand. She wiped her head on her sleeve before pointing out the window. “Stop looking at me and pay attention to what you’re doing.”

      “What are you worried about?”

      “Stop asking stupid questions!” the captain snapped.

      Seb whistled and turned his chair. “Okay.”

      “They’re taking too long. It shouldn’t take this long to get us docked. Something’s wrong.”

      “They probably just need time to get the emergency crews together. Twenty people is a lot of emergency shuttles.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      The two sat in silence for a few more minutes until the dock comm operator echoed across their intercom. “Andalusian, this is Pyrus Station. How copy?”

      “I can hear you loud and clear, Pyrus Station, go ahead.”

      “Docking instructions sent. Proceed to docking bay three-forty-seven. Emergency medical services will be on standby as well as station security and WCC personnel.”

      “Proceeding to docking bay three-forty-seven as instructed. Thanks, Pyrus Station.” Seb turned off the transmission, turned to look at the captain, and raised his brow. “WCC personnel are here? If they had personnel here, why didn’t they send a rescue crew from here?”

      “This whole thing stinks,” Captain Francisca said. “We should have never come here.”

      “Yeah, I’m starting to think you’re right, but it’s a little late for that now. Let’s just get this over with and get paid.”

      The captain flew them along the lanes designated to them by the docks. When they pierced the atmospheric barrier of the docking bay, they could see the flashing lights of the dozen medical shuttles nearby. Several groups of emergency crew and security forces gathered in front of the yellow box designated for the docking bay. Holographic, yellow emergency strips spanned across pylons that prevented the gathered spectators from moving forward.

      The ship shook as it settled onto its landing gear. Seb noticed that the captain didn’t initiate the turndown procedures, leaving the ship ready for takeoff at a moment’s notice. Before he could ask her about it, the captain jumped to her feet and motioned him to follow.

      “Let’s see how this plays out,” she said.

      Seb followed the captain until they reached the door. Something in the back of his mind told him to take everything he had. He picked up his pack and rushed to the engine room. He yanked the datapad off the engine and shoved it in his bag.

      Seb caught up with the captain, jumping down the stairs that descended into the cargo bay. Toros had started lowering the ramp by the time they reached the floor. The survivors of the Redeemer were laughing and hugging, a stark contrast to the stern exterior of the captain.

      When the ramp touched the ground, emergency services sprinted into the back with hovering gurneys and started examining the crew. Two men approached the edge of the ramp. Seb recognized the man from the holovid call with Lieutenant Dover. Major Barris wore his traditional WCC uniform in taught gray. The second man was decorated in a blue-and-yellow uniform and was accompanied by several armed officers behind him.

      “Captain Francisca Ortiz, I presume?” Major Barris asked.

      “Yeah, that’s me,” the captain responded, glaring down at the man.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Major Barris of the Williams Correctional Corporation. On behalf of the WCC, I want to thank you for—”

      “Let’s do away with the pleasantries, Major. We’ve had a long flight and gone through hell to get your people here. We’re just here looking to get paid.”

      Major Barris looked at the dressed officer next to him, giving him a signal to take over.

      “Francisca Ortiz and Toros N’yetta, you’re both under arrest for grand theft of this Orion WH-class freighter,” the uniformed officer said. He instructed his men to surround Toros and Captain Francisca and place them in electronic bindings. The uniformed officer read the two their rights while the officers worked. Captain Francisca and Toros shouted and struggled before getting hit with electric batons.

      As everything unfolded, Seb hung back behind them. His mind raced with indecision on whether to get involved. It wasn’t until one officer grabbed on to Nalla’s arm that Seb approached the group.

      “Whoa, what’s going on here?” Seb asked, approaching the officer.

      “Stand back, sir,” the officer said. “These people are wanted criminals for the theft of this ship.”

      What are you doing, you idiot? Seb thought. This is so stupid. He pushed the thoughts aside and pointed down at Francisca and Toros. “Well, these two owe me a bunch of money. They said if I helped them fix their ship, they’d cut me in on this job.”

      The uniformed officer and Major Barris looked at each other before looking over at Seb. Major Barris pulled up a hologram, and the two officers spoke in private while looking over at Seb.

      Seb watched as the uniformed officer nodded to one of the security personnel, and the man placed Seb in binders. He turned to his left when he heard the sound of approaching running footsteps. It was Thompson.

      “Major Barris, why are you arresting this man?” Thompson asked.

      “Sergeant Thompson, it’s good to see you, son,” Major Barris said, approaching and shaking his hand. “This man is involved with this crew somehow. Until we can be sure he wasn’t an accomplice in the stealing of this vehicle, we’ll need to take him in for questioning.”

      “I know that’s impossible, sir.”

      “Oh, would you mind sharing what you know, then?”

      “I’ve overheard many conversations between the captain and Seb here, sir. Seb is not part of the crew.”

      “Is that true?” Major Barris asked, looking at Seb.

      “That’s right,” Seb said. “I was a mechanic on Inoi 3. These folks landed looking for some repairs. I helped them repair their ship, and they agreed to cut me in on a job they had. I jumped at the chance to get out of that frozen hellhole.”

      “Seb, you mother—” The shock from a nearby officer’s baton silenced Captain Francisca’s voice.

      “Not to mention, sir,” Thompson continued, “Seb saved my life and many of the others here.”

      Major Barris rubbed his chin and nodded. “If what you say is true, then, Commander Atticus, I think we can let him go for now. However, Seb, we would appreciate it if you stayed on Pyrus Station until we can finish our investigation.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem.”

      Commander Atticus nodded at the security guard behind Seb, who immediately uncuffed him. Seb rubbed his wrists before looking up at Thompson. He smiled and nodded at the man who Seb was certain just saved his life. The four men stood and watched as security personnel led Francisca, Toros, and Nalla away into individual shuttles.

      “How did you all find out that the ship was stolen?” Seb asked. “Back on Inoi 3, it was showing the registration to Captain Francisca.”

      “Oh, we had a warrant for them from Tethys,” Commander Atticus said, chuckling. “These idiots stole the thing in broad daylight. We’ve got a recording of them doing it.”

      “What about Nalla? Was she involved?”

      “Is she the pink one?”

      “Yeah, she’s on an indentured contract to Captain Francisca.”

      “Oof, tough luck for her. She wasn’t recorded, so as long as we can tell she wasn’t involved, then we won’t have to deal with those charges. However, since she’s on contract, she’s technically the property of Captain Francisca. We’ll hold her in impound until we’re finished with her as part of the investigation. Once that’s completed, she’ll be handed over for processing and auctioned off.”

      Seb’s eyes went wide. “How long does that take?”

      “A few days, maybe a week at most? We do auctions every fifteen days. Why do you ask? Are you sweet on her?”

      “I was planning on taking over her contract.”

      “A looker like that is going to fetch quite the credits. I hope you’ve got some savings.”

      “On that point,” Seb said, turning to Major Barris. “Where’s my cut for the job?”

      Major Barris let out a whistle and shook his head. “I’m sorry, son, but there’s no money for you here.”

      “What?!” Seb shouted. “What the hell are you talking about, there’s no money?”

      “Rules are rules.”

      “What fucking rules? I rescued over twenty of your crew, and the job was twenty thousand per person.”

      “Damn, is that all we’re worth?” Thompson asked, lowering his head.

      “Now don’t you start too,” Major Barris said, pointing at Thompson. “This is strictly how much insurance pays out. And you . . .” he said, swinging his finger to Seb, “your problem is with your employer, not with me. They are the ones who fucked you.”

      “You’re the one who makes the call. You could easily initiate the payout, but you’re trying to cut me out.”

      “Francisca Ortiz was the one who took the contract. Payment can be only issued to her. GRC regulation states that payouts cannot be issued to active criminals. Since Ms. Ortiz has an active warrant, the payout cannot be issued.”

      “Can’t I just take the job?”

      “Do you have a freelance guild ID?”

      “No.”

      “Then, no.”

      “Fuck!” Seb screamed. “I hate this fucking corporate bullshit!” Seb stormed off when he looked at Major Barris’s smug smile. If he didn’t get away, he was worried about what he would do to the man. The more he thought about it, the more he understood that they orchestrated the whole thing. The way Commander Atticus responded to Major Barris was more like a subordinate than a colleague. The corporations had their hands in every pocket and likely knew about Francisca’s and Toros’s warrants as soon as they took the job.

      They planned this from the beginning, Seb thought. But I can’t think about that now. I’ve got to move. Nalla needs me. I’ve got to figure out a way to get her out of there. He tightened the straps of his bag and raced to the shuttle that held Nalla. He tapped on the glass. Her tear-filled eyes nearly broke him. The thrust of the shuttle blasted nearby dust all around him.

      “Don’t worry, Nalla!” Seb shouted. “I’m going to get you out of there, okay?”

      The pink-haired beauty wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and smiled. Seb watched as the shuttle lifted off. He waited until he couldn’t see it any further. He didn’t know what he was going to do next, only that he was going to do everything in his power to keep his word.
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      “What do you mean you can’t find him?” Seb yelled.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but there is no one on Pyrus Station with initials that contain B. D. D.,” the virtual operator said.

      “Big Dick Darryl. Stop using the initials.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but profanity is not permitted. Please try again.”

      “Ugh, you stupid fucking machine,” Seb said, throwing himself back into his chair.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but profanity is not permitted. Please try again.”

      “Yes, I know, but I already gave you twenty other names, and it’s the same thing every time. Terry Tight Lips, Slick Rick, Gorgar The Destroyer . . .”

      “I’m detecting that you are stressed. Shall I plot the nearest path to a medical or recreational facility?”

      “No! I just need a name!”

      Seb grabbed another bottle of beer from the nearby table and slung his head over the back of the couch.

      There’s got to be someone on the outside besides HER who owes me. I’m not ready to play that card yet. I need more leverage if I’m going to go that route. That’s a future problem. What about the others? How many times did I stop Krax from getting jumped in the can? Or that time Yuri wanted to get a letter to his girl outside. All of that shit can’t be for nothing. Someone’s got to know someone.

      “Hello, sir?” a separate voice called over the room’s intercom. “Your time is almost up. Would you like to reserve the room for another thirty minutes?”

      “Yeah, go ahead. I’m not finished.”

      After station security took Nalla away, his priority became her rescue. His mind made him feel sick contemplating whether or not she was worth it. The situation left him at a personal crossroads. He was finally free yet felt trapped by the very system that locked him away. There was a part of him that wanted to leave, visit the closest brothel, and spend all of his money trying to forget about the last ten years. But deep down, he knew he couldn’t. As scared as the prison system had left him, he just didn’t have it in himself to leave Nalla’s fate to someone who would abuse her. He had to keep his word.

      He’d hailed the first taxi he saw and had it drop him off at the closest holonet cafe, located in the second ring of Pyrus Station. While the exterior ring of the station was reserved for more industrial purposes, the second ring was where most of the residential areas were. Each block was its own mini city with all the amenities needed for its inhabitants. The buildings were stacked as tall as the sky box allowed, slowly rising to the station’s center, which opened up for the elite. Corporate Plaza wasn’t as jam-packed as the rest of the facility. It had space dedicated to skyscrapers that rose from the streets like the hand of a dead android.

      The conversations he was going to have weren’t for prying ears, and so he splurged on a private room that was furnished with three lounge sofas and the fastest speed package the cafe offered. Unfortunately, all of his searches had so far come up empty.

      Finishing off another beer, Seb let out a belch and looked back up at the holographic operator, whose dead eyes and green body left him feeling a bit unsettled. “What if we expand beyond Pyrus Station? I guess I don’t need them here if they have someone they can connect me with.”

      “Shall I expand the query to include all United Human Coalition-controlled space?”

      “Can we do galactic?”

      “Yes, but the query will take days to complete.”

      “I don’t have days. Can you focus on Marcum Penitentiary and search the closest systems nearby?”

      “I have a suggestion for improvement.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I can cross-reference the list along with known aliases of the prisoners at Marcum Penitentiary to find their full names. Then search beyond that system as requested.”

      “Wait, you can do that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you suggest that earlier?”

      “I am progressively learning your needs. When we started, you just asked me to search for individual names.”

      “Fair enough,” Seb said, twisting the top off of another beer. “Go ahead and start the query.”

      “Searching now.”

      Seb watched as the virtual assistance’s eyes darted back and forth as if searching through thousands of files. He leaned forward, clutching the plastic beer bottle in his hand. I should be feeling ecstatic right now, he thought, swirling the brown liquid. I should be out there partying. Instead of sitting here waiting for a fucking machine to look up old contacts in the hopes I can convince them to lend me some money. Fucking pathetic.

      After a few minutes passed, Seb jerked his head up when he heard a happy jingle coming from the hologram.

      “I’ve completed a search and found one alias I was able to cross-reference,” the hologram said.

      “Who is it?” Seb asked.

      “Kevin Reynolds, also known as Baby Face. Do you want me to put the call through?”

      “Oh, thank the Maker. Yes, put me through.” Seb felt his blood pressure rise as the ring continued beyond a few seconds. “Come on . . . pick up.” When the hologram shifted, there was a shirtless man standing there, built like a battlecruiser. His muscles had muscles. His face was smooth and pale, painted with rosy cheeks. It was a stark contrast from the bestial physique attached.

      “Seb, is that you?” Baby Face asked, his high-pitched voice bringing a smile to Seb.

      “Hey, man, it’s been a long time,” Seb said.

      “Yeah, what’s it been? Three, four years?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You got out, it looks like.”

      “Just this last week.”

      “That’s good, man. Real good. I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks. How’s your uncle doing?”

      “My uncle? Give me a sec.” Seb watched Baby Face look over his shoulder and move into another room, closing the door behind him. His tone shifted almost to that of a whisper. “How . . . uh . . . how did you get this number?”

      “Just looked you up, man. Why, what’s the big deal?”

      “It’s just . . . I did a lot of work burying that side of my life, Seb, and seeing you, well . . . it’s bringing back times I’d rather forget about.”

      “Trust me, I know what you mean. I wouldn’t be calling you unless I was desperate. I just need a little help.”

      “Whatever is, I can’t help you.”

      Seb tightened his fist. “Look, Baby—”

      “Not so loud, man!” Baby Face said, hunching over. “I’m not Baby anymore. It’s Kevin on the outside.”

      “All right, Kevin. Look, I get it. I’m blindsiding you. But I think you owe it to me to hear me out.”

      “Come on, man, don’t try to bring up old shit and hold it over my head. What happened inside is ancient history. I haven’t even thought about prison in months.”

      “No . . . Kevin, you owe me. Don’t you forget about how I saved your ass, literally, from that gang of foobidigas. They were going to turn your insides out if I hadn’t stepped in with Tiny. So don’t you tell me that’s ancient history, because it’s still fresh with me.”

      “All right, all right, man, fuck.” Baby Face shook his head and leaned up against the wall. “What do you need? Money? I can lend you a few chips, but it’s not like being an ex-con gives you a lot of options.”

      “I do but not enough you can provide me.”

      “You in some kind of debt?”

      “Not me, a . . . friend of mine. She’s under an indentured contract that’s coming up. If I don’t buy it out, I’m going to lose her.”

      “Fuck . . . man . . . that shit is bad news. I’ve heard some of those girls have it worse than being inside.”

      “Yeah, and I am not going to allow her to be taken advantage of like that. I gotta get her out of there.”

      “I mean, I can put you in touch with a guy who issues loans, but he’s bad news, Seb. If you don’t pay him on time, you’ll be pulling your trigger with your middle finger, if you catch my meaning.”

      “Nah, nothing like that. I’ve got some information that would be worth it in the right hands.”

      “That’s why you asked about my uncle. If you’re suggesting what I think you’re suggesting, that’s a dangerous game, man. You sure you want to go down this path?”

      “Yeah, she’s worth it.”

      “Okay, man, what do you want me to ask him?”

      “I just need a broker, preferably someone on Pyrus Station.”

      “If I do this for you, we’re square, right? No more random calls out of the blue. You fucking forget my name. I’ve got important people close to me. People who I don’t want involved in any of this shit. You hear me?”

      “You do this for me, we’re even. You’ll never hear from me again.”

      Baby Face took in a huge breath. “All right, I’ll give you a call back in five.”

      The screen shifted back to the green-eyed assistant. “Call terminated by remote party. Shall I call again?”

      “No, wait for his call and put him through as soon as he does.”

      “Understood.”

      Seb twisted on the couch and sprawled his body across the sofa. He stared at the ceiling, praying that his friend would come through. When five minutes turned into ten, he couldn’t lay down any longer. He jumped up to his feet and paced around the room. “Come on, man. Where the fuck are you.” Just when he was about to give up, the screen shifted, and Baby Face was standing in what looked like a garage.

      “Seb, you there?” he asked.

      “I’m here,” Seb said. “Did you hear back from your uncle?”

      “Sure did. I spoke with him a bit. He’s doing this as a favor for me, so don’t worry about it coming back. He made a few calls and got you a seat with the owner of the Red Hotel.”

      “Red Hotel?”

      “Yeah, it’s a nightclub on Pyrus Station. Owner is one of those knife-eared sectorums. Those guys are always bad news. So be careful.”

      “Did your uncle give you a name?”

      “No, just said to tell them yours. He’ll be expecting you in the next hour.”

      “Didn’t leave me much time to prepare.”

      “Yeah . . . well . . . you know how these guys are.”

      “Yeah, I do. Hey . . . uh . . . thanks for everything. I really appreciate it.”

      “Don’t sweat it. And, Seb?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I mean this in the nicest way possible, but I don’t want to see your face ever again,” Baby said, smiling.

      Seb laughed. “Good luck to you. It sounds like you’ve got a lot going for you.”

      “I think I’m finally happy.”

      “That’s great, man. Take care of yourself.”

      “You too.”

      When the call ended, Seb grabbed his bag and marched out of the room, picking up the unspent credit chip on his way out. As he exited the front door of the cafe, he walked to the edge of the nearby street. Crowded, thin roads weaved in between buildings and alleyways while traffic moved at a snail’s pace. The artificial skybox above cast an orange glow from the image of a descending sun. Random electrical surges plummeted the entire facility into temporary darkness except for the dozens of holographic, neon signs scattered throughout.

      As Seb walked with the traffic, his eyes were enamored by all the people. Dozens of different species, both small and large, weaved in between one another, marching to their various destinations. Most of the species he recognized, but there were a few he did not. Ten years was an eternity at the pace of the rest of the galaxy. There was so much he had to learn and discover. It filled him with both excitement and dread.

      Prior to making his way to the Red Hotel, Seb stopped at an electronics boutique. Since he’d dropped on Inoi 3, he realized the handiness of having an all-in-one device that could handle his communication, computation, and holonet access. His ear-mounted comm device just wasn’t cutting it. He needed a WICI.

      After listening to the sales associate’s feeble attempt at upselling, Seb settled on a simple model that provided basic holonet access, location-based communication services with the ability to integrate into long-distance calls, and integration into his skinsleeve. With the purchase completed, Seb tested it by plotting his route to the Red Hotel. His fastest option was on foot before taking the station’s subway. He quickly determined it was his least favorite method of travel. Not only did it remind him of prison, but he was also certain the smell was worse.

      The ride gave him time to think. He contemplated the approach he was going to take and guessed how much the information would be worth. He’d never negotiated with a broker before, but he knew anything involving the corps was big business. The manipulation they could do with this kind of information has to be worth . . . a lot, he guessed.

      By the time he climbed the stairs exiting the subway, the sky box above displayed a video feed of the station’s exterior. The neighboring planet cast all the buildings in a soft blue. It was only another five-minute trek before Seb saw his destination.

      The Red Hotel stood out like a beacon of depravity, enticing lost souls wandering the streets with false promises of solving all of their problems. The three-story exterior was a culmination of exaggerated shapes, giving the impression the building was upside down. The faux windows projected nude holographic displays of professional dancers. Loud bass of heavy music roared from the entrance, shaking the glass of the nearby windows. If Seb wasn’t visiting for business, he most certainly wanted to visit for pleasure.

      The line to get in was wrapped around the block. Two horned bouncers dressed in expensive, white suits were only letting in those they deemed worthy. Seb looked down at his clothes. He was still wearing the same pants and jacket he got from Inoi 3. Wonder if they’ll even let me in, he mused. He contemplated searching for the nearest store, but decided against it, given the time limit he was on. The last thing he wanted to do was piss off his contact by showing up late.

      Seb sprinted across the gridlocked street and caught the eyes of a bouncer as he approached. The red tower of a man approached him with his hand up and shook his head before Seb could even get a word in.

      “No way you’re getting in here looking like that,” the bouncer said. “Go put something else on and then head to the back of the line. If you’re lucky, you’ll get in before we close.”

      “The name is Seb, and I’ve got an appointment with the big guy upstairs.”

      The bouncer cocked a brow and touched the side of his ear before he spoke. “I’ve got a guy outside saying he’s got an appointment. Uh huh, said his name was Seb.” The bouncer nodded a few times before dropping the finger from his ear. He turned and pointed to a nearby alleyway. “Go to the side entrance. There will be someone waiting to take you upstairs. Don’t make any trouble. Got it?”

      “Trust me, I don’t plan on it.”

      When Seb rounded the corner of the alleyway, he could see two robots standing near a backlit door. They were bipedal, coated in black paint, and had cameras for heads. It wasn’t until he was just a few feet from them that he saw their weapons. From what he knew before going to prison, death bots, as they were known, were illegal in UHC space. Maybe things have changed, Seb wondered.

      When he stopped in front of them, their monocular viewports turned to face him with unsettling speed. A green laser projected from their heads, scanning Seb from head to toe. After they finished, their arms and legs flexed from their petrified stance.

      “Francis Reeves,” one of the robots said in a harsh, distorted voice. “Prior to entry, you will hand over your Wayne and Connors Lawbringer. Your weapon will be returned to you upon your departure.”

      Seb winced at hearing the sound of his full name. He figured the broker would have looked into everything about him prior to his arrival. Even so, he didn’t like to hear it.

      “Okay, no problem,” Seb said, reaching down for his revolver.

      When he pulled his weapon from its holster, both robots retrieved their back-mounted rifles that unfolded into their full length, placing two red lasers upon Seb’s forehead. He froze.

      “Uh . . . I’m just handing it over like you asked.”

      The robot on his right snatched his weapon from his hand before they both relaxed, mounting their weapons again onto their backs. Seb let out the breath he was holding when the one on his left opened the door.

      “Please follow me,” the death bot said. Seb followed him into the building. The walls and ceiling were painted a crimson velvet. The flooring matched with a paisley pattern woven in the carpet. The wall-mounted lights were gold and only produced enough light to not cast the hall in complete darkness.

      Seb could feel the weighty thud of the robots around him as they walked down the hallway. It was like being ushered by merciless killers. As they marched, all Seb could think about was what he could do if they turned aggressive. He came to the quick conclusion he wouldn’t stand a chance.

      The group passed an open changing room where the club’s dancers prepared for their next shift. Each gender from every species sat in front of floor-to-ceiling mirrors, shifting through various clothes, makeup, and cybernetics. Seb wanted nothing more than to gawk. However, his chauffeurs kept him moving forward at a steady pace. They led him up two flights of stairs before stopping at twin doors with a large R and H engraved on each. The robots opened both doors and followed Seb in.

      The room was quiet compared to the rest of the building, no doubt because of thorough soundproofing, given the back wall overlooked the club’s bottom two levels and dance floor. The entire left wall was an exotic aquarium that traveled down the middle of the structure. On his right was a lounge area complete with several couches and a bar. Three women sat on the sofa. Two were red-horned women wearing slim-fitting dresses that cut at the hips. The third was a short, purple woman with the large ears of a pracovi, who was leaning back, slack-jawed inside of a virtual helmet. Near the back wall sat a black stone desk that sparkled in the soft rainbow light of the fish tank. The man sitting behind the table smiled and stood when Seb entered the room.

      “Mr. Reeves, what a pleasure it is to make your acquaintance,” the pointed-eared man said, walking across the room. He shook Seb’s hand when he approached. He was wearing a red, slim-fit suit jacket drawn with a floral pattern and paired with black slacks. His dark-purple skin contrasted with the bright-white light of his glowing eyes. When they shook hands, his larger-than-life smile highlighted his long canine teeth. “Or should I call you Seb?”

      “Seb’s fine.”

      “Seb it is, then. Since we’re on a first-name basis, you may call me Vlad.”

      “It’s a pleasure, Vlad.”

      “Ooh, that’s a mighty fine grip you’ve got there. Reminds me of the onigarams I’ve got outside. It exudes power. Care for a drink?”

      “I’d love one.”

      “Any preference?”

      “Dealer’s choice.”

      The smile grew on Vlad’s face. “I like that.”

      Seb followed his host to the nearby bar area, looking over his shoulder at the robots who stood motionless at the door. He turned when he heard giggling at the sofa. The two horned beauties had their arms wrapped around each other, eyeing Seb as they draped their fingers across their exposed skin. Vlad extended a crystal glass in front of him, pulling his attention.

      “They’re quite something, aren’t they?” Vlad asked.

      “What do you mean?” Seb asked.

      “No reason to be modest. The girls. They’re beautiful, aren’t they?”

      Seb suddenly felt his mouth getting dry. “Yeah. There’s no denying that.”

      “I couldn’t get enough of Reana’s beauty, so I paid to have her cloned.”

      Seb nearly choked on his drink. He knew that was highly illegal in UHC space. “I’m sorry?”

      “Oh, no reason to be concerned. The paperwork is all legitimate. According to her birth records, they are identical twins.”

      “How do you tell them apart?” Seb asked.

      “Easy, the one on the right is Reana, and the one on the left is Leana.”

      Seb looked over at the two women, who frowned and shook their heads.

      “Ah, well, I can’t be right all the time,” Vlad sighed, smiling. “Come, let’s move to my desk and talk business. I heard you’ve got something for me.”

      Seb unshouldered his bag as the two men walked to the stone desk. He pulled out the datapad and set it on the shiny surface. Sitting on the edge of one of the two chairs in front of the desk, he explained the importance as Vlad started to work.

      “It’s black box data from the WCC Redeemer,” Seb began. “The crew of the Andalusian took the job to rescue survivors and destroy the data on its drives. I was sent in to do it.”

      “And instead of destroying it, you copied the contents,” Vlad said, clicking his tongue. “You’re a naughty naughty boy, Seb. How did you manage to get integrated with the crew of the Andalusian?”

      “Through sheer luck. I came down with an officer of the ship when it crashed. He and several of the other crew believed it to be an inside job. The Williams Correctional Corp all pretty much confirmed that when the Andalusian got hired to kill the officer.”

      “Benjamin Dover, I believe,” Vlad said, tapping his finger on his cheek. “I saw the holovids when they announced that the ship crashed. The campaign they pushed out was clearly propaganda. It was on every major network across the entire galaxy.”

      Seb watched as Vlad went through the footage in its entirety. The proprietor of the Red Hotel instructed Reana and Leana to serve the two men food and drinks while he worked. Seb spent the rest of the time moping about the room, looking at the hundreds of exotic fish, sampling the various drinks from the bar, and examining the pracovi in the virtual helmet. At times, he wondered if she was still breathing, but her random twitching was enough for him to assume she wasn’t dead.

      Seb returned to the center desk when the club owner turned off the hologram. Vlad sat and stared at the aquarium, tapping his fingers on the bridge of his nose. His solid-white eyes focused, unmoving. After a few minutes of contemplation, Vlad stood and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window. The amount of time he was taking before speaking started making Seb nervous.

      “Everything all right?” Seb asked.

      Vlad turned and walked over to the stone desk. He sat down on the corner and looked toward the back door. He nodded behind Seb, triggering the sound of robotic footsteps. Seb turned and jumped to his feet.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Seb shouted.

      Vlad held up his hand and smiled. “No reason to be alarmed. I’ve been contemplating on what you have. However, before I make a decision, I need to ask you a question.” One of the robots stood on Vlad’s side, facing toward Seb. “I need you to be honest with me. Did you make any copies of the data before bringing it here?”

      “Of course I did,” Seb said, his eyes darting between Vlad and the robot.

      Vlad let out a sigh and slowly nodded. “As would I have expected. Unfortunately, that puts me in a rather unfavorable position.” Vlad waved off the robot and sat in the chair next to Seb. “This information is indeed quite valuable to the right party. However, any time you’re going against a corp, extra precautions must be taken to ensure all parties are safe and in the clear. Given that this is our first working relationship, it’s honestly too big of a gamble I’m willing to take.”

      “What about someone else? Do you think you could find me someone else who would be willing to buy it?”

      Vlad let out a small laugh. “I’m sure I could, but I’d rather not be associated with this transaction at all. I’m also not in the habit of sending work to my competitors.”

      “What if I delete the copies?”

      “I’m sorry, Seb, but my decision is final,” Vlad said, standing from his desk, leading Seb to the double doors. “I appreciate you coming. I’ll open a free tab at the bar as a token of appreciation for your time. If you have something that you feel would benefit the both of us, please think of me. I guarantee we’ll be doing business together in the future.”

      Seb shouldered his bag and shook Vlad’s hand before walking out the door. He watched the keeper of secrets return to the graceful arms of his two companions before the doors shut behind him. Seb followed the robots to the main floor, down a separate hallway before opening up to the dance floor.

      The heart-pounding music was more of an aggravation now after the failed deal. Seb turned to see the robots retreat into the backroom before he stomped over to the bar. He ordered two hellfire shots, downing them in quick succession while he tried to figure out what his next steps were. When the alcohol ensured his worries faded away, Seb felt a tug on his jacket. Looking down, he saw a familiar purple-skinned, white-haired girl looking up at him with her big blue and green, heterochromia eyes.

      “Hey, we need to talk.”
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      When Seb looked down at the woman half his size, the edge of her skin turned fuzzy, and everything turned into a tint of orange. He rubbed his fists into his eyes, blinking rapidly while he looked around the room. Everything was moving as if the world around him was on fast forward. The laser lights produced floating holograms, the dancers grew double the limbs, and the bartenders sprinted between their customers.

      “Hello?” the short-haired woman said, waving her hand in front of his face. “You still with me? I said I need to talk to you.”

      The night’s drinks were already settling in. Seb had a hard time feeling anything except the hilarity of his newfound situation. All of his worries, concerns, and stresses were gone. He wanted to live. He was a free man now.

      “I’m sorry, darlin’, what did you say your name was?” Seb asked.

      “I didn’t say my name. I said I wanted to talk. Can we go somewhere private?”

      “I’m fine right where I’m at. I’ve got good booze, good music, and from the looks of it . . . good company.”

      The large-eared pracovi woman rolled her eyes before jumping on the stool next to him. “Look, I overheard an earlier conversation. I can help you, but we need to discuss this somewhere secure.”

      “I love how bright your eyes are,” Seb said, leaning toward her. “It’s like staring into two sparkling gems.”

      A smirk formed on the edge of the woman’s mouth before disappearing to her pointed brows. “You’re drunk, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe a little. But that doesn’t change the fact that you’re the most beautiful woman in here.”

      “Okay, now I know you’re drunk.”

      “What?” Seb said, laughing. “It’s your edge. You’ve got this I’ma-kick-your-ass look to you. I think it’s the short jacket, exposed stomach, and piercings. It’s hot.”

      The woman smiled and shook her head before calling out to the bartender. “Varrak, how much booze did you give him?”

      “Not much,” the bartender said. “Two hellfire shots is all.”

      “Two? He’s human, Varrak. You can’t give a human two hellfire shots. He’s probably halfway between planes right now.”

      “Hey! I don’t tell you how to do your job. If a customer buys a drink, I make the drink.”

      “Give him a cleanser before he falls over.”

      “I’m not going to—whoa.” Seb grabbed the bar’s railing, feeling himself begin to fall. Everything in the room was now moving in slow motion and started morphing into various connected blobs. He slid against the front of the bar, slumping his head between his legs. His eyes clamped shut as he tried to regain his balance. He didn’t open them until he felt a four-fingered, clawed hand grip him on the shoulder.

      “Here, drink this,” the woman said, pushing a glowing, fizzing beverage in front of his face.

      “What is it?” Seb asked, with one eye open.

      “Just drink it. It will make you feel better.”

      Seb downed the drink in a few quick gulps. It was refreshing and tasted like blue raspberry. He closed his eyes until his hearing sharpened and it didn’t feel like the room was spinning. With newfound courage, he opened his eyes. The orange tint on his vision was gone, and he could see everyone on the dance floor clearly. He looked up and smiled at his rescuer.

      “Thanks, that helped.”

      “Are you good to stand?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “You up for some food? A greasy meal after a long night always helps.”

      “Yeah, that sounds good.”

      Seb pushed himself up to his feet and tipped the bartender on his way out. He followed the mysterious woman outside the club to the nearby streets. He wasn’t sure what time it was, but the line was even longer than it was before. They walked several blocks down the street before entering a two-story diner. Seb assumed she was a regular by how the staff greeted her as ‘Eni.’ She led him to the farthest corner of the dining room, and the two sat in an open booth.

      A bipedal robot dressed in a dirty kitchen apron approached them once they were settled. It greeted them before hitting a button on the side of the table that lit up a hologram of the menu. Since this was the first time Seb had been here, he looked toward his guide to make a suggestion.

      “What’s good here?” Seb asked.

      “Everything,” Eni said, smiling. “But if I was going to suggest something, I would say . . . the raptor egg omelet or the moonfruit crepes.”

      “I’ll have both, then,” Seb said, looking up at the robot.

      “I’ll just have the crepes.”

      The blank robot projected a holographic image of a winking smiley face before returning to the kitchen. Seb watched as Eni pressed a button on her wrist, bringing up her WICI. She furiously typed a message into a chat before turning it back off.

      “Eni? Is that your name?”

      “Enigma Black, but my friends call me Eni.”

      “That’s a pretty cool name.”

      As if remembering something, Eni’s eyes went wide, and she fumbled around under the table. When finished, she set Seb’s Lawbringer on the surface with a loud thud.

      “I figured you’d want this back,” Eni said, nodding at the weapon. “The bots always forget to give back the things they confiscate.”

      “Thank you,” Seb said, holstering the weapon. “I’m not going to lie, I totally forgot about it.”

      “I figured. You seemed rather distraught after Vlad didn’t take your offer.”

      “Wait . . . you were the one in that virtual helmet, weren’t you?”

      “Yup.”

      “Did you hear the whole thing?”

      “Not initially. Once I was done with my run, I replayed the scene I recorded and got all the details afterward.”

      Seb leaned over the table in a whispered voice. “Is this a good place to talk?”

      “Oh yeah, no one will bother us here,” Eni said, smiling.

      “Okay, then what did you want to discuss? It seems like you already know everything and said you could help.”

      Eni squinted her eyes and tapped her cheek. “Before we go any further, I want to know why you’re looking to sell the info.”

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “Call it . . . professional curiosity.”

      “Well . . . I have a friend who’s in an indentured contract, and I am looking to get her out. Unfortunately, the previous owner was arrested, so she’s in station security impound until they can auction her contract off. My hope was to sell the information off and put a crew together.”

      “Interesting . . . so we’re on a time crunch. Do you know when the auction is?”

      “I asked, and they said it’d be in a few weeks. But I don’t know the hard date.”

      Eni pulled up her interface and tapped away on her invisible keyboard. “Looks like we have two weeks. And it looks like your friend is going to be expensive. Dual degrees in medicine, and she’s drop-dead gorgeous. Are you sure she’s just a friend?”

      Seb laughed and rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t want to speak for her, but there’s nothing official. We’re just kind of seeing how things go. So, yeah, right now I’d say we’re just friends.”

      “How long have you known each other?”

      “Not long, a little over a week now.”

      Eni spit out the water she was sipping on. “A little over a week?! You’re doing all of this for someone you just met?”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t know how much you know about me, but I’ve been locked up for the last ten years. Seeing her stuck in that environment reminded me of my own imprisonment. She’s a fantastic person and doesn’t deserve to be taken advantage of by another owner.”

      “I’m not going to get involved in the politics of this, but it sounds like you’re thinking with the wrong head.”

      “That could be part of the problem too,” Seb said, chuckling. “Like I said, it’s been ten years.”

      “Then go get your balls drained and move on? Seems like a lot for someone you just met.”

      “That’s not who I am. I gave her my word that I would help get her out of there. Besides, didn’t you say you could help me? All I am hearing is you trying to talk me out of doing the job.”

      “Oh, I’m not trying to talk you out of the job. Far from it. I’m just trying to help you come away from it with a couple more chips in your pocket.”

      “I appreciate your concern, but I’ll be fine.”

      Eni shrugged, and the two sat in silence until the server brought them their food. The smell of the raptor omelet made Seb’s mouth water. But before he could dig in, he was stunned at the speed of his dinner mate. Eni tore apart the moonfruit with her bare hands, filling her wide mouth with crepes. The compote painted her hands and mouth in a dark purple. She finished with a satisfying belch before downing the rest of the juice she’d ordered.

      “Damn, I thought I ate fast,” Seb said, laughing.

      “I love food.”

      “Not enough to enjoy it, though, it seems.”

      “I just like to eat and go. I’m too impatient to dawdle, especially when there’s work to be done.”

      “Well then, while I am finishing my food, why don’t you tell me your plan?”

      Eni wiped the fruit from her hands and mouth before getting started. “Are you familiar with the ACR?”

      “Oh yeah,” Seb said, scooping a bit of egg into his mouth. “The anti-corporate revolutionaries. When I was at university, they were always on campus trying to recruit there. Nothing public, of course, given their anarchic nature, but you’d always know one when you’d see them. They had this pretentious aura about them. Wait . . . are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

      “Probably. I think they’d be willing to buy the info from you, given the WCC. The information contained would absolutely destroy the company. This is the kind of thing the ACR have always wanted, to deliver an immense blow to a corp so they can legitimize their cause. I’d imagine they’ll be willing to pay big money for this.”

      “Nope, not interested.”

      “What? Why?”

      “The ACR are a bunch of crazy fanatics. I don’t want to be involved with them.”

      “I thought you were willing to do whatever it takes to get your friend back?”

      “I am, but there’s got to be another buyer. What about another corp? Like a competitor to WCC?”

      “You’d rather get into bed with a corp than the ACR? They’re going to do whatever is most profitable for them. If WCC were to offer a ton of credits for the information, they’d likely just sell it to them.”

      “Why would they do that when they could take one down?”

      “I don’t think you realize the kind of world we’re living in. The corps maintain control of everything. If I am putting together a drop, they would most likely use it as a guise to have us all arrested. At least with the ACR, we have a much higher chance of getting paid.”

      “What about another broker?”

      “Vlad is the only one on this station with enough pull to get the job done. Since he’s out, I’m your second-best option. You could go out to another planet, but in doing so, you’re going to miss your window of saving your friend. The time crunch we’re under complicates things.”

      “Shit . . . you’re right,” Seb said, leaning back against the booth. “But I also realize I don’t even know you. Before I make a decision, I need to know who I’m working with.”

      “What do you want to know?” Eni asked, pulling up her legs and crossing them under her.

      “Tell me about yourself. Like . . . your relationship with Vlad and how you plan on pulling this off. I don’t know, sell me on why I need you.”

      Eni rolled her eyes and sighed. “Like I said, my name is Enigma Black. I work with Vlad when he needs a holonet, electronics, or explosives expert. Sometimes that involves me breaking into hard-to-reach systems, reprogramming his security bots, or building him an explosive that’s undetectable by most security systems. Whatever his clients need that I can provide, he throws my way, and I help him the same way. And why you need me is because I can make this transaction happen.”

      “Isn’t Vlad going to be pissed at you for helping me? If he knew you could do this transaction, why wouldn’t he have you facilitate it?”

      “He’s already considered this option and deemed it to be too big of a risk, most likely. If he had a problem with me taking it on myself, he would have said something. My guess is he just doesn’t want the potential exposure. He’s got too many fingers in too many pies and plays an overly cautious game, whereas I don’t mind when things get messy.”

      “That last comment isn’t very reassuring.”

      “Stop being such a pansy. I’m not going to get us killed or anything. It’s a simple job.”

      “Again, if it’s so simple, then Vlad would have taken it.”

      Eni’s lip curled as she leaned over the table. “Do you want to do this or not? I’m trying to help you and your friend out.”

      “Don’t try to spin this on me like you’re doing this out of the kindness of your heart,” Seb spat back. “You plan to gain just as much as I do.”

      “Exactly! This only works if we succeed, and I want to get paid. I’ll broker the deal, and we split everything fifty-fifty.”

      “Seems like a lot when I’m the one with the information.”

      “Yeah, but I’ll be the one doing all the work.”

      Seb took a drink of water as he thought about the situation more. Wait a minute. Something doesn’t make sense.

      “Hold on, why aren’t you just taking the data for yourself?” Seb asked. “If you’re as good as you say you are, you probably already have a copy of the data, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” Eni said directly. “Speaking of . . . you really should change your password.”

      “Then why aren’t you just cutting me out?”

      Eni bit her bottom lip as she looked around the room, contemplating how to respond. “Let’s just say I have my own moral code I abide by.”

      “Which is?”

      “I try not to intentionally harm good people.”

      “You think I’m a good person?”

      “Maybe!” Eni shouted. “I appreciate what you’re doing for your friend. And while I try to not let my moral compass come between me and the job, those indentured contracts piss me off.”

      “Me too,” Seb said, smiling. The two shared a smile and relaxed while Seb finished the rest of his meal. When he was done, he wiped his mouth with a cloth. He considered all the options again. And while he wasn’t sure this was the best option, he appreciated having the help of an expert like Eni. “All right, let’s hypothetically say I agree to your terms. What’s the plan?”

      Eni’s smile grew wide as she shifted toward Seb. “It’s pretty straightforward. I’ll work on putting out some feelers to the ACR. Once I’ve got a contact, I’ll broker the deal. After both parties agree on a price, we’ll schedule the meeting. We do the exchange, and everyone walks home happy. They get their data, and we get their credits.”

      “Why does this feel like an easier-said-than-done situation?”

      “You worry too much.”

      “What do I do while you’re setting everything up?”

      Eni smirked. “Buy some better clothes, for starters. It looks like you pulled those out of a junkyard.”

      “That’s because I did.”

      “I hope you washed them at least,” Eni said, grinning.

      “Not initially.”

      “That’s so gross,” she said, laughing. “But seriously, I’ll keep in contact if I need anything. Speaking of . . . give me your comm ID, and I’ll give you mine.”

      Seb tapped on his WICI, and the two swapped their contact information. Before he could do anything, Eni slipped a credit chip into the slot on the table and paid for their bill.

      “Whoa, what are you doing?” Seb asked.

      “You look like you could use a hand. I’ve got food this time.”

      “I’m not completely broke. I’ve got chips on me.”

      “Do you even have a bank account set up?”

      “No, but I don’t need one right now. It’s not like I have a job or anything that needs it.”

      “True . . . if things get hairy, we may need to change names, anyway.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Don’t worry,” Eni said, jumping out from the booth. “We’ll be fine.”

      Seb stood and followed her out the door. They both stopped on the sidewalk after they exited.

      “Well, I appreciate the hand. I’ll get my stuff squared away and get you next time.”

      “Funny you think there will be a next time.”

      “Won’t there be? I guess I thought since we’ll be working together, we’d be spending a lot of late nights in each other’s company.”

      “Are you trying to imply something there?”

      Seb placed his hand over his chest. “I would never. I’m an upstanding gentleman.”

      “Upstanding is a lie given your last ten years, but I’ll give you credit that you’re not a total ass.”

      “Hey, you leave my ass out of this.”

      “Well, have a good night,” Eni said, smiling and waving.

      “You too,” Seb said.

      He watched her walk down the next block before he turned and leaned against the side of the diner’s building. Sighing, he rummaged through his pocket and pulled out all the credit chips he had on hand. While nodding his head back and forth, he performed the quick math of the displayed totals. He had less than a thousand credits split between them. It was a decent amount, but with the need for a hotel, toiletries, and new clothes, he didn’t feel comfortable about the situation he was in.

      After pocketing the chips, Seb heard the sound of a heavy sigh. When he looked up, Eni was standing there with her arms crossed. He couldn’t help but smile at her furrowed brow and puffed cheeks.

      “You don’t have a place to stay, do you?” Eni asked.

      “Not really,” Seb said, shaking his head. “The ship I came in on was impounded too. But don’t worry about me. I’ll just go grab a hotel or, if worse comes to worse, pay to ride the subway again and catch a few hours of sleep.”

      “Ugh, you can’t sleep on the subway like a bum. You . . . you can crash at my place. Temporarily!”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to intrude.”

      “You’re not a creep, are you? Because if you are, I told you I’m an explosives expert, and I can tell you what a half pound of compound will do to your body.”

      “I promise I’m not a creep,” Seb said, chuckling. “I would never want to do something that makes you feel uncomfortable.”

      “Good. Because if you do anything weird . . .” Eni made an explosion motion with her hands.

      “I promise to be on my best behavior and work for my stay. Need me to take out the garbage or clean up around the house? I can do that, no problem.”

      A smug smile appeared on Eni’s face. “If you insist, then follow me. We’re about a ten-minute walk this way.”

      “Lead the way. Oh, and speaking of new clothes, I can just borrow some of yours, right?”

      Eni punched Seb in the side of his thigh. The two laughed while walking to her home. They entered the front of a double door condo after she scanned her WICI near the door. Seb followed her into the nearby elevator. The interior didn’t have any buttons, only a pad for Eni to scan. When she moved her arm in front of the electronic device, the elevator rose until it stopped on the tenth floor.

      When the doors opened, they stepped into Eni’s condo. It was an open concept design with hardwood floors and steel exterior walls. On the inside, however, there were no physical walls, only sheets of semi-translucent, hard plastic barriers to segment off the bedrooms. The bathroom was the only room with its own enclosed space. The kitchen, dining room, and living room all shared the same space, with large front windows that allowed for pink light from a nearby neon hologram.

      Once they made it farther into the home, Seb was regretting his earlier offer. On the floor were piles of clothes that he had a hard time telling if clean or not. In the sink were stacks of unwashed dishes. Empty food containers and bottles littered the tops of every surface. He was just thankful there wasn’t a smell or bugs.

      “You can take the couch,” Eni said, pointing to the red futon near the wall. “I’ll grab you a pillow and a blanket.”

      “Thank you,” Seb said, unshouldering his bag. He took everything off except for his skinsleeve. After he finished, Eni returned to the room with the promised pillow and blanket. While she was away, she had changed into her nightwear. She was wearing a large graphic T-shirt that fit her like a dress. Seb couldn’t see her bottoms, but he didn’t want to make any assumptions.

      “Here you go,” Eni said, handing him the pillow and blanket. “The bathroom is that room in the corner. Feel free to help yourself to anything in the kitchen.”

      “Thank you so much. I really appreciate your hospitality and kindness.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. I remember what you said earlier. You’ve got your work cut out for you.”

      “I can see that. I’m surprised you don’t have a clean bot or something. You obviously could afford one.”

      “I keep meaning to, but I either forget or it gets pushed to the next day. But at least I don’t have to worry about that for now. I’ve got Seb bot 5000 to help.”

      “You can count on me.”

      “Good night, Seb. Sleep well.”

      “You too, Eni, and thanks again.”

      Eni nodded and smiled before turning around. The back of her shirt caught on her underwear, giving Seb a complete view of her thick bottom before she disappeared behind the plastic wall. He set his pillow near the end of the futon and covered himself with the blanket. The bed was firm, which he found comfortable and familiar. The image of Eni’s bottom made it easy for him to fall asleep with a smile on his face.
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      An unyielding itch across his neck awoke Seb from his deep sleep. When he reached to scratch it, he felt something wet. He opened his eyes and looked down at his hand to see mucus stretched between his fingers.

      The unwelcome surprise forced him out of his daze, startling him awake. He looked down at his chest and saw a head of white hair below his chin. He bent his neck to the side, and, sure enough, it was Eni. She was curled on top of his chest and had somehow managed to get underneath his blanket.

      Wait . . . did something happen? Seb asked himself. No . . . I clearly remember her going to sleep in her bed and me sleeping on the couch.

      After scanning the surrounding area, he was certain he was still on the futon in the living room. So, it wasn’t me, Seb told himself. Maybe she just got cold or something? Maybe it’s been a long time for her as well, and she wanted the company?

      Seb leaned up just enough to see out of the front windows of the condo. The holograms that danced in the night were no longer on, allowing for the orange light of the morning’s sky box to shine through the window. It was enough indication for him that they’d slept through the night.

      Seb rested his head back on the pillow while he contemplated how he wanted to handle the situation. Unfortunately, Eni’s warm breath and twitching on top of his body made it difficult for him to think of anything beneficial. She smelled sweet from the moonfruit syrup she’d eaten the night prior. But it was when she shifted her feet, pinning his cock between her leg and his thigh, that he knew he was going to be in trouble. The longer he waited to wake her, the worse it was going to get.

      “Hey, Eni?” Seb whispered. “Are you awake?” When she didn’t respond, Seb reached up under the covers and rubbed her back. “Hey, Eni . . .” His maneuver had the opposite effect, as the pracovi woman let out a soft moan and snuggled more into his neck and chest. Seb so wanted to give in and just leave her be, but he didn’t want to take any chances on something that could have happened through inebriations.

      “Eni,” Seb said in a stern tone. Her blue and green eyes shot open, and Eni pushed herself up from Seb’s chest.

      “AH!” she screamed.

      “AH!” Seb screamed back.

      Eni growled and started swiping at Seb’s chest. He struggled to grab her hands as they threatened to puncture his skinsleeve.

      “Eni, stop it!”

      “You said you weren’t a creep!”

      As Seb grabbed her arms, she resorted to biting.

      “Ow! Stop biting me! I didn’t do anything!”

      “You’re the one who came into my room, you dirty pervert,” Eni said with a mouth full of Seb’s hand. “Get out of my house!”

      “We’re not in your room, and you’re the one on top of me, dammit!”

      Eni froze upon hearing Seb’s revelation. Her enormous eyes scoured the room before she pulled her mouth off of Seb’s knuckle, sucking up her spit. She pushed herself upward, straddling his thigh.

      “Oh . . . um . . . so it seems we are.”

      Seb swallowed hard when she shifted herself. What she was pushing off of and holding on to was not just his thigh. “Yeah . . . and um . . . Eni?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Would you mind moving your hand?”

      “Oh . . .” Eni said, looking down and yanking her hands up to her chest. Her cheeks shifted from a light purple to a bright red. “I . . . uh . . . I thought that was part of your thigh.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      As Eni unstraddled Seb and stood on the floor, her eyes never left the bulge in Seb’s suit. She walked backward, tripping over objects behind her as she made her way toward her bedroom. “I’m just going to get cleaned up, and maybe think about throwing myself off the roof out of embarrassment.”

      Seb chuckled. “No reason for that. While I’m not a fan of getting attacked when I wake up, the company was nice.” Eni gave him a fake smile before disappearing into her bedroom. He couldn’t help but laugh at the whole situation and just hoped she would find it as funny as he did at a later date.

      After putting on his clothes, Seb threw his credit chips into his pocket. He figured food would help reset things back to a neutral ground. As he walked toward Eni’s bedroom, he could see her through the wall, sitting on her bed. He knocked once he reached the edge of the wall.

      “I’m going to check out that nearby coffee shop I saw on the way over and grab some breakfast. Anything you want?”

      “Um . . . just tell them you’re picking up an order for Eni. They’ll give you what I like.”

      “Oh . . . I just realized. Will I even be able to get back up here?”

      “Just call me when you get back to the door, and I'll buzz you in and bring you up the elevator.”

      “Sounds good, be back in a bit.”

      Seb left the condo and made his way outside. The neighborhood had a different vibe without all the neon signs lit up. It felt rather homey with kids playing in the street, neighbors conversing in outdoor seating, and passersby offering morning greetings. It was a refreshing reprieve from the chaos of the last week.

      The coffee shop was dealing with the morning rush, with the line almost near the door. While waiting in a queue would normally cause Seb frustration, the atmosphere made him smile. He wasn’t waiting to eat the same old slop he’d had for the thousandth time. He wasn’t worried about someone cutting in line because they were the person who would punch your teeth in when you confronted them. It was just a normal, boring coffee shop, and that was good enough.

      Once the line cleared, a woman with red hair and pointed animal ears greeted Seb. It surprised him to see a human hybrid working in a coffee shop, given the expensive costs of the gene therapy. Maybe it’s just cosmetic? he wondered.

      “Hi, welcome!” the cashier said, full of glee. “What can I get ya?”

      “Hello, I’ll try the sunrise breakfast sandwich with double meat and that pick-me-up smoothie.”

      “Okay great, is that all?”

      “Oh, and I was told to pick up Eni’s usual?”

      “Ooo, you’re a friend of Eni’s?”

      “Yeah,” Seb said, smiling. “I guess you could say that.”

      “Good for her,” the cashier said with a wink. “It’s good to hear she’s getting out a bit more. I swear all she does is work.”

      “Are you two friends?”

      “Oh no, Eni’s just a regular. She’ll come down and work here when she’s feeling a bit cramped. She also orders from us quite often, so we’ll send one of the boys to run food up to her condo.”

      “I can definitely see the convenience. It would probably be pretty dangerous for me to live so close to a place where I loved the food.”

      “Tell me about it. I gained like ten pounds once I started working here.”

      “Well, you look great.”

      “Aw, thank you. That’s sweet of you to say. You just made my day.”

      Seb inserted his credit chip once the cashier rang up the total. After he paid, she turned around and prepared some of the order before setting it on the counter. A separate barista brought the drinks from a different station.

      “Here’s your order,” the cashier said, sliding the bags and containers across the counter. “Tell Eni we said we miss her.”

      “I will,” Seb said, picking up the order. He rushed across the street and waited at the door to be let in. After a sequence of clicks, the door opened, and Seb made his way back up the elevator and into Eni’s apartment.

      He set the food on the counter temporarily before grabbing the nearby trash can and clearing the table of all the old food and cans. With the table cleared, he placed the food on opposite sides just in time to hear the soft tap of Eni’s footsteps. She had changed into black cargo pants and a high, red G-string paired with a black-and-red crop top.

      Seb pulled out a chair for her, the measure eliciting the first genuine smile he’d received from her so far that day. With her taken care of, he pulled out his food, sat across from her, and dug in. As he ate, he noticed she wasn’t touching her food. She was just sitting there, pulling on the ends of her ears.

      “Is everything okay?” Seb asked, putting his food down. “Did they get your order wrong or something?”

      “No . . . it’s not that,” Eni said, looking up at Seb with pinched eyes. “Ugh . . . this is such a pain in the ass.”

      “What?”

      “I need to tell you something. Something very personal because of what happened earlier today. Got it?”

      “You don’t have to explain anything to me, Eni. I’m okay with what happened this morning. We can call it an accident.”

      “That’s the thing, though. It wasn’t an accident . . . well . . . it was, and it wasn’t.”

      “Okay now I am confused.”

      “Will you just shut up and listen!” Eni shouted. Realizing her sudden outburst, she shoved her head into her hands, leaning over the table. “Sorry . . . this is just the last thing I wanted to have to explain to someone else. Only a few people know this about me.”

      Seb reached his hand out and placed it on the edge of Eni’s arm. “Like I said when we first met, you don’t have to do anything you’re not comfortable with.”

      Eni nodded, slid her hands over her face, and took in a deep breath. “I uh . . . I have lucid dreams, and I sleepwalk.”

      “So, you’re having very vivid dreams that combine with you moving while you’re asleep?”

      “In short, yes. It’s one reason why I’ve been so good at virtual holonet running. When most holonet runners go into that sphere, it’s akin to being asleep and having a virtual dream. Most of the time, people perceive it as things moving in slow motion even though it’s happening in milliseconds. However, because of my condition, everything moves rather quickly. It allows me to accomplish runs in shorter amounts of time or move at speeds close to that of a virtual intelligence.”

      “That sounds like a good thing, then.”

      “It is while I am working. However, it causes . . . complications when I sleep. It tends to happen when I am stressed or feeling a potent emotion. The dreams will become very vivid, and then I have a tendency to sleepwalk. It’s normally not a big deal, because I am just walking around the apartment by myself, but since you’re crashing over, this is something you probably need to be aware of.”

      “You’re not going to stab me while I’m sleeping, are you?”

      “No! Nothing like that! But it tends to be more physical.”

      “Physical?”

      Eni placed her forehead on the table. “I’ve had situations in the past with former partners where I'd dream about doing things with them and wake up in the middle of it.”

      Seb couldn’t contain his laughter. “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t be laughing. I’m just thinking about how happy I’d be if I were the guy.”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “What, really? How could that ever be a bad thing?”

      “I’ve been with some real jerks.”

      Seb settled down and cleared his throat, seeing how much it affected Eni. “I’m sorry to hear that. So, what should I do if I notice it in the future?”

      “Normally, you don’t want to wake up someone in the middle of their sleepwalk. I could get confused about what’s happening. However, in the event that you need to wake me up, I should come out of it. Just pinch me or say my name like you did this morning.”

      “Okay, I can do that.”

      Eni leaned up and smiled. “Thanks for being cool about it.”

      Seb smiled and nodded before the pair resumed eating their breakfast. But while Seb finished up his meal, something scratched at the back of his mind. The more he thought about Eni’s explanations and what happened this morning, the more he was jumping to some serious conclusions. Unfortunately, it dug at him too much that he couldn’t help himself but to ask.

      “Eni?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can I ask you a question about your sleepy dream thing?”

      Eni slowly looked up at him with piercing eyes. “What?”

      “I’m just trying to wrap my head around everything. So, you were lucid dreaming last night, and you ended up on top of me—”

      Eni cut him off before he could finish his thought. “This is a fast pass to ending up on the curb, Seb.”

      “All right,” Seb said with a wide grin. “Forget I said anything.” Eni glared at Seb while he tried to suppress his laughter. He had a pretty confident guess as to what she was dreaming about.

      The two finished their breakfast, and Eni gave Seb her thanks for picking up the meal. After they finished, Eni went back to her room and started working on making contact with the ACR. In the meantime, Seb held on to his promise of paying for his stay.

      He started with the loose trash, picking up the empty bottles, cans, and plastic containers scattered throughout the room. He bundled it all up and threw it away in the garbage chute that opened in the far-back wall. It was a convenience Seb was thankful for, as he didn't have to make constant trips up and down the floors.

      After disinfecting all the surfaces, he unloaded and loaded the dishwasher before turning to the clothes. With Eni’s permission, he sorted and started a load of laundry. By the time he finished with all of his tasks, it was nearly midafternoon. There was more he could do, like sweep the floors he was confident hadn’t been swept in weeks, but figured he could leave that for another day. For now, he wanted a shower.

      It was like standing in a torrential downpour of hot water thanks to the strong water pressure and rain-like spout built into the ceiling. It was so relaxing, Seb thought about just lying down and taking a nap. If it weren’t for the concern of drowning, he probably would have. When he finished, he realized he’d forgotten a towel.

      “Hey, Eni?” Seb called out into the other room.

      “Yeah?”

      “Where are the towels?”

      “Hang on, let me grab you one.”

      Seb waited for Eni, facing away from the doorway inside the steamed-up glass shower. He caught her gaze through the reflection of the surrounding glass walls as she set the towel on the floating bathroom sink.

      “I left it on the sink for you,” Eni said.

      “Thank you!”

      When Seb exited the shower, he walked over the tile floor and headed for the sink. He grabbed the towel and dried himself off, doing his best not to look behind him. He could feel Eni’s eyes watching his every move.

      Knowing this, he decided to put on a bit of a show. He spent the next few minutes stretching his lean body, exaggerating each move. Even though she was keeping herself hidden, Seb could still see part of her reflection in the mirror. It wasn’t until he reached for his skinsleeve and clothes that she disappeared from view. He wanted to push it further by explaining that he needed to wash his skinsleeve suit, leaving him with just a towel. However, his plans were interrupted by a warning alarm that rang throughout the house.

      “Seb, get in here!” Eni shouted.

      Seb hobbled on one leg, hurrying to get his skinsleeve on. After falling and then getting it clamped up, he sprinted into Eni’s bedroom. He’d yet to go in there out of respect for her privacy but was still surprised at her setup.

      Nearly a dozen holographic screens lined the wall. Many were filled with video feeds and chatrooms, and the closest had lines of code. On the far wall were four 48U server racks, all completely filled with various hardware that were lighting up like broken traffic lights.

      Eni expanded one of the video feeds which showed several men dressed in all-black suits cutting through the building's back door.

      “Who are they?” Seb asked.

      “No idea, but they’re here for either you or me. My guess is the latter.”

      “What should we do?”

      Eni was typing furiously on one of her terminals. When she hit enter, all the screens went black. Sparks and fire shot out from the nearby server racks.

      “This house has been compromised. We have about two minutes before everything goes up in smoke.”

      “This apartment is wired to explode?” Seb shouted.

      “Of course, it’s part of the fail-safe protocols. Grab your shit and let's go.”

      Seb turned around and rushed back to the bathroom, putting on the rest of his clothes. When he was finished, he ran into the living room, picking up his holster and bag before joining Eni near the elevator. She was now carrying a small backpack and shoulder holsters that strapped around her back. Attached to one side were several spare batteries, and on the other was a folded sub-machine gun that was clipped underneath her arm. The same video feed that was on her monitor was now being projected on her WICI.

      “Fuck . . . they’re already inside,” Eni said. “There’s a group out front guarding the entrance and a group on the side of the building guarding the fire escape. Time for plan D.”

      “What’s plan D?” Seb asked.

      “Garbage chute,” Eni said, walking past Seb. Without hesitation, Eni unshouldered her bag, opened the chute, and threw it down. The pack rattled all the way down the ten floors of the building.

      “Are you kidding me, Eni? We’re ten floors up.”

      “What, are you scared?” she asked with an evil grin. “Don’t worry about it. One reason I chose this building was because of this chute design. After two floors, it starts to curve. Just think of it as a really large slide.”

      Before Seb could offer any rebuttal, Eni jumped in, laughing maniacally. Seb cursed, taking off his bag and throwing it down the chute. He turned around, stepped in feetfirst, and shimmied his body from side to side.

      When gravity took hold, Seb yanked his arms to his chest and crossed his legs. Like Eni said, it was just like a slide. His feet kicked his bag out of the end as his momentum jettisoned him from the rectangular pipe. He wasn’t sure what he landed in, only that he was certain he was going to need another shower. However, he was thankful it was soft enough to cushion his fall.

      “Grab your shit and follow me,” Eni whispered before climbing over the edge of the garbage bin.

      Seb followed her, and they both sprinted as fast as they could. When they reached the street over, they straightened up and hastened down the sidewalk. After traveling several blocks, Eni pulled up her WICI and, with a few inputs, initiated an explosion that shattered the windows behind them. Seb turned to see smoke and flames rising to the roof of the station while civilians scurried away screaming.

      “Gods dammit, Eni, what did you get me into?” Seb shouted after catching back up to her.

      “Probably just a rival runner who finally found my hidey-hole,” Eni said, shrugging. “Don’t worry. It only happens once every few years. Just bad luck on your part for being around when it did.”

      “Why would a rival be trying to kill you?”

      “For the clout, obviously. There’s an underground galactic leaderboard for the top holonet hackers. The higher you place, the higher pay you can demand and the better jobs you’re offered. Most of the ones in the top twenty are two-bit sellouts to the corps, though. Offing the competition is the fastest way to climb.”

      “A heads-up about this would have been nice.”

      “How was I supposed to know? And if I hadn’t offered you a place to stay, you wouldn’t have been involved, anyway.”

      “That’s . . . a good point.”

      “Come on, these things happen. I had contingency plans in place. That’s why my clients hire me.”

      “Is this going to put us behind schedule?”

      “Absolutely not. I put out my feelers this morning. All we need to do now is sit back and wait.”

      “That’s good. So, what do we do now?”

      “I’ll get us a place to stay. Somewhere far enough away from here. I’ll need to vet my other safe houses to see if they’ve been compromised.”

      “Any place you want to go?”

      Eni tapped the bottom of her chin. “Have you been to Corporate Plaza? There’s some luxury hotels there and some shopping we can do.”

      “How can you be thinking about shopping now? Your apartment just blew up.”

      “Shit happens. You can’t let it ruin a beautiful day. Besides, we both need some spare clothes and toiletries.”

      “I wish I had your optimism,” Seb said, chuckling. “This feels like one more fuck you from the universe with the week I’ve been having.”

      “Maybe, but we’ve got a plan, and we’re still breathing. That has to count for something.”

      “I guess you’re right. Well, I won’t let myself be the beacon of despair. So, I’ll follow you.”

      “Good. I know the perfect place for us.”
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      Seb took a sip of his drink before leaning over the balcony railing. He could see the entire station from his hotel room up on the eighty-third floor. He didn’t want to think how much the room cost, but he was certain Eni did some kind of magic to get them into the room they were in. Now that he thought about it, he didn’t remember them paying at all except for tipping the room service.

      As much as he enjoyed the hotel room, brand-new clothes, and room service, he couldn’t help but feel guilty. He wasn’t sure what conditions Nalla was currently in, but he knew there was little that could compare to where he was currently at. While he believed he’d earned it after the week he’d just gone through, the guilt always stayed with him. All he could do was wait for Eni and believe in her abilities.

      After finishing the rest of his drink, Seb turned around and headed back inside. He passed the infinity pool that came with the room, which he took full advantage of as part of his morning exercise. It was a delightful addition to his typical calisthenics routine.

      The rear patio door opened automatically when he approached. The central living area was defiled with Eni and Seb’s constant room service, leaving Seb with a sense of déjà vu of the first time visiting Eni’s apartment. Her insistence that no one be allowed to enter the room while they were there prevented any of the cleanup crew from doing their jobs. Whatever her reasoning, he decided not to press it, telling himself he would get around to it eventually. However, his own indolence gave him excuses to prioritize his comfort over all else, given the uncertainty of when he would sample such luxurious accommodations again.

      After setting his glass down in the kitchen sink, Seb walked across the large open room into the master bedroom. Just as he assumed, Eni was right where he’d left her. Even though the penthouse they were staying in had four rooms, Eni’s was nearly as perfect as when they’d first arrived.

      After the three days they’d spent together, Seb had become accustomed to his short companion starting the night in her own bed or on the couch but always finding her way back on top of him in the middle of the night. Each morning came with the same apology.

      It made him wonder about her true feelings for him. When they shopped for new clothes, he saw how much she enjoyed having him try on unique looks. He’d felt her staring when she thought he didn’t notice. No matter how bad his jokes were, she’d give him shit but always laugh.

      This left him feeling conflicted. He was starting to feel things not just for Nalla but also for Eni. She knew everything he was doing was for Nalla, yet Eni still gave off signals that she was interested as well. It left him wondering what she wanted from him.

      Is she trying to steal me away? If that’s the case, why go through everything, then? Maybe she’s okay with this being open? What if she is, but Nalla isn’t?

      He decided to not think too much about it and to let things happen naturally. If a decision needed to be made at that point, he would decide then. For now, he was just going to take it a day at a time.

      Seb frowned when he noticed a hologram of an orange envelope icon projected from Eni’s WICI that was unclasped from her wrist and sitting on top of the glass side table. He climbed on top of the bed and crawled in front of Eni.

      “Hey, Eni, it’s time to get up,” Seb said, rubbing the side of her shoulder.

      “What time is it?” Eni groaned.

      “Time for you to get up,” Seb said, laughing. “The sky box is nearly at its peak.”

      “So, I’ve got a couple more hours,” she said, pulling the covers back over her head. Seb grabbed on to the covers and yanked them off of her. She curled into a ball, rolling one of her ears over her face. Her nightwear of a graphic T-shirt and thong was starting to become his favorite outfit of hers.

      “I hate you so much right now,” Eni muttered.

      “I love you too,” Seb said, smiling. “Come on, you need to get up. We can’t sleep the day away.”

      “There’s nothing for us to do but wait. Once they respond, I’ll get notified.”

      “They may have based on that icon on your WICI.”

      Eni raised her head and looked up at Seb with one eye open. He nodded behind her, and she rolled her body over, sliding her arm into the open ring on her WICI. The metallic bracer shrank around her arm, and she clicked the orange icon. A hologram projected of a blonde woman whose hair was shaved on the sides of her head but braided on the top. Her cybernetic eyes glowed blue.

      “This is Andrea Grider, sector leader for the ACR. I’ve received your message and sample payload. We’ve verified its legitimacy and are interested in making a deal. Please let us know your terms. If agreeable, we’ll contact you with the meet location. We look forward to hearing from you.” The hologram disappeared once the message stopped.

      “Well, that’s good news, isn’t it?” Seb asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Seb watched as Eni focused long enough to get two messages created. Once she sent them, she pulled off her WICI and walked into the bathroom. Seb heard running water while jumping up from the bed and walking to the nearby doorway.

      “Uh . . . Eni?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What did Andrea mean when she said she validated the payload?”

      “I sent her snippets of the recordings that were on the black box. They contain enough information so that they could validate it was real but not anything they could use for their purposes.”

      “Okay . . . so, are you going to tell me what our next steps are?”

      “No.”

      Seb ran his hand through his hair and pulled on it before taking a deep breath. “And why not?”

      “I don’t want to have to repeat myself.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means we’re going to have company soon. You should probably get dressed.”

      “Wait . . . you’re inviting Andrea here?”

      Eni’s laugh echoed throughout the tall ceilings of the bedroom and bathroom. “No, you idiot, I’m inviting a friend.”

      “What friend?”

      “She fits into the plan I’ve put together.”

      All of Seb’s courteousness went out the door. He stepped into the bathroom, staring at Eni’s naked body in the open shower. If it weren’t for his anger, he would have been beside himself at the sight.

      “Wait, what?” he shouted. “You’re involving someone else in this now? You never told me about adding someone else.”

      Without missing a beat, Eni continued to scrub herself with a body brush as she spoke. “I’m telling you now because it’s pertinent. Before, it wasn’t.”

      “Why wasn’t it?”

      “Because I didn’t know if I was going to have to use her. Now that I know the ACR want to meet, we can move forward with my original plan, which involves us doing the meeting in person.”

      “Why wouldn’t you do this virtual? You send the files, and they send the money at the same time.”

      Eni smirked. “If you knew as much as I did, you’d know how much of a bad idea that is. There are too many things that can go wrong with us doing it virtually. The only way we could do it safely and securely is to bring in a third party. Not only would that take us a lot more time, but it would also cost us significantly and bring more awareness.”

      “And bringing in this friend isn’t?”

      Eni stopped scrubbing and placed her hands on her hips. “No, because she’s someone who I know I can trust. What’s your problem, anyway? I told you I’d take care of the plan.”

      “Which I don’t mind that you do. I just don’t like being kept out of the loop. I hate finding out about things after the fact. You may trust this person, but I don’t know them.”

      “You trust me, though, right?”

      “Yeah . . .”

      “Well, if you trust me and I trust her, then you should be able to trust her too.”

      Seb shook his head. “That’s not the same thing. I mean, shit, Eni. If you think about it, we’ve really only known each other for a couple of days. I trust that you’re invested in this for our mutual benefit.” When he looked up at Eni, he knew that he’d said the wrong thing.

      She shifted her jaw, covered her breasts with her arm, and nodded. “Okay. I see how it is. If you just want to keep this professional, that’s fine by me. You can leave.”

      “Eni . . . come on . . . that’s not fair. I’m not asking for that. I’m just asking for better communication.”

      “So . . . you do want this,” she said, pointing down at her exposed body.

      Her forwardness caught Seb off guard. His eyes traced the dripping water from her wet, matted hair down the front of her supple breasts, over her tight stomach, and around her thick thighs. When he looked up at her eyes, she had a subtle smirk.

      Seb turned when a knock came from their front door. He backpedaled and raised his thumb over his shoulder.

      “I should probably get that,” he said, smiling.

      “You might want to change into something other than your robe and underwear,” Eni said, pointing down at his clothes. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      Seb smiled and nodded before rushing into the bedroom. He pulled out the clothing he’d purchased days prior, still in the bags from when they both went shopping. The pants were rather basic, with a few utility pockets along the side paired with a graphic T-shirt with the design of a ship circling a moon. The last piece was a jacket that Eni picked out for him. While the tech design didn’t necessarily fit his tastes, he liked the pockets and the bandolier that was strapped on the inside. It adjusted with the size of various ammunition, perfect for the massive caliber used by his Lawbringer.

      The entire ensemble came with a tier of armor protection above his skinsleeve’s, allowing him to run with or without it. He decided that while on the station, not having to pull off all of his clothes every time he needed to use the bathroom was enough reason for him to not worry about it. However, he decided to keep the skinsleeve if in the future he was going to be off-station.

      After getting completely dressed, Seb marched across the front room and opened the door. Standing in front of him was a semi-translucent, blue-skinned woman wearing a custom skinsleeve split down the front, exposing her upper chest. The skinsleeve was paired with a red, cropped racing jacket and black pants. She tapped the side of her black helmet, which disappeared into the coupling around her neck, exposing her tentacled blue hair, purple lips, and yellow eyes.

      “You Eni’s friend?” Seb asked.

      “Yup,” the woman said, with a mouth full of gum. “You Seb?”

      “Yeah.”

      The two studied each other for a moment before the woman finished.

      “You going to let me in?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      Seb moved to the side and closed the door behind her. He followed, stopping once they reached the living room area. She stopped and pointed down at the table with the previous night’s food containers.

      “I can see Eni has made herself at home.”

      “It’s partly my fault too. If I had known we were going to have company, I would have picked up the room a bit better.”

      “She didn’t tell you I was coming, did she?”

      “Not until a few minutes or so ago.”

      “Yeah, that sounds about right. She probably didn’t tell you I am also staying here either.”

      “No . . . no she didn’t, but that makes sense with how fast you got here.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, she does the same thing to me.”

      “I’m not sure it does,” Seb said, smiling.

      “I’m Vi, by the way.” Her body vibrated and reflected the nearby light in a display of colors. The display was the universal orlindrian greeting and was as common as the human handshake. “I doubt she told you my name, then.”

      “Nope, but it seems like she told you mine.”

      “Yeah, she hasn’t stopped talking about you since—”

      Before Vi could finish her sentence, Eni walked into the room and shouted. “Hey, Vi!”

      “Hey, Eni.”

      Seb watched Vi get down on one knee, and the two women shared a hug. Seb grabbed a nearby trash bin and cleared the table that sat in the middle of the recessed couch. When he was finished, he joined the other two, who were already sitting. He sat in the corner, facing the two women as Eni tapped on her WICI.

      “Oh . . . Vi, this is Seb. Seb, this is Vi,” Eni said, looking up from her wrist momentarily.

      “We’ve already met,” Seb said.

      “Good, that saves me a little bit of time.”

      “You should have told him I was here, Eni,” Vi said, poking her friend in the shoulder.

      “All right, all right, I don’t need you getting on my ass too,” Eni said. “But now that you both are here, we can go over everything, okay?”

      Eni looked at Seb, and he nodded as he leaned back on the couch. She then turned to Vi, who nodded as well. Eni tapped on her WICI before projecting a visualization of her plan.

      “Okay, this is rather simple and straightforward, but we need to make sure we’re all on the same page. I’ve asked Vi to join because, wherever we’re meeting, it’s best if we drive, given most of my backup plans involve us leaving in a hurry.”

      Eni looked over at Seb. “That’s why I’ve asked Vi here, Seb. She’s one of the best drivers and pilots on this station. You don’t have to worry about her splitting the reward, I’m covering for her.”

      Vi scoffed. “Don’t let her lie to you. I’m doing this as a favor.”

      “Oh no, you’re not. You’re going to get paid, and you’re going to like it.”

      “Eni, I owe you, like, fifty times over. I can do this one for free, like we agreed to.”

      “I didn’t agree to that. You just said you got me on this one. But I’m not having it.”

      “I’m getting the sense that you keep up a tough exterior, but you’re a giver, Eni,” Seb said, chuckling.

      “Ever since I’ve known her,” Vi said, smiling.

      “If it wasn’t for her, I’d have been sleeping on the street. She took pity on me when I needed it.”

      “She did the same for me. I was halfway across the galaxy, broke, trying to sell signed memorabilia for scraps. When no one else around me believed me, she did. She told me that while she didn’t have any proof I was set up, she believed that I would never cheat. I could tell she was genuine. We traveled from Octorus all the way here to Pyrus Station. I’ve been doing odd jobs here and there while Eni’s helped me get back on my feet.”

      “Memorabilia?” Seb asked. “Are you famous or something?”

      Vi furrowed her brow and leaned back as if in disbelief. She tapped Eni on the shoulder and pointed at Seb. “Is he for real?”

      Eni slapped her forehead before looking up at Vi. “I forgot to tell you something about Seb. He’s been . . . gone for a while. He likely has no idea about you or what happened.”

      “That’s actually kind of nice,” Vi said, smiling. “It feels like I walk around with this dark cloud over my head all the time. Are you familiar with the Hypercore Zero series?”

      Seb nearly jumped out of his seat. “Hell yeah, I am. I love HC-0 races.”

      “Well, up until a year ago I was ranked third on the Freelight Syndicate Grand Prix.”

      “What! That’s awesome. I should have recognized it from the jacket, but just thought that was a fashion thing now. While I was thinking sector-wide fame, you’re talking galactic-wide. The whole galaxy watches the HC-0 races.”

      “Yeah, it was good while it lasted.”

      “What happened?”

      Eni sat up and interjected. “Maybe we should—”

      “No, it’s fine,” Vi said, touching Eni’s shoulder. “It’s not like it’s a secret or anything. He’d probably wonder why I wear a helmet all the time, anyway.”

      Eni nodded and sat back on the couch.

      Vi cleared her throat and sat up on the edge of the seat. “It was my rookie year. No one had heard of me. I seemingly came out of nowhere. Which was fair because that was pretty much the case. See, I didn’t have the typical move up through the ranks from Hypercore Two to One, then to Zero. I came from derby shuttle racing. Are you familiar with that as well?”

      “That’s dual-seat ground shuttles racing around dunes and things, right?” Seb asked.

      “Exactly. It’s two-seat racing just like Hypercore ships, except a lot slower and all open cockpits. The gunner is literally beating the others with an onigaram combat staff, while I am trying to pilot a victory. The courses tend to be in various mountain ranges and cave systems with lots of obstacles, making it that much more difficult to finish.”

      “Yeah, I think I’ve seen some highlights. If I remember right, they were pretty brutal, with a lot of pilots getting injured or killed.”

      “Yeah . . . I miss those days,” Vi said, smiling, looking off into the distance. “But, anyway, the HC-0 circuit was adding a new course on my home planet of Tyrios, which is located in Freelight Syndicate-controlled space. As part of the marketing, they were holding ride alongs with HC-0 pilots in modified HC-0 ships where they took the rear-facing gunner seat and moved it up next to the pilot. The idea was they would do a slow lap, hit you with some serious g-force, and see if you could take it. Most people would black out or throw up. If you passed without issue, you could pay to pilot an HC-2 ship.”

      “Sounds like a great time.”

      “Yeah, the only problem was the cost. See, these events are reserved for the elite of the elite. The people who attend those events are trillionaires, celebrities, or the media. The entire system is built to keep people out. That’s why there are so few HC-0 racers. Not just because there aren’t people talented enough to pilot them but also because of the massive investment required to build or purchase one ship.”

      “Oh trust me, I know. One of my ideas while I was in college was to work for a race team.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Yeah, Seb is a total gearhead,” Eni said.

      “Yeah, I guess so,” Seb said, shrugging. “I used to have some sketch files for engine and ship designs while I was in university.”

      “Eni, you didn’t tell me any of that,” Vi said, slapping her on the shoulder. “You’ll have to show me sometime.”

      “Oh, I’m sure those accounts are long gone by now. But I’d be happy to talk shop whenever you’re free.”

      “Now you’re speaking my language,” Vi said with a wink.

      “Let’s get back to the story,” Eni said, moving her head between the two. “We still have to go over the plan.”

      “Oh yeah,” Seb said, slapping his knee. “So, how did you get into the event in the first place?”

      “Complete luck. Bufjord, my mechanic for my derby shuttle, won a contest giveaway. He got two passes to the event and took me with him.”

      “That is pretty lucky. Funny how the universe works like that.”

      “Yeah . . . looking back, though, if I could do it again, I’m not sure I would get back on that ship.”

      “So, what happened then?”

      “I did the test lap, no problem. They put me in the HC-2 ship, and I beat the course record.”

      “I bet you were the talk of the show after that.”

      “That’s putting it mildly. The media went into a frenzy, swarming the ship before I even landed. Security had to come onto the landing platform and usher everyone away just so I could land without crushing them. It was constant question after question, and then the sponsors came. Everyone wanted me to sign with their team. Not only was I the only female racer, but I was also the only orlindrian that raced in a standard ship. Most of the others require a completely sealed ship with a water-filled cockpit. Since our bodies are rather malleable, the severe g-force on them makes it hard for most orlindrians to pilot sufficiently. The additional weight from the water always made them slower.”

      “How did you make the jump from HC-2 to HC-0, then?”

      “Media pressure, honestly. They wanted to see if I could pilot an HC-0 ship, since I crushed the HC-2 record by nearly five seconds.”

      “When I qualified for the race, Raptor Racing made a spectacle by signing me right on the spot. At the time, I thought this was a dream come true. I didn’t hesitate. Looking back, however, they knew I was in over my head and took complete advantage of me.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, I could have gotten a lot more money and negotiated a better contract for one. However, I was stupid in signing before I even read the damn thing. They basically used me as a glorified model for the first quarter of the season. I was the third backup pilot for the team. At the start of the season, the only time I got to race was during practice. Even though I qualified better than Mirko and Zan, they kept me on the sideline. It wasn’t until they both got injured that they had no other choice but to put me out on the track.”

      “That’s pretty shitty.”

      “It was, but it was my own fault, really. I don’t blame anyone else but myself.”

      “Trust me . . . I know how that feels. I made the same mistakes when I was younger.”

      “Really?”

      Seb let out a heavy sigh and smiled. “A tale for another time, perhaps. So, it sounds like you got your chance and were on top of the world.”

      “Something like that. I started creeping up the leaderboards with each finish. Near the end, I was at third. There were two races left in the season. I was on every major news network. The media was constantly playing my story, as it resonated with so many. They spun it as a from-rags-to-riches tale. Everything became more exaggerated, like how I was an orphan, had never raced in my life, blah, blah, blah. It was getting ridiculous.”

      “You didn’t even see half of it,” Eni added. “The holonet lit up like a wildfire. There was so much disinformation surrounding Vi that it took me weeks just to sort the truth from the fiction.”

      “I can only imagine,” Seb said. “And I’m guessing someone didn’t appreciate it.”

      “Whoever it was had a lot of pull. They didn’t kill me, most likely as to not turn me into a martyr for the people. They did the one thing that no one can tolerate in racing. They made me out to be a cheater.”

      “What did they do?”

      Vi just shook her head. “All HC-0 fighters come with front- and rear-mounted blaster cannons. The front ones are handled by the pilot, and the rear ones are controlled by the gunner. The front ones are fixed, the rear ones have some mobility. The weapons don’t trigger until the final lap. Except mine did that day. It was the second to last lap. We were weaving through an asteroid field. Another pilot got too close to me, and I jerked on the flight stick. In doing so, I shot a volley in front of me and hit another pilot. Normally, the ships have shields that activate on the final lap, and the bolts that hit just disable a ship as if it were hit with an EMP. But that’s not what happened. It blasted the ship into dozens of pieces.”

      “Who was it that was killed? Would I know them?”

      Eni spoke up when Vi didn’t speak. “Xyle Himini.”

      “You killed the Black Baron?” Seb said, wide-eyed.

      Vi nodded her head. “After that moment, there was nothing I could do. I killed a legend in the sport. I took all the blame, lost all of my sponsorships, and got sued into oblivion. The people at the top did everything they could to crush me, and they did. I was close to giving up until Eni found me and offered to help.”

      Seb slumped back onto the couch. There were no words he could offer. He wanted to say he was sorry but knew from his own experience that they were meaningless. He also wanted to help, but he already had enough on his plate as it was.

      As if sensing the heaviness in the room, Eni cleared her throat and pointed up at the hologram that hovered over the living room table. “Now, back to where we were . . . That was a long-winded way of getting across the point that Vi is the best damn pilot we could ask for.”

      “It’s good to have you as part of the team,” Seb said with a smile.

      Vi pointed her finger and clicked her tongue at Seb.

      “Bringing us back into focus . . . If the ACR are smart, they’re going to give us a brief window to meet up at a spot of their choosing. That means we need to prepare for a quick getaway if things go south.”

      “Do you think they’ll fuck us?” Seb asked. “All I’ve heard is that they are ruthless.”

      “It’s all corporate propaganda. They paint them up to be something that they’re not. Personally, I think it will go rather smoothly. The ACR don’t have a lot of goodwill partners, and this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I doubt they’ll try anything. However, we’ll plan for the worst but hope for the best.”

      “You realize you just jinxed us, right?” Vi said.

      “I don’t believe in that, and you shouldn’t either,” Eni said.

      “Just saying,” Vi shrugged.

      Eni rolled her eyes. “Since we don’t have a lot of time, we’ll need to split up and move quickly. Vi, I sent you a list of equipment that I need you to pick up from one of my safe houses. Luckily, none of the others were compromised. While you do that, Seb and I will be doing some additional shopping. We’re going to rent three vehicles with enough space to transport all the cargo. I don’t know what kind of physical currency they’re going to bring, but we’ll likely need ample room.”

      “You want me to bring all of this?” Vi asked. “Are we going to war?”

      “No, but like I said, it’s better to be prepared. Once we’ve got everything purchased, we’ll meet you at the safe house where we’ll prep the primary vehicle. When the ACR give us the meetup location, I’ll mark the position. Then we’ll plant the other two vehicles and ride up together to perform the exchange. If all goes well, we’ll all be coming away with fat paychecks.”

      “And if it doesn’t?” Seb asked.

      “Then Vi will get us out of there. I’ll guide us to the getaway car, we’ll swap vehicles, and then lie low for a while.”

      “What if we get split up?”

      “We’ll stay in constant communication. If you’re close to one of the vehicles, you grab one and head back to the safe house. If not, then whoever has the vehicle will try to grab the others. However, it’s important that you ensure you’re not followed. If you bring the badges back to the safe house, then we’re all fucked.”

      “How much do you think we’ll be walking away with?”

      “I’m going to start at a million and see where they counter. I’ll settle at seven hundred fifty thousand,” Eni said.

      “Three hundred thousand plus isn’t a bad split.”

      “Not at all.”

      Everyone sat in silence as they thought about the job ahead. This was the best they could do, given the circumstances. Seb brought the information and another gun to the table. Eni brought the plan, and Vi brought her driving skills. He had to put his faith and trust in their ability to deliver.

      “So, are we all good?” Eni asked.

      Seb and Vi both nodded their heads.

      “Okay, let’s get to work, then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          19 The Exchange

        

      

    

    
      Seb parked the van and waited for the engine to turn off before tapping on his helmet, ensuring it was still activated. Even though Eni assured them that the positions they stored the escape vehicles had no nearby security systems, she suggested that before they departed from her safe house they keep their tinted helmets activated at all times. Not only would that avoid their faces from being seen, it allowed them to speak over their private comm should they not wish to be heard.

      Seb double-checked that he’d activated his skinsleeve underneath his clothing, providing him with an additional layer of armor he hoped he wouldn’t need. He exited the vehicle, locked it, and then walked over to the nearby street. With a simple flick of his eyes across his helmet’s HUD, he activated his comm.

      “My vehicle is in position,” Seb said. “I’m standing near the entrance of the parking garage waiting for pickup.”

      A small image flashed across his HUD, displaying the inside of Eni’s helmet. “Vi just picked me up. We’ll be to you in a few minutes.”

      Seb took in a deep breath and looked down the empty street, waiting for his ride. The location the ACR picked was in the industrial district close to the station’s docks. Seb assumed that was most likely to allow them a quick getaway if things got messy. Based on Eni’s analysis, it was a suitable spot for them as well.

      The industrial area was barren during the night hours of the station and provided them with plenty of opportunities to plot escape routes through the various factories and warehouses. The meetup location was in an open lot of a recently demolished plastic factory. It was ideal because it meant less of a chance for an ambush.

      The call came exactly as Eni had predicted. The ACR leader noted that they were already on Pyrus Station when they responded to Eni’s terms, and that they only had an hour window to meet them at their chosen destination for the exchange. If they did not arrive on time, the deal was off. Luckily, they’d prepared for that.

      Seb, Eni, and Vi departed from the safe house in their own unique vehicles. Eni took a white box truck that they’d left in a gated construction yard and dropped almost a mile from their final destination. They gave Seb a utility van, and he parked it close to the meetup spot, just a few streets over from where they were supposed to meet Andrea. If they needed to abandon the black sport utility vehicle Vi was driving, they wanted something close enough they could all run to.

      Seb caught the bluish tint of Vi’s headlights coming down the road. Before the vehicle came to a complete stop, the passenger window rolled down, revealing Eni’s wide helmet.

      “Open up the trunk for me before you get in,” she said.

      “What for?” Seb asked.

      “I’m going to get some eyes in the sky for us so we’re not going in blind.”

      Seb walked around the back of the vehicle and popped open the trunk. Before he completely opened the door, he heard a high-pitched buzzing noise that preceded four drones zipping past his body. He turned and watched them ascend to the sky before he heard two taps on the side of the truck’s door.

      “Shut the trunk and get in!” Eni shouted.

      Seb did as he was asked and hopped into the back seats. He slid to the middle, grabbing on to the back of Vi and Eni’s chairs as they drove off down the street. Eni tapped on her WICI, and four individual video feeds displayed above her wrist. Seb watched her cycle through various types of imaging, from thermal to electronic signatures, before finally settling on night vision.

      “See anything?” Seb asked.

      “Nothing’s jumping out at me. Three vehicles are waiting for us at the drop point. They are packing hardware, but that’s to be expected. I’ve got the drones scanning the nearby area and set to alert me if they catch anything abnormal.”

      “We’re coming down the road now,” Vi said. “Do you want me to pull in?”

      Seb watched Eni’s helmet turn toward him, looking for the final say.

      “Yeah, let’s do this,” he said, drumming on the backs of their seats. Vi pulled into the open lot and crept the truck forward until they were twenty feet from the other vehicles. When she stopped, Eni tapped on her WICI, and the vehicle’s high beams flashed in a coordinated sequence. As soon as the sequence stopped, the other three vehicles’ doors opened.

      Andrea Grider was immediately recognizable thanks to her golden-blonde hair and glowing, blue eyes. Next to her was a red printaghast with six arms, a holographic visor, and a hologram surrounding their body that looked like the keys of a crescent moon piano. They approached out in the open while the guards from the other vehicles stood near the edge of their open doors, brandishing their lowered weapons.

      “Shit, shit, shit . . .” Eni said.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Seb.

      “That person with Andrea is B-8. They’re another hacker.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “Could be. They’re freelance like me, but they do a lot of work with station security. The ACR probably reached out to a contact on-site and got them as a referral.”

      “Fuck . . . so what do we do?”

      “Your call, Seb. This is your op. We can take the chance that the ACR are paying B-8 well enough to keep her mouth shut. Otherwise, we’re going to be walking into a shit show.”

      “Anything showing up on your drones?”

      Eni did a quick check on her WICI before turning back and looking at him. “Nothing yet, but B-8 is good. They could be using camouflage, sensor suppressors, or a whole handful of other countermeasures.”

      “Any other options to make enough money in time?”

      “Nothing I can put together before the start of the auction. We’ve got less than a week.”

      “If I don’t win that auction, there’s no telling where she’ll end up. But I am not about to put us in unnecessary danger.” Seb shook his head. “No, if we’re doing this, then it’s going to be a group decision.”

      “Vi?” Eni asked, turning to the driver.

      “You know my answer,” she said, tightening her grip around the rectangular steering wheel. “I need the money. As long as you two make it back to the truck, I can get us out of here.”

      “What about you, Eni?” Seb asked.

      “Do you even need to ask me?” she asked brightly. “This just adds more to the excitement! We may have to improvise a bit, but my plans are solid. Plus, I wouldn’t mind taking B-8 down a peg or two.”

      “Okay then,” Seb said, smiling. “Let’s make some credits.”

      Seb and Eni opened their doors and exited the vehicle. Seb walked around the back, opened the trunk, and pulled out two hard briefcases. He followed closely behind Eni until they were both a few feet away from their hosts.

      “I was wondering how long you were going to take,” Andrea said. “I don’t like to be kept waiting.”

      “We weren’t expecting you to bring so many people,” Seb said. “It makes us nervous.”

      “Well, you can never be too careful. I don’t like to endanger our members, if at all possible, and B-8 here was kind enough to offer some assistance.”

      “That’s not good,” Eni said across their comm. “If that’s not the ACR, each of them could be station security.”

      “What do you want to do?” Seb asked.

      “Let’s just play along for now.”

      Seb set down the briefcases and opened them, allowing Eni to explain their contents.

      “I included two copies,” she said, pointing down at the two bags. “One includes a bio drive, and the other one is mechanical. I didn’t know which one you needed, so I figured I’d include both.”

      “That’s appreciated,” Andrea said before turning to B-8. “Do you mind validating the contents?”

      Seb watched B-8 walk over to the containers and scan them with a device he’d never seen before. The scanner swept the two drives with a blue hex-grid pattern before a green screen popped above B-8’s floating keyboard. The hacker stood there for a few minutes until they turned to Andrea and nodded.

      “It looks legitimate,” they said. “It’s obviously a copy, but you should have expected that.”

      “Does it include clear footage of Warden Williams’s sabotage?”

      “See for yourself,” B-8 said, tapping on their keys, creating a larger screen for them all to watch. The group watched as Warden Williams clearly planted explosives throughout the ship before triggering them. They also watched the footage of him freeing Dr. Zyl Thrik.

      “WCC is so fucked,” Andrea said with a smile. “That’s good enough for me. They’re about to have a reckoning. You should all be proud. This is going to put the ACR on the map, garnering support galaxywide once we release this footage.”

      “That’s great and all,” Seb said. “But we’re just here for the money.”

      “Go ahead and check your side, then. Three boxes with six kilos of FLS bullion totaling to three hundred thousand per crate, as per our agreement.”

      “Nine hundred thousand?” Seb asked over their comm. “Damn, Eni, I need you to negotiate everything for me.”

      “I knew they were desperate,” Eni said smugly.

      Seb opened each of the containers, illuminating the area with a glowing white light. Each case contained six of the bullions surrounded by foam padding. The letters FLS were stamped in the middle, surrounded by the symbols of each of the ten families. Seb wasn’t quite sure what gave them their glowing luminescence but figured this was a good sign.

      Eni bent down and scanned the crates with her WICI, patting him on the back once she was finished. “They’re reading ninety-nine percent pure, which is typical for FLS bullion,” she said. “Let’s pack up and get out of here.”

      Seb closed each of the containers and stacked them on top of one another. He stood and extended a hand to Andrea. “Everything looks good. Thank you for the business.”

      “Likewise,” Andrea said, squeezing his hand. “If you ever find yourself with more info, you know how to reach out.”

      Seb’s smile vanished at the sound of an alarm coming from Eni’s WICI. He turned to see her frantically typing in the air on her hologram.

      “We’ve got badges coming in from every direction!” she shouted.

      “Pyrus Station Security,” B-8 said, pulling out two hidden pistols from their sleeves. “You’re all under arrest. Put your hands up and drop to the ground.”

      “Tell me this is some kind of sick joke,” Andrea said.

      “Put your hands up and drop to the ground!” B-8 shouted, raising their weapons.

      The security detail coming from the three vehicles beyond B-8 echoed their commands. The officers were now pointing their rifles at the crew, inching their way forward. Seb turned to look at Eni, who was furiously tapping on her WICI.

      “Eni, what the fuck do we do?” Seb asked over their comm.

      “Just one more second . . .”

      Seb heard the buzzing sound of the drones zip overhead. The pressure of the three following explosions forced Seb to stumble backward. He instinctively turned his head away at the bright-white light. When he turned back, Andrea stood over B-8’s body with a drawn and smoking pistol.

      “Aw, I wanted to be the one to kill them,” Eni said.

      “Come on, we got to get the fuck out of here,” Vi said, shouting over their comm.

      Seb bent down and grunted, lifting up the three boxes, and waddled to the back of their vehicle. He shut the trunk and jumped into the side passenger seat just to be greeted by an unexpected hitchhiker.

      “Uh, what’s she doing here?” Seb asked.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t invite her,” Eni said.

      “Well, I’m not going to stand around and wait for the badges to scoop me up,” Andrea said. “Just fucking drive already.”

      The vehicle’s engine roared to life as Vi sped up across the open lot.

      “Hold on, it’s going to get bumpy!” she shouted. Even with the vehicle’s adjusted suspension, the strong divots of the station’s ground layer bounced everyone in their seats. The intensity settled as the truck skirted onto the open street. Sirens echoed all around them as the station security surrounded their position.

      “I hope you all have a plan for getting us out of here?” Andrea shouted, gripping tightly around one of the metal briefcases.

      “Well, we could always throw you out of the side passenger seat,” Eni said. “That should help slow them down.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “She’s kidding,” Seb said, turning in his seat.

      “Am I?” Eni asked.

      “Vi will get us out of here. Don’t worry.”

      The force of the turn threw Andrea into Seb’s chest, and he pushed her back into her seat once the vehicle stabilized. On the new road, Seb could see approaching red and blue lights flashing from behind.

      “We’ve got a tail!” Seb shouted. “Two cars coming up on our ass fast.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll lose them,” Vi shouted before taking a hard right. This was where her skills shined. Vi weaved in between giant conveyor belts that brought product up to the higher levels of the factory’s structure. She treated the obstacles as drift markers rather than something that should have been avoided. With each passing second, she pulled farther and farther away from their pursuers. When they were out of visible distance, Vi turned the vehicle around 180 degrees before stopping underneath a nearby overhang. She turned the vehicle off, and the group waited.

      “Do you think they saw you?” Andrea asked.

      “Shut up and be quiet,” Vi said. “We won’t know until they pass.”

      Seb’s anxiousness grew with the volume of the sirens. When both vehicles passed by, everyone in the vehicle let out a uniform breath. They all shared brief laughs while they waited until the sirens became distant. But their laughter shifted to shouting as a high-pitched whine preceded a spotlight descending from above.

      “It’s a combat drone!” Eni shouted. “Vi, get us the fuck out of here!”

      Vi hit the accelerator and careened toward the car-sized drone. The top of their truck screeched when the roof scraped against the bottom of the drone’s body. Seb opened his window and leaned out as they sped across the empty parking lot.

      The drone had a pointed face with twin blaster cannons on the front. The twin red lights across the face made it look as if they were being chased by giant heads wearing metallic masks. Both quickly caught up to their vehicle, pinpointing them in the darkness.

      “It’s not just one drone but two,” Seb shouted to the front.

      “I’m going to try to hit them with the last drone I have,” Eni shouted.

      Seb turned and watched above. Unfortunately, the combat drones saw the threat, shooting a volley of blaster fire into the air, triggering an explosion in front of them.

      “Fucking dammit!” Eni shouted. “I’m out of drones.”

      The truck swayed back and forth as laser fire hit the surrounding ground. Seb twisted in his seat, grabbing on to the center console, using anything he could to keep from getting thrown around. Laser fire peppered holes in the top of their roof before Vi yanked hard on the steering wheel, throwing Seb back. When he looked up, the interior of the automobile was filling with smoke. Seb kicked at the burning fires along the vehicle’s floorboard, smothering the flames.

      “Open the windows!” Seb shouted. “I can’t see a damn thing.”

      The wind sucked the smoke out of the truck in an instant, revealing Andrea’s hunched-over body. Seb pulled on her shoulder, slinging her head back and revealing the smoking hole that was now where her face was.

      “Oh fuck, Andrea’s dead!” Seb shouted.

      “What?” Eni said, twisted in her seat. “Oh fuck!”

      The crew didn’t have time to react as another volley landed nearby, spraying sparks all over the exterior. Their additional problem revealed itself when smoke poured from the front hood.

      “We’re not going to last much longer if we get hit with another blast,” Vi said.

      “Is the SUV still functional?” Seb asked.

      “For now, but not sure for how much longer. We need to get those drones off our asses.”

      “Seb, open up the rear crate and start raining death on them,” Eni said.

      “Rear crate?” Seb asked, turning around. He leaned over the back seat and found a green plastic box that was as wide as the trunk. He flipped the plastic locks open and pulled the top up, revealing a long tubular weapon.

      “Is this a rocket launcher?” Seb asked.

      “No, it’s a giant bong,” Eni said sarcastically. “Of course it’s a rocket launcher.”

      “How the fuck do I use this thing?”

      “Vi, can you believe this guy? He’s never fired a rocket launcher before.”

      “Now’s not the time for jokes, Eni!” Seb shouted.

      “Just follow the instructions on the side. Turn it on, point it at the drones, let it do its thing, and pull the trigger.”

      Seb pulled it over the seat and looked at the side instructions. A giant arrow made it clear which end the explosives came out of. He opened the side passenger door and kicked Andrea’s corpse out of the seat, which he would have felt bad for if it weren’t for the life-or-death situation he was currently in.

      With his hand tightly holding the weapon’s grip, Seb wrapped the seat belt around his left arm and leaned out of the side of the vehicle. Before it locked on to the drones, they shot another burst of blaster fire their truck. It narrowly missed him, exploding the door off its hinges. Vi swerved hard, sending Seb screaming as his body slid downward. The seatbelt’s locking mechanism kicked in before his head hit the pavement.

      “Eni, a little help!” Seb called.

      “Hold on, I got you,” she said, climbing into the back seat. Seb felt Eni pull on his legs and slide him farther into the vehicle. When his torso reached the edge of the seat, Seb bent himself high enough to grab on to the oh shit handle. With a bit of stability, Seb shouldered the launcher once again. When the hologram centered on both drones, Seb pulled the trigger.

      The drones both slowed down and raised their cannons, and Seb expected the worst. However, after flying a few feet, the rocket split into a dozen micro missiles and darted for the two drones. They shot down a few of the missiles before the rest of them connected with their shiny, silver frames. The sky lit up like a fireworks display before the charred remains of burning steel fell to the city street below.

      “Fuck yeah,” Seb said, dropping the empty tube behind him.

      “Great shot!” Eni said, pulling him back into the truck. Eni climbed to the front passenger seat once Seb was inside.

      “We need to ditch this car soon,” Vi said.

      “Are we close to any of the vehicles?” Seb asked.

      “Not really. But I can take a left up here and circle us back to Eni’s box truck.”

      “Let’s do that and stick to the plan,” Eni said.

      When Vi turned down the next street, she slammed on the brakes. The station security had a roadblock set up across the entire road. Vi put their truck into reverse and backed up slowly.

      “Maybe they didn’t see us,” she said. The squeal of the sirens gave them their answer. “Can we please get a fucking break?”

      Vi accelerated down the road, trying to put some distance between the security forces and them. However, Seb could hear the chug of their engine struggling to maintain its speed.

      “Eni, I hope you have another plan. They’re going to be on us quick!”

      “Give me a second!” Eni said, pulling up her WICI, scouring the map of the nearby area. With the approach of the sirens, the speed of her movements increased. “Okay, I got it! Turn . . . now!” The vehicle bounced as it went off-road, raising the rear of the truck like a bucking bronco.

      “Eni, there’s nothing here, just that open tube,” Vi said.

      Eni let out an evil laugh. “Yup, we’re going in.”

      “Through the barrier?”

      “Yeah, floor it!”

      Vi did as she was instructed, crashing the front of the vehicle through the wooden barrier. Seb wondered where Eni was sending them, given the many Do Not Enter signs painted along the barrier and walls.

      The flashing blue and red lights brightened the steel cavern as the crew ventured farther into the hole. After breaking through another wooden barrier that told them to turn back, Seb realized where they were. Vi drove over the steel tracks, sending constant vibration as they drove forward. When Seb looked back, he noticed they’d lost the badges’ pursuit. However, the deafening horn in front of them brought a quick understanding of why.

      “Eni, that’s a train.”

      “I know. It’s just a few more feet and you’ll turn left.”

      “Eni, the light is getting bigger!”

      “I know!”

      “Vi, you need to go faster!”

      “Just shut up and let me drive!”

      As the bright light grew to fill the windshield, the three companions screamed together. The horn sounded their impending doom. At the last second, Vi jerked on the wheel and pulled on the parking brake, spinning around the corner. The gust from the train pushed the truck from side to side as the three panted, all dealing with the recognition of how close to death they had come. When the train passed by, a quick punch from Vi silenced Eni’s shout of glee.

      “Ow, what was that for?” Eni asked.

      “We nearly just fucking ate it, Eni!” Vi shouted. “Now’s not the time to be celebrating.”

      “But we didn’t! You ensured that.”

      “Fuck, that was intense.”

      “That’s the understatement of the year,” Seb said, slumping back into his seat. “We’re not out of it yet. Can we even get out of here?”

      “There should be maintenance stairs up ahead,” Eni said. “We’ll ditch the car here and take those up to the surface. They should open up to just a few blocks away from the box truck. If everything is good, we grab it and head back to the safe house.”

      Seb rolled out of the open side of the truck and popped open the trunk. He squatted down and lifted each of the crates before following his companions down the tunnel. After walking a hundred feet, Eni sprinted ahead and opened her WICI. When she finished, the door’s lock shifted to green, opening up to a metal stairwell.

      “Do you need some help with those?” Vi asked.

      “Yeah, if you want to grab one, I’ll take the other two,” Seb said, holding the crates up with a knee. After redistributing the load, Vi and Seb followed Eni up the stairs. She sprinted ahead. After climbing four levels, they caught up with Eni, who was standing with the door open.

      “It’s good; it looks clear,” she said, waving them forward.

      The group shuffled out the door and turned down the road, constantly glancing over their shoulders at the pin drop of every sound. When Seb looked out behind them, he could see the various smokestacks rising into the sky, remnants of their recent carnage. Thankfully, the sirens stayed distant as they walked to the nearby gated construction yard.

      Eni used her WICI to open the gated door, allowing them access to the white box truck that they’d left earlier. They threw the three crates in the back and removed their helmets before swapping their clothes for all-white jumpsuits. After changing, the trio jumped into the front of the truck. Vi started the engine, and they headed home.

      Seb’s eyes felt heavy as he came off of his adrenaline high. He leaned his head onto the glass, letting the rumble of the road coerce him into relaxation. Just when he was about to drift off to sleep, a strobe of red and blue caught his attention. The truck slowed to a halt in the long queue of traffic, while Seb wiped his hands across his eyes.

      “What do you want me to do?” Vi asked, looking at the other two.

      “We’re fine,” Eni said. “We were careful. There’s no reason for them to suspect anything. Just act normal.”

      “If you say so.”

      Seb’s hand tightened around the grip of his revolver as they approached the roadblock. When they stopped, an officer tapped on Vi’s window with the end of a flashlight.

      “Evening, officer,” Vi said with an uncharacteristically chipper tone and unfamiliar accent.

      “Evening, ma’am. Would you mind providing me with some identification and letting me know what you’re doing this evening?”

      “Absolutely. Sending it now,” Vi said, tapping on her WICI. “We just finished our shift delivering some equipment to the Bellevue Construction Yard.”

      “Wait a minute . . .” the officer said, looking down at the projected identification. “Anyone ever tell you you look like that HC-0 racer, Violi something or other?”

      “All the time,” Vi giggled. “I can’t go anywhere without being hounded. I wish I would have been born a good-lookin’ human like yourself.”

      “I appreciate the compliment, ma’am. Where are you all off to now?”

      “Just turning this rental truck in and heading home.”

      “Where’s home?”

      “Off of 545 Nantucket Road. Staying at the Governor’s Square apartments.”

      The officer nodded before heading back to the row of cop cars. Two additional officers approached the vehicle, scanning it as they walked along the length.

      “What are they scanning for?” Seb asked.

      “Probably the vehicle we left underground.”

      “This is taking too long. I don’t like this.”

      “I’ve got something that should help pull their attention,” Eni said, pressing a button on her wrist. An explosion shook the ground underneath them. The officers split into two groups, with several running behind the truck. Seb looked in the side mirror and could see smoke pouring out of the maintenance stairwell they exited from only minutes prior. The officer who took Vi’s information reapproached the window.

      “Go ahead, ma’am. You’re cleared to leave.”

      “Stay safe, officer,” Vi said, smiling before driving beyond the row of cars. She rolled up the window before turning to Eni. “Looks like those fake IDs worked.”

      Seb let out a sigh and pointed over his shoulder. “Was that the truck that just exploded?”

      “Yeah, why?” Eni asked.

      “Is this one wired with explosives as well?”

      Eni nodded enthusiastically.

      Seb rested his face in his hands and shook his head.

      “There’s no reason to worry,” Eni said. “The explosives are inert unless a proper signal is given. You could shoot the compound with laser fire or slugs, and it wouldn’t explode.”

      “I guess I’ll just take your word for it. Speaking of, won’t they be able to trace the cars back to us since they’re rentals?”

      Eni laughed. “Of course not. I did everything online and spoofed it all. There’s no way they could trace that back. Even with the best hackers in the game, it would take them months. My guess is they’ll take the easy way out.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “As messed up as this sounds, Andrea’s death helped us out in the long run. Badges don’t want months-long investigations. With her body and the evidence, they’ve got enough to pin the whole thing on the ACR. They’ll probably downplay the exchange part and turn it into a raid or something like that. That will take the heat off of us.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      “What’s wrong?” Eni asked. “You seem bummed.”

      “Nah, it’s nothing.”

      “Yeah, what’s up, Seb?” Vi asked. “We should be celebrating. We’ve just made a shitload of money, and you’re going to get Nalla back.”

      “You’re right, and I am excited.”

      “But?”

      “I don’t know. I just kind of feel bad for her. Another person I just met cut short by trying to take on the corps. Just doesn’t feel right.”

      Vi and Eni looked at each other and smirked. “Corps control everything in UHC space,” Eni said.

      “Just like the ten families in the Freelight Syndicate,” Vi added.

      “Exactly. Someone is always in control at the top. We’re just trying to carve the scraps we can.”

      “Forget it,” Seb said. “We can talk about something else. I don’t mean to sour the mood.”

      “How about some music, then?” Vi said, turning on the truck’s radio.

      Seb leaned his head against the glass window, looking out at the surrounding station. His eyes glanced in the side mirror, the dancing flames calling to him.

      I don’t want to think about the lives that we took today. In this galaxy, it doesn’t matter. People die every second. Death makes no difference. We all end up somewhere else in the end, right?

      I thought the outside was going to be different. And it is. It’s worse. Maybe during my time before I was looking at the galaxy with rose-colored glasses. But that’s not me. I’m not that same kid anymore. All I know is that I’m just another man trying to save a friend. And right now . . . Nalla, Eni, and Vi, well . . . they’re more important to me than anyone else.

      But the corps, I’ve got my own beef with them. Especially with two in particular . . .
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      Seb paced around the room; his eyes focused on the projected clock in the middle of the coffee table. The auction was expected to start in ten minutes, and Eni and Vi were supposed to be back a half hour ago. Where are they? he wondered.

      He walked to the second-floor railing and looked over at the front door. The safe house was a converted warehouse with two front garage doors. The main floor held a workshop area where Seb assumed Eni made her explosives, a full bathroom, a kitchen, and a couple vehicle spots that were currently empty.”

      Overlooking the garage was the bedroom and living area. It had one bed and three couches surrounding a coffee table, and several of Eni’s server racks tied to terminals. It was the perfect place for them to lie low, given it was on the entire opposite side of the station. While the comforts were a far cry from the luxury hotel they’d stayed at previously, it had enough comfortable amenities to allow each of the companions time to decompress after the exchange.

      A sequence of clicks echoed from the front door before it shunted open, bringing in natural light. Vi and Eni walked in carrying several bags of food. They closed the door behind them and made their way upstairs.

      “We’re home,” Vi said. “We brought dinner.”

      “Did you miss us?” Eni asked.

      “You were supposed to be back thirty minutes ago and weren’t answering your comm” Seb said, sitting down on the couch. “I was beginning to worry.”

      “Aww. He cares about us, Eni,” Vi said.

      “Nah, he’s just worried about the auction,” Eni said, setting her bags down. “Don’t worry, big guy, we’ll get her back for you.”

      “It’s sweet that you’re doing all of this for your girl,” Vi said, setting the plates and silverware. “Last guy I dated bailed quicker than an FTL jump once everything became public.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Seb said. “But she’s not my girl. At least nothing official.”

      “Really? Eni, I thought you said he was taken?”

      “Here we go,” Eni said with a nervous laugh. She expanded the projection of the screen in the middle of the table to pull attention away from the question. “Everything is about to start. Now, let’s see if we can find her.” Eni scrolled through the items available. Listed among the options were confiscated vehicles, jewelry, and electronics. Once she reached the bottom, an unflattering photo of Nalla appeared. “Looks like they’re saving the best for last.”

      “That gives us some time to eat, then,” Vi said. “Seb, what do you want? We’ve got some barbecue sandworm, jerked starhorn, and teriyaki beef.”

      “I’ll take the beef,” Seb said, grabbing one of the nearby containers.

      “There're some noodles, rice, and fried sweet rolls too.”

      “Huh, there’s some pretty cool stuff on here,” Eni said, looking up at the screen. “I should check this site more often. Some of this looks brand new, and it’s going for pretty cheap. Although, I wonder if they put some kind of malware on this stuff for tracking purposes. I’d have to double-check that.”

      “I feel like the last thing you want to do is buy crap from badges. You’d basically be supporting them through your purchase.”

      “Nah, someone’s going to buy it if it isn’t me. Might as well get a good deal on it.”

      “Speaking of purchases,” Seb said with a mouth full of noodles, “did you get the account set up so we could buy out the contract?”

      Eni nodded and curled her finger, calling for Seb to come close while she swallowed, her cheeks being full of food. “Give me your WICI.”

      Seb scooted over and extended his arm. Eni grabbed Seb’s arm and held it in her lap. She brought up her interface and entered a few commands. When she finished, Seb’s WICI restarted. Once it turned back on, it displayed new contact information.

      “What’s this?” Seb asked.

      “I took the liberty of setting up everything for you. Since we needed a new ID for the accounts, I went ahead and made you one.”

      “Sebastian Warhawk?” Seb asked.

      “Do you like it? I assumed Seb was short for Sebastian. Vi helped out with the last name.”

      “Captain Warhawk was the name of an infamous pirate in these old comics I used to read growing up,” Vi said. “I always loved the name.”

      “I love it,” Seb said, smiling. “Seb was just a replacement for my inmate number, 5313.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that,” Eni said.

      “Yeah, that’s pretty common, or you get hit with some terrible nickname.”

      “Wait, you were in prison?” Vi asked. “Eni didn’t tell me that.”

      “It wasn’t my place to say,” Eni said. “I figured he would tell you if he wanted.”

      “Yeah, I did ten years,” Seb said.

      “What for?” Vi asked.

      Seb sighed. “Stealing corporate secrets for another corp. I was up to my ass in debt trying to finish my masters. Merovingian wanted engine plans and offered a quick way to pay off my debt. They got the plans, and I got caught.”

      “Seems like they got their hooks into you too.”

      “Yeah, that’s why when you were telling me your story, I said I could relate.”

      “Fuck the corps,” Eni said.

      “Yeah, fuck ’em,” Seb said, nodding.

      “Agreed,” Vi added.

      “But that’s ancient history. Only thing to do now is to look forward.” The lie was so natural, Seb didn’t even realize he’d done it. He paused and shoved Eni’s shoulder, causing her to nearly topple over. “Looks like I’ve made some good friends, got some good food, and filled my pocket with money.”

      “Fuck yeah, we did,” Eni said, twisting her butt in her seat. “Speaking of, once Nalla’s out, we should all celebrate.”

      “Is that the smart thing to do?” Vi asked. “Won’t they be looking for someone blowing a bunch of money?”

      “You saw the news. They’re pinning the whole thing on the ACR like I said they would. Besides, I’m not saying we go and blow it all on brand-new cars or something. I was thinking more along the lines of a trip. It would probably do us good to get off the station for a while, anyway.”

      “I’ve got it,” Vi said, clapping her hands together. “We should all go on a cruise!”

      “A cruise?” Seb asked.

      “Yeah, we could do one of those all-inclusive ones. Pyrus Station is a refueling stop on a lot of galactic routes. I’m sure we could find one.”

      “It’s not a bad idea,” Seb said, rubbing his chin.

      “It does get us away for a bit,” Eni said. “And we don’t have to stay on the whole route. We can hop off at whatever stop we want and charter a shuttle to wherever we want to go.”

      “That kind of defeats the purpose, though, doesn’t it?”

      “I’m just saying we can if we’re not having a good time or something.”

      “I like it, but let’s get Nalla’s input when we go get her. If she’s up for it, then I say we do it.”

      Eni tapped repeatedly on Seb’s shoulder and pointed up at the hologram. “Look, Nalla should be up next.”

      “I’m going to the restroom!” Vi said, jumping up from the couch. As she ran by, she shouted, “Good luck!”

      “Thanks!” Seb said. “Okay, Eni, what do I do?”

      “You’re logged in to the site, right?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Here, give me your arm,” Eni grabbed Seb’s wrist and expanded his projection. “Okay, yeah, you’re logged in. Now, once the auction goes live, we should see a bid option pop up.”

      The screen shifted to bring up images of Nalla. It cycled through the pictures of her, listing her height, weight, and measurements. It presented a brief description of her skills and showed her sepix certifications in medicine. A countdown started for five minutes, indicating the start of the auction.

      “Well, that’s convenient,” Eni said, pointing at the screen.

      “What is?”

      “She’s got a buyout price. You can just buy out her contract instead of doing the auction.”

      “I thought that was the whole point of the auction.”

      “No . . . it’s a bit more complicated than that. The station security auction is part of their seizing of the former owner’s asset. However, these indentured contracts are technically owned by Tri-Horn Holdings, which I’m pretty sure is a company owned by one of the ten families. So, it’s almost like renting property while the person pays off their debt. You pay a fee for their service, and they lend you the person while they work off the total. You winning this auction would put her in your guardianship. If you want her freedom, you can buy out the contract which would transfer the ownership from Tri-Horn Holdings to you, and then you can nullify it. It looks like you get a 50k discount in doing so too.”

      “Yeah, let’s do that, then,” Seb said, smiling. “I’ve got a good idea for how we can deliver the news to her too.”

      “Like what? I thought we were just going to go and pick her up.”

      “Well, we are, but I was thinking something a bit more involved. She doesn’t know the Warhawk name, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Well, I was thinking we could all get dressed up and rent a shuttle. I’ll ride in the front while you and Vi ride in the back. You’ll both act as my assistants and take her out shopping for some new clothes. If we’re going on a cruise, she’ll probably need a whole new wardrobe. I’m pretty sure all of her clothes were on the Andalusian, and I doubt station security would give them back to her from the impound.”

      “Yeah, they’re probably gone. We would also want to minimize our contact with station security, anyway, so it’s not worth the effort.”

      “Exactly. Then once you all are done shopping, we go to dinner, and then I surprise her that it’s me.”

      “I’ll check with Vi, but I think that would be a fun surprise. She’ll be so relieved to find out it’s you.”

      “That’s what I was thinking too. Maybe you both can drop hints that it’s me along the way.”

      “I’m liking this more and more. Okay, let’s get this done, then.” Eni pushed herself into Seb’s side, grabbed control of his arm, and traced the image with her finger. “So, we’ll just click Buy Now, fill in the account information, and then hit purchase.”

      Seb’s stomach dropped when the timer shifted to zero and the image of Nalla turned to gray. “Everything okay? Did the transaction go through?”

      A green icon popped up at the bottom of their screen. When Eni clicked it, a message replaced the auction. The contents included the certification of ownership from Tri-Horn Holdings with all of Nalla’s details.

      “It looks like it!”

      “Yeah!” Seb shouted, jumping up from the couch. He turned and picked up Eni in his arms and started spinning.

      “Put me down, you asshole,” Eni laughed.

      Seb didn’t listen. He spun and danced with her. The two laughed and swung around until they were both out of breath. Seb fell back onto the couch, with Eni sitting on top of him. Her big, beautiful eyes and wicked smile enamored him. Behind her explosive and chaotic exterior, she was sweet, kind, and caring. She offered him a place to stay when he had none, and she just helped him rescue someone who he cared for.

      He gave into the hunger in her eyes, sliding his arm behind her back and pulling her closer to him. There was no hesitation when their lips met. The buildup of lust over the week they’d spent together exploded like a lit match near a can of ethanol.

      Seb felt a sting of playful pain as Eni bit and sucked on his bottom lip. His hand gripped hard on her short hair, pulling her away as he assaulted her neck. She let out a laugh before pushing him back into the seat.

      He met her force as they pulled each other back into another kiss, folding their tongues together. Her thick tongue wrestled his own, massaging in a manner of unexpected finesse. The heat of her warm breath suffocated him, as he desired nothing more than to give in to his primal needs.

      His hand slid underneath her clothes, pulling her body closer to him. He wanted to feel, taste, and touch every inch of her body. While Eni’s tongue kept his concentration, he felt her hands slide from around his neck, down his chest, to the edge of his pants. With the flourish of a pianist, Eni unbuttoned and unzipped his pants with one hand, springing his erection from its imprisonment.

      “Whoa,” Eni said, pulling away.

      Seb looked down at his throbbing cock before glancing back at Eni, whose eyes glistened with longing. She shifted to the seat next to him, sitting on her knees, and grabbed his member with both hands. At the moment she opened her mouth, a call came from the room below.

      “Eni, Seb, you guys want something while I am down here?” Vi asked.

      “Actually, yeah,” Eni said without hesitation. “We could probably use some drinks.”

      When Seb heard the sound of footsteps coming up, he scrambled to grab his pants, but stopped when Eni squeezed his cock hard. He looked over to see her glaring at him. She slowly shook her head and rolled her fingers across the underside of his dick while the footsteps got closer. He sat there like a stone, unsure of what was going to happen next. The footsteps stopped halfway up the stairs, and he saw Eni’s face shift into a smile.

      “We’re out of booze,” Vi said. “Should I go pick some up?”

      “Yeah, that would be great,” Eni said with a wide grin, not stopping her hands.

      “Do you guys want anything in particular?”

      “Maybe some orlindrian champagne? We’re celebrating, after all.”

      “Seb, what about you?”

      “Yeah, Seb. You want anything in particular?”

      Seb side-eyed Eni, who currently had the largest grin on her face. He knew what she was doing, and she was enjoying every minute of it. His mouth felt like it was coated in a thick film, making it difficult to swallow.

      “Champagne is good for me,” he said, coughing.

      “You okay?” Vi asked.

      “Yeah, Seb, is everything all right?” Eni asked, twisting her fingers.

      Seb glared at her, doing his best to look angry, but it was no use. Her thumb slid over the top of his dick, teasing it with little circles. He bit the end of his tongue to focus, so he didn’t let out a moan.

      “Yeah, I’m great, just a bit parched.”

      “Did everything go well with the auction?” Vi asked.

      “Yeah, just . . . uh . . . waiting on the paperwork.”

      “That’s great! I’ll be right back with some drinks, then, and we can celebrate!”

      “Take your time,” Eni said slyly. “In fact, why don’t you grab some dessert while you’re at it.”

      “Any suggestions?”

      “Your pick.”

      “Okay, be back in a bit.”

      When the front door closed, Seb let out his breath. “Fuck . . . you’re evil.”

      Eni let out a nefarious laugh. “Don’t lie. I felt your cock tighten when Vi walked up those steps. You liked the idea of her standing there.”

      “Shut up,” Seb smirked. “That was because you were teasing me the entire time. How am I supposed to react?”

      Eni leaned in close to his ear, rolling her tongue along the edge as her hand spread his pre-cum down his shaft. “Fair point,” she whispered. “But you like the idea of her watching, don’t you?”

      “Maybe,” Seb said.

      “Would you want her to watch or participate?”

      “I can’t focus when you’re stroking me like that,” Seb moaned.

      “Oh really? What about if I do . . .”

      He felt Eni’s lips kiss the edge of his ear, then his cheek, and then the tip of his cock. She wrapped her wide tongue along one side before following over the other. Her tongue folded and crisscrossed along the top. His shaft jumped with each sway to the point where it became almost unbearable. What she lacked in length, compared to Nalla, she made up for with vigor. But what he didn’t know was that this was only the beginning.

      Eni slunk her way down the length of his shaft until he was completely in her mouth. She held there a moment, squeezing all of him with her tongue and the back of her throat. Her warm excess spilled out of the edge of her mouth, coating his groin in a thick oil.

      “Eni . . .” Seb whispered. He didn’t know why he said her name, knowing that she was in full control. It was something he quickly learned that she enjoyed. His plea went unanswered as she continued to press farther down, stretching the depth of her throat. It wasn’t until she satisfied herself that she pulled up for air.

      However, she didn’t stop to rest. The strain only seemed to invigorate her desire. She slid Seb into her mouth over and over. Using both hands as a guide down the side. Something carnal took control as the speed and ferocity of each thrust became more vigorous. She stroked his rod with every rise and sucked hard with every descent. Seb’s moans became more frequent with each plunge of Eni’s head.

      The fury of her passion spread to Seb. He grabbed on to the back of Eni’s head, pulling on her hair as the two leaned into their lust. With his other hand, he slid his wrist underneath the back of her thong and pants, yanking them around her thick bottom.

      He glided his palm over her soaking wet mound that completely covered his hand. He massaged the exterior before sliding his fingers around her slit. When her bobbing slowed and her whimpers increased, Seb was able to turn the tide of their game. He smiled, rolling his thumb over the top of her pearl, using her moans as a guide to identify her weak points.

      Her bottom twisted in the air as he continued to play, giving him a second wind when her mouth stalled. Her own pleasure became her focus, and she moved around the ends of his fingers, begging him with her body. When he entered her, she pulled up from his cock, letting out a loud gasp. Her body betrayed her as her pussy dripped along the sides of her thighs. She dug her hands into Seb’s leg, and she rocked herself back onto his fingers, letting her body take control of her movements.

      Seb smiled, watching her use him. It made him happy to see her enjoying herself. However, when he let out a small laugh after one of her frequent moans, Eni turned and scowled. She slapped his hand away, grabbed the base of his cock, and swirled his head along the underside of her opening.

      “Oh, I don’t think so,” she said with a curled lip. “I’m not going to be the first one to cum.”

      “Is that a fact?” Seb asked, slapping and grabbing a handful of her ass.

      “Y-yeah . . . you’re definitely going to cum before me.”

      “Challenge . . . accepted . . .”

      The two cursed as Eni pressed herself down onto Seb. She forced herself to open up, increasing the pressure around his erection while she lowered herself farther. He wasn’t sure if it was because it had been so long for him, but Eni was unlike anything he had felt before. When she reached his dick’s halfway point, he felt himself press against her back wall. He opened his eyes to see her panting.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah . . . you’re just . . . big,” she said, laughing.

      Something about the vulnerability in her voice made him smile. He pulled her into another embrace, kissing her softly. Their tongues massaged the tip of their lips as they held on to each other’s cheeks. When they pulled away, Eni smiled.

      “Don’t think you can buy yourself some time,” she said. “I’m going to win this little bet of ours.”

      She locked her fingers around Seb’s neck and shifted to her feet. When she pushed off the couch, there was a sense of relief as the viselike grip around his manhood released, only to return with the force of Eni’s thrust.

      “Oh fuck . . .” he muttered.

      Every press sent a shock wave of pleasure down into his groin. Their combined scents filled the air, making the room around them thick with their musk. Seb cupped her thick bottom, squeezing it for leverage as Eni rocked along his shaft. They stared into each other’s eyes like two predators competing for the same goal.

      “You’re going to cum, aren’t you?” Eni asked.

      “Not before you do,” Seb quipped.

      Eni took the challenge to heart, picking up her pace. Sweat poured from her forehead, and she pushed herself as fast as she could go. Her nails dug into the back of his neck as she used him for leverage to slide harder, faster, and deeper. Warmth built up below Seb’s waist, and he knew he didn’t have long. However, he was determined not to lose.

      Seb scooted down to his back and grabbed Eni’s waist. She let out a surprise whimper as he took control. He used his hands to keep her stationary and dug his heels into the floor underneath them. Slick plops echoed throughout the garage as Seb gave her everything he had. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head, and she became powerless under his strength. The move was a double-edged sword, though, and he soon found himself close to climax. The two let out a uniform shout while they reached their peaks. Seb poured himself inside of her, increasing the pressure within.

      Eni collapsed on top of Seb’s chest once he let go of her. Her body shook uncontrollably while the two caught their breath. They smiled through their aftershocks, as every shake from Eni triggered Seb’s sensitivity. While they both lay there, Eni’s insides squeezed Seb out of her. The pop caused them to giggle.

      “Pretty sure I won,” Seb said, sliding his hand along Eni’s back.

      “No, you definitely came first,” Eni laughed, draping her hand along Seb’s chest. “The evidence is currently all over us.”

      “What about yours? You covered me just as much.”

      “Maybe we should call it a tie, then?”

      “A tie sounds fair,” Seb said, leaning up.

      Eni turned her head and sat her chin across her hands. They both leaned forward and shared a soft kiss. When they pulled away, Eni snuggled into his chest like she’d done countless times before. He was feeling happy and content. However, when he looked up, he saw Nalla’s image still displayed above. It didn’t help that she looked distraught.

      He wasn’t sure how to feel. His desires were satiated, but his heart felt conflicted. I like Nalla and Eni. Hell, I think I am starting to like Vi too. Unless I am totally misinterpreting her signals, some of her side comments and not-so-subtle glares make it seem like she’s just as interested. I mean, why would Eni tell her I was taken if they weren’t talking about it? Maybe Eni is a little jealous? But then there were those comments she said to me about having Vi watch us both go at it? Or even participate? Is Vi even into that? Eni seems like she’s down for anything as long as she’s involved. Damn, if it isn’t one thing, it’s another. Although, I much prefer these kinds of problems. They seem like good problems to have.

      Seb smiled and decided it wasn’t worth losing his head over. He would wait and see what happened when they picked up Nalla. It’s better to just take these things one step at a time, he thought.

      He shifted to lie completely on the couch, trying his best not to move Eni. Her hands gripped on to his shirt, and she smiled while he continued to rub her back. However, his hand froze when the familiar clicks of the front door’s locks reverberated throughout the warehouse.

      “Hey, guys! I’m back, and I brought cake!”
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      “Are you sure about this?” Seb asked.

      “Yeah, you clean up good,” Eni said. “Don’t you think so, Vi?”

      “Mmhmm,” Vi said, eyeing him up and down. “I don’t typically go for guys in suits, but you do seem to pull off anything.”

      “Yeah, I agree. I think it’s because we got it tailored. It hugs all the right places.”

      Seb felt a pinch on his bottom after Eni circled him.

      “I don’t know,” Seb said, looking down. “It doesn’t feel like me.”

      “That’s the whole point. Nalla’s not supposed to know it’s you. We need to dress you up differently so she’s not the wiser. You’re not just going to sit in the front seat all day. We’re all spending the day together.”

      “How are we going to do that without her seeing me?”

      Eni walked over to the nearby workbench, picked up a black metallic ring, and handed it to Seb. “With this.”

      “What is this?”

      “It’s a hologram projector. It will hide your face and pitch shift your voice.”

      “I’m not so sure about this. This seems almost disingenuous. Maybe we should just scrap the whole thing.”

      “No way, this is way more fun. We’ll pick her up and take her to get some new clothes, bags, and toiletries. Then we’ll fly over to the cruise ship, get settled in our room, then head out for dinner.”

      “Vi?”

      “Don’t look at me,” she said, shrugging. “I’m just coming along for the cruise.”

      “Don’t worry,” Eni said. “At the end of the day, she’ll be overjoyed it’s you and not some random scumbag.”

      Seb let out a sigh and nodded. “All right. As long as both of you are with me on this, then I guess it’s fine.”

      A knock came from the front door, pulling everyone’s attention.

      “Looks like our ride’s here,” Seb said. “Did you both finish packing?” He knew the answer even before he asked. Eni’s hard suitcases and Vi’s duffle bags covered the garage floor. When they both nodded their heads, he clamped the hologram around his neck and activated it. He flipped up his WICI’s camera to get a good look at himself.

      The helmet projected a hard surface edge around his jawline and around the back of his head. A dark-blue tinted visor covered the rest. He thought it went well with his cross-breasted suit. Satisfied with his look, Seb picked up his backpack and a duffle bag Vi let him borrow.

      “You two go ahead,” Seb said. “I’ll be out there in a minute.” He waited until both were out of sight before walking over to the nearby workbench in the garage, where an empty shipping box was waiting for him. With Eni’s help, he had been able to locate Dover’s sister. He pulled out the necklace she had gifted and placed it in the box. What he didn’t tell her was the second item he included: a backup copy of the WCC black box data.

      This is for you, Ben. Hopefully, this gesture will help ease my conscience and bring you peace. I just hope your sister has it in her to bring this forward. I can’t wear this burden any longer. I’ve got important people to look after now. I hope you understand and can forgive me.

      With both items placed safely in the padded, clasped container, Seb closed it tight. He grabbed his other belongings and headed for the door. He shut and locked the exit prior to walking to the back of the chrome shuttle. Seb helped the pilot put all the bags away in the hidden luggage compartment on the backside of the craft, and with everything secured, he handed the pilot the package.

      “When we’re done today, I’d like this to be dropped off at the nearest mail office,” Seb said, tapping on his WICI and sending the man a hefty tip.

      “It would be my pleasure, sir,” the pilot said with a hefty grin.

      Seb nodded before entering the shuttle. The rear compartment had two rows of three seats that faced each other. Seb sat with Eni on one end, while Vi sat on the other. When the wing-style door closed, the walls projected the exterior onto electronic panels, making it appear as if the seats themselves were flying. In the middle of the cabin along the stationary wall was a full-service bar that included glasses, various liquors, and a tray of ice. The three wasted no time digging into the complimentary beverages.

      While they built their drinks, the driver’s voice called over the shuttle’s intercom. “Sir, madams, where shall I be taking you this evening?”

      “Our first stop is Pyrus Station Security Headquarters in Corporate Plaza,” Seb said. “We’ll be picking up a friend there. Once we have them, we’ll coordinate our next stop.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      The shuttle ascended to the sky without so much as a felt vibration. If it weren’t for the scenery flying by the exterior walls, they wouldn’t have even known they were flying. The trio casually sipped on their drinks as they looked down at the city below. The maneuverability and access given by the shuttles versus the gridlocked streets was a perk experienced daily by those with enough money to splurge. The several-hundred-credit-per-hour flight was a onetime expense they were all willing to share, given the time sensitivity to make sure they boarded the cruise on time.

      “I could get used to this,” Eni said.

      “It is nice,” Vi said. “Definitely something I miss is not having to worry about simple things for myself. Such as making sure I can get to the right place on time. But there are always trade-offs to living this kind of life.”

      “How so?” Seb asked.

      “The lack of privacy, for one. Once I signed my contract those many months ago, I don’t think I had a single day to myself. Anywhere I went was blown out of proportion a thousand times over. If I accidentally dropped something, a headline would be on the news the next day that said I am losing my focus. Or if I tripped on a protrusion from a nearby sidewalk, there would be questions about whether I was drinking during the middle of the day.”

      “That sounds ridiculous.”

      “It was. But there is logic behind life being easier with money. It’s easier to make yourself happier. If you have a way to obtain it without the public limelight, that’s probably ideal.”

      “If I had enough money,” Eni began, “I would just build myself my own personal location with everything I needed. That way I could live my shut-in life, never having to go anywhere.”

      “That seems rather boring,” Seb said. “Wouldn’t you want to see the galaxy?”

      “I can do that from the comfort of my own seat. Besides, the holonet is much more interesting than the real world, anyway. Once you’ve seen one back alley, you’ve seen them all. Whereas the net is constantly evolving, being torn down and rebuilt. You leave for a week, and it’s completely different.”

      “I guess I’ll take your word for it,” Seb said, chuckling. “I’d much rather be able to feel everything around me.”

      “All of what you’re feeling is interpreted signals inside your brain. You get all the same feeling inside the net. There’s a reason why oneirophrenia is such a big problem with people who spend too much time there.”

      “What’s Oneiro—”

      “Oneirophrenia. It’s where your brain gets confused about what’s real and what’s not. For someone who spends too much time in the holonet, they’ll start to perceive that’s the real reality and this one is the false one.”

      “Maker . . . that sounds like a nightmare. Like being locked into your own virtual prison.”

      “Not prison . . . an adventure!” Eni shouted excitedly. “With a bit of programming and a can-do attitude, you can make anything you want a reality.”

      “Again . . . I think I’ll take your word for it.”

      The driver’s call over the intercom interrupted their conversation. “We’re descending at Pyrus Station Security Headquarters, sir and madams. We’ll be on the ground within thirty seconds.”

      “Thank you,” Seb said.

      The three watched as the shuttle descended in between the sprawling skyscrapers formed from steel and reflective glass. The crowd below scattered under the vehicle as the thrusters blew dust and debris into the surrounding area. Once the ship landed, the side passenger door opened, and the driver stood at attention.

      Seb turned and looked down at Eni. “You’re sure there’s going to be no problems with me going in there?”

      “Oh yeah, I took care of everything. All they’ll need is an ID to ensure you are who you say you are. Then they’ll hand her over.”

      He grabbed his shaking right hand, and massaged it with the other. He let out a small laugh. “Feels like I’m walking into the lion’s den. This is one of the last places I want to go.”

      “Do you want me to go?” Vi asked.

      Seb shook his head. “No, I’ll go. I’m the one who purchased the contract.”

      “Why don’t we all go,” Eni said, grabbing on to his hand and jumping off of the seat.

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t mind stretching my legs,” Vi said with a smile.

      “Thank you both,” Seb said before exiting the craft.

      The three climbed up the stone staircase to the front of the massive complex. The exterior was hand-carved stone with indents for colossal statues of various police chiefs. Hovering above the top of the building was a hologram that read PSS. A fitting acronym for how he felt about the judicial system.

      The number of officers made him feel a bit uneasy. While he walked to the front doors, he calculated his chances of being able to make a break for the shuttle if things went south. He didn’t like his odds.

      The all-metal interior clashed through the intricate exterior, making it feel like they stepped into a completely different building. They walked beyond the front waiting room to a central kiosk that was manned by a hologram of an orlindrian who, instead of having normal arms and hands, had dozens of tentacles. They used them for typing and answering calls. When the group approached, the hologram’s head focused on Seb while its arms moved independently of itself.

      “How can I help you?” the soft, feminine voice asked.

      Seb knew what he was going to say but hesitated, as this was the first time he was using his new name. It felt odd, but invigorating. “I’m Sebastian Warhawk. I’m here to pick up my . . . property, Nalla Bashari.” His words made him cringe, but he thought it best to keep up appearances.

      “Please provide proof of purchase and ID.”

      Seb looked back, and Eni gave an approving nod to go ahead. He tapped on his WICI and pushed the information to the hologram. A new window popped up, and the woman’s eyes scanned it briefly before smiling.

      “Information validated. An officer will bring Ms. Bashari to you shortly. Please stand by.”

      Seb nodded and retreated back to the waiting area, with Eni and Vi following behind. The trio stood in silence as they waited, every additional guard causing their heads to pop up like a group of curious prairie dogs. He expected to be filled with joy at the sight of his companion, but when he saw her matted hair and viselike grip around her plastic carry bag, all he felt was sorrow.

      The security guard motioned Nalla toward the trio with an outstretched hand, guiding her there with a firm grip on her other arm. He didn’t let go until she was in Seb’s presence. Nalla kept her head down, not looking up.

      “Mr. Warhawk, I presume?” the officer asked.

      “That’s me,” Seb said.

      “This is Ms. Bashari, but I assume you already know that. I’ll leave her in your capable hands.”

      “Thank you, officer.”

      The officer nodded before returning to the back hallway.

      “Nalla . . .” Seb said, extending a hand. She flinched when his hand got near her. He pulled back and looked at his other companions. The two women shook their heads before stepping forward. While Vi bent down trying to get her eye contact, Eni’s short stature made it easy for her to do so.

      Eni touched her chest before pointing to Vi. “Nalla, I am Eni, and this is Vi. We’re friends of Mr. Warhawk.”

      “Hi,” Nalla said, briefly glancing up.

      “We’ve heard a lot of great things about you and are looking forward to getting to know you better. We’ve got a shuttle waiting for us outside. And have a pretty fun day planned for all of us. Would you like to come with us?”

      Nalla slowly nodded before taking Vi’s arm and following her to the exit. Seb shook his head. He couldn’t imagine what was going through her mind. All he wanted to do was make her happy, and the sight of her demeanor depressed him. He wasn’t sure how much longer he would be able to keep up this charade.

      After exiting the security headquarters, the four climbed aboard the shuttle. Vi and Nalla took one side while Eni and Seb took the other. Eni gave directions to the driver to a shopping boutique on the other side of Corporate Plaza.

      Once they were airborne, Eni did her best to liven Nalla’s mood. “Like I said before, we’ve got a fun day ahead. We’re going to go do some shopping, get you some new clothes, and some extra bags. Maybe even a quick visit to the spa to get you cleaned up. Then we’ll finish the day with a trip on a cruise.”

      “I, unfortunately, don’t have a lot of money,” Nalla said, tightening her arms around her plastic sack. “And everything I own is in this bag.”

      Eni looked up at Seb and furrowed her brow before looking back at Nalla. “Yeah, that’s why we’re going shopping.”

      “I-I can’t afford new clothes,” Nalla said directly.

      “Oh . . . that’s what you meant,” Eni said, leaning forward. “We’re not expecting you to pay for your clothes. Mr. Warhawk is covering everything.”

      “I would prefer not to extend my debt,” Nalla said, glancing up at Seb. It was as if she were speaking from experience.

      “I don’t understand what you mean,” he said. “We’re going shopping, and I am paying for everything. I don’t expect you to pay me back.”

      Nalla nodded and sat up straight in her chair. “Should I describe my qualifications, then?”

      “I don’t think that’s necessary. We’re quite familiar with your skills.”

      “If you’re going based on my file, it most likely doesn’t include my domestic duties. I am a decent cook and great at cleaning.”

      Seb nodded, unsure of what to say. Silence befell the vehicle as everyone’s anxiety level rose with all the uncertainty. This was not going according to plan.

      “I’m a complete slob,” Eni said, trying to break the ice.

      “It’s true,” Vi agreed with a forced laugh. “She’s terrible at leaving messes.”

      “So, will my duties be focused on maintaining the home?” Nalla asked.

      “No, not at all,” Eni said. “This isn’t a duty thing.”

      “I am sorry,” Nalla said. “I guess I am confused. What am I here for? If it’s for . . . other services, I’d rather know up front.” A single tear fell onto her cheek, which she quickly wiped away.

      “Eni, I can’t do this,” Seb said, looking down at his big-eared companion. The way her ears drooped informed him of her own unease.

      “Yeah, this is not going like I expected,” Eni said. “It’s making me completely depressed.”

      “I am sorry!” Nalla shouted, bowing her head farther. “I don’t mean to be the cause of everyone’s discomfort. I promise I’ll adjust.”

      Vi leaned her arm around Nalla and rubbed her back while looking over at Seb. “I think you should take the hologram off.”

      “I agree,” Eni added.

      Seb touched the button on the side of the ring before pulling it off. He stretched his neck and tugged on his collar. When he cleared his throat, he saw Nalla’s ears perk up.

      “Hey, Nalla,” Seb said.

      She slowly raised her head. When her eyes locked with his, her lip trembled. “Seb?”

      “Yeah, it’s me,” he said, smiling.

      “Seb!” she shouted, using her tail to spring herself across the cabin. She wrapped around him while sobbing in his arms. He pulled her tight, rubbing her back as he whispered words of encouragement.

      “Oh fuck, this is going to make me cry,” Eni said, wiping away her own tears.

      “Me too,” Vi said, smiling through her sniffles.

      When Nalla pulled away, she wiped her snot with the sleeve of her doctor’s coat. Seb wiped away her tears with his thumb as she looked up at him. Her smile filled him with warmth. Her tail set inside her lap, and she leaned her head onto his shoulder.

      “How is this possible?” Nalla asked, trying to regain her breath.

      “I told you I would buy out your contract,” Seb said. “I keep my word.”

      “But how? No offense, but you’re broke.”

      “Was broke,” Seb said, laughing. “Thanks to my friends here, we’ve all got a nice cushion to make the plans we want.”

      “It seems so,” Nalla said, sitting up in the chair. “Picking me up in a shuttle, taking me out shopping, and . . . you said we were going on a cruise?”

      “Yeah, we’ve got a suite booked on the Song of the Galaxy,” Eni said. “It’s scheduled for four weeks, but it’s got a few stops along the way. We can always get off wherever we want to.”

      “Eni, right?” Nalla said, pointing to the white-haired pracovi.

      “Yup! Enigma Black, but my friends call me Eni.”

      “And you’re Vi?” Nalla said, turning in her seat.

      “Violi Nevaris, but you can call me Vi.”

      “Oh my gods, I thought you looked familiar,” Nalla said, holding her hand up to her mouth. She turned and smacked Seb on the shoulder. “You didn’t tell me we were traveling with a celebrity. Now I am completely embarrassed.”

      “Former celebrity,” Vi said, smiling. “Don’t beat him up too bad. Eni put him up to this.”

      “Hey! Don’t blame me. He’s the one who wanted to surprise you.”

      The four shared a laugh cut short by the voice of the driver notifying them of their descent. By the time they reached the ground, Seb had handed everyone a fresh glass.

      “A toast,” he said, raising his glass. “To new friends and new beginnings.”

      “To our freedom,” Nalla said.

      The group touched glasses before downing the contents. When the doors opened, Eni jumped from her seat and held out her arms to Nalla and Vi. Both women reached for her hands, and she pulled them up from their seats.

      “Come on,” Eni said, linking arms with them both. “Let’s go spend some of Seb’s money.”

      Before he could refute, the three women sprinted out of the shuttle and into the mall. The Corporate Plaza Fashion Center was nine stories tall, with over five hundred various shops from all over the galaxy. Each level was decorated after the diverse galactic systems. One level specialized in UHC shops and wares, while the one above it focused on morvulan designs, and so on. The building was filled to the maximum with all species of people. Almost every store had their own heavily armed personnel, keeping a watchful eye for everyone entering and exiting.

      Their first stop was Fayette Fabrics, a designer clothing store owned by the galaxy-renowned Fayette Coraline. Vi took the lead, guiding Nalla to the hottest fashions. Eni, on the other hand, played the devil’s advocate, choosing only the most provocative wares for Nalla to try on.

      While each of the women shopped, Seb moseyed in the men’s section. He grabbed a few pairs of underwear and some new swimming trunks before getting called to the nearby dressing rooms.

      “Seb!” Eni shouted. “Come over here. We need your help.”

      “Coming!” he said, marching across the store. When he reached the entrance to the dressing room, Eni stood there waving him toward her frantically. Worried something bad had happened, he jogged into the room and around the corner.

      “Close your eyes.”

      “What?”

      “Just do it.”

      Seb closed his eyes and felt Eni grab his hand. He followed along and heard a door shut behind him.

      “Now sit here,” Eni said, pushing him backward.

      His butt hit what he assumed was a wooden bench.

      “Okay, you can look.”

      When he opened them, he couldn’t believe his eyes. Eni stood without shame. Her hands were on her hips, giving Seb a full view of her black G-string and black bra. Nalla’s underwear was blue and white striped. She covered most of herself with her massive tail that she was holding up and around her chest. Vi, on the other hand, stood with confidence, with her hip forward and one arm draped around her neck. From the skin that was showing, Seb was certain she wasn’t wearing anything under her skinsleeve, either.

      He couldn’t hide his enormous grin. Is this the greatest day of my life? he wondered. I do believe the answer is yes.

      “We need your help deciding which swimwear to buy,” Eni said.

      “Oh really?” Seb asked.

      “Don’t try to play that you aren’t enjoying the view,” Vi said. “We can see that big smile of yours.”

      “Oh, I’m not hiding anything,” he said, leaning back against the wall. “I’m just happy to be involved.”

      “I bet you are,” Eni said, tracing her hand across his leg. “Now, close your eyes while we get changed. And no peeking.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “Yeah, right,” Vi said with a laugh.

      Seb closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the wall. The ruffling of clothes made it hard for him to imagine the sight of each of the vixens standing in front of him. His curiosity got the better of him, and he peered with one open eye.

      All three women stood away from him, staring at the back wall where their swimsuits hung. Nalla and Eni were both bent over sliding their bottoms on while Vi stretched her one-piece over her skinsleeve. He assumed she had to, given orlindrians’ malleable bodies, but it still left him disappointed. Seeing them about to finish getting dressed, he closed his eyes and waited.

      “Okay, you can open your eyes now,” Eni said.

      Each of the girls presented their outfits to him in their own unique way. Nalla clasped her hands forward and swayed side to side, glancing up at him as he looked. Her outfit had more of a classic design with the top covering her breasts and the top of her midsection and the bottoms coming high up around her waist.

      Eni’s was covered with black beads crossing her breast with a small bit of fabric just thick enough to obscure her nipples. The single beaded bikini hung around her wide hips and in between her legs. When she turned around and bent over, he noticed the single line split into three. However, it was not enough to cover Eni’s thick mound.

      Even though she was fully covered, Vi treated hers like a runway. The one-piece stretched through her legs up and around her shoulders. Lights lit up along one strap, indicating it was powered. A skinsleeve functionality in a swimsuit? Seb guessed.

      “They all look great,” Seb said. “I can’t wait to see the second ones.”

      The three women looked at each other with smiles before Eni snapped her fingers. “Close your eyes.”

      Seb did and waited for them to finish, catching a few more peeks just for good measure.

      Nalla’s second outfit was all white with a bra that hooked into a metal circle in between her breasts. The bottom was a very short white skirt that pulled up as she turned around. It exposed more of Nalla’s tight stomach, which he liked. Eni’s was a bright-pink bikini that was one giant, thin V-shaped piece of fabric covering only her most important bits. It was flashy, which fit Eni’s personality, but he preferred the all-black one. Vi’s was a bit more unique. It was as if she were wearing a netted shirt that was attached to a solid-red bra and bottoms. It allowed him to see more of her body, but it covered her arms and shoulders.

      “Which ones do you like best?” Vi asked.

      “You’ve given me a most difficult task,” Seb said, rubbing his chin. “However, decisions need to be made . . . Nalla, I like the skirt. It looks cute on you. Eni, definitely the black one, and Vi, I like the red, it’s intriguing.”

      “Thank you, now go wait outside,” Eni said, pointing to the door.

      “Wait, I don’t get to watch you all change?”

      “Go!”

      Seb smirked and walked out of the changing room. The women giggled as they swapped outfits. When they finished, he noticed Nalla had changed into a flowery blue summer dress. Seb led them all to the counter and completed the purchase of their gifts. When he had them all wrapped up, Seb was left holding the bags as the three women skipped out of the shop.

      Their second stop was an inoran day spa. They all looked at the various options offered. While Seb ordered himself an onigaram massage, he treated the girls to honey-infused hair washes, foot scrubs, and facials. The inoran peoples’ products made for some of the best self-care commodities in the galaxy.

      His masseuse reminded him of Sister Mischa back on Inoi 3. Her size was imposing, but her skin was a lighter shade of pink, and she only had one horn. As the thick-armed professional beat the stress from his body, he couldn’t help but wonder if he’d see the assassin again. He remembered her words and that he should just have a little faith. Everything seemed like it was coming together. Hope felt odd after the last ten years, but he wasn’t going to question it.

      After his session completed, the onigaram woman tapped him on the shoulder. “You want release?” she asked in very broken Common, nodding down toward his crotch.

      He looked down, noticing he had a pitched tent thanks to the sheet covering his lower half. “Is that something you do here?”

      “Yes, we use human pressure point. Super quick.”

      “Pressure point? I don’t get what you mean.”

      The masseuse stuck her finger in her mouth, wet it, and wiggled it through a circle she made with her other hand.

      Seb jumped up from the table, covering himself with the sheet. “No, I’m quite all right,” He backed away slowly toward the clothes he’d folded in the room.

      “You sure? Many happy human customers.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I appreciate the offer, but I’ll just walk it off.”

      “Okay, have a good day.”

      When Seb exited the back room, the girls were waiting for him at the front door.  Their skin shined as if covered in a thin oil, reflecting every light source in the room. After settling the bill, they grabbed all of their bags and headed for the shuttle that was still waiting for them outside.

      After depositing everyone’s new clothes in the extra luggage they brought with them, Seb climbed inside the cabin. He sat next to the pink-haired beauty, while Eni and Vi sat across from them. As the shuttle took flight, Nalla leaned her head onto his shoulder while the three women carried on their conversation.

      The feeling was what he’d desired for so long. He didn’t need to be involved; just being in each of their presence was enough for him. They all laughed, smiled, and drank from the bar while the shuttle soared across the station’s skyline. It was nearly the perfect day, and when the cruise ship came into view, Seb was certain it was about to get even better.
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      The group walked up to the boarding ramp labeled ‘A.’ From the package they’d purchased, this was supposed to be the VIP area. Judging by the lack of queue but there being a table of food and drinks nearby, it gave the impression of being exclusive.

      After checking in, their point of contact introduced herself as N’adaline. She had bright-blue skin, solid-cyan pupils, and blue fire for hair. A common look for many calist.

      Seb hadn’t met one yet because they were a rarity in the galaxy, given the limited number that had come through the warp gates. But from what he’d heard, more were coming through every month. It surprised him that she enunciated in perfect Common.

      After their initial introductions, N’adaline walked them to a dedicated elevator reserved for the VIP members. She handed each of them electronic, waterproof wristbands that gave them access to the elevators and their room. When they stepped off the elevator, they ventured down a blue hallway with holograms of the various captains who had helmed the ship.

      The suite’s doors opened up to an open floor plan with a sunken, square couch in the middle of the room. On the far left was a full kitchen for them to use during the stay. It included a wine and alcohol bar that was fully stocked with the galaxy’s finest. The four rooms each had their own shower and onigaram-sized bed, big enough for all four of them to share if they desired.

      But the best feature of their suite was the view. The far wall away from the entrance was all transparent. It included a sliding door giving them access to a balcony that overlooked the middle deck and surrounding galaxy sky. N’adaline showed them that if they needed privacy, with a touch of a button the transparency faded into a solid, light-brown wall.

      Finally, before she departed, she walked them through the room’s communication system. It allowed them to request room service at any time of day. When their host left the room, Seb watched all the girls drop everything and dash around screaming. It was like a bunch of teenagers hanging out at their first slumber party.

      While they gushed over all the features, Seb made his claim on one of the spare rooms. He set his bags on his bed and took out his clothes. He hung them in the provided closet before making his way back out to the living room. He found the girls in the kitchen already with poured drinks.

      “Come on, Seb,” Vi said, waving him toward them. “We need to start our vacation off right.”

      “By drinking midday?” Seb asked with a smirk.

      “Of course! It’s all-inclusive. Might as well get our money’s worth.”

      Seb watched Nalla down a shot and bite into a freshly cut piece of fruit. “Damn, Nalla, never took you to be a party girl.”

      “This is the first vacation I’ve ever had and the first day of my freedom,” she said with a sense of confidence he’d not seen from her. “I plan on taking full advantage of it.”

      “Well then, Vi, pour those shots.”

      Vi slid Seb a glass and a piece of fruit. He watched as she poured everyone an equal shot. “To Nalla and her new freedom.”

      “To Nalla!” everyone shouted in unison before downing the drinks. As Seb slammed his glass down with everyone else, he felt something move up his leg. He glanced down to see Nalla’s tail wrapping its way around him. When he looked up at her, gone was the shy look he’d seen so often when they were intimate. A brushfire of lust replaced it. It caught him so off guard that Seb nearly broke out in a sweat.

      “What should we do first?” Eni asked.

      “I definitely want to check out the pools,” Vi said. “They have one that goes down through the middle of the ship. They are also PH balanced. Do you know how hard it is to find a pool that doesn’t irritate my skin? It’s a pain in the ass.”

      “Is that from the chemicals they use to clean them?” Seb asked.

      “Yeah, exactly. I’m not aware of the other species being affected by them as much as we are, but it irritates us to the point where it hurts to move. Breathing underwater makes it feel like we’re sucking in flames.”

      “Wow, I had no idea.”

      “Yeah, which is why it’s the worst. We’re aquatic creatures. We love swimming.”

      “I’ve treated a few orlindrians for chemical burns,” Nalla said. “It’s never easy.”

      “Okay, this conversation turned dark rather quickly,” Eni said. “Let’s get back to the fun stuff. There’s a huge holonet arcade they have here that I want to check out. They’ve got a few multiplayer games we can all play.”

      “I haven’t played a game in years,” Nalla said.

      “Do you game?”

      “I did when I was younger, but once I started my contracts, I never had the money to buy anything.”

      “What’s the last game you played?”

      “I think Seb and I were talking about this at one point. I think the last game I played was Uncharted Wasteland.”

      “My gods, really? You’re going to be blown away by the games nowadays. That game is so old, they’ve already remastered it twice.”

      “Do you think the ship has it?”

      “I doubt the ship does, because their games are more what you would expect to find in an arcade. But I’ve got my deck with me. I can buy a copy, and you can play it.”

      “Can we all play together?”

      “No, it’s single player, but I wouldn’t mind watching you play.”

      “Hmm . . .” Nalla said, scrunching her mouth. “I’d much rather do something we can all do together.”

      “We did talk about food,” Seb said, leaning on the counter. “They have a formal dining service starting after we disembark, which should be in thirty minutes. I know I’m already dressed for the occasion, but we could all get dressed up, have a nice dinner, and then take things from there.”

      “Yeah, that sounds good. I haven’t eaten since yesterday.”

      “Did they not feed you in there?”

      “They did, but because I was leaving, I guess they kind of forgot.”

      “You might want to slow it with the drinking, then. That’s going to hit you even harder.”

      “Don’t you tell me how to live my life,” Nalla said, turning and crossing her arms. “I’ll make my own regrets, thank you.”

      “Yeah, she’s a free woman to make her own bad decisions,” Vi said.

      “Okay, you don’t have to gang up on me now,” Seb said with a smirk.

      “You better be careful,” Eni said. “You’re seriously outnumbered.”

      “I can see that. I hope I won’t regret it.”

      He watched his companions look at each other before turning back at him. They all shared the same villainous smile. It was like staring at a prowling family of lionesses, and he was the buck that had just stepped into their territory. Seb stumbled backward thanks to Nalla’s tail. He pointed his thumb over his shoulder.

      “All right, you all go get ready, and I’ll put in the reservations.”

      Eni, Vi, and Nalla agreed, shuffling back over to their luggage and picking out individual rooms. While the three got ready, Seb cycled through the various restaurants on the ship. He filtered through the ones that were high end before settling on one that included live music. He called N’adaline, who helped coordinate the dinner reservation. Given their package, she noted they were guaranteed a spot, even if they booked full for the night. The expense was definitely worth it, Seb thought.

      As the women prepared themselves, Seb watched them all congregate into Vi’s room. The music was too loud for him to really hear anything, but their sudden bursts of laughter were indication they were enjoying themselves. There was nothing for Seb to do but wait. He walked over to the bar and made himself a drink before turning to the couch and flipping on the news.

      The galaxy itself seemed like it was a powder keg waiting to explode. The GRC had its hands full trying to negotiate peace between FLS and Sectorum forces. There were rumors of skirmishes occurring along the borders. The UHC announced more arrivals of calist through the warp gates, only increasing the mystery of where they came from. The Reborn continued to lobby for legalization for artificial intelligence, while the rest of the council pushed against it. Seb thought he had enough problems inside of prison, but it looked like there were more waiting for him when he got out of prison.

      When he heard the door behind him, he set down his drink and stood. The women were each dressed in their finest attire. Nalla’s white- and gold-laced dress hung loosely on her body. Her hair was done up in a bun and paired with a golden necklace that draped down between her breasts. Eni’s dress was all black, matching her lipstick. It was hip-slit, allowing for her wide hips and thick bottom to spill from the sides. It also sparkled like a piece of obsidian. Vi’s red dress wrapped around her like a corset but left her upper chest and the middle of her stomach exposed. It came with sleeves that connected to her sides, leaving her entire arm covered except for her shoulders.

      Seb’s jaw dropped at their stunning physiques and beauty. “Wow, you all look fantastic.”

      “We clean up good, don’t we?” Vi asked.

      “That’s one way of putting it. Each of you is looking divine, like three goddesses from fairy tales. I’m honored to be your chauffeur tonight.”

      “Damn right,” Eni said, slapping Vi and Nalla’s bottoms. “Now let’s go. Nalla’s stomach was yelling at us the entire time we were getting ready.”

      Seb walked across the room and extended an arm out. “Shall we, then?”

      Vi and Nalla took both arms. Eni huffed until Vi reached out a hand to her. The three exited their room and ventured throughout the cruise line together. The halls were filled with all kinds of families: human, inoran, and many interspecies couples. Seb felt a bit overdressed until they reached the restaurant where a suited, inoran doorman stood at the entrance.

      “Good evening, sir and madams,” he said in an almost buzzing-like manner.

      “Good evening,” Seb said. “We have a reservation under the name Warhawk.”

      The man flipped through a hologram until coming up on Seb’s name. “Ah, Mr. Warhawk and guests. Thank you for being one of our royal suite members. I see the reservation here. Please note we always have a table for you should you desire, so no need to make a reservation in the future. With that said, please follow me.”

      Two doormen opened twin glass doors, triggering a curtain behind them to pull apart, revealing the interior of the restaurant. The room had twenty-foot-tall ceilings decorated with dark-brown walls draped with deep-red fabric. The main floor had multiple levels of seating that descended as it got closer to the stage. Each table was covered by a black cloth with a lit candle in the middle.

      The host led them halfway into the dining area and presented them with a crescent moon-shaped booth that faced toward the front of the room. Seb sat in between Eni and Nalla with Vi sitting on the far end. Their seat was perfectly aligned with the middle of the stage, where four orlindrian musicians filled the room with an ambience of romance.

      As soon as the host left them, the table was swarmed with staff. One man set and poured them each a glass of water while another took their drink order. When he finished, he tapped the top of the candle, which produced a hologram of their menu for each to read.

      “We’re going to need a minute,” Seb said. The waitstaff bowed and retreated from their view.

      “Wow, this place is super fancy,” Nalla said. “I don’t think I’ve ever been somewhere so . . . posh.”

      “Really?” Vi asked. “I used to go to places like this all the time. It’s fun for a while, but it gets old rather quickly. Imagine having to get dressed up like what we did all the time every single day when you’re on a marketing tour. It can get exhausting.”

      “Yeah . . . I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      Seb watched Nalla’s body language shift. She was no longer sitting up straight and confidently, but back to her normal self with her hands held together and her head lowered. Is she embarrassed? he wondered. Vi and she are on opposite sides of the spectrum when it comes to their experiences, but they both came from humble beginnings. She’s probably just overthinking things.

      Seb ran his hand up her back and rubbed it. She turned and gave him a warm smile that seemed to clear her mind. While he made an effort to soothe her worry, his was just beginning.

      His body froze when he felt Eni’s clawed hand rest along his thigh. She slowly caressed his leg, following the same movements he was doing along Nalla’s back. As inconspicuous as he could, he turned and looked down, only to see the edge of the black tablecloth hiding everything below his waist. When he looked at Eni, her smile was almost as big as her head.

      “What are you getting to eat, Seb?” Eni asked.

      Seb could feel his heart racing, knowing where this was likely to lead over the length of the night. He grabbed the glass and took a drink to try to clear the lump in his throat. “Not quite sure yet . . . What are you getting?”

      “I’m thinking . . . meat.”

      “That sounds good,” Vi said. “Like a fish or something?”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of a thick, juicy sausage,” Eni said, staring Seb in the eyes.

      “Huh, I don’t see that on the menu,” Nalla said, scrolling.

      “Guess I’ll just have to settle for something else, then.”

      “They do have several steaks.”

      “I’ll just get whatever Seb is having.”

      “You’re not getting any of my food,” Seb said, trying to focus. “You better order your own.”

      Both Nalla and Vi laughed, and everyone finished choosing their meals. The dinner service included three courses. One with a light vegetarian dish of their choosing, followed by their primary meal, and then finished with an individual-sized dessert. All of them were in pure bliss. The vegetables were cold and fresh. The chefs cooked the meat to specification. And the desserts were sweet and delicate.

      After their meals concluded, the group continued to enjoy the soft atmosphere, ordering bottle after bottle while they conversed. As the drink flowed and the hours turned late, Seb was soon fighting a battle on two fronts. Eni’s movements became bolder as she scooted closer to Seb, giving her deeper access to his inner thigh. Nalla had similar intentions as she nuzzled next to him, placing her hand on his other leg and wrapping his calf with her tail.

      Both women vied for his attention through various questions and conversation. It was a battle between an angel and a demon. And Vi offered no assistance, unknowingly egging both women on with follow-up remarks.

      Eni’s and Nalla’s techniques made it impossible for him to resist. No matter the puppies and nuns he thought about, his body betrayed him. It was anyone’s guess which hand his shaft was going to reward. It was Eni.

      Like a fish snatching a worm, when Eni’s hand felt the brush of his bulge, she snatched it with vigor. Seb jumped slightly, pulling everyone’s attention toward him. Even with all eyes on him, she didn’t hesitate, instead gently stroking the head of his cock with the tips of her fingers.

      “You okay, Seb?” Eni asked, puffing out her bottom lip. Seb shot a glare that would have pierced stone, but it didn’t faze the temptress.

      “Yeah, you’re looking a bit red,” Nalla said, furrowing her brow. She pulled up her hand from his thigh and placed it on his face. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Yeah, just feeling a bit warm,” Seb said. He unbuttoned the top of his jacket, allowing it to fold across his chest.

      “It is getting pretty late,” Vi said, yawning and stretching. “I wouldn’t mind getting out of these heels.”

      “I think I could use a cold shower.”

      “Why don’t we head back to the room, get settled, and see how we feel after?” Nalla suggested. “If we want to stay up, we can. If everyone is feeling tired, we can call it for the night.”

      “That works for me,” Vi said. “Oh, before we go, I’m going to run to the restroom.”

      “Me too!” Nalla said, hopping on her butt to get out of the seat.

      When both women were out of visible eyesight, Seb snatched Eni’s wrist and pulled it up. In the sternest whisper he could muster, he gave her a piece of his mind. “Eni, what the fuck are you doing?”

      “It seems rather obvious, doesn’t it?” Eni asked, grabbing his cock with her other hand. “I said I wanted a thick, juicy sausage for dinner, and I still haven’t had my meal.”

      Seb’s entire body spasmed as she continued massaging his tip. He shook his head to focus. “You’ve got to stop. We’re in a public place. This isn’t back at your safe house.”

      “Do you really want me to? Because I don’t think you do. I can feel how hard you are. I can feel your heartbeat thumping through your cock. You find this just as exciting as I do.”

      Seb swallowed hard. He knew she was right. So what if we got caught? he asked himself. What’s the worst that could happen? They throw us out. That’s not the end of the world.

      When Seb didn’t answer, Eni wiggled her wrist out of his hand. She turned and picked up a piece of silverware. When she dropped it, she held up her hand in front of her mouth. “Oops. I seem to have dropped something. I better go and grab it.”

      Before he could say anything, Eni slid underneath the table. He was glancing around him, ensuring no one was looking at their table, when he felt his pants come undone. There was no sensual buildup or ease into their hidden act. Eni gobbled all of him into her mouth and down her throat in one quick motion. She held herself there, using her tongue to lather every inch of him with a soaked, filled bliss. When she pulled herself back, Seb grabbed on to the seat so as not to slide forward from the power of her suction.

      His heart raced and breath quickened as she rocked her head back and forth. The booze, the threat of being caught, and her technique put him on edge faster than normal. It didn’t help that she was sucking him harder than a ship falling into a black hole.

      Just when she pulled up for air, Nalla and Vi returned from the bathroom. He had to think fast. He knew what they were going to ask him before they said a word.

      “We’re back and ready to go,” Vi said. She raised an eyebrow when she looked around the table. “Where’s Eni?”

      Seb could feel the seductress’s smile roll across his tip before she took him back in her mouth.

      “Uh . . . she uh . . . went to the restroom,” Seb stuttered.

      “Huh? We didn’t see her on our way back.”

      “She said something about wanting to speak with the waiter. Apparently she wasn’t happy with her meal.”

      “Really? She cleaned all her plates.”

      “You . . . um . . . never really know with her.”

      “Okay, we’ll just wait for her to get back, then.”

      “No!” Seb shouted. “You both go ahead to the room. I’ll wait here for her so you don’t have to.” Nalla and Vi glanced at each other before looking back at Seb and frowning.

      You idiot! They know something’s up. You shouldn’t have shouted like that. But fuck, I can’t concentrate with her sucking me off. She’s way too good at this.

      Seb’s eyes bounced between the two women standing in front of him. He pulled at his collar. It felt like it got hundred degrees hotter all of a sudden.

      “Okay . . . we’ll head back, then. See you there.”

      “Don’t get lost on the way back,” Seb said with forced laughter. The two women shrugged and headed for the exit. Seb slumped into the booth, hearing an audible pop as Eni pulled him from her mouth. He looked down to see her head peering from underneath the table.

      “Quick thinking,” she said with a wet grin. “For a moment, I thought we were going to get caught.”

      “If we get caught, it’s because you instigated this.”

      Eni’s head retreated back under the table, and she picked up her pace. She rolled her tongue across the underside of his tip while rubbing both soaked hands along his rod. Her lips wrapped tight along his head, sucking as hard as she could. The pressure built with every slurp of her mouth until he felt a rush of tingles across his body. He was close.

      In a moment of primal desire, Seb grabbed on to Eni’s hair and pulled her in tight. He poured his lust into her mouth with each pulse of his body. When he let go, he slumped back into the seat, trying to catch his breath. He heard her lips smack satisfactorily after she swallowed her reward. He rolled his lips under his teeth and tried to hold back his moans while Eni cleaned up his mess. Every lick and kiss sent a shock wave to his toes with his newfound sensitivity. When she was seemingly satisfied, she helped zip him back up and crawled out from the table.

      “Thanks for the dessert,” Eni said, nuzzling into his shoulder.

      “Woman, you’re going to get me in trouble, you know that?” Seb asked.

      “Most certainly, but it will be fun while we do it.”

      Seb laughed and shook his head. “Come on, we need to get back to the other two. They’re probably wondering what’s taking so long.”

      When Eni stood up to shuffle out of the booth, Seb scooped his hand underneath the back part of her dress. He grabbed more than a handful and pulled her back down. He loomed inches from her face, her ears pulling back as she looked up at him. “Don’t think that I’ll forget about this little tease of yours. One day, there will be payback. Do you understand me?”

      Eni’s eyes glistened with desire, and she nodded slowly. Seb lowered himself and scooped her bottom lip in his mouth and bit it before kissing her.

      When he sat back up, Eni squinted her eyes and puffed her cheeks. “And you call me a tease . . .”

      Seb laughed, and the two made their way back to the suite. When Vi and Nalla asked what took them so long, Eni said she got into an argument with a woman in the restroom because she’d insulted her dress. He was thankful for the cover. It gave him time to take a much-needed shower.

      After he finished, he put on some underwear and a tank top and headed for the door. When he opened it, Nalla was standing with a wine bottle and two glasses. Her hair was undone, and she was dressed down in just a shirt and fuzzy sleep pants.

      “Oh, hello,” Seb said with a smile.

      “I didn’t hear the shower, so I figured you might be done,” she said before raising and shaking the glasses. “Are you thirsty?”

      “Sure, I can always use a drink. Will Vi and Eni be joining us?”

      “No, I was wondering if it could be just the two of us. I wanted to talk.”

      “Yeah, come on in.”

      Seb moved to the side and shut the door after Nalla walked through. She poured them both a glass and set the bottle on the side table. They both climbed into the bed, sitting their backs against the headrest. Nalla downed the contents of her glass in a few quick gulps before setting it on the side table.

      “I don’t even know where to begin,” she said, laughing.

      Seb set down his glass and turned to face her. “Is something wrong?”

      “No! Not at all. There’s just so much that I want to say. But since you picked me up earlier today, we haven’t had a chance where it’s been just you and me. Don’t get me wrong, Eni and Vi are great, but this is something that I wanted to tell you and only you.”

      “Well, don’t stress too much about it. I’m happy to just sit back and listen.”

      Nalla looked up at him with soft eyes. They looked on the verge of tears. She reached out and grabbed his hand, holding it between her own. “I’m having a hard time processing everything. Today doesn’t feel real. It feels like a dream. I’m so scared that I am going to go to sleep tonight and wake up in that jail cell back on Pyrus Station.”

      She took in a deep breath and continued. “I don’t remember not being under contract. That part of me is like a piece of glass missing from a shattered mirror. My whole life is just a bunch of broken pieces. So when you told me you were going to buy out my contract, save me, and take me away from that life, I didn’t believe you.”

      “Looking back, I wouldn’t have believed me either.”

      They both shared a small laugh before Nalla continued. “But you kept your word. When Francisca, Toros, and I were all arrested, I saw a look in your eyes. One that gave me hope. You promised me you would save me, and you did.”

      Seb cupped her cheek and wiped away the tear as it fell.

      “I’ve lived a fearful life, but this is the first time in a long time that I’m not afraid,” she said. “With you here with me, I feel like I can truly live. And I don’t think I can ever repay you for what you’ve given me. I owe you my life.”

      “Shush with that crazy talk,” Seb said, smiling. “Anyone in my position would have done the same thing.”

      Nalla shook her head. “That’s not true, and you know it. This galaxy is cruel, and you’re one of the few good people in it.”

      “I don’t know about that—”

      Nalla pressed her finger up to Seb’s mouth. She crawled toward him and pulled him to her lips. Every part of him wanted to give in. But a voice in the back of his mind told him it just wasn’t right. She was growing feelings for him, and he still had some for her, but she deserved to know.

      When he pulled away, Nalla’s eyes went wide, and she jerked her head back. “I’m so sorry, I just thought . . .”

      Seb grabbed Nalla’s hands and held them while he spoke. “It’s not that I don’t want this Nalla, it just feels wrong without you knowing.” Seb let out a heavy sigh. “Eni and I have been together multiple times since you and I last saw each other. Now there’s nothing—”

      Before Seb could continue, Nalla’s building laughter interrupted him. He pulled his head back, cocking his brow. He didn’t understand what was so funny.

      “You really are a good man,” Nalla said, trying to calm herself. “A bit too human, but still good. For a moment there I thought you didn’t like me.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “I know about you and Eni.”

      “You do?”

      “Of course I do. I spent the entire day with her and Vi. What do you think we’ve been talking about?”

      “I don’t know. The weather?”

      “You, silly. You were the one who brought us all together. It’s only natural that you get brought up in the conversation.”

      “And she told you about us sleeping together?”

      “Yeah, and that’s okay. Monogamy is very rare in sepix culture. Most men take on multiple wives and concubines.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      “Of course. You’re one in a billion. You’re smart, funny, really good-looking, and, above all else, have a good heart.”

      “Damn, Nalla, you’re going to make me blush. I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything.”

      Nalla jumped out of the bed and turned off the lights. Seb wasn’t sure what was going to happen next, so he downed his drink and shimmied under the covers. Nalla joined him underneath the blankets and snuggled herself close to him. She wrapped her tail around his legs and pulled him tight. When nothing else happened, he relaxed. It was nice to have everything out in the open. It was a tremendous weight off of his shoulders. While Eni pushed things faster than they probably should, it was nice to take things slow with Nalla.

      The two rested peacefully until they heard the bedroom door open. Seb looked down at Nalla, who then looked down at the door. A shambling Eni walked in, rubbing her eyes.

      “What’s she doing?” Nalla whispered.

      “I forget the term she uses, but Eni sleepwalks,” Seb whispered. “She said she has very vivid dreams, and it causes her to move around in her sleep.”

      “We didn’t talk about that.”

      “Yeah, it has something to do with her being a good hacker or something. Sometimes she’ll fall asleep on me. I’ve just gotten used to it. Do you want me to wake her up?”

      “We shouldn’t wake her. It’s not good to wake someone in the middle of a walk as long as they aren’t going to hurt themselves.”

      “Are you going to have a problem with her sleeping in here with us?”

      “No.”

      The two watched Eni shuffle around the room. They couldn’t suppress their laughter while she bounced off of the furniture in the room. Eventually, she found her way to the bed and crawled underneath the covers. They both let out a short laugh when her head popped out between them. They wrapped themselves around their white-haired companion and slowly drifted to sleep.
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      “Ugh, I’m so bored,” Eni said, rolling around on the living room couch.

      “You’re bored?” Seb asked, wide-eyed. “We’re on a cruise touring the galaxy. We’re in the best suite they have to offer, with round-the-clock room service. What more do you want?”

      “Yeah, all of that’s nice, but there’s nothing to do.”

      “Nothing to do? There’s ten different restaurants, three different pools, a number of clubs, arcades, and a whole other array of things.”

      “We did all that in, like, the first week,” Eni said, sitting up. “I’ve resorted to hacking the crew’s comm just for fun. You would be surprised what some of them are getting up to when no one is looking.”

      “I think it’s pretty well established that the crew fucks,” Seb said, laughing.

      “Oh, it’s better than that. One guy was sleeping with three women behind their backs. He had it down to a science. So, I forwarded his messages to several of the other girls, and boy were they pissed.”

      Seb let out a nervous laugh as he drew parallels between the man and his own situation.

      “While I do enjoy the amenities,” Nalla said, joining them from the kitchen, “I agree with Eni. I wouldn’t be upset if we left at the next stop.”

      “Oh, not you too,” Seb said, shaking his head.

      “Yeah, me too. I’ve enjoyed the past couple of weeks. It’s been fun to get away. But . . . I don’t know . . . I feel like I am becoming complacent. That it’s time for me to get back out there.”

      “Exactly,” Eni said. “I don’t remember going this long without jumping into the holonet either. It’s probably completely different. I’m itching to plug back in.”

      “You sound like an addict,” Seb said.

      “Yeah . . . Eni . . . when was the last time you’ve seen a doctor?” Nalla asked.

      “That’s a good question,” Eni said, pursing her lips. “I honestly don’t remember.”

      “You should let me examine you when you have a free moment.”

      “Are you hitting on me, Doc?” Eni asked with a smug smile.

      Nalla’s face turned a bright red. “No, of course not. I meant it only in the most professional sense.”

      Eni let out a cackling laugh. “I’m just kidding. I’ll let you examine me any time you want.”

      Nalla’s face got even redder when Eni raised her eyebrows at her. It tickled Seb, watching Eni push her buttons like she did so often to him. He couldn’t believe it was as simple as having a rational conversation with both of them. But here he was, madly infatuated with them both, and they shared the same feelings for him.

      The group turned at the sound of the front door opening, and Vi entered the room with a towel wrapped around her swimsuit.

      “What are you all laughing about?” Vi asked.

      “Oh, nothing,” Eni said. “Just Nalla flirting with me is all.”

      Nalla’s face puffed, and her brows furrowed. “I was doing no such thing. I was just trying to explain that Eni should get a checkup since it’s been a while.”

      “That’s probably a good idea, Eni,” Vi said, joining her on the couch across from Seb and Nalla. “You should get that gigantic head of yours checked out. There’s no telling what’s going on in there.”

      “I do not have a gigantic head!” Eni shouted. “Pracovi are naturally small. It’s perfectly proportioned with my body.”

      “Whatever you have to tell yourself to sleep at night.”

      Seb could see Eni was about to pounce and claw Vi, so he interjected before there was blue blood on the floor. “We were also talking about leaving at the next stop. Both Nalla and Eni are feeling like it’s time to go. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m good either way,” Vi said, resting her feet up on the middle table. “It’s nice having a pool that accommodates orlindrians and being able to swim every day, but I wouldn’t be upset about earning some credits. I still have a long way until I reach my goal.”

      “Your goal?”

      “Oh, did I not tell you? I could have sworn we discussed this when we were talking about my racing history. I want to start an HC-0 team.”

      “Oh wow, that sounds amazing, Vi,” Nalla said.

      “Yeah, you never told me this,” Seb said. “I thought you got banned?”

      “I got banned from racing, but I didn’t get banned from owning a team,” Vi said with a smile. “I’m going to earn enough credits, found my own team, and then take that championship trophy. I can see the look on their stupid faces already. One giant, final fuck you from me.”

      “That sounds . . . like quite the goal. You’d need millions, right?”

      “Hundreds of millions just for the entry fee alone. Then I’d have to hire the best crew, best racers, build an HC-0 ship. It’s a huge goal, but one I’m committed to.”

      “So, once we disembark from the cruise, what’s your plan?”

      “I don’t know. I’m kind of a go-with-the-flow kind of gal. I’ll probably start looking at open jobs and see what sticks.”

      Seb turned and looked at Eni. “What about you?”

      Eni rubbed her chin and scrunched her nose. “I originally thought I’d go back to Pyrus Station. However, the more I think about it, the more I think it would be a bad idea. I’d probably just purge everything and move on. Maybe start looking for a new home.”

      “And you?” Seb asked Nalla.

      “Well . . . I want to keep helping people. Whether that’s aboard a ship, station, or whatever. You don’t just stop being a doctor. I guess . . . I guess it depends on what you all decide.”

      “What did I tell you, Vi,” Eni said, elbowing her in the arm. “I told you the doc was flirting with me.”

      Everyone shared a laugh.

      “Yes, I have grown fond of each of you,” Nalla said.

      This is it, Seb thought. Now’s my chance. If I don’t say anything now, this could be the final week where we’re all together. Even if the girls and I care for each other. If I don’t keep us together, there’s a good chance we’ll all go our separate ways. I don’t want that, and I don’t think they want it either. They’re all looking to me to make the decision for them.

      “Okay, here’s my thought,” Seb said, jumping from the couch. “I’ve already talked with Nalla about this in the past, but Vi and Eni, I want you to think about it too. What if instead of us all going our separate ways, we stay together?”

      “Like we all buy a house together?” Eni asked.

      “Better . . . we build our own ship.”

      Vi sat up in her chair. “Okay, you’ve got my attention.”

      “Here’s just my idea, and to be honest, it’s all hypothetical right now. But what if we start a freelance company, register with the guild, and build our own ship? We won’t be shackled to work for corps or other assholes we don’t want to work for. We and anyone else we hire on full time will be equal partners. We’ll keep everything fair and make decisions as a crew.”

      “I like the sentiment,” Eni said. “But a crew needs a captain. People need someone with authority to look to when decisions need to be made.”

      “Yeah, I agree,” Nalla added.

      “Then, I’ll be the captain,” Seb said. “But we’ll all have a say when it comes to any major decisions.”

      “Tell me more about the ship, though,” Vi said.

      Seb smiled and kneeled around the table. “I’ll need to find a builder, but I can design it based around our needs.”

      “I want it to be fast,” Vi said with a wide grin. “In FTL and out. Oh, and with big-ass guns.”

      “I want an infirmary with the best equipment that we can afford,” Nalla said. “Something universal since we’re all different species. A healing tank paired with an automated operation table would be perfect.”

      “Well, if we’re building a wish list,” Eni said, tapping on her WICI. She expanded a document and started taking notes. “We’ll need a good sensor and communication package. A virtual intelligence can handle our navigation duties. We’ll need plenty of processing and servers to handle all of that. I’ll take care of all the security layers.”

      “Can we get it so the rooms have their own artificial gravity controls?” Vi asked. “It would be nice to be able to stretch and move around without requiring my skinsleeve.”

      “Definitely doable, albeit a bit more expensive.”

      “It should have a large cargo bay, enough for at least a hundred metric tons,” Seb said. “I figure one way to quickly recoup our investment will be to do some transportation runs.”

      “Good call, there are always jobs to move cargo.”

      “And if we have big guns,” Vi said, “we can take the higher risk, higher reward jobs.”

      “Better add good shielding to that list,” Seb said.

      “What about rooms?” Nalla asked. “We could double up the earnings by taking people and cargo to the same destination.”

      “That’s a good point,” Eni said. “But rooms do take up a bit of space.”

      “Let’s do ten individual rooms, with the ability to convert them into bunks,” Seb said. “That would give us quite the flexibility in the event we run into the same issue we did back on Inoi 3.”

      “Yeah, no one wants to sleep in a cargo hold,” Nalla said, taking a sip from her drink.

      “We should get dual bathrooms, then,” Vi said. “One that’s a bit more public, and one that’s a bit more private.”

      “If we put in a captain’s quarters, that could account for the private one,” Eni said.

      “We don’t need a separate captain’s quarters,” Seb said, moving back to the couch. “I want this to be an equal thing.”

      “You say that now, but I think we can all agree that having that extra privacy would be nice. Plus, it’s your name going on this registration.”

      Seb held up his hands. “All right, all right, just trying to do the right thing by you all. If you’re fine with that, then so am I.”

      “It’s not like we’re not going to come and steal it from time to time,” Vi said, laughing.

      “For safety, we should have escape pods on both sides. Enough for our total capacity. Engineering bay and maintenance access I’ll design up to spec. What else are we missing?”

      “Oh, food!” Nalla said. “We should have a nice big kitchen with a dining room table and a pantry big enough for six months.”

      “Six months?” Eni asked, wide-eyed. “We planning on getting lost in uncharted space?”

      “No, she’s right,” Seb said. “That’s pretty standard nowadays for cross-galactic freighters. You always want to plan for the what-if scenarios. Something I figured you would appreciate.”

      “Well, when you put it that way . . . why not a year?”

      “That’s a lot of food,” Seb said, whistling. “But you’re the planner, so I’m good with what you decide. Oh, and speaking of contingency plans, let’s not rig the brand-new ship to blow.”

      “Ugh . . . fine . . .” Eni said, rolling her eyes.

      “Is there anything else that we need?” Vi asked.

      “Outside of some ancillary pieces like furnishings and things, that should be it,” Seb said.

      “Are we really doing this?” Nalla asked.

      Seb looked around the room. Everyone shared a big grin. “I think so. Eni, do you happen to know a good ship builder?”

      Eni’s lips furled. “What? Just because I’m pracovi, I should know someone who builds ships? Not all of us are gearheads, Seb.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Eni crossed her arms and huffed before she spoke. “Maybe you should think twice about what you say, then.”

      “I am truly sorry,” Seb said, leaning across the table. “I’ll do whatever I can to make it up to you.”

      “I’ll hold you to it.”

      Seb sat in silence, staring at Eni until she eventually caved. “Maybe I do know someone.”

      “You do? That would be a great help.”

      “My . . . family works at the pracovi docks and should be able to help us.”

      “Do you think you could give them a call?”

      “I will once we drop out of FTL next, but the ship is only a small piece. You’ll need to get registered with the Freelancer Guild. Then we’ll all need to register as members of the crew. Once we get the paperwork finished, we’ll need to work through all the accounting headaches and everything else. I can do the first part, but I really think we should prioritize a virtual intelligence to handle all the tasks we don’t want to.”

      “Whatever you do, please . . . please . . . do not start calling the intelligence Vi,” Vi said. “You can’t imagine how often people think I am a bot, or I hear Vi called out and think they are talking with me.”

      “There’s only room enough for one Vi on this crew,” Seb said with a smile.

      “Thank you.”

      “So, is there like a virtual intelligence store that we can buy one from?”

      “Yeah, there are a host of computation cores we can choose from. We would start with a base core. Depending on the core would determine how many module slots it comes with. The more expensive and complex the virtual intelligence, the more modules you can plug in.”

      “What kind of modules are we talking about?”

      “It can be anything. Going back to our earlier discussion, if we want them to handle navigation, we would upload a navigation module. If we want them to handle the legal and accounting matters, those are two more modules. If we were to give them access to a bot, we could upload a chef module. It’s kind of endless depending on the use cases. It’s just the more tasks we want them to be good at, the more expensive the core. Oh, and any number of modules we choose, we’ll automatically subtract one for the personality module. I’ve used virtual intelligences without a personality module before, and let’s just say it’s a hard requirement.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Seb said. “You said they become more expensive as they increase in complexity. How much we talkin’?”

      “If we want a small one, it could be only a couple thousand. However, the good ones can run anywhere from twenty all the way up to a hundred.”

      “That’s the cost of a perfectly good shuttle!” Seb shouted. “Can’t you just program one yourself?”

      “Can’t you just build a space station?” Eni spat. “Of course I could. After spending years learning how to do it and with enough resources, but that’s a waste of my time. There’s better people out there at that kind of work than me. I’m much better at tearing things apart.”

      “That’s just a lot of money.”

      “Right, but they are pretty much the best at that computational stuff. They also don’t cost anything after the initial investment. Imagine if we were to outsource that to someone else. Paying a navigator, lawyer, and attorney. Those costs add up. We’ll see the return on investment in a year or two. Likely sooner if we’re good at our jobs.”

      “All right, I trust you.”

      “One thing those virtual intelligences will never be better at is flying,” Vi said confidently.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Eni said. “There’s a reason why they’re not allowed in the Hypercore series races.”

      “They’re not allowed because they’re shit. They can’t truly feel what the metal beast is telling you when you’re pulling nine g’s into a turn. They have no instincts, just a bunch of ones and zeros.”

      “Well, that’s just completely wrong, because most modern virtual intelligences use bio—”

      Eni stopped when she looked up at the snarl on Vi’s face.

      “My bad,” Eni said, shrugging with a sly smile. “I don’t know anything about piloting. You’re the expert there.”

      “Put me up against any virtual intelligence, and I’ll do laps around them.”

      “No need to keep pushing. I believe you.”

      Seb intervened when Vi’s eyes squinted further. “So . . . about getting everything started. You said you can get us registered with the guild, right?”

      “Yeah, once we’re out of FTL,” Eni said.

      “We’ll need a name, right?”

      “Yeah, anyone got any ideas?”

      While the other three sat in silence contemplating their ideas, Seb got up and walked to the kitchen to grab a drink. He looked out one of the many one-way windows of their balcony room. The chaotic streaks of the FTL dissipated, revealing an orange and blue planet beneath them. Seb nearly dropped his drink as he rushed back to the couch.

      “We just dropped out of FTL!” Seb shouted.

      Everyone sat up from their seats and turned to look out the windows. They clapped their hands on their bodies and shared in their excitement. Eni brought up a new window on her WICI.

      “Give it a minute,” Eni said. “It’s going to take a bit for the ship’s network to connect to the nearby satellites.”

      “Did you guys come up with anything?” Seb asked.

      Nalla shook her head. “It doesn’t seem we’re very good at this.”

      “Are we going for something more official sounding?” Vi asked. “Something like Warhawk and Associates?”

      “Gross,” Eni said, leaning away from Vi. “We’re not some corp.”

      “I know. That’s why I asked.”

      “What about Captain Warhawk and the Wild Bunch?” Nalla suggested.

      “That sounds like a band name,” Vi said, laughing.

      “I like it better than the corp name,” Eni said. “We need something cool, though. Something tough.”

      “Warhawk’s Vanguard?” Vi asked.

      “That’s pretty cool,” Seb said.

      “A bit too militaristic, in my opinion,” Nalla said.

      “I agree,” Eni said. “We don’t want to be mistaken as some black ops mercenary group. That’s just asking for trouble.”

      “We need something strong and powerful,” Seb said. “This is also our chance for freedom to get away from everything. To be our own group.” He snapped his fingers. “I’ve got it. Warhawk’s Wyverns.”

      “Ooh, I like that,” Vi said. “Wyverns are huge, vicious, but also protective of their kin. Plus, they fly.”

      “Eni? Nalla?”

      “I love it!” Nalla said.

      “Eni?”

      The white-haired pracovi furiously typed on her projected keyboard and paused when she heard her name again. “Oh, was that not what we were going with? I already submitted the form.”

      “Wait, so we’re officially a crew?”

      “We’ll have to wait for all the forms to complete . . . but yeah . . . we’re official.”

      Seb and his companions jumped from the couches and shouted in happiness. He rushed over to the minibar, grabbed a sealed bottle of orlindrian champagne, and popped the top in celebration. Nalla handed everyone glasses, and Seb poured them all a drink. He raised his glass and shouted, “To Warhawk’s Wyverns!”

      “To Warhawk’s Wyverns!”
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      Seb looked out of his shared bedroom’s window after hearing the call from the captain that they were approaching Ring Three. The pracovi home world of Dutza was like a glistening marble floating in the night sky. The planet had beautiful pink oceans surrounded by vibrant blue and green flora that peppered the landscape. There were barely any clouds, giving a perfect view of the terrain below.

      Seb and his companions’ destination wasn’t the planet itself but the third man-made ring that surrounded the planet. Pracovi were famous for their ship manufacturing skills. Three rings of varying sizes surrounded the dwarf-sized planet with dozens of factories, assembly plants, and warehouses all working together to build the best ships in the galaxy.

      For those who worked in the darkness of space, they built communal hubs to house the millions of pracovi and other species who settled on one of the three rings. From what Eni had told him, some pracovi families never even left the rings themselves. With all the amenities provided on the various stations, there was never a need to visit the planet below.

      The pracovi people’s ability to build made them an invaluable ally for all the other galactic superpowers. While they maintained a seat on the Galactic Ruling Council, the other systems’ reliance on their production afforded them neutrality in most of the politics. They became a critical part of any war effort.

      Seb watched while the ship finished its docking procedures. It’d been several weeks since they’d left the Song of the Galaxy. The ship had docked on Hera, a UHC-owned planet that was treated as a prime vacation spot known for its warm weather, crystal clear oceans, and white sand beaches. From there, they’d chartered passage on a transport freighter, Mercy’s Caress, to take them to Dutza.

      After a vibration rumbled through the ship’s frame, Seb stood from his bottom bunk. He shouldered his backpack and picked up his other bag. Ensuring he left nothing behind, he scoured the room for anything he’d missed. When he was sure he got everything, he opened his room’s door.

      Nalla let out a gasp of surprise as the door whistled open. “Oh, looks like you’re already up.”

      “Yeah, it’s kind of hard to stay asleep with the captain speaking over the intercom.”

      “Tell that to Vi,” Nalla smirked. “She’s still trying to get Eni up.”

      “It’s been pretty clear that she’s not a morning person.”

      “Now that you mention it . . . I don’t think I’ve seen her up before midday unless we had plans. I should take note of that for my records of her. It’s not good if she’s not getting enough sleep.”

      “She’s fine,” Seb said, waving his hand. “She just needs to get to bed at a decent time.”

      “You’re probably right. But now that we’re a crew, I worry about her. She still hasn’t let me perform a physical. Well . . . she has, but every time we start she turns it into something it’s not.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Nalla looked around her before leaning in to whisper. “She always tries to turn it into something sexual.”

      Seb busted out laughing. “Yeah, that sounds like her. So what did you do?”

      “I tried to get her to be serious, but she wouldn’t have it. She started touching my tail and—”

      Seb took a step forward and nodded down the hall, interrupting Nalla’s story. They both turned to see Eni and Vi approaching with their luggage. Seb grabbed some of Vi’s extra bags to help with the load.

      “Ugh . . . What time is it?” Eni asked, holding her head. Her ears were drooping forward, and she had large bags under her eyes.

      “Early morning is my guess,” Seb said. “Maybe fiveish?”

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here, then. I need some more sleep.”

      “We can pick up some coffee and grub along the way, but we’re all following you, Eni.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because we’re here to see your family.”

      “Oh, right . . . shit . . .”

      “What’s wrong?” Nalla asked.

      “Nothing . . . Just follow me.”

      Seb gave Nalla and Vi a shrug after Eni passed him. The group followed their sleepy companion as she waddled her way down the hall of rooms that lined the ship. They stopped behind a queue that formed along the ship’s docking bay doors.

      “How’d you sleep?” Nalla asked.

      “Not too bad,” Seb said. “It was nice having the cabin to myself after the last stop.”

      “We should have just moved into your room afterward,” Eni said. “This old woman would not stop snoring. I was this close to smothering her with her pillow.”

      “Don’t do that,” Nalla said, rubbing her back. “They would have found you easily. It would have been better to give her a dose of tarcin. The autopsy would come out looking as if she’d had a heart attack.”

      “Damn, Nalla, that’s cold-blooded.”

      “Well, I am part sepix,” Nalla smirked.

      Eni laughed and leaned into her side. “I knew there was a reason why I liked you. You’ve got this sweet and soft exterior, but on the inside you’re a bit of a freak like me.”

      As the two walked farther down the hall, Vi and Seb stood back. “Great, that’s just what we need. Another one like Eni,” Vi said, chuckling.

      “Yeah, I didn’t see that coming,” Seb said. “She’s always been so nice.”

      “Those are always the ones you have to worry about. Eni’s the one who rescued both of us, remember.”

      “Yeah, but she’s almost like the opposite. Chaos on the outside and caring on the inside.”

      “You’re not wrong.”

      The two shared a laugh before catching up with the other pair. After exiting the ship, the crew ventured farther into the station. The structure was boxy with massive windows edged in a brown metal. It shimmered like bronze with patterns similar to Damascus steel. The aesthetic continued throughout the buildings, which were stylized with basic geometric shapes with sharp points.

      After picking up a bite to eat and several large coffees, the group followed Eni to the nearby rail station. According to her, pracovi trains were the fastest way to get from point to point on R-3. They used powerful magnetic energy fields to propel the suspended trains swiftly across the surface of the structure.

      Thanks to their early arrival, the train station was barren. Since they beat the morning rush, their passenger car was nearly empty. Eni and Nalla took two seats in the row in front of the one that Seb and Vi sat in.

      The red padding turned Vi’s exposed arms and head a few shades closer to purple. The sudden change heightened the contrast of her yellow eyes. It almost seemed as if they were glowing.

      “What?” Vi asked, pausing and looking over at Seb.

      “Nothing,” Seb said. “You just look great in red.”

      Vi looked down at her arms, glancing between the two to confirm the difference. She let out a laugh and smacked him on the shoulder.

      “What? You do.”

      “Thanks, it’s not my natural color.”

      “I couldn’t tell. It suits you.”

      Vi smiled and rolled her eyes before a slight jerk of the car pulled their attention outside the window. The foreground became a blur as the train accelerated. The massive assembly plants were the only thing large enough for them to get a good look at. Dozens of cruisers, frigates, and even the shell of a lone dreadnought sat idly by while sparks flew from the builders’ equipment. Seb was a kid in a candy store. Being surrounded by all these ships made him feel at home here, and he couldn’t wait to see what was in store for them.

      Seb could feel Vi’s gaze behind him, and he turned to make sure she could get a clear view. “Is our ship going to be as big as those?” she asked.

      “Closer to the smaller ones. With our size, we’re bordering between a light frigate and a frigate. It’s better for us to get classified as the light frigate for insurance, tax, and title purposes. We’ll have to wait and see once we pass inspection.”

      “I can’t wait to see it.”

      “You and me both. I wonder how much they’ve gotten done since I sent them the money and the plans.”

      “It was impressive watching you work. I don’t think I saw you leave our suite once you started.”

      “Yeah, I was getting a bit overfocused. I mean, it’s been a dream of mine to build my own ship. Then, with everyone else’s input, our wishes and desires, it felt like I was building us our home. At that point it didn’t become about me.”

      “Aw . . . that’s sweet,” Vi said, brushing her tentacles from her face. She leaned over and placed a kiss on his cheek.

      “What was that for?”

      “I don’t know. I just felt like it.”

      The two shared a smile and rode a bit farther before Seb overheard Nalla and Eni talking. Their laughter made him feel a bit uneasy when they both looked his way at the same moment. He pushed the thought aside, hoping that he wasn’t the center of their conversation.

      Vi pulled his attention when she leaned in close to his ear and whispered. “You haven’t met Eni’s family, have you?”

      “No, have you?”

      She shook her head. “No, I didn’t even really know she had family until she mentioned it on the cruise.”

      “It never came up?”

      “No, not really. Now that I think about it, she didn’t really share much about her personal life. When she found me, I was spilling everything that happened to me. She just kind of listened and helped. Looking back, that’s what I needed, though.”

      “You two worked together a lot, didn’t you?”

      “A lot? I wouldn’t call it a lot. When she needed a driver or an extra set of hands, she called me. She always paid well. We’d only started hanging out in more of a nonprofessional manner a few months ago.”

      “Huh . . . I wonder if there’s a reason why she doesn’t talk about them much.”

      “Yeah, it was odd how she was so adamant about getting a hotel when they offered to let us stay. I had to stress how tight of a budget we are on now that we sunk everything we have into the ship.”

      “How bad can they be if they offered for us to stay with them?”

      “I guess we’ll wait and see,” Vi said, shrugging.

      The remainder of the ride wasn’t that long thanks to the speed of the train. Seb and Vi picked up their bags when they saw Nalla and Eni begin to stand after their station was called. Their breakfast seemed to do the trick, as Eni was no longer slumping along.

      When they stepped out from their exit, they were in the middle of a large atrium. There was no station entrance like at the docks. The train put them right in the heart of the ring. In the center of the structure were several energy rails that the trains used. A suspended bridge was built over it, creating a small park where families gathered.

      On both sides of the structure were giant communal buildings that ascended above the top of the atrium. The main level was reserved for restaurants, stores, and entertainment. The area seemed purposefully designed to keep everything contained within walking distance. To the left and right of each building, Seb could see manufacturing and assembly docks. He quickly understood how the pracovi citizens could exist in their own little bubble.

      Eni pulled up something on her WICI, which Seb could see was the address.

      “You don’t know where your parents live?” Seb asked.

      “This is the first time I’ve been here,” Eni said, looking up. “They moved from R-1 to R-3 last year. I haven’t had the chance to visit since.”

      “It looks nice.”

      “That’s because R-3 is brand new. They haven’t even finished it completely. Each iteration of the rings has been a massive improvement. With R-3 supporting more species, I’m interested to see what my family’s home is like.”

      “We’re going to be able to fit in it, right?”

      Eni giggled. “We’ll see!”

      Seb wondered if he’d made the right call not getting a hotel. As they walked deeper into the atrium, he could see the galaxy’s influence among the pracovi people’s culture. Many of the shops included holograms that shifted into various languages, including Galactic Common. While the pracovi were the majority race among the ring, there were humans, onigaram, and even a few inora scattered among the populous. If the apartment was built inside the atrium instead of mounted on the outside as its own structure, Seb half expected to see families hanging out of the open windows.

      Eni led them through the busy common area to a front door of the apartments that displayed a hologram of CA 47. Several children weaved in between Seb’s legs when he opened the door, putting a smile on everyone’s face. After crossing a massive foyer that contained couches and chairs filled with the elderly playing basic hologames, the group found the elevators and headed for the top floor.

      Once the door opened, Eni pulled up her WICI again to check the number. “We’re looking for number 1522.”

      The emerald-green carpet guided their way down the hall. They counted their way up until they reached the condo. Eni stopped and let out a heavy sigh before turning around and facing everyone. She was rubbing her forehead and clenching her teeth.

      “Before we go in there, I’m going to lay down some basic rules. First—”

      The door sprang open, revealing three pracovi standing in the doorway. The first was a thin man with a long white beard and white hair. He shared Eni’s blue and green eyes. The other two were women. They both had braided, blonde hair and purple and blue eyes. The older woman retained much of her youthful beauty, and it was clear where Eni got her looks from. The younger of the two was completely shredded. She had arms, legs, and abs that rivaled Seb’s own.

      “Trixie!” the pracovi trio shouted before swarming their kin.

      Seb looked over at Vi and raised a brow. “Trixie?” Vi’s face was plastered with a grin. She shrugged, and the two looked back down at the family. Eni’s parents and sister continued their loving assault, issuing an endless number of kisses and hugs to Eni’s displeasure.

      “Come on, you’re smothering me,” she said, trying to wiggle out of their bear hugs.

      “Hush now, honey,” Eni’s mom said. “We haven’t seen you in a little over a year. You can suffer my love just for a few more minutes.”

      “That’s right, sweetpie,” her father said. “We’ve missed you something awful. You really need to visit more often, since you never tell us where you are. We’d love to come visit.”

      “Sweetpie?” Seb whispered, leaning over to Vi.

      “I can already tell this is going to be great,” Vi whispered back.

      “You never call enough either,” Eni’s sister said. “You owe me some more stories.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eni said. “I’ve been busy. I’ve missed you all too.”

      Seb couldn’t help but smile. It wasn’t just that he was happy about Eni’s reunion with her family, it was their cute accents. He could tell the WICI was picking up a foreign language from the mom and dad based on their mouths not syncing with their words. But the accent he was hearing reminded him of the southern states of his planet back home. He tapped on his WICI to confirm the translator was working correctly and didn’t have a misconfigured setting, and it all checked out.

      When the three finished with their homecoming, Eni’s mom took a step forward. This time, Seb could tell she was speaking in Galactic Common based on her slow and forceful delivery. “Wel-come. To. Our. Home. My name is. Minxie. My. Husband’s name is. Marvo.”

      “When did Mom and Dad start speaking Common?” Eni asked, turning to her sister.

      “These last few months,” Eni’s sister said. “They’ve been bored in their retirement and started taking online classes since we’re getting more and more immigrants.”

      Eni turned to her mother and raised her wrist, displaying her device. “Mom, you don’t have to try so hard. We’re all wearing WICIs with universal translators. They can understand you. Where are the ones I bought you and Dad?”

      “Ugh, I hate wearing that thing. It makes my arm itchy. And we don’t need a translator. What happened to just communicating with each other naturally? I don’t like the electronic voice it gives me and others.”

      “That’s because you don’t use it enough. It gets better over time. It only takes about a week to adjust.”

      While the other three bickered, Eni’s sister took a step forward and waved her hand. “I’m Dixie, by the way.”

      Seb pointed at himself and then to his companions. “I’m Seb, this is Nalla and Vi.”

      “Pleasure to meet you. You’re the one who bought the ship, then?”

      “Yeah, excited to see her. How’s the build coming?”

      “Everything is going great. Not going to lie, when you sent the plans over, I thought the design was a little crazy. You crafted a light freighter around a gauss system sized for a dreadnought. However, when everything checked out in our systems and the payment came through, the team was excited for the challenge.”

      “Your sister gave you high praises, so I knew I was going to be in excellent hands.”

      “You definitely made the right choice. Nothing beats pracovi engineering. Once we get you all settled, I’ll take you to the hangar, and you can see her yourself.”

      “Can’t wait.”

      By the time Seb and Dixie finished with their conversation, Eni and her parents finished their discussion. Seb introduced himself and his companions in the best pracovi he could muster, earning a smile from both parents. Eni’s family went to each of the women and started helping them with their bags.

      “Come on in, everybody,” Minxie said, switching back to her native language and waving at everyone to come inside. “I’m sure it’s been a long journey. Let’s get your bags dropped off.”

      The front door opened into a living room with a fifteen-foot-tall ceiling crested with a massive skylight that opened to the shining stars of space. The living room was furnished with a large couch paired with small recliners sized for Eni’s parents. Their kitchen was wide and open yet sized appropriately to their family. It was decorated with black stone countertops and cabinets that matched the bronze aesthetic of the building.

      When Seb saw how everything was sized, he worried about the bathroom. However, thankfully, that was sized large enough for him and his companions. The shower came mounted with touchpads at different heights. They allowed species of varying sizes to adjust the water’s temperature.

      Eni’s room was the last stop on their tour, and Seb’s jaw dropped when her mother opened the door. It was decorated like he expected to find in a teen’s room. It had lots of black furnishings, tons of holographic posters of human boy bands, and shelves of physical copies of various books.

      “Why? Just why?” Eni said, shaking her head.

      “What’s wrong?” Minxie asked.

      “Why would you redo this room with all of my old stuff?”

      “Well, we wanted you to feel comfortable whenever you visited.”

      “I think it’s rather sweet,” Nalla said, trying to hold back her laugh.

      “Yeah, look at all these awesome bands,” Seb said, walking into the room. “I haven’t heard the Rowdy Renegades in years. And the Bristol Bad Boys . . . Eni, you’ve got them all.”

      Seb dropped his bags and picked up a nearby hairbrush and started to sing. He completed the chorus of one of their hit songs before kneeling in front of Eni. After the serenade, he received quite the applause from everyone except Eni.

      “Damn, Seb, I didn’t know you could sing,” Vi said. “Why haven’t we done karaoke yet?”

      “Eh, I was just having fun,” he said, returning the hairbrush to the top of the dresser.

      “I see why she likes you so much,” Minxie said.

      “Mom . . .” Eni growled.

      “Oh, she likes me?” Seb asked.

      “Well, she’s always had a thing for humans, and you’re the first man she’s brought home.”

      “All right, that’s it!” Eni said, turning around. “We’re leaving and getting a hotel room!”

      “No way,” Vi said, stepping in front of her. “We just got here, and I’m already in love with your family. I can’t wait to hear all about your childhood.”

      “Did she show you all the fanfic she used to write?” Dixie asked.

      Vi clapped and shouted with excitement. “No, she didn’t!”

      Eni’s eyes glazed over. She stood there unblinking, muttering to herself. “I knew this was a bad idea, but I agreed to it anyway. There’s nothing left to be unturned. I’m just going to have to end it and save myself from further embarrassment.”

      Seb felt bad that they were reveling in her torment. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her to his side. Looking up, he addressed everyone in the room. “Even though I don’t want to spoil the wonderful time we are all having, I do want to get a good look at the progress Dixie and her team has made working on our ship.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Nalla said.

      The group dropped off their bags in Eni’s room before heading back to the front door. Minxie shouted that she would have lunch prepared for them when they got back. They followed Dixie out of the condo and marched behind her. When they exited the building, Seb noticed everyone gathered around a nearby news terminal.

      “What’s going on?” Seb asked.

      “I don’t know,” Dixie said. The group jogged over to the hologram that was displaying Breaking News in a floating circle.

      “Galactic war,” the news anchor began, “is upon us. GRC diplomatic efforts have failed to come to a peaceful agreement between the Freelight Syndicate and the Sectorum. The Allmother’s fleet has been seen traveling through Assembly space, and we’re receiving reports of engagements on the two superpowers’ borders have broken out. The Pracovi Alliance is stuck in the middle. GRC orlindrian councilwoman Yaralai Srivali has committed to sending GRC peacekeeping forces to protect the critical system. We’ll present more news as the situation develops. May the Maker watch over us all.”

      Seb turned to look out the nearby window. Flashes of light speckled off in the distance before a large cruiser flew over the station. The light flashed more frequently, and Seb realized what he was seeing. They were FTL discharges from ships arriving in the sector. In a matter of minutes, hundreds of ships entering the nearby space hindered their view. UHC, Liolai Collective, Assembly, Great Hive, and Reborn fleets moved to create a physical blockade around the planet.

      Seb jerked up when yellow lights descended from the ceiling, presenting some kind of alert around the station. A calm voice echoed over the intercom, recommending all non-employed staff to return to their homes. His companion’s shout pulled his attention.

      “Seb, come on!” Vi yelled. When he turned, he saw his companions were already running down the atrium, opposite of where they had been. He rushed to Vi, and the two sprinted to catch up with his other companions. By the time they reached the hangar, they were all panting heavily.

      Dixie badged everyone in through the front door. When they reached the front security officer, Dixie exclaimed they were with her. Seb and his crew followed her down winding hallways, passing many of the workers who scampered in the opposite direction, determined to make their way home.

      When the doors opened, Dixie darted down the hallway with Seb and his companions in tow. She unlocked a door with her WICI that opened up to a room where all the walls were transparent. It was the hangar’s control room.

      Seb walked to the farthest point in the room, placing his hands on the glass as he looked outward. Dixie and her crew had already completed the shell of the ship. He could see it was missing its exterior pieces, like the defense turrets, sensor antennae, and communication dishes. However, outside of his present company, it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

      “It’s so big!” Vi shouted. “She’ll still be agile, though, won’t she?”

      “Maybe not as the Hypercore ships, but she’ll do you justice,” Seb said. He felt Nalla’s arm wrap around his waist, and he rested his arm on her shoulder.

      “That’s our new home, isn’t it?” Nalla asked.

      “It will be once she’s finished.”

      “A lot of decisions I have made have been the wrong ones. But this one . . . it feels right.”

      Seb wrapped his arms around the women next to him and pulled them in close. He looked back and forth between their eyes and smiled. He was so close to having his dreams come true, he could taste it. But all that feeling was short-lived when Dixie started cursing.

      “Karasaur cunt,” Dixie said, slamming her fist down.

      “What’s wrong?” Seb asked.

      “We’ve got a big fucking problem.”

      “Well, don’t just leave us hanging. Tell us what’s wrong?”

      Dixie twisted in her chair, facing the group, and took in a deep breath. “Our process for custom orders is to order as we go. We break the build up into various milestones. Once we get close to the next milestone, we place the order for the next phase and continue down our track. We have an ordering system that estimates the total cost of the build. When we initially spoke, the total I gave you was for all the parts at the time. When I just checked, it was as I had feared. Prices have skyrocketed.”

      “How much we talking?”

      “The estimate is double.”

      “Double?!” Seb shouted. “Where the fuck are we going to get that much money?”

      “I can pitch in,” Vi said. “I’ve got about 100k put away.”

      “I’ve stowed away what little I have,” Nalla said. “But you can have it all if it means building our home.”

      “I have an emergency fund,” Eni said. “We’ll have to physically go get it, but depending on how much the others have, it may cover everything else we need.”

      “I can’t ask you all to do that,” Seb said, lowering his head.

      “You’re not asking, we’re offering,” Vi said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “We want to do this. For all of us.”

      “What about your racing team?”

      “I don’t mind waiting a little longer. Besides, I know we’ll earn it back.”

      “Yeah, with my brains and your brawn, we’ll be swimming in credits in no time,” Eni said, smiling.

      “All right, let’s focus on getting the money, and then we’ll be back.”

      “That’s not all of it,” Dixie said softly.

      “What was that?” Seb asked, taking a step forward.

      “The engines we were going to use are all gone.”

      “What do you mean they’re all gone?”

      “They’re sold out, and so is every other manufacturer that will fit the build.”

      “Can’t you find a used one?” Vi asked.

      “Maybe, but the used market is going to be just as inflated. It might take me weeks or months to source one alone. The engines designed for this craft have to fit a specific category for the size and weight. Unless you’re friends with an engine manufacturer, we’re limited on options.”

      “Maybe we can steal one,” Eni said.

      “Trixie!” Dixie said, her eyes wide. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I mean, we have to have one for the ship to fly.”

      “You don’t just need one. You need two. And who are you? The sister I grew up with would never do something like that.”

      “There’s a lot about me that you don’t know.”

      As the discussion turned heated, with Vi and Nalla trying to calm the two sisters down, Seb paced around the room. His mind raced, searching for any option to solve their problem. When he found it, he smiled and shook his head. Fate was a cruel mistress. He needed help from the last person he ever wanted to see. But he was willing to do anything to make his companions happy.

      “I’ve got it!” Seb shouted. “Eni, let’s head back to your folks’ place. I need to grab my things.”

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “I need you to do two things for me. First, find me the cheapest ticket from here to Atlas. And second, I need you to get me all the dirt you can find on Zara Saladonus.”

      “Why are you going to Atlas?” Nalla asked.

      “To get us our damn engines.”
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      The familiarity of the flight put Seb on edge, only this time he was wearing a two-thousand-credit suit and carrying a laser pistol small enough to not protrude from his suit jacket. He was flying into the literal dragon’s den. The restaurant Zara agreed to meet him at he’d never heard of, but the city of his alma mater was completely foreign to him. Gone were the lush fields and courtyards, replaced by giants molded from glass and steel. The city had become so developed, Seb could barely see the streets underneath.

      When his transport shuttle landed on the landing pad, he’d half expected to see police or at least Zara’s armed guards. However, only a lone hostess stood at the edge of the off-ramp. Seb double-checked that his weapon was loaded and the safety was off before shoving it back into his pocket holster.

      Seb double tapped on his WICI and spoke into his comm. “Eni, are you getting all of this?”

      “Yeah, no problem. It’s just a bit delayed with it traveling across the entire galaxy and all. However, I have the video feed saving to a local server, so even if our feed cuts early, we should be okay. You’ve also got the chip storage built into your WICI, as well.”

      “Hopefully, it’s enough.”

      “It should be unless she fries your equipment as soon as you walk in.”

      “There’re no guards here like I requested.”

      “Either she’s confident in her ability to defend herself or they’re where you just can’t see them.”

      “All right, well, wish me luck.”

      “Hey, Seb?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Come back in one piece. You’ve got a crew waiting for you.”

      Seb smiled before a torrent of cool air filled the cabin when the side door opened. He took a moment to stretch once he exited the vehicle. The sun’s orange glow cast bright pinks and purples along the sky. It was a beautiful evening. He just hoped it wasn’t his last.

      The human woman had soft features with a tight bun of black hair. She was wearing a black suit jacket and a knee-length skirt, paired with black heels. When Seb approached the hostess, she smiled.

      “Mr. Reeves?” she asked.

      “That’s me.”

      “It’s a pleasure to have you dining with us, sir. Ms. Saladonus is waiting for you inside. Shall I take you to her?”

      “Yes, please. Did Ms. Saladonus come alone?”

      “I believe so. I did not see anyone traveling with her. She rented the restaurant out for the evening so you both can have a private meal together.”

      Her smile shows her ignorance of the situation, Seb thought. She must assume this is supposed to be a romantic evening. Two lovers reuniting. How wrong she is.

      Seb walked closely behind the hostess. The restaurant was on one of the top levels of the skyscraper, giving it a surrounding view of the city’s skyline. The floor-to-ceiling windows helped the sun’s glow coat the bright-white interior in a soft shade of orange. Renting the facility couldn’t have been cheap. Whether she did it for tradition’s sake or just because she could only seem to heighten Seb’s anger.

      After they rounded the main dining area, the hostess led Seb up one flight of stairs that curved above the bar area. He saw Zara’s vertically slit eyes before he reached the top, thanks to her intimidating size.

      A single table large enough for two sat in the middle of a twenty-diameter circle with two waiters standing nearby. Seb was certain Zara was wearing the same hip-slit white dress he’d seen her in when they’d met for the first time. It glistened in the ceiling light, barely holding her massive breasts from spilling over the top. She’s toying with you.

      One waiter pulled out Seb’s chair for him, allowing him to take his seat. Once he sat, he never took his eyes off of Zara. Her eyes were like that of a predator looking at its next meal, unsure whether to eat it straight away or play with it first. He remembered the look and had to fight not to revert to his former collegiate self.

      “Francis, it’s so good to see you.”

      “Zara.”

      “Your voice sounds so aged. It’s deeper and speaks of experience. Not to mention all of your physical changes. I can hear through the strength of your heartbeat and see through that expensive suit of yours how much healthier you are. The beard suits you as well.”

      “You look exactly the same. And if my mind is as sharp as it was, I’m confident that’s the same dress you wore when we first met.”

      “Oh, this?” she said, draping a finger across the top of her breasts. “This is brand new. I purchased it specifically for our evening tonight.”

      She’s already lying to you. Seb scoffed. “Is that how we are going to be spending the evening? Playing games? I’m too old for that, Zara.”

      “Yes . . . you’ve most certainly aged. A weakness of your species, no doubt. The last ten years must have felt like an eternity for you. But for someone like myself, well, it feels as though we just left our first date.”

      Seb clenched his jaw. He knew she wouldn’t hold her punches. But he had to keep his head in the game. This wasn’t just for him. It was for his crew. He held thoughts of them to try to calm himself.

      “Shall we order?” he asked.

      Zara’s eyes relaxed from the tight slits they were, and she nodded in agreement. “Yes, let’s do just that. It’s terrible to discuss business over empty stomachs.”

      “I assume you’re familiar with the menu. I’ll let you order for us both.”

      “Trusting, aren’t we?” Zara turned and handed a waiter her menu. “We’ll have the micrus tartare, and give us a bottle of your oldest vintage.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the waiter said, grabbing Seb’s menu.

      “Trust?” Seb chuckled. “I don’t trust you as far as I could throw you, and with the size of your ass, that equates to none.”

      Zara’s lips rolled back, revealing her large teeth. She was smiling, but it was more of a threat paired with the low growl that rolled off of her tone. “That sharp tongue of yours is nasty. I like this new you.”

      “Really? So, you’ve moved on from grooming idiot men who have no idea what they’re getting into?”

      “No, they still have their place. Before you smelled like a fresh doe wandering aimlessly in a pasture. Now you’re a hardened buck looking for his next fuck.”

      Seb smirked and leaned back in his chair. “Now who’s the one with the nasty tongue?”

      “I’m only mirroring the present company. You’re the one who decided to be profane.”

      “I think I’m a little deserving of that, don’t you think?” Seb leaned over the table and repeatedly tapped his finger on the surface. “Ten years. Ten fucking years I spent in a cell for you. Sometimes, standing in a three-by-three cube where you couldn’t even sit. Sometimes, frozen in a box where your mind leaves you locked away in the void, reliving your worst nightmares. You put me through hell, Zara, and for what? So you could have a good quarter that year? You used me and threw me to the wolves. So yeah, I think I am a little deserving to be fucking profane.”

      “Yes, I used you, but there was a reason I picked you. And it wasn’t because of that mace swinging between your legs. You were hungry and were one of the few that could do the job. Deep down, you knew the consequences and were still willing to take the risk. You did what the job required of you like the good little employee you were. Sure, you got caught, but you were smart and kept your mouth shut. You did your time and made it out in one piece. The company needs people like you.”

      Seb smirked and leaned back in his chair. “You’ve got to be out of your mind if you think you’re talking me into working for you again.”

      “I thought you wanted to discuss business,” Zara said, shrugging.

      “Yeah, well, some things are off the table.”

      Zara took two fingers and pressed them in between her breasts. When she lifted them back up, they were holding a square metal object. She tossed it on the table in front of Seb. “Nothing is off the table if the price is right.”

      “What the hell is this?” Seb asked, pointing at the device.

      “It’s a data chip with my offer. Go ahead and press it.”

      Seb picked up the chip and rolled it through his fingers while the waitstaff brought their meal. The square red meat topped with a raw egg and green seasoning left Seb without an appetite. He pressed the center button on the chip, and a small hologram projected from it. His eyes shot open as he read through the documents.

      “Is this some kind of joke?”

      “Not at all,” Zara said, tapping the edge of her mouth with a cloth. “From the moment you agreed to do the job, you were employed by Merovingian in an unofficial capacity. Obviously, we had to keep you off the books, given the nature of your work. We couldn’t have it coming back on us.”

      Zara chuckled. “However, our original agreement stood. You were paid one hundred and fifty thousand credits for the single job. As an engineer, you were given a salary of ninety-five thousand credits per year plus a thirty percent hazard pay bonus. On top of that, you were issued a company pension of five percent. Over ten years that adds up to a decent guarantee of yearly income.”

      “Is this number accurate?” Seb said, pointing at the seven-digit figure.

      “That’s how much is sitting in the account right this minute.”

      Seb smiled and shook his head. “What’s the catch?”

      “Oh, now you’re interested?” Zara asked with a wicked smile.

      “I can only take so much of your smug attitude, Zara. Don’t push me.”

      “Oh, I’ll keep pushing you, Francis. It’s up to you to decide if you want to keep going.”

      “Just cut the bullshit and tell me what I want to know.”

      “There are several terms to the agreement. First is a slew of NDAs we would like you to sign relating to the incident you were involved in. They basically say you acted on your own. We had no involvement, blah, blah, blah. The company skirts accountability. The second part is what we discussed earlier. I know talent when I see it, and I don’t want to lose my favorite engineer. We need people who are willing to do things outside the public eye. You’ll stay on our separate books, and when I call, you’ll answer.”

      Seb sat back in his chair, picked up his glass, and downed the expensive wine. It pissed him off how much he wanted to take the deal. He needed the money now more than ever. Yet the thought of working for Zara made him want to put the blaster to his head and pull the trigger. It was a stupid move, but once again, he was desperate. Someway, somehow, she knew.

      Seb stood from the chair. “I need to use the restroom.”

      “Take your time. I’ll be here when you return.”

      Seb descended the stairs and rounded the corner, where the hostess guided him to the nearest restroom. Once he was in, he took his time relieving himself. It gave him a moment just to breathe and reflect on his options. When he finished, he stepped over to the sink and looked at himself in the mirror.

      “Eni, did you get all of that?” Seb asked.

      “Yeah, I did,” Eni said. “You’re not seriously thinking of taking the offer, are you?”

      “I mean, what choice do we have? We need the money for the ship.”

      “Why not use the info I got as leverage?”

      “You even said the evidence you had against her was circumstantial at best. None of it would hold up in court. Not to mention Zara is a princess of one of the ten families. And you know how they are. If I do this and survive, we’d be running for the rest of our lives. They’d never stop coming for us. And then what? Where would we go? There would be nowhere to hide except for the unexplored territories, and trust me, that’s the last place we want to go.”

      “I don’t know, Seb. The thought of being under a corps thumb makes me sick to my stomach.”

      “It’s not you all. It would just be me.”

      “That’s not how this is anymore, Seb. We’re a crew. Anything we do, we do together.”

      Seb smiled. Even though they were potentially making a deal with a person he despised, the thought of doing so as a group made him feel better. It felt as though no matter whether the decision was right or wrong, they’d have his back.

      “If that’s the case, then you need to speak with Vi and Nalla. Zara wants me. I think she has some kind of sick pride in getting me to agree to the deal. I think I can use that as leverage to get us the engines and the money.”

      “We would need both anyway, with the cost of everything now,” Eni said. “Since you’ve been gone, the numbers on Dixie’s estimation sheets just keep going up.”

      “Then, it sounds like we need to come to a decision.”

      “Okay, I’ll be right back.”

      Seb spent the next few minutes washing his hands and splashing water on his face. The deal itself was stressful, but waiting to hear back from his companions was surprisingly the worst part. He just didn’t want to let them down.

      “Seb, you there?” Eni called over the comm.

      “Yeah, Eni, I’m here.”

      “We’ve come to an agreement. We want you to take the deal.”

      “Are you sure that’s what you want?”

      “Our dreams are together as one crew. We can’t be a crew without a ship. If that means we have to work for a corp temporarily, then so be it. It doesn’t have to be indefinite, and it will give me time to dig up some more dirt.”

      “That works for me,” Seb said, smiling. “Thanks, guys.”

      “I’ll still be watching if you need anything.”

      Seb yanked open the door and marched out into the open area. He leaped up the stairs and didn’t wait for the waiter to seat him. Zara straightened up in her chair with a subtle grin on her face.

      “I was wondering if you took the opportunity to bail,” she said. “You were in there for quite a while. Did the food not sit well with you?”

      “Food’s fine,” Seb said, pushing the untouched plate away from him. “I have a counteroffer.”

      “By all means,” she said, crossing her legs. “Please tell me your terms.”

      “The first should come as no surprise. I am not signing anything here right now. I will, however, commit to signing it when I have time to review all the documents and clear them with my legal team.”

      “That’s agreeable.”

      “The second is that in addition to the money, pension, and everything else, I want twin Gen 3 HC5590TL engines.”

      Zara’s ears perked up, and she leaned forward at the sudden specific request. “Interesting . . . May I ask what you want those for?”

      “Well . . . if I am going to be working for you, I need some way of getting around. I need them for a ship I’ll be building.”

      “That does make sense,” Zara said, tapping on her chin. “With the war going on, ship parts are going for quite the premium now.”

      “No engines, no deal,” Seb said directly.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Seb crossed his arms and nodded. When their conversation concluded, Zara’s WICI glowed on her wrist. She scoffed and tapped the top of the device. A hologram of a sepix man with green skin and red eyes appeared between them.

      “I thought I told you I was not to be disturbed!” Zara spat.

      “Apologies, ma’am,” the man began, “but it is your father. He wishes to speak with you back at company headquarters.”

      Zara rolled her eyes. “Fine. Tell him I will be there shortly.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      When the hologram disappeared, Zara drank the rest of her wine and readied herself to leave.

      “Trouble in paradise?” Seb asked.

      “Who knows,” Zara said. “It’s most likely one of the other families wanting us to send them more ships and parts. Yet they demand it be done at a discount.”

      “Sounds rough,” Seb said with a smirk.

      “Nothing that can’t be solved shortly.”

      As Seb looked over at Zara, he noticed a change in her look. It was primal, but that of a different kind. Her head tilted just off-center with her eyes fluttering halfway open. Her pupils spread wide, and she had the softest smile on her face.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have plans after this, would you?”

      “Not particularly. I plan on catching the next flight that I can.”

      “I was thinking maybe you’d like to come back with me to headquarters. Maybe I could give you another tour of the apartments. For old times’ sake.”

      Seb couldn’t help but laugh. “While I am always flattered when a lady offers a long night in bed, I will have to respectfully decline. For old times’ sake.”

      “Hmm . . . pity . . .”

      Zara stood from her chair, and Seb did the same. The two walked across the restaurant to the exterior docking platform where Zara’s shuttle was already waiting for her. She bent down and kissed Seb on the cheek before departing.

      “I’ll get to work on those engines for you.”

      “But I haven’t signed the papers yet.”

      “You will,” she said with a wink.

      The staff opened the door, and Seb watched Zara board her shuttle. She waved and blew him a kiss before the side door closed. He was glad that their meeting was over and hoped he never had to see her again. He tapped on his WICI and spoke in his comm.

      “Eni?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Tell the others I’m coming home.”
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      “You can put that over there,” Seb said, pointing to the open space in the cargo bay. Forklifts and carts rolled in one after another, bringing in the rest of the equipment the crew needed. Boxes full of packaged food, sealed medical supplies, and crates of onigaram-sized gauss rounds didn’t make a dent in the hundred-ton cargo area. It felt like its own small warehouse mounted on the underside of the ship.

      Maybe we should purchase a land vehicle for any time we have to dock on a planet, Seb pondered. It would certainly save us the hassle of having to deal with public transportation. Maybe even get a few bikes? Something tells me Vi could ride one, but I don’t know about Eni or Nalla. It’s been years since I’ve ridden one. It would be fun to learn again.

      Seb finished coordinating all the hangar staff until they loaded the last box aboard. He followed the dockworkers to the edge of the ramp and waved as the group exited the ship. He opened his WICI and activated the ship’s ramp controls. A resounding thud and hiss echoed throughout the chamber as the ship sealed itself tight.

      Seb walked over to the various crates still left on the floor, picked up two sealed medical cases, and headed farther in the ship. When he reached the corridor beyond the elevator, he saw dozens of scattered data cable littering the floor. It frustrated him that they’d not even managed to be in their new home a single day and Eni was already littering the place up. He pushed it aside to follow up with her after he dropped the supplies off with Nalla.

      Seb walked into the infirmary to find Nalla with her medical jacket off, screwing feeding tubes into the ten-foot-tall tank that took up a quarter of the room. One full wall was covered in medical cabinets with empty crates and drawers open. Opposite the tank sat a wide operating table with a dozen saws, blades, and robotic arms sticking out of the top. The thought of that thing moving sent a prickling sensation up Seb’s back.

      The door shut behind him as he walked into the middle of the room. When Nalla said nothing, he approached her side. “Where do you want me to set these?”

      Nalla stood from what she was doing and wiped her sweat with the back of her hand. She opened the top crate and looked in. After shuffling the contents inside, she closed it and pointed to the far wall. “You can put those on top of the counters over there. I’ll need to sort them later.”

      Seb did as she asked and returned to her side to find her struggling with the hose. “Do you need any help?” he asked, kneeling down next to her.

      “No, I think I got it. Just getting ready to test filling up the tank.”

      “It’s a lot bigger than I thought it would be.”

      “Well, it’s scaled for most species. Onigaram tends to be the biggest with their horns and wide frames. Same thing with some of the printaghasts.”

      “We planning on having some new crew join I don’t know about?”

      “No, but in the event that we’re transporting people and someone gets hurt, it’s just a nice thing to have.”

      “No complaints from me. Happy to give you whatever you need.”

      Nalla stood up and placed a kiss on Seb’s cheek before walking over to the side and picking up her WICI. She tapped on her controls, and a light-green fluid started pumping through the hoses and into the tank. It was a quarter way full when a leak sprang, spraying the viscous fluid everywhere.

      Seb sprang for the electronic driver Nalla used and slid to the area of the leak. He used his hand to hold back the liquid from spraying his face, trying to lean in to get a closer look. It was clear that the clamp hadn’t been secured all the way. Seb used the driver to remove the screws. He then grabbed the hose, shoved it forward, and flipped down the clasp over the extended hooks.

      “I’ve stopped the leak, but you need to tighten these screws even more,” Seb strained.

      “I’m sorry!” Nalla said, grabbing the driver and working on the screws. “The instructions said there should be a click, but it never came.”

      “That click is the coupling being pressed into place and those ear clasps hooking over the hooks.”

      “I see that now.”

      With the last screw tightened, Seb let go of the house and fell back on his bottom. He and Nalla looked over at each other and laughed. It was a minor problem, easily fixed through their teamwork. Seb stood up and extended his hand.

      He pulled Nalla up and into his arms. He stared into her eyes. It had been weeks since they’d been alone together and months since their first meeting. The entirety of their dance, vying for each other’s affection, was finally reaching its tipping point. Seb’s eyes went wide when Nalla grabbed and jerked him to her lips. The gloves came off.

      They both leaned into their lust, kissing and sliding their hands over the other’s body. As their aggression took hold, the two slipped on the floor. Nalla squealed, gripping tight on Seb’s shirt as she fell backward. Seb pulled Nalla into his chest and turned. When his back hit the ground, they slid to the other side of the room. The two shared small laughs while their bodies skirted along the ground.

      “If it wasn’t you, I’d swear you’d planned this,” Seb said, tickling Nalla’s sides.

      “What are you talking about?” Nalla said, turning and pushing up to her knees.

      “Not securing the hose and having me help you . . . This was all a ploy to get me soaked enough to take my clothes off, wasn’t it?”

      Nalla smirked and leaned over him. “If I wanted to get your clothes off, there are easier ways to do that.”

      She bent down and kissed him before pushing herself back up to her feet. Seb frowned, thinking that the fun was over, but that quickly faded when Nalla walked over to the nearby medical table and bent over. He sat up and watched her slide her bottoms down over her tail. She grabbed the end and pulled it over her shoulder, exposing herself to him. It was an unspoken invitation.

      Seb’s excitement got the better of him as his desire drove his movements. He couldn’t think clearly and only knew where he wanted his face to be. His arms and knees skated across the ground like a dog sprinting on a freshly waxed floor. The sight seemed to ease Nalla’s nerves as she laughed at him. Eventually, he made his way to his prize.

      Seb grabbed Nalla’s thighs in both hands and looked up at the gift she presented him. Up until that point, Seb hadn’t thought about how her mixed heritage would have affected her. Suffice to say, he was thrilled that she took after more of her human side when it came to what he saw. It was a forbidden pink fruit that she offered to him. And his mouth watered for a taste.

      He leaned in and slowly kissed her inner thigh. His lips pressed long enough for him to lightly suck on her skin, creating soft pops as he moved higher. Nalla’s moans put a smile on his face as he repeated the motion up the other leg. When he reached the point where her leg met her bottom, he felt her body shake, covering her in small, circular dots.

      He knew the answer to his next question but decided to tease her anyway. “Are you okay? Do you want me to stop?”

      Nalla huffed. “Don’t be mean.”

      He chuckled before taking a mouthful of her bottom cheek. He playfully gnawed on it before sucking her and pulling on it. The pop echoed as he let go, leaving a small, red blemish in the middle of her cheek. He leaned back in, lightly kissing up around the top of her back before targeting the side of her butt. Repeating his former technique, he sucked harder this time, rolling his tongue across the surface. When he pulled away, he smiled at the matching mark left on his companion. Seb vigorously grabbed her bottom and shook it playfully.

      “You having fun back there?” Nalla asked, laughing.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Seb smacked her bottom, eliciting a shout from Nalla. He pulled her ass apart and dove into her dripping mound. The scent was light and inviting. When he dragged his tongue along the outside of her mound, her legs buckled. It put a smile on Seb’s face knowing how much she enjoyed his tongue.

      He spent the next few minutes exploring her folds, tantalizing every weak point he could find. Nalla’s calm and shy exterior outside of the bedroom was a stark contrast to the person she became when they were intimate. She screamed, moaned, and beckoned him for more with each new sensation of pleasure.

      Seb pulled away when Nalla slumped onto the table. While her body shook with the aftershocks of her orgasm, he raised his hand and smacked her ass. He laughed and leaned on the back of his hands, waiting for what she’d do next. It wasn’t what he expected.

      Nalla let go of her tail and it hit the ground next to him with a wet smack. She stood over him, trying to put on her most aggressive face. It was cute how hard she tried to look tough, but he knew she was barely keeping herself up straight.

      Confidently, he spoke. “What are you going to—” His words were cut short as Nalla lunged at him. She jumped on top of him, and their bodies again scooted along the wet floor. They laughed their way down the entirety of the room, pausing only for a moment when they stopped moving. After a short kiss, Nalla picked up where he’d left off.

      She pulled off her top, exposing her pink breasts for Seb to explore. Seb didn’t hesitate. He leaned up and pulled her down to his face. He rolled his tongue up and around her nipples before sucking on them gently. He focused on the right with his tongue while massaging the left with his hand. Nalla moaned at the sudden reversal, and Seb used that as a signal to ravage the other with his tongue. Nalla’s hand massaged the back of his head as he pressed harder into her breast, folded his tongue on the crest of her peak.

      With a quick push, Seb felt Nalla’s hands shove him away. At first he thought it was because she wasn’t satisfied, but when he saw her mischievous grin, he knew otherwise. He felt Nalla’s tail swim its way between his legs up and around the edge of his pants. When it wiggled through the back, he thought this was about to take a turn for the worst. However, with a quick jerk, Seb’s pants slid down to his ankles, popping his erection up into the cool ambient air.

      Nalla ran the tips of her fingers down the top of his cock, gently playing with the head as it bounced with every touch. She looked him in the eyes before leaning her head over his throbbing erection.

      “Tell me when, okay?” Nalla said.

      “Tell you… oh…”

      It didn’t matter what the question was, all Seb could do was lean back against the cold floor. His mind only had room for the pleasure Nalla gave him. She opened her mouth and drizzled her spit across the top of his hard cock, wetting it enough to slide her hand all the way down it. Her hand preceded her mouth, and all Seb could do was hold on. She didn’t waste any time, plunging her mouth onto his thick member. Unlike the confidence of Eni, she stopped near the top, instead using her long tongue to wrap around every inch of the head of his cock.

      Seb wasn’t sure how she was doing it, combining the squeezing motion of her tongue with the bobbing motion of her head. It was a bewilderment left for another time. His mind went completely blank as it focused on the sensation. The only moment of reprieve she gave him was when she came up for a gasp of air, but even then she teased the underside of his shaft with a flick of her long tongue.

      “Nalla, I am not going to last long if you—”

      He was interrupted again with Nalla’s passion for pleasuring him. She squeezed the top of his head with her tongue. While rubbing her hands up and down, she slurped hard, just like he had done to her previously. It didn’t help that she did this all while staring at him with her beautiful black-and-pink eyes. They told a story of hunger, desire, and love. It was getting to be too much.

      “Nalla . . . if you don’t slow down . . .” Seb said, trying to breathe through the pleasure.

      She stopped and smiled before rubbing his member along her lips. “Thank you for telling me. I was worried you weren’t going to make it.”

      “That’s not my fault,” he said, chuckling. “You’re just too damn good at that.”

      “Thanks,” she whispered before climbing on top of him. The two pulled into another kiss. They kissed slowly, holding on to each other’s cheeks before pulling away. They both knew what was coming next, and in their own ways, they each longed for it. When they were both ready, Nalla grabbed the base of Seb’s shaft and teased his head with her already soaking wet slit. The liquid that dripped onto him was warm and inviting. Nalla bit her lip as she pressed down onto the head of his cock. She took it slowly, bouncing up and down as he stretched her. She let out a held gasp and looked down at him with a longing smile.

      Seb grabbed the back of her neck and pulled her in for another kiss. He massaged her long tongue with his own, suckling it as it filled his mouth. He felt her slowly press farther, giving a small whimper of satisfaction when she reached the bottom.

      The feeling was pure bliss. Her cave was ribbed with notches that tickled as she moved. It was unlike anything he had experienced before, and it was wondrous.

      Nalla pulled away from his lips, keeping their foreheads touching. She circled her hips, rocking Seb’s rod around every space of her walls. Then she added verticality to her dance. She slid up and down his cock while swaying her hips, maximizing the surface area of their connection. Every thrust sent warmth down his shaft and across his groin. He wanted nothing else, only to have this feeling last forever.

      Nalla’s claws scratched into his chest, bringing his eyes back to hers. They burned with fiery determination and a confidence he’d only seen in her a few times. He felt Nalla’s tail wrap around his body. It wasn’t until she shifted to her feet that he realized what she was doing. She was building leverage.

      She used her tail to create more surface area along the floor and give her more control over Seb’s body. She thrust herself onto him, using her tail and her hips to fuck him deeper, harder, and faster.

      “Fuck, Nalla,” Seb moaned, letting the pink beauty have her way with him. The power of her movements put him in a stupor as pleasure spread throughout his entire body. He knew she was getting close as the squeeze from her tail grew tighter.

      “Oh fuck, Seb, I think I am going to cum.”

      The words were a trigger for Seb’s libido. He reached out from under Nalla’s tail and grabbed on to her ass. He used all of his strength to mimic her motions and pull her closer. They moved as one as their desires synced. Their climax came together in a uniform shout of happiness. Seb pulled her into his arms and poured everything he had into her.

      Nalla collapsed on top of him, and the two lay there, catching their breath. Within their moment of solidarity, they shared the closest connection they could. Seb moved Nalla’s matted hair from her face before assaulting her with several small kisses. Her giggle and smile filled him with warmth.

      “I . . . uh . . . I guess I should go clean up and get back to work,” Nalla said, her face reverting to her familiar shy hue.

      “Yeah, I guess I should too.”

      They both shared a moan as they pulled away from each other, adding more fluid to the infirmary floor. They met for another kiss before Nalla unwrapped Seb from her tail. They pulled up their clothes and walked hand in hand to the closest restroom.

      After cleaning up, Seb waited for Nalla to exit. When she did, he wrapped her in his arms and hugged her.

      “I’m so glad that finally happened,” Nalla said.

      “Me too.” They shared one more kiss before pulling away.

      “I need to go check on the others before we depart,” Seb said. “Do you want me to stick around to make sure the tank is going to be okay?”

      Nalla tapped on her wrist, smiled, and shook her head. “All the readings are good on the sensors. I think I can take it from here. Oh, and you should go see Eni. She’s got something for you.”

      “Okay, I’ll go see her next.”

      Nalla waved him goodbye, and he watched her head back to the infirmary. He turned and leaned his back against the hallway door. Everything that he had endured trying to win her heart was worth it. Not just because of the sex, but what he felt deep down in his heart for her now that they had connected. It was something he knew would last till the end of their days. And no matter the struggles, hardships, or arguments they may have, they would always find themselves back in each other’s arms.
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      As he turned and continued down the hallway, club music reverberated throughout the halls. When he reached Eni’s communication room, he found the source of the music. The ceiling lights were changed to a light purple. A small couch sat across from Eni’s desk, which was mounted on the far wall. Dozens of screens flashed with a music playlist, lines of code, and several chat programs. The rest of the room was filled with two rows of four server racks each, all filled to the brim with everything Eni needed.

      Seb didn’t immediately see the small pracovi until he traced the cables underneath the desk. He could see her bubble bottom sticking out from under the table, and a nefarious grin formed on his face. Seb tiptoed to get a look at what she was doing. The side panel was off of the wall, and he could see half of her body was inside the maintenance tunnel. He couldn’t help himself. Stretching first, Seb pulled his hand back and swung.

      “Ow!” Eni yelled, before crawling backward from the hole.

      “I’m sorry,” Seb said, chuckling. “Seeing your ass out like that, I couldn’t resist.”

      “You’re an asshole,” she said with a slight grin. Eni sat up and touched a button on her terminal, turning the music off. She paused and sniffed around him. “What did you get into? What’s that smell?”

      “Oh . . . uh . . . it’s the medical fluid from Nalla’s healing tank,” Seb said, rubbing the back of his neck. “It sprang a leak when I was helping her put it together.”

      “You should probably go get a shower.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I will. What were you doing down there, anyway?”

      “All of the cabling was terminated incorrectly, and the builders used the wrong type of wiring that limits the amount of bandwidth. The cabling is fine for the rest of the ship, but for my server room, it’s not enough. I’m going to have to rerun the wires.”

      “That’s not good,” Seb said, crossing his arms. “Should we let Dixie know and just have them come back and redo it?”

      “I already told her. Besides, it’s better if I just do it. It won’t take me nearly as long. I’m just glad they put in the correct amperage I asked for. Otherwise, none of this would be working.”

      “Are we still going to be able to launch today?”

      “Oh, definitely. This shouldn’t take me but ten to fifteen minutes.”

      “Okay, good. You had me worried there for a second. Do you need anything from me? Nalla said something about you wanting to see me?”

      Eni tapped on her lips before spinning in her chair. “Oh, that’s right! I do need you for something.” She typed frantically on her keyboard before a pixeled face of two eyes and a mouth appeared as a hologram. Eni then sprinted from her chair around the server racks and dragged in an electronically sealed crate that looked to be around six feet long.

      “What’s all this?” Seb asked, helping her pull it further.

      “Just wait . . . you’ll see,” Eni said with a wide grin. It was the same one she always gave when she was up to no good.

      “That’s not full of explosives, is it?”

      “No, just wait a minute.” Seb tried to understand what Eni was typing on her console, but it was all way too advanced for him to follow. It was magic, and she was the witch casting the spell. With a final tap on her keyboard, the hologram bounced to life. The eyes scanned the room before setting on Eni. “Syn, add a secondary administrator with full privileges, wait for vocal synchronization.”

      When the virtual intelligence spoke, it was bright and bubbly. “Nyaa, master, awaiting vocal synchronization from secondary master, nyaa!”

      “Uh . . . what the hell was that?” Seb asked.

      Eni’s face went bright red. “Whoops, I uh . . . must have left in the wrong personality module.”

      “Right . . . and which one was that?”

      “Cat-girl maid.”

      “Naturally.”

      The two shared a short laugh while Eni swapped the VI to a new personality. This time, when the virtual intelligence spoke, its voice was natural with a synth hint to it. She spoke confidently, attentively, and flirtatiously. “Yes, Eni, awaiting vocal synchronization from the secondary administrator.”

      Eni spun in her chair and nodded to the hologram. “Go on, Seb, tell her your name. I’d recommend going with something like Captain Warhawk.”

      “Wait, is this our VI?” Seb asked, leaning back and pointing to the floating smiley face. “And did you name her Syn?”

      “Yes, and yes.”

      “Why Syn?”

      “A few reasons. The first is kind of a convoluted train of thought based on some network messaging. The second . . . you’ll see shortly.”

      Seb let out a heavy sigh and spoke at the hologram. “Captain Sebastian Warhawk.”

      “Secondary administrator created for Captain Sebastian Warhawk,” Syn said. “All privileges granted. It’s great to meet you, Captain.”

      “You too, Syn. Glad to have you aboard.” Seb looked down at Eni. “What modules did you give her?”

      “The ones we talked about. Accounting, navigation, law, and a few others for fun.”

      Seb glared down at her. “I don’t know if I like that last part.”

      Eni let out an evil giggle as she turned to the VI. “Syn, establish a wireless connection with SB-069. Full authorization given. Initiate presentation mode.”

      The locks on the crate spun open, releasing pressurized gas in the room. The top opened on the side hinges, revealing a naked woman. She appeared to be human, with electronic tracers all along her body. When her eyes opened, the colors shifted until settling on blue, a beautiful combination paired with her blonde, braided faux-hawk. Her body exuded strength, with thick thighs, visible abs, and chiseled arms. Syn stood from her tomb and slowly turned as she shifted through various poses.

      “So, what do you think?” Eni asked.

      Seb shook his head. “Did you really buy a sex bot, Eni?”

      “She’s not just a sex bot.” Eni scoffed. “She’s also fully trained in hand-to-hand combat, various weapons, and espionage. I was doing a lot of reflecting while you were gone. I am much more effective as a coordinator. It’s better when I have close access to the net. Also, I have a feeling Nalla can’t shoot for shit. And Vi needs to be ready with the ship. If you’re going somewhere dangerous, you need someone who can protect you.”

      “Wow, that’s really sweet of you.”

      “We can adjust her measurements, hair color, and eye color if you’re not happy with her,” Eni said, tapping on her terminal. Seb watched as Syn assumed a T-pose, and Eni moved the sliders on her screen. It adjusted her arms, legs, breasts, and bottom with every flick of her finger.

      Seb’s jaw dropped. The technology amazed him. She was so much more advanced than anything he’d ever seen. Most of the sex bots he’d seen were all mechanical looking with rubberized plates. However, Syn’s tracer lines looked like normal cybernetics or tattoos from a distance. He took a few steps forward and reached out his hand before pulling it back.

      “Syn, may I touch you?” he asked.

      “Please, Captain,” Syn said, almost begging. “I’ve been waiting for you to ask me that since we met.”

      Seb rubbed his hand down her cheek, to her neck, then to her breast. He turned around and smiled. “It’s amazing how real she feels.”

      “Synth-skin is an amazing technology. I’m sure the company that created it is loaded.”

      Seb resumed his spot next to Eni before feeling a tug on his shirt. When he looked down at her, she was biting her lip.

      “So, I take it you like her?”

      “Yeah, she’s great.”

      “Good. That makes me happy.”

      “She’s going to need some clothes, though, and do Nalla and Vi know about this?”

      “Of course. They helped me pick her out, so it’s kind of a gift from all of us. I’ll pick her up some clothes at our next stop. Until then, you’ll just have to deal with it.”

      Seb smiled and jerked Eni’s chair toward him. He pulled her hair back and shoved their lips together. He sucked hard on her lip and didn’t let go until she let out a soft whimper. When he pulled away, her eyes fluttered.

      “Thank you for this thoughtful gift, Eni,” Seb whispered.

      “You’re welcome, my captain,” she purred. “You better leave so I can get the comm up and running. But don’t forget. You, me, and Syn have a lot of . . . testing to do later.”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” Seb said before kissing her on the nose.

      As Seb turned and headed for the door, Syn took a seat on the couch and subtly waved with her fingers. “See you later, Captain.”

      Seb smiled and shook his head before waving and exiting the room. The music kicked back on, sending deep bass beats throughout the hallway. Even though he enjoyed the music, he was glad Eni’s server room was down on the bottom level and not upstairs with the bedrooms.

      He returned to the hangar and moved each of the extra food crates onto the elevator on the back wall. When he finished moving them, he tapped on his WICI and called Vi. It rang a few times before she answered.

      “Hey, Seb, what’s up?” she asked.

      “I’m bringing up all the last of the food boxes to the second level,” Seb said. “If you wouldn’t mind helping me, we can get this done faster, and then we’re on our way out.”

      “Fuck yeah. Can’t wait. I’ll meet you in the kitchen, and we can get this done.”

      “See you there.”

      Seb hit the elevator button up to the second level. It wasn’t fast by any means, but it was wide, allowing them to move cargo easily.

      When the elevator door opened, Vi was waiting for him. She sniffed the surrounding air before cocking an eyebrow. “What did you get into?”

      “Nalla’s healing tank sprang a leak, and we both got covered in it.”

      “Is that all?”

      Seb gave a wide grin, causing Vi to smirk. “Come on, let’s get these moved.”

      The two picked up the boxes and moved them into the kitchen with a few quick trips. Once everything was placed, they cracked open the containers of food and started sorting them into the pantry.

      “So, Eni showed me Syn a bit ago,” Seb said.

      “Oh yeah?” Vi asked, all smiles. “Did you demo her too?”

      “Nothing like that. Eni just gave me administrator access and told me what she could do.”

      “Even though she chose a sex bot, it really was a thoughtful gift. It shows she cares about you.”

      “Oh definitely. She told me you all picked out the model, though, so I guess I have all of you to thank for it.”

      “Well, you did get us a new home and a chance at making our own living. It seemed like a small gesture for what you’ve done for us.”

      “Yeah, but you also helped me get Nalla back too.”

      “That was just a job, though. Anyone would have done it.”

      “I know, but still. I guess what I am getting at is a thank you.”

      “Well . . . you’re welcome,” Vi said with a little prance. “I’ll be saying the same thing shortly once I get my hands on the flight controls.”

      “You’re really excited, aren’t you?”

      “Precursor’s cock, I am. I haven’t flown a ship this big in years.”

      “Well, based on the specifications we built around, it should feel familiar, at least.”

      “Ugh . . . let’s hurry and get this done with. The wait is killing me.”

      Seb and Vi finished unpacking the rest of the supplies in record time, shoving everything inside the containers in the pantry. When they finished, Vi sprinted off down the hallway. He appreciated her enthusiasm but did not appreciate having to stack the rest of the boxes. Once he set them inside the storage closet, he walked back down the hallway and stepped on the elevator. He took it up to the third floor that opened up into a hallway leading to the bridge. When he entered the room, he found Vi already waiting for him in the pilot’s chair.

      “Come on, hurry up,” Vi pleaded, bouncing in her chair. “I want to fly this thing.”

      “Slow down,” Seb said, chuckling as he sat in the co-pilot’s chair. “We still have a few more things we need to wrap up before we take off.”

      “This is the worst,” Vi said, crossing her arms and pouting. “Just let me know when we’re ready.”

      Seb tapped a button on the center console before speaking into the mic. “Hey, Eni, how are we doing on the comm status?”

      “Should be working now,” Eni said.

      “Okay, we’re going to prep the ship for departure. Go grab Nalla and meet us up on the bridge.”

      “Got it.”

      When Seb finished, Syn’s pixel-based hologram appeared in the middle of the dash. “Is there anything I can assist you with, Captain?”

      “Do we have all our affairs in order for our maiden voyage?”

      “All company affairs are squared away. The ship has been issued the appropriate title and license with the pracovi authorities, which are recognized galaxywide. However, the only thing that has not been done is bestowing the ship with a name.”

      “Amnesty,” Seb said without hesitation. “This ship will be our own freedom to take us on untold adventures. You can register the ship with that name.”

      “Yes, sir.” Syn’s eyes bounced around in a childlike playfulness. “Our ship’s ID has been tagged with the appropriate moniker, Amnesty.”

      “Thank you, Syn. Pull up our primary and secondary engines, as well as our FTL core status. Notify the warehouse that we’re going to begin a test fire of the engines.” Three screens projected in front of Seb. He spent a few minutes making minor adjustments to the engines. When everything looked good, he waited for Syn’s confirmation.

      “The docking bay is clear of personnel. You may start the engines when ready.”

      Seb turned and looked over to Vi. “All right, pilot, let’s start her up.”

      The size of Vi’s smile filled him with happiness as the two slipped their arms underneath their harnesses and clasped them to their chests. She was like a kid opening up the present she always dreamed of. He watched her pull up her own interface, hit a few keys, and start the engines one at a time. While the engines warmed up, Seb monitored the fuel and pressure levels while they felt a slight rumble throughout the ship.

      “Numbers look good,” Seb said, scrolling through the data. “Syn, anything from your side?”

      “All systems are green,” she said. “Weapons are online. Ship status is nominal. Shall I open a channel to the warehouse observation deck?”

      “Please do.”

      When Syn did, it replaced her image with a video feed of Dixie. “Hey, Seb, how’s she handling?”

      “Everything is looking good.”

      “You won’t need it, but just remember, our work comes with a ten-year warranty. If anything snaps or breaks through normal wear and tear, just bring her back, and we’ll get you squared away.”

      “Thank you for everything, Dixie, you and your team are making a lot of dreams come true today.”

      “You can pay me back by keeping that sister of mine safe, ya hear?”

      “I will.”

      “Good luck, and come back and see us once in a while.”

      “We will!” Eni shouted, running into the bridge. She and Nalla sat at the two control panels behind Seb and Vi. Seb waited for them to get buckled in before finishing up with the rest of their debarkation.

      “Everyone ready?” Seb asked, leaning around his chair.

      “Yeah!” Eni and Nalla said in unison.

      “Dixie, are we good to go?”

      “Give me one second,” she said, tapping on her terminal. “Artificial gravity is off, blast shields are off, and docking clamps are being removed.”

      The group felt the ship shift as a grinding metal sound echoed briefly. They watched out of the front viewport as the clasps on top of the ship’s surface retracted away from the craft. When the movement stopped, Dixie gave them the all clear.

      “You’re good to go,” she said with a smile. “Good luck, Amnesty. Happy flying.”

      Seb looked over and nodded at Vi. With one hand on the throttle and the other on the control stick, Vi accelerated the ship forward. A small vibration went through the ship as its body flexed from the additional stress. With the hangar behind them, their only path was forward.

      “Everything is still looking good,” Seb said, eyes glued to the screen. “Keep it slow and steady. These engines have a weeklong break-in period. We don’t want to push—”

      “Fuck that, let’s see what this baby can do!” Vi said, shoving the throttle to max. Seb knew the engines he picked out were built for speed. However, he never expected the intensity of the thrust. His entire body pushed back into his chair, and his vision blurred until it could adjust. “Woohoo!”

      “Vi, take it easy!” Seb shouted. “You’re going to—”

      The increase in g-forces pushed the wind out of his lungs as Vi performed a hairpin turn. He tried to breathe as the pressure covered him, but Vi’s chaotic flying made it difficult to do anything. He told himself he should have expected it, giving a ship to an HC-0 pilot. However, nothing could have prepared him for this.

      “Vi, if you don’t slow down, I’m going to smother you in your sleep!” Eni shouted.

      Vi met his threats with only more shouts and excitement. She pushed the ship to its ultimate limit, twisting and turning in the open space around Dutza. Just when Seb thought he was going to black out, Vi eased on the throttle.

      “Fuck yeah! This baby can fly!” Vi shouted. “Everyone still with me?”

      “I think I am going to throw up,” Eni said lethargically.

      “Here, Eni, I put puke packs near the seats,” Nalla said. Seb didn’t see it, he only heard it, filling the room with a strong tinge of smell that turned his stomach. He quickly activated his skinsleeve, eliminating the odor instantaneously. He pushed himself up in his seat to check the ship’s levels once again. There were no alerts or alarms. The engines were holding.

      “Syn, any ship damage from that . . . whatever the fuck that was?” Seb asked.

      “I’m detecting minor vibrations throughout the hull but nothing outside of normal parameters,” the VI said. “The test flight seems to be a success.”

      “Well, we’ve still got the FTL to test. But that would involve us leaving the system. We should try to pick up a job before we leave. We’ve got some money, but we need to keep earning.”

      “I’ll pull up the job board and pick one,” Eni said. Seb resumed double-checking the numbers while Eni spoke through her process. “We should probably go for something high paying. I’ll just filter the jobs from the top and list them down. Lots of mercenary work if we want to get involved in the Sectorum and FLS dispute.”

      “No thanks. Keep it easy.”

      “After that there are lots of bounties . . .” Her tone shifted from casual to concerned. “Seb! You need to see this.”

      A new image popped up on Seb’s screen. It was the job board list. He scrolled through the top until he recognized what Eni was concerned about. His face was plastered on top of the bounty list for a million-credit bounty. The posting’s information was lacking, only leaving photos of him from what looked to be security cameras. It had his old name—Francis Reeves and an alias known as Seb—former addresses, and a note that he was a former criminal. At the bottom, it stated he was wanted for questioning in an ongoing investigation. When he looked at the number of acceptances, six bounty hunters had already signed up.

      “What in the gods is this?” Seb asked.

      “The job was issued by WCC,” Eni shouted behind him. “Could they have found out about us being involved in the black box data transfer? But if that’s the case, why are you only listed and not me and Vi?”

      “I don’t know. Find out what you can, but don’t stress too much about it. That goes for all of you. This doesn’t change anything. They’ve got my old name and Seb. That man is dead for all they know. I’ll just need to make sure I wear a helmet when we go out.”

      But he knew. He was almost certain it was from the drop he sent to Dover’s sister. If she leaked the information, WCC most likely restarted the investigation. If Francisca or Toros had told them he was the one who went in and retrieved the black box, he would be the prime suspect. But he couldn’t worry about that for now. He needed to focus on the crew and the job.

      “Find anything?” Seb asked.

      “Sending it to you now,” Eni said.

      The mission was to haul repair parts from Dutza Ring Two to Horil, an outpost located within the Freelight Syndicate territory. No doubt to help bolster their fleet. Fifty thousand credits for a few weeks’ work was not bad. Seb tapped the accept button on the job.

      “It’s good money and a straightforward job,” Seb said to the group. “Syn, plot us the coordinates to the pickup location.”

      “On it, Captain,” she said with a wink.

      “Everyone else good? We need to stay focused.” After a moment of silence, he repeated his request. “I said . . . are Warhawk’s Wyverns ready to do their fucking job?” The crew shouted with individual cheers. “All right, that’s what I thought. Vi, take us out. Let’s go make our fortunes.”
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      Thank you so much for reading Warhawk’s Amnesty. If you liked the story please consider leaving me a review. I would be most appreciative if you did so. If you would like to join me on my writing adventures please check out the following links:
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      https://facebook.com/ajaxlyganwrites

      

      https://twitter.com/ajaxlygan
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      https://facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem
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      https://reddit.com/r/haremfantasybooks

    

  

cover.jpeg
r AJAX LYGAN

WARHAWK S
AMNESTY

A SPACE OPERA HAREM ADVENTURE







images/00004.jpeg
A ,
T, i ASPET ST





images/00003.jpeg
Galactic Hive






