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      When the door to the space station’s warehouse actually opened, my first thought was today is going to be a good day. Gabe and I moved into the room pushing the small robotic loader in front of us. Today we were dressed like the rest of the warehouse staff, fancy coveralls with hats to match. The hardest part of the job had been hoping our faked security clearance would get us in the door. Now we just had to find the right crate and make it back to the ship.

      Gabe turned the loader down one of the aisles and followed the tracking chip on his wrist. When we reached the crate, he slid the loader underneath it and entered the crate’s security code. The screen flashed red on the container. The message on the terminal read access denied. He entered the code again, and it didn’t work. We only had four attempts before the container was automatically locked down and the authorities were called to investigate.

      “Ice, send the container’s code to my holo.” I watched as the numbers scrolled across the screen on my wrist. I plugged the adapter from my holo into the loader and fed the code through directly. The screen flashed red again. There was no way around it now. The code we had for the shipment was wrong. Either that or we had been set up. Other warehouse workers were starting to notice that we were having issues, and one of them started to walk towards us. Using anything but the right code now would mean we couldn’t complete the job. That wasn’t an option if we planned on gaining rank inside of the mercenary guild.

      “Gabe, how much do you think that thing weighs?”

      “I’m not sure, maybe two hundred pounds.”

      “Think we can carry it all the way back to the ship?”

      “No, but I’m willing to give it a try.”

      “Good.” I pulled the loader out from underneath the crate. I motioned for Gabe to grab the other side. We lifted it off the platform and started waddling towards the door. As soon as we went through the door, the alarm sounded, and yellow lights started flashing on the walls. Gabe started to speed up and I matched his stride. Quaid was going to have to explain to me how our client didn’t have the proper codes for his own package. Getting the security clearance to access the warehouse should have been the hard part. That’s what happened when you had to take these fly by night type of jobs. Nothing went right, ever.

      There was nothing we could do about it now. I had already made a bad situation worse by grabbing the crate. Now we just had to move. The crate bounced awkwardly against our legs as we continued to pick up the pace. My arm was already starting to burn with exhaustion when the first laser blast flew over our shoulders. They hadn’t even asked us to give up before firing. It probably just seemed easier to collect the crate from our corpses. Apparently these guys looked on theft with more than a little moral outrage.

      Laser blasts scorched the walls around us. The sound of the blasts hitting the steel walls and tiled floor was all the incentive I needed to run faster. The look of determination on Gabe’s face forced me to dig down and find a little grit of my own. There was no way this kid was going to blame me for dropping my end of the cargo. I could make it to the ship; I had to.

      “Damn it, Captain we need to go faster.” Gabe wheezed, his breath coming out in sharp gasps with each step.

      As if I didn’t already know that. The edge of our ship had just come into sight through the hangar bay door. I managed to mumble out a small curse for motivation. Something about swearing seemed to take my mind off of the pain throbbing in my arm and back. All we had to do was make it.

      “Tell me something I don’t know.” It came out as more of one long word between ragged gasps then a well-formed sentence. I sucked in a few greedy gulps of air. Just speaking that single sentence had cost me more than I would ever admit.

      The problem wasn’t that we couldn’t outrun the guards, we were doing that now. The real issue was that we might not be able to do it for long enough to secure the cargo. We couldn’t afford to bungle this job, not when we were so close to getting a real payday for the first time months. This was supposed to be a milk run. Why was it that the easy jobs never decided to stay that way?

      The heavy crate bounced between our legs throwing off our ability to make normal strides. Each of us had our other arm extended out to try and maintain our balance. It was enough to keep us moving forward. The only problem with that meant we couldn’t return fire to slow down the guards. It wouldn’t matter if we continued to outrun them, a blaster bolt in the back worked just as well as being tackled to the ground.

      A few blaster bolts shot over our shoulders would have been enough to force them to slow down, and be a little more cautious. When we got away, these guys would be telling their grandkids about the dumbest robbers they had ever seen. But if it worked, it really didn’t matter.

      The guards were gaining on us, and those laser blasts were getting closer and closer to the mark. One of the bolts slammed into my shoulder threatening to send me toppling to the ground. Not to mention the damn thing hurt. The kinetic plating in my duster did its job, dissipating the blast but I wouldn’t be able to take another shot like that.

      I opened my commlink back to the ship. “We could use a little help out here.” I hoped they would understand what I was shouting between gasps.

      A burst of static filled my ear before the soft tone of my number two’s voice came through the link. “Whose wife did you sleep with this time, Captain?”

      “Damn it Maze! Just get out here and lay down some cover fire.”

      Another burst of static and I could have sworn I heard her tell the pilot, “Had to be someone important if they’re shooting at them.”

      A guy makes one mistake, a few too many times and they never let you forget about it. I mean, it wasn’t my fault if the job required me to participate in a few extracurricular activities. Just because I ended up in bed with a few women over the years, it wasn’t that bad, right? I mean we all had needs and as the captain of my own ship, I couldn’t sleep with anyone on my crew. That meant you sometimes took the opportunities when they came, even if you were on the job.

      I sent up a prayer as Maze ran off the loading ramp with her favorite rifle in hand. You wouldn’t ever catch me in a church on Sunday, but sometimes those words still found their way to my lips. It was a habit that had been ingrained in me since I was a kid. For some reason when I was under stress the words still found their way unbidden to my mouth.

      “Just don’t kill anyone,” I shouted into the commlink. I would have said more, but it took every ounce of strength I had left just to keep my feet moving.

      Her rifle roared to life, the red streaks of fire shooting over our heads. If anyone else had been shooting, I would have thrown myself to the floor to avoid getting my head blown off, but not with Maze. She was a real pro, and her rifle never missed her target. The shots behind us fell silent for a moment as the men scrambled for cover. The sounds of their shouts to stop were cut off as the hanger’s blast doors closed behind us. That little blessing would have come from my pilot and resident hacker, Ice. Overriding the door’s controls was a nice touch, and it saved our asses just as much as Maze’s rifle.

      With the door closed we could finally slow down. I looked to my right and was happy to see that Gabe was just as winded as I was. It made me feel a little bit better knowing I could still keep up with a man ten years younger than myself. Alright, maybe it made me feel more than a little better about myself. I never said that I was perfect. Hell, I never even thought it.

      Gabe sucked in a few deep breaths and gave me a big shit-eating grin as if this was the best day of his life. Maze followed behind us as we walked up the ramp and into the ship. It felt good to be home. We set the box down, and I wobbled over to the back of the ship to close the ramp. This job, better have been worth it. Every day it got harder find good honest work, out in the midrim. So we took the jobs that our handler sent our way, honest or not. I looked back at the crate. It didn’t look like much, but as long as it was the right one, we were in store for a decent payday.

      Maze put a boot on top of our new cargo as if she had somehow single-handedly brought it back to the ship. “So what happened this time, Captain? Did her husband come home early?”

      “That was one time, Maze. I mean Jesus, that was over five years ago. When are you going to let it go?”

      “Not until I can stop seeing you falling out of that second-floor window with nothing but your boots on. Honestly Captain, something like that never gets old.”

      “This time, it wasn’t the captain’s fault Maze.” She shot him a withering glare. Gabe backed up a step holding his hands out in front of him. “Honest.”

      “Stop staring holes in the man, Maze. The unlock code for the cargo Quaid sent us didn’t work. So we had to improvise.”

      “And by improvising, you mean that you grabbed the package and started running as fast as you could.”

      “It seemed like a good idea at the time.” Maze only shrugged her shoulders and walked back towards the bridge. I changed comm channels and issued my orders to Ice. “Get us off of this rock.”

      “I was just waiting for the go ahead, Captain. We will be out of atmo and back to the stars in five minutes.”

      The engines rumbled to life. I could feel them thrum through the hull of the ship. This old girl wasn’t much to look at, but she was fast, and in good repair. My mechanic had to be one of the best in the verse. I had no idea why she chose to stay on our ship, but I loved her for it. The floor shifted as Ice lifted us into the air. Five minutes until we were back home in the vastness of space.

      I turned back towards Gabe. “Get that crate secured.”

      “Yes, sir.” He started to remove one of the hidden panels along the wall. It wouldn’t do us much good to have secured the cargo only to lose it to a random New Earth Alliance patrol. Those N.E.A. boys sometimes got a little excitable when they found contraband aboard your ship. I’d be damned if they thought for a second that they could take her away from me.

      The ship swayed beneath my feet before artificial dampeners kicked in to stabilize us. All I wanted to do was get back to my bunk and take a shower. It would be twelve hours before we reached space station Zimmora. Maybe I would even be able to get a little sleep on the way. After that run with the cargo, I was going to need it. My back muscles twinged at the thought of standing any longer than I had to.

      Every step back to my bunk filled me with a sense of serenity. The stars were the freedom to choose your own path, to create your own destiny. It hadn’t been so long ago I was stuck moving from world to world to help my parents run terraforming projects. When I was old enough, I took the only option that I had and joined the military. As soon as I had enough money for my own ship I left. Nothing stood between me and the stars now. All we needed was a destination. We might not have much out here in the black, but we had enough to be free.

      Opening the hatch to my bunk revealed the ladder leading down into my quarters. As I slid down the ladder, my commlink buzzed. “Status report.”

      “Captain, we have a problem. It looks as if the planetary defense system has locked onto our signal. I can hold them off for a bit, but they’ll be able to track us if we don’t dump the sparty.”

      Damn, that was going to cost us. I would have to take it out of my end of the profits. Good thing I wasn’t out here to get rich, I just wanted to be able to fly. “You have the go ahead, Ice. Just make sure we get clear.”

      “You got it, Captain.”

      A small shudder rolled across the ship as the hull doors opened dropping the sparticus out into the sky. I could almost see it in my head as it fell back towards the planet before breaking apart. Then twelve little beacons would shoot out into the atmosphere in different directions. Each beacon was putting out the exact same signal as our ship. Hopefully, by the time they figured out which one was actually our real FTL signature would have vanished, giving us a clean getaway.

      It was a costly piece of equipment especially when you compared it to the payday for this job. We would barely come out ahead after replacing the sparty. Sure there would be enough to refuel and for the crew to make a little money. After that, we might have just enough to replenish a few of our more expensive food stores.

      Thank God, Quaid had assured us that we only had a few more jobs to complete before we earned our next rank inside of the mercenary guild. The next level of jobs paid better with about the same amount of risk. We were already gently two-stepping around the law for the most part, but at least now we would have something in the bank to show for it. The ship rocked once and then we smoothed out as we hit open space.

      “We’re clear Captain, initiating the FTL coordinates for Zimmora. ETA eleven hours and forty-three minutes.”

      “Good job Ice. Wake me up when we are about three hours out.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Finally, I could climb in the shower and relax for a moment. I dumped my clothes in the recycler. They’d be clean and pressed by the time I got out of the shower. I turned the handle, and nothing happened. You have to be kidding me. I opened a commlink to my engineer. “Kyra, you better have a damn good explanation as to why I can’t take a shower right now.”

      “Don’t worry everything is snazzy, Captain. I just had to divert the water through the main cooling system while we burned through atmo.”

      “Why in the hell did you have to do that?”

      “We still need to get the vapor condenser fixed, and I need some new tubing.”

      “I thought you said we had another six months on that.”

      “We do if you don’t mind not being able to shower when we enter or leave a planet. Don’t fret too much, Captain. I’ve rerouted the water now, and everything should be back to normal.”

      “Ask Maze to open up the ship’s account for you. When we get to Zimmora, see if you can scrape together the parts that you need. If anything else needs immediate attention try and take care of it.”

      “I’ll do my best sir, but to be frank we need more then I’m asking for, and we just don’t have the funds to do it right.”

      “After this job is done, I’ll ask Quaid to make sure our next one has a better payout. Then we can get all of the repairs done at once, and maybe even look into a few of those upgrades you’ve been asking for. Stick to the essentials for now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      This time, when I tried the shower it worked. I let the water run for a moment to make sure it was clean and the temperature was right. The warm water rinsed the drying sweat from my skin. Sometimes I felt like this was the only place I could relax. All of the problems we faced slowly washed away.

      All in all, it had been a good day. We were in the air, and would be getting paid shortly. Hopefully, our next job would offer the opportunity to be a little more profitable. Quaid hadn’t let me down yet, but he was just a tad too slimy to put any real faith in. We just needed one job to go our way, and we would be back on track.
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      The comm beeped, stirring me not so gently out of one of my favorite dreams. The Zappata twins in sector nine, God what a night that had been. One minute you’re alone at the bar having a drink and the next thing you know it’s a week later, your bank account is empty and you wake up on a planet you don’t recognize.

      “Captain, we are two hours out from Zimmora Station. This wake-up call has been provided by Star Talon shuttle services. When you want to fly in style, fly Star Talon.”

      How could she be chipper enough to make jokes? I was still dog tired, and could have stayed in bed for the rest of the day. Sometimes I wondered just how Ice did it. She seemed to never need sleep and was basically an endless fountain of optimism. Who knows, maybe one day I would be able to recalibrate and see the world more like she did. I doubted it, but stranger things have happened.

      “Ice, see if you can get Lulu on the net for me. I need to let her know we are coming, and how long we will be staying.”

      “Captain, make sure you don’t call her Lulu on the call. She hates that. She owns half that damn station now, and she goes by Kitra.”

      “She’ll always be Lulu to me.” I shrugged, some things never change. “But I’ll play nice. The last thing we need is more trouble before Quaid gets back to us.”

      “I’ll hail you when I have her on the line.”

      “Thanks, Ice.” Well, at least the water should still be working. We wouldn’t have to burn through atmo to land on the station, so Kyra wouldn’t have rerouted the supply to cool the main engine, again. Two showers in one day was a little extravagant even with the state of the art hydro-cycler we used, but I couldn’t help it. Not to mention we would be refilling the tanks on the station, so if there was ever a time to be extravagant, it was now.

      After the shower, I took my clothes out of the recycler and gave them a sniff, good as new. They even had a slight hint of some kind of soap to them. It was a nice touch. When I delivered the items, I had to play the part of dashing space mercenary. It’s kind of what I did, plus I had a reputation to uphold. Out here our word is what keeps us alive. Cross the wrong people and you’ll find yourself on the wrong side of an airlock, faster than you can spit.

      The commlink beeped in my ear. “I have Kitra for you, Captain.”

      The screen flashed by my bunk, and I turned around, my shirt still open, but at least I had my pants on this time. I saw Kitra’s eyes widen in surprise, and maybe just a hint of lust.

      “Captain Drake, it’s good to see you again.”

      “You to Lu…” She started to scowl, and I came back to my senses. “Kitra.” She looked relieved that I had remembered. I slowly started to button my shirt. “We will be arriving at Zimmora in about two hours. We will need a place to dock.”

      “You could have contacted any of my people for that Captain, is that really all you wanted?”

      “To be honest Kitra, I was hoping to arrange a little face time with you so we could catch up. These holo-calls are so impersonal, don’t you think? Plus, there isn’t a person I know that is more connected to the pulse of the galaxy then you are.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere. How long will you be staying this time, Captain Drake?”

      I didn’t miss that she used my title. That meant my chances for spending any alone time with her were slim. Lulu was probably still upset that I didn’t want to stay on the station with her forever. I wasn’t the type of guy you could settle down like that. I needed to be on the move. “Probably not much longer than a day or two, it’s just a pit stop to resupply and pick our next job from Quaid.”

      “That’s a shame. If you ever get tired of working inside the confine of your guild’s laws, I pay better, and the benefits are to die for. It’s a little more fun being dangerous.” She flashed a wicked smile at me. “Don’t you think?”

      I couldn’t help but smile back. She had just the right amount of husky seduction in her voice to keep me hanging on every word. If the guild didn’t work mostly within the law, I might have considered her offer. As it was, they provided us some protection from the N.E.A, although nowhere near as much as I would have liked.  “Kitra, if the day ever comes when I need to cross that line, you’ll be my first call.”

      “Pity.” She said moving a hand down the side of her chest drawing my attention to her breasts. Damn, everything this woman did was a ploy to control me. It was hard to admit, but I loved it. “I’ll have one of my people send over the docking information to your pilot.” She smiled again and ran her tongue over her lips. “Meet me for dinner tonight; I’ll be at Crusoe’s at eight.”

      “I’ll be there,” I said while drinking in her appearance. I couldn’t help it; Lulu had always been intoxicating.

      “You better be.”

      The screen went blank.

      “Ice, buzz me when we’re docked and let Maze and Gabe know they need to be ready to go as soon as the ship has clearance to board Zimmora.”

      “Sure thing, Captain.”

      Lulu wasn’t leaving me a lot of time to get the cargo delivered before I had to meet her, but there was no way I was risking leaving the package on my ship overnight. Zimmora Station wasn’t exactly the kind of place you could just leave things unattended. The station had once been a pirate outpost. Even today it clung to its outlaw roots, although in a much more respectable manner.

      The station also wasn’t exactly free from random N.E.A. inspections, although most of the time they would have to be sanctioned by one of the station’s leaders. They paid the Alliance enough money to stay away, but you never knew who was going to be able to pay more. We paid a pretty heavy price to dock and do business here, but the protection from the eyes of the law made it worth it.

      Docking at one of Kitra’s private ports would buy us a little more privacy from unwanted attention; that didn’t mean that ships in her quadrant didn’t get boarded sometimes. Like anyone with power, she had rivals and they weren’t above using the N.E.A. to do their dirty work. She had secured enough of the ownership in the station to make more than a few people nervous. If she continued unchecked, she would own the entire thing outright one day. More than one person had accused her of killing her way to the top. I knew better than to accuse her of it. I knew that she had done it, and that was enough. Lulu was a stone cold killer, as ruthless as they came. Anyone that harbored any illusions otherwise was probably already dead.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The bridge of the ship was a tangle of wires and jerry-rigged platforms to hold all of Ice’s computer gear. The gear itself was a custom-built hodgepodge of scrapped together parts that worked better than a system used by one of the corporations. Ice could do things with it that I hadn’t thought possible. So while it cluttered up the bridge and made more than three people entering the space impossible, I let her keep it the way she wanted.

      “Can you pull up the station on the view screen?”

      “Sure thing Captain.”

      The station looked bigger then I remembered, it looked as though they had started building a new wing. Soon it would be the largest station in the midrim, and that meant increased patrols. While the N.E.A. might only be allowed to conduct targeted raids inside of the complex, their ships could be spotted patrolling the space around the station. Once you were no longer docked at the station any protection it provided was void. Kitra did her best to pay the right people off but coming and going was always going to be risky.

      Ice was hard at work on the ship’s controls. She didn’t use the view screen for any kind of navigation. It was purely on for my enjoyment. Instead, she watched her monitors for pure data. How fast were we going, how many meters of clearance did we have, that kind of stuff. The data gave her an unbiased view of exactly what was happening around us without the clutter of a visual display. I’d never been able to fly like that, but since I didn’t have to use the system, it didn’t matter anymore.

      A docking clamp moved away from the station and towards our ship. Ice navigated us around until we were in a perfect position. The ship shook slightly as the extended docking clamp clasped onto the side of the ship. Ice killed the engines and let the clamp do its work pulling us into the station. The ship shook one last time as the clamp locked us into place. It felt good to be back. Zimmora Station had its share of bad memories for me, but mostly it just felt like a second home.

      “The airlock is sealed, Captain.” Ice looked up from her screens as she said it. The barest hint of a smile crossed her lips. She looked as if she were about to start bouncing in anticipation of what I was going to say next.

      “You can go with Kyra.” Ice let out a squeal and leaped from her chair into my arms. “But remember we are here on business, and that comes first.” She broke the embrace and started heading for the door.

      “You got it, Captain.”

      “Make sure at least one of you has a blaster. This place isn’t exactly safe.” I realized the last statement I made had been totally pointless as Ice had already left the room. We had been on the station hundreds of times. They would be fine. Kyra knew what sections of the station to stay out of. I hoped that would be enough to keep them safe.

      Gabe had the crate out of the concealed compartment and ready to go. That was one nice thing about working with professionals. I didn’t have to waste my time barking out pointless orders. The crate had been loaded on a small hover plate, so moving it, this time would be much easier than carrying the bulky thing between us. He had a blaster rifle slung over his back and his knife on his hip.

      Maze was leaning against the airlock. Her pose completely casual in nature, but I knew the truth. She was on edge. She always was when we made a drop-off or a pickup. We had been double-crossed more times than I liked to admit. This wasn’t an easy life, and if you didn’t show ruthless strength, it made you a target. We often had to remind people why we were one of the best.

      She had her favorite long black trench coat on. It was custom tailored, to be fitted around the top and flared wider around her legs. I could see her pistols strapped to each thigh, and I knew she had a scattergun concealed against the small of her back. She finished off the look with a wide flat brimmed hat. It covered just enough of her face that when she kept it tilted down you could only see her mouth.

      Not to be outdone and because I had a meeting with Lulu later, I was dressed to impress. My jacket was also custom made. It looked like your standard leather jacket, but had been retrofitted with ballistic plating, and had a kinetic damper. I could take a few blasts from either kind of weapon before I went down. My blaster was on my hip, and I had an older ballistic pistol tucked into the small of my back. We shouldn’t run into any problems, but what we planned for and what happened wasn’t always the same.

      “Maze, take point, I’ll follow behind with Gabe. This should be the easiest part of our run. We drop off this crate and the mercenary guild delivers payment.”

      Gabe just shot me a grin. Maze nodded once and opened the airlock. Without another word, we were on the move. From where we docked on the station, we would have to catch a turbo lift up three floors so we could make it to the drop-off. I hadn’t ever been to Rosario’s Cantina, but since our client owned it, there would be a first time for everything.

      The station came alive around us as we exited the ship. Merchants lined one side of the walkway. They shouted out trying to get our attention on their wares. Space was an expensive commodity on the station; even these hallway stalls cost a fortune to run. Owning an actual shop or living quarters meant that your business was flourishing. The bright multicolored lights pulsed along the walls, as we headed for the lift.

      Once we were inside, I let out a breath that I didn’t realize I had been holding. One more short walk and we would have made it safely to our destination. The lift doors opened a floor early, and two people tried to join us in the lift. I tapped my gun, and they thought better of it. The doors closed and we were on our way.

      When the doors opened again for the final time, the corridor in front of us was empty. I looked at Maze, and she nodded, dashing out into the open space. Nothing happened so, Gabe and I exited the lift. Where were all the people? It didn’t make sense that they wouldn’t be here unless Rosario owned the entire floor. That would make him a bigger player than I had been expecting when I accepted the job.

      We followed the corridor around in a circle and entered the only door on this level. Sound exploded out as the doors opened. The heavy beat of industrial music flowed around us. A line was formed to the side of the club. It looked like this was a cantina in name only. It was more of a drug-fueled dance club. The people of the station needed to blow off steam, and this was one of the places they could do it.

      We cut around the line getting nasty glares from the people waiting to get in. The bouncer stepped forward ready to send us back. I motioned him over. “We have a package for Rosario.” The bouncer kept his gaze on us, the image being piped from his glasses to someone inside. A man walked out of the club wearing an electric blue suit.

      He put a hand on the bouncer’s shoulder. “I’ll take it from here.” The bouncer moved back into his position in front of the growing crowd.

      “Ah Captain Drake, it’s a pleasure to finally put a face to the legend.” He smiled. “Please follow me, Rosario is expecting you.”

      It was my turn to take the point now, and Maze fell in behind Gabe. We followed the man into a side entrance of the club. He led us into a separate hallway that looked out on the dance floor. Thankfully the music had been toned down by the heavy glass. Bright lights swam across the dance floor, as the patrons thrashed about to the heavy beat of the music. Sometimes the lights shined up from the ground bathing the dancers in a mix of colors. Women and men danced in strategically placed cages around the floor, and the DJ had the crowd worked into a frenzy.”

      “Is it always this busy?”

      The man looked over his shoulder surprised that I had spoken. “We run at about ninety percent capacity eighteen hours of every day.”

      Well, no wonder he could afford the entire floor. Maybe I should get out of the mercenary business and look into opening a club. Less risk and a hell of a lot more reward. We stepped into a private lift, headed to what I could only expect was the VIP room. Instead, when the doors opened, we found ourselves in a very practical office.

      A small man moved around the desk in front of us. “Ah, Captain Drake, It’s good to see you. I trust the job went smoothly.”

      “Everything went according to plan.”

      He motioned for me to take a seat. “And I assume that is the package.”

      “It is.”

      “Do you mind if I check the contents before submitting payment?” He asked while tilting his head at an angle. The way it tilted reminded me of how a dog studies something when it is curious.

      “That’s not how this works; you asked for a certain crate to be delivered. Here it is. Payment is made regardless of what’s inside.”

      A frown appeared on his face. “Captain, I think we both know there is more to a delivery than that.”

      “Not in my line of work, as long as the crate scans as the right one, you owe us the payment.”

      He made a motion with his hand, and four guards came out of a hidden panel on the side of the room. Maze looked at me, and I motioned for her to stand down. What in the hell was this guy thinking? Breaking the terms of an agreement could earn a mark against him from the guild. That meant he wouldn’t be able to hire anyone again until he met whatever punishment the guild metered out.

      “Hand over the package.” He said standing.

      I rose to meet him. “Have your man scan it. If the scan matches the crate you asked us to retrieve, then you had better send the final payment. Otherwise, your retainer is forfeit, and the package and its contents become my property.” I moved a hand down to my hip, within easy reach of my pistol. This was quickly spinning out of control, but if you gave a man like this an inch, he would take everything from you.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t let you leave with my merchandise.” A smile slowly played out across his lips. “How would it look if I let you steal from me? People would think that I was weak, and then those that wish to do me harm might try and seize that opening.”

      “Then I suggest you complete our business. You get your crate, and we receive the rest of our payment.”

      “I could always just have you killed.”

      I motioned to Maze, keeping my gaze locked onto Rosario. Four simultaneous electric bursts flew across the room. All four of his guards shook as they were electrocuted and fell to the floor. Rosario's face turned red with anger, and maybe just the slightest hint of fear.

      “They aren’t dead. We came here to do a job, not to start a war. Don’t mistake this as an act of kindness. If it comes to that, I will end you. No one threatens my crew.”

      Rosario motioned for blue suit to step forward. He reached inside of his coat and pulled out the scanner. It beeped green indicating that the crate was indeed the right package. He gave a tight nod, and I watched as his assistant sent the payment through. One look at Maze was all I needed to confirm the funds had hit our account. “It was a pleasure doing business with you.” Gabe slid the crate off the loader and turned to exit the room.

      “I can have another fifty men here in a matter of moments. I’ll be checking the merchandise before you leave.” He moved towards the crate.

      “The package is yours, do whatever you want with it. But if you try to stop my crew or me from leaving this room, getting a black mark from the guild will be the least of your problems. I’ll kill you before your men get here. Then when I walk out of here to meet Kitra for dinner, I’ll ask her nicely to wipe everything you have built here from the station. In a month, your legacy won’t be anything but a bad memory.”

      He ignored what I said and opened the crate, pulling out a small bag of dark red powder. I could see that the entire crate was filled with them. Great just great. No wonder this guy was so on edge. We had been carrying a crate of crimson dust, the designer drug of choice in the midrim.

      He smiled brightly heading back towards his desk. He cut the bag open and stuck a finger in it before placing it in his mouth. A look of contentment washed across his features. “Mr. Quaid didn’t lie about your talents for getting things done.” He nodded once to blue suit and the lift opened behind us.

      I was going to fucking kill Quaid. We didn’t run drugs, and if we were going to the payment would have to be a hell of a lot higher than what we received here. Blue suit tapped something on his pad, and Maze’s eyes widened. I couldn’t ask what happened yet, but I had the feeling we had just earned a sizable bonus.

      “Captain Drake, thank you so much. It has been a pleasure doing business with you.” Rosario slurred leaning back into his chair. I shook my head and headed into the lift. There was only so much wiggle room the mercenary guild had for breaking the law. Running drugs wasn’t part of their deal with the N.E.A.. If word that guild was running drugs got out, their reputation would crumble. That would make the work we did would dry up in a flash. A snatch and grab of an impounded crate was one thing. It was on a whole different level when it was filled with crimson dust.

      What in the hell had Quaid been thinking? He was supposed to screen our jobs to insure shit like this didn’t happen. I pushed the fury to the side. I had another meeting to attend to. “Stay close to the ship until I get back.”
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      Crusoe’s place couldn’t have been any more different than Rosario's if it was located in a separate universe. This place was all tablecloths and light dinner music. A place for the wealthy and refined to congregate when they had to stop on Zimmora before moving on. Frankly it had me feeling a little out of place, and completely underdressed.

      This was a new addition to the station, something to signal Kitra’s rise to power and the direction she was trying to move in. Sure the station would still be a hub for illegal activity of all kinds, but a hub that was controlled in a way that made the wealthy comfortable. No one got into this life looking for a tiny payday.

      The maître d’ tried to step in front of me but I already had eyes on Kitra. She rose from the table at my approach. Her dark purple dress was low cut in the front and cut high on her legs. Every time she moved it exposed just enough flesh to make you forget why we ever learned to speak in the first place. It was a calculated move, one aimed directly at me. That meant she wanted something more than dinner. Somehow I found the strength to close my mouth before I embraced her.

      As we broke apart, she motioned for me to sit. “Captain Drake, thank you for meeting with me.”

      “You know I would never turn you down Lu, not after that night we shared on Meridian Five.” Her eyes widened at my use of the nickname I used to call her, and just the barest hint of a flush crossed her cheeks at the mention of our time together. Things had been simpler back then. I only had a crew of three and Lulu only had her ambition. We had spent the night together before her first and only trip to Zimmora.

      She motioned over her shoulder at the waitress, and she appeared moments later with a glass of whiskey for me. Depending on what she wanted I expected it to be top shelf.

      “You look good Drake, as dashing as ever.” A small pout creased her lips. Every move she made drew me in further. The temptation to fall into those bright green eyes was almost overwhelming.

      “I would say the same thing to you, but I think it might be possible that you are even more radiant than the last time I saw you. It appears life on Zimmora has been good to you.”

      “Oh, it has.” She said with a laugh. “It could be good to you too if you ever decided to work for me.”

      “You know me, Lu.” I paused to take a sip of my whiskey. “As long as I can fly, I intend to be out among the stars.”

      This time, her voice was cold and sharp. “It is Kitra now, and you would do well to remember that.”

      I took another sip of my whiskey downing what remained in the glass. I signaled to the waitress to bring me another. I shrugged off Kitra’s cold stare, preferring to enjoy the warmth in my belly from the whiskey. “Forgive me for my lapse. It’s just I prefer to think of you as the woman I knew back then. Sometimes I forget myself.”

      Her eyes softened for a moment, but then her mask of indifference slid back into place. “I’ll try and make it easy for you to remember, and we will get straight to business. I have a job for you to do.”

      “Kitra, I can’t do anything without clearing it with the mercenary guild first. Those are the rules.”

      “Screw the rules.” Anger and a hint of desperation came out in her tone. She waved one hand around in a gesture of impatience. “I need you to do this for me.”

      “Let me take a look at the job and I’ll let you know if my team can handle it.”

      “You’re going to handle alright. That is if you ever want to fly off this station again.”

      “Have we really grown so far apart that you have to threaten me? You know that I would always help you if it was within my power to do so.”

      “I tried to ask you in a civilized manner, but it didn’t seem to sink in, so a more aggressive tactic was needed. Time isn’t on my side here, Drake. I need your help.”

      I caught the barest hint of desperation in her voice again. This time, it had me worried. “Send the job and the payment info to Ice, whatever it is I’ll figure out a way to get it done, but after this, you owe me one.”

      “I knew I could count on you.” A genuine smile flashed briefly across her face before it disappeared behind her seductive pout.

      She stood up again and my eyes followed the slit in her dress as her leg peeked through. Damn it. This woman had just played me, again. Now that I had accepted the job there wasn’t a damn thing that I could do about it. My eyes followed the bare skin on her leg until it reached her perfectly toned stomach. Then I found myself entranced by her firm breasts before becoming fully overwhelmed by her bright purple eyes. I could see the laughter there and just a hint of desire. I’d have to worry about that after I figured out just what kind of trouble I had gotten us into.

      We hugged again and this time, she planted a kiss on my cheek. I walked out of the restaurant, rubbing the stubble on my cheek absently. Women, they always confused things for me. There wasn’t enough time to worry about what I had gotten us into now. I just had to find a way to get us out of it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The crew was waiting for me in the common room of the ship. I could tell by the looks on their faces that they didn’t like the job. Well, they would have to learn to deal with it. Sometimes we had to do things we didn’t want to so we could keep flying. Keeping our ship in the air wasn’t exactly cheap and neither were the connections it took to run our type of business.

      “I take it from all the long faces you’ve already reviewed the data.”

      “No offense Captain, but when did we decide to become drug runners and murderers?” Ice asked while moving the data to the large view screen.

      “We’ve had to kill before. There isn’t anything different about it if we have to do it again.”

      “But this is different. This job is killing someone for money. We aren’t assassins.” Ice said hands on her hips.

      “We are whatever we need to be to survive.”

      Maze shook her head and walked from where she was leaning on the wall to sit at the table with the rest of us. “You called her Lulu, didn’t you?”

      “She had this job picked out long before we got here.”

      “So that’s a yes.”

      “Damn it Maze, whether or not I called her Lulu doesn’t change the fact that she’s needed this job done for a long time. It wasn’t like I had much of a choice. Do the job or never get to leave the station.”

      Maze nodded her head in acceptance. “I’m with you Captain, whatever you decide to do.”

      “Me too,” Gabe said.

      Ice just glared at me. “I could knock out the station’s weapon systems and release us from the airlock. Then we could just leave.”

      “Ice, if we did that it would cost us too much. We can’t burn Kitra as a contact, or this station as a place to complete jobs. We need it to survive.”

      “I still don’t like it, killing for money. What’s next, running slaves?” She said with disgust.

      “Damn it, this isn’t the same thing, and you know it.”

      “Maze and I will take care of it. You just worry about getting us out of here when the time comes.”

      Ice stormed out of the room. “Gabe, can you go check on her? Make sure to take Kyra with you.”

      “You got it, Captain.”

      “She’s right you know.” Maze whispered.

      “Damn it all to hell. Of course, she’s right! I only see one way forward here. I wish things were different, and if you have another suggestion, I’m all ears.” She stayed silent, and then the smallest of smiles crossed her lips when she noticed the look on my face. Maybe there was another way.

      “You have a plan. I knew you wouldn’t let me down, Captain.” Her smile now spread across her entire face. It was warm and inviting.

      “God damn right I do,” I said looking over the data. A lot of things would have to go right for it to work, but all we could do is try. If the guy preferred to die instead of going along with it, there was nothing we could do to make him.

      “Your plan better be a step up from your last effort,” Maze said laughing.

      “What, that plan worked to perfection. We got the cargo onboard and delivered.” I said with just the right hint of indignation.

      “Not without us having to blow sparty.”

      “True, but we did just get a bonus.” She just shook her head. “How much was it by the way?”

      “Double the original fee.”

      “You’re kidding.” She just passed me the data pad to show me the numbers. Damn, maybe we should be running drugs. That one job just put us in the black for months to come. “I’ll tell Kyra we have the credits to pick up another Spartacus. Maybe we can let her pick up a few things from her wishlist as well. She’ll have to hurry on repairs. As much as I love our time on the station, I’m already ready to get the hell off this rust bucket.” Maze nodded once and headed down to the airlock.
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* * *

      The job was simple enough. A low-level thug named Bruno was making a push into Kitra’s newly expanded empire. She didn’t want him there. The problem was he had become extremely popular with the locals in that sector so sending her own men wasn’t an option. Any direct action by Kitra wouldn’t be worth it. She needed him dealt with and quickly.

      To me, that didn’t mean dead. That was just the lazy way of doing things. I had a plan, but it all hinged on Bruno listening to reason. The truth of the matter was I didn’t expect him to listen to reason, but I had to at least try. If for no other reason than the fact that Ice was right, we weren’t assassins. If I offered him the chance to live and he didn’t take it, that wasn’t my fault.

      We moved into the lower sections of the station. Most of this area was reserved for sanitation and the workers that took care of the equipment. A few small bars had been set up down here to keep the workers happy. Bruno worked out of one called the Purple Rhino, and that is where we were headed now.

      “Non-lethal weapons only, unless they take that option off the table.”

      Maze just nodded as we approached the bar. I knew her cybernetic implant was already running calculations on how successful we would be. She tilted her head just before we walked into the bar. That was never good.

      The Purple Rhino wasn’t much to look at from the outside. The inside wasn’t much better. The entire place was bathed in a hideous purple light. It almost made me feel like we got stuck on a ship after the FTL drive lost containment. A few workers sat at the bar, the rest of the place was almost deserted.

      It looked like we picked a great time to get the job done. Bruno had to be seated in the back corner of the bar. Two men stood in front of the last booth, and the sound of a woman’s laughter came from behind them. I gave Maze the signal to fall in behind me, and we started to head in that direction.

      “One of Bruno’s bodyguards stepped forward. “The boss isn’t seeing anyone right now.”

      “He’ll make time for me.”

      “Piss off.” He put a hand on my chest and shoved me back a step.

      Maze darted around me shockstick in her hand. She jammed it into the man’s neck, and he fell to the floor. She sent another blast through his temple ensuring he wouldn’t be waking up anytime soon. The second goon pulled out his gun and trained it on us.

      I held out my hands palms up. “Listen, all we want to do is talk to your boss.”

      There was no hesitation when he fired the gun at me. The bullet lodged in one of the hidden plates in my jacket’s lining, leaving me alive. It still stung like a bitch, though. The guard’s eyebrows drew together in confusion. He had to be wondering why I wasn’t dead. I shook my head at his lack of skill; he had forgotten that I wasn’t alone. The look of confusion was wiped off of his face as the shockstick took him in the throat, and he fell to the ground. He twitched once before Maze hit him with the stick again. His body went still, and the bar around us became completely silent.

      Sliding into the booth across from Bruno I motioned to his female companionship. “You should go.” She slid out of the booth and took off running for the door. I waited until she was gone and then I turned back to the man in front of me.

      Thick dark hair and a strong jawline, with a square flat nose to match. The name Bruno seemed to fit him well. He tried to stare a hole through me, but he was probably the least intimidating of the people I had already met with today. This station was full of hardened criminals, this guy barely even registered. He waited in silence, still trying to kill me with his eyes.”

      “Kitra sent me.”

      “That bitch, I knew she wouldn’t keep her word.”

      “As much as I’d like to hear the story about what happened between you two, I really don’t care. I just want to get back to my ship and off this station. The thing is, I have to deal with you first. So we have two options.”

      “The Kitra I know only offers one option.” He snarled.

      “Well, then it’s good for you that she sent me. I’ve got a whole bag of tricks.”

      “Whatever, just get it over with. I’m not going to beg.” Then he spit across the table at me. “People like you make me sick.”

      My first thought was I should just shoot him and call it a day. No one spits on me ever. My hand was already reaching towards my gun before I caught myself. Ice wouldn’t be happy with that outcome, but she would either be able to live with it or she wouldn’t be on my crew anymore. I looked at Maze, and she shook her head. Something about her silent presence hardened my resolve. Instead of killing him I picked up a napkin from the table and wiped my face.

      “As I said, you have two choices. You figured out the first one. The second option is you get off this station and never come back.”

      “Kitra would never allow that to happen; I know too much.”

      “I can make it happen. My hacker can get you set up and off this heap in less than two hours. She’ll have to crash your accounts to do it, but at least you’ll be alive. The choice is yours.”

      I could tell that he thought it was a trap the way his face bunched up as he tried to sort out the details. The look on his face was laughable. Mostly muscle on this one, he was more of an enforcer type. Not bright enough to lead strikes at Kitra’s territories on his own. He was working for someone else.

      “The last thing I’ll need is the name of who you’re working for. Give me that and I’ll add a few credits to your new Ident.”

      “If I give you the name they’ll both be hunting me.”

      “If you don’t give me the name you’ll never get the chance to run.” I was bluffing now, but he didn’t need to know that. The pistol on my hip found its way into my hand. I lifted it above the table and pointed it straight at his head. “Make your choice.”

      “Screw this, I knew getting involved with either of these bastards was going to be the end of me. But my brother’s kid needed an operation. The name you are looking for is Felix. I don’t know anything else.”

      “Give me your data pad.”

      I pressed the button on the side of my ear opening up my commlink. “Ice, I need you to crash these accounts and set up a new Ident. Put ten percent of what you find in the new account for our friend.”

      I could hear the delight in her voice as it came through my comm. “I’m on it, Captain.” She paused. “Thanks for this Captain, I knew you weren’t a murderer.”

      “Just get it done.”

      “I’ll be done in twenty.”

      “Bruno, time to get to the shuttle.”

      “What about my guys?”

      “They’ll be fine in a couple of hours.”

      He gave them a look as we stepped over their seemingly lifeless bodies. This had to be hard for him, he had thought of himself as a player, but instead ended up on the wrong side of a battle he probably didn’t understand. Bruno was a blunt instrument. Point him in a direction and watch him create devastation.

      We made it out onto the walkway, a quick turbo lift and we could put this all behind us. The woman that we had seen in the booth with Bruno ran up to him. He hugged her, kissing her fiercely on the mouth. She pulled back to look in his eyes, and that’s when the gun went off. I ducked away from Bruno's body as it hit the ground.

      The woman who he had been kissing stood over him with the gun in hand. “That’s for Felix.”

      She looked at me and then turned and sprinted down the corridor away from us. Maze had her gun out and trained on her.

      “Just tell me when, Captain.”

      I stood up brushing the dust from my clothes. “Let her go. This doesn’t involve us. Grab a scan of his body and then we should get out of here.”

      “Got it.”

      I opened my commlink. “Ice, we aren’t going to need that Ident package after all. Just crash the accounts.”

      “What happened?”

      “I’ll brief you when I get back. Maze is sending you a picture now, send it to Kitra. If Kyra is back with the parts she wanted, maybe we can put this place behind us for a while. This station is starting to leave a bad taste in my mouth.”
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      It turned out Kyra wasn’t back with the parts yet, and even when she did return we were going to be docked for a day or so longer with repairs. That would give me enough time to get in touch with Quaid and find out why he had screwed us over. He better have a damn good job lined up for us next, or I might make it my mission to track the slimy little space weasel down.

      Ice still wasn’t happy with how the job went down. Nothing we could do about it now, at least we didn’t have to pull the trigger. We tried to get him out the right way and stumbled into a pile of someone else’s shit. After everything that happened, we were all alive and in good health. Our bank account had seen the largest influx of credits since I bought this boat. Ice would pull it together and things would pretty much carry on like they always had. That was until we could get our hands on one of those level four contracts.

      Sitting around and waiting for Quaid to get back to me didn’t sound all that appealing, so I punched Kitra’s number into my terminal.

      “Captain Drake, what a pleasant surprise. I thought after you completed my little task you might want nothing to do with me.” She moved a finger over her lips flicking gently at it with her tongue.

      Kitra was always working some kind of angle to keep you off of your game. She did it so seamlessly unless you knew what to look for you would miss it. By then it was too late, she had you wrapped around her finger, begging her for the chance to please her.

      With more than a little effort I was able to shove the impure thoughts I was having aside. “You should know Bruno was just some hired muscle. He was working for someone else.”

      “Did you get a name?” Kitra asked, a little more eagerly than I would have thought.

      For the first time since we came to the station, I had the upper hand. “I did, but it will cost you.”

      “Drake, haven’t I already paid you enough.” Her lips formed into that perfect pout again, making me want to just hand over the name.

      “Who said I was asking for more money?” It was my turn to smile. The look of shock on her face was priceless. So maybe I hadn’t been able to get rid of all the impure thoughts.

      “You better get to the point, before I decide to blast you out of the air when you leave.”

      “No reason to get testy, Kitra. I’d just like preferential treatment whenever we have to dock on your station. No waiting and none of that lower level crap.”

      “It will depend on the name.” She was already trying to take back control of the conversation. Her face was fixed in a pouty stare that she knew would drive me wild.

      “The name he gave us was Felix.” The anger in her eyes almost made me take a step back from my terminal. Her look of rage was that menacing.

      “I’ll need to verify that.” She spat out. Her mind was obviously already working on what she would have to do to fix the problem. “If your information pans out, your ship will receive top level clearance for the station.” Her face softened for a moment. “Thank you, Drake.”

      “What are friends for?” The view screen went blank.

      I’d had enough action for one day. It was time to grab a few hours of sleep. Hopefully, Quaid would reply to my message soon. As pissed as I was, I already wanted to get back to work.
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* * *

      The beeping from my comm terminal woke me from a rather pleasant dream. It would be just my luck that Quaid would call when I was reliving one of my more memorable sexual exploits. That kind of workout was for a younger man, but God it had been fun. I ran a hand through my hair and hit the receive button.

      “Drake, did I wake you?”

      “I think that’s self-apparent.”

      “Whoa there, partner. Who dropped a porcupine in your boxers?”

      “You did when you sent us on a drug run.”

      He had the decency to look ashamed. “No chance the bonus you received makes us even?”

      I just stared at the monitor until he spoke again.

      “I’ll take that as a maybe.” He said flashing his slimy smile. “Good news is, as soon as you’re ready to saddle up, I’ve got a new job for you. I pulled this one down a level, so the pay is for your standard level four contract, but you have access to it now.”

      “Wait, you can pull contracts from a higher level?”

      “Not always, but in this case I did. If you complete this job, your crew becomes level four certified anyway. Think of it as a test of sorts.”

      “I think the last three years, has been enough of a test.” I let him stew on that for a moment. “But we’re ready for the job. Send me the specs and we will get it done.”

      “This one is pretty simple.”

      Yeah right, I thought. If it was that simple, it wouldn’t have been flagged level four in the first place.

      “Alphamerix Corp has lost contact with one of their science vessels out in the Vesper Quadrant.”

      “Jesus, what are they doing all the way out there? That’s on the edge of dead space.”

      “That’s part of the reason the pay is so good for this one.” He flashed that same slimy grin, probably already thinking about collecting his commission. “The job is pretty much twofold. Find the ship and its crew. If they are alive contact will be enough. If they are deceased, they would like the ship, and any data stored at their facility planetside delivered back to them.”

      “What were they working on?”

      “Not important.”

      He flashed his smile. That meant whatever it was it had to be illegal or close enough to it. There was no other reason to set up a research facility that far from known space.

      Quaid continued. “The job is for the ship or personnel and the data from the station. Everything else is irrelevant.”

      “Just send the specs.”

      “Done.”

      “Quaid, if you ever send me on another job that isn’t above board, I’m going to hunt you down.” When his flashy smile slipped away, and the screen went blank a sense of immense satisfaction washed over me. I think he finally got the message. I shot the data over to Ice, grabbed a shirt off the edge of my bunk and made my way to the dining room. We had a job to plan.
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* * *

      Ice had the information up on the screen, and the crew was looking it over. Ice was already plotting us an FTL course. She looked up when her calculations were done. “It’s going to take us a month to get there, Captain.”

      God, I knew the Vesper Quadrant was out in the middle of nowhere but a month was one hell of a long flight. “Kyra, how are the cryopods looking?”

      “Good enough to get us there and back. If we have the credits I could do some small upgrades to our system.”

      “We have the money but how long will it take to do the upgrades?”

      “Probably just a couple of hours. We are going to be here for another day while I fix up the engine’s cooling system anyway. I can work on the pods once we are in the air.”

      “Make sure you get everything that you need. There isn’t anything out there so if something goes wrong with the ship or to our cryo units, we’re dead.”

      “I’m on it, Captain.” Kyra got up and left the room. “Gabe, go with her just in case there is trouble. We don’t know enough about what is happening on the station for her to be out there alone.” Maze shot me a questioning look. “What, if nothing else he can help her carry the equipment back.”

      “So what do you want from me, Cap.” Maze asked.

      “I need you make sure we have enough munitions to survive if we run into anything. I want extra charges for the lasers and bullets for the guns. Whatever kind of body armor we can put together.”

      “You think something is going to happen?”

      “I think corporations like Alphamerix have their own security teams that could handle something like this. That means they lost people out there already, and what they were working on is something they don’t want the N.EA. to find out about. That means whatever we are stepping into, won’t be easy.”

      “I’ll hit the markets and pull together what I can.”

      I nodded to her as she got up to get her work done. I looked over at Ice. “How are you holding up?”

      She gave me a smile, but I could see the sadness behind it. “I’m doing ok, Captain. Sometimes I just wish we didn’t have to do some of the things we do.”

      I stood up and put a hand on her shoulder. She looked up into my eyes. “We do what we have to do to survive. No point thinking past that.”

      She put her hand on mine. “Thank you, Captain.”

      “You got it, kid. You have the ship’s location and life support readings?”

      “I sure do Captain, everything looks fine with the ship, at least from the scans Quaid provided us. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and they just destroyed their comm system somehow.”

      “Probably wishful thinking, but that would be a nice change of pace.”

      “Agreed.”

      “When Kyra gets back, tell her we only need the pods set for three weeks and a few days. I’d like to be awake and ready for whatever we drop into.”

      You got it, Captain.”

      Something didn’t feel quite right about this job. Quaid had already proved to be an unreliable handler. So we could be walking into anything. The pay was high enough that the guild probably knew it was a shit storm already. Maybe once we reached level four, we could secure a new handler. Quaid had served his purpose. He could exploit someone else. After the mess at the station, it might be time for a change. Maybe we should even dump the guild and go freelance. There was more risk, but we would be free to pick the jobs we wanted to do. Worst case scenario, we could stop working jobs in the rim and pick a side. As much as I hated it, the Earth Republic was always hiring freelance crews. That would put us at odds with the N.E.A., but you couldn’t have everything.

      I left Ice to finish working on the logistics like food. She already had the jump locked in and ready to go. There was probably enough time for me to get in a workout and then I was going back to sleep. Seemed kind of silly to sleep now when in less than a day we would be under for at least three weeks. Cryosleep always left me feeling a little drained unless I went in feeling good. That meant getting the rest now while the crew was busy preparing for our trip.
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      The familiar wave of dizziness washed over me when the cryopod opened. God, I hated using these things, but I’d be damned if I was going to give up three weeks of my life just to fly somewhere. This time, I managed not to throw up, at least that was something.

      Ice had already gotten into her suit and was heading to the bridge before I even removed the wires from my chest. Maze and Gabe were slowly working their way free, and Kyra left the room to check on her precious engine. Another wave of nausea rolled through my body. I managed to fight it off, hoping it would be the last one.

      After quickly dressing, I moved through the ship to the bridge. “Ice, tell me how we are doing.”

      “Well sir, we are still two days out from where the ship’s signal had been reporting.”

      “Had been?”

      “It seems the ship is no longer in orbit. I had the computer tracking it while we were asleep, so I just need a minute to figure out where it went.”

      Her fingers moved across the keyboard like lightening. It was easy to see why she had found work as a hacker. She could beat you on sheer typing speed alone. Her fingers stopped moving. “So what do you have for me?”

      “Believe it or not sir, the ship went planetside.”

      “Quaid had hinted that there might be a research facility down on the planet, but they haven’t terraformed anything this far out. So it would have been costly to build. I assumed it wouldn’t have been big enough for a ship like that.”

      “I’m scanning the planet they landed on now. It doesn’t have a name in the star chart, but all the scans are coming up nominal. The planet could easily support human life.”

      “Well, I‘ll be damned.”

      Maze walked into the room. “Not again, Captain.”

      “Not like that. It looks like Ice here found a new planet.”

      “Let me guess. We have to go there to retrieve the lost scientist.” She said with a scowl.

      “Sounds like a bad scary movie, right Captain?” Ice said with a grin.

      “Yeah, the kind of movie that doesn’t have a happy ending. We have something they don’t though.”

      “What’s that?” Ice asked.

      “Maze.” I slapped her on the shoulder. “Now let’s go check out this new ordinance you secured for us.” She followed me out of the room, and we moved down into the cargo hold. I tapped a code into the wall panel, and it slid open revealing our weapons room. It was fuller than I had ever seen it. Maze had done good work.

      There was no reason we would need this gear yet, but I felt better knowing that we had it. I picked up one ballistic pistol and one laser pistol. I stuffed a tactical vest full of clips and chargers. Instead of going for the rifle that called out to me, I grabbed the tactical shotgun. It held twenty-five compressed rounds and held one more clip along its barrel. It would be the perfect thing for close quarters combat.

      Maze followed my lead. She had four pistols, and a vest. She tossed a pair of cargo pants to me. I felt the small plates inside and smiled. It wouldn’t stop a rifle round, but a few shots from a pistol wouldn’t be a problem. She grabbed a pair of the same pants and then stepped out closing the door behind her.

      “We will have to get Gabe down here, and let’s make sure Kyra and Ice at least have a weapon.”

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      “I’m going to send Quaid a message with an update on the ship. Unless the sensors pick something else up we are at least two days out, so get some rest. I have a feeling when we hit planetside none of us will be sleeping for a while.” She nodded and headed out of the cargo bay. I headed back to my bunk to make the call.

      I just left a message for Quaid all he needed was an update, and I really didn’t want to talk with him. I checked my gear one more time, and then stripped it all off. Maybe a quick workout would get rid of my cryo hangover and then I could get some rest. We had at least two days left before we needed to be too worried.

      [image: ]
* * *

      With one day left before we hit planetside, we sat down for a group meal. We didn’t do them as often as we should. Normally only to celebrate a big payday or the start of a mission. I wanted everyone on alert after we crossed the twelve-hour mark. Maze, Gabe, and I were already wearing our tactical gear.

      Kyra broke out some real food she had stashed away somewhere. It was an amazing feast. The last thing I expected to have was fresh fruit and vegetables a month out from our last call to port. Everyone was in a great mood; I swear Maze even smiled once. I was just about to break out one of my famous stories when the alarm bell sounded.

      “Talk to me, Ice,” I shouted over the alarm.

      She pulled over her workstation and started tapping buttons faster than anyone I had ever seen. The alarm stopped sounding, and I watched as the edges of her lips pulled down into a frown. “Captain, we have a big problem.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “That our problem is a ship twice our size heading straight for us.”

      “And it’s not the science vessel?”

      “Correct Captain, not a science vessel. It’s also not broadcasting a designation.”

      “How in the hell did they get this close without us knowing?”

      “Sensors are saying they are using some kind of cloaking device. If we hadn’t put in those upgrades, we wouldn’t have known until they docked with us.”

      “Ice, get to the bridge do what you can, and for the love of God take a gun with you.” She frowned but didn’t argue. She grabbed my shotgun that had been resting against the table and ran out of the room. “Kyra, same deal. Get down to the engine room. Make sure no one can gain access to them.” Maze tossed her a shotgun, and she ran out of the door looking slightly frazzled.

      “Maze, Gabe, you’re with me. I want you guys positioned above the cargo bay with rifles. I’ll do my best to slow them down so you can pick them off.”

      They both nodded and took off for the cargo bay. I rushed out of the room on their heels. If we were lucky, there would enough time to set up a few barriers. “Ice, how much time do we have?” I shouted into my commlink.

      “Maybe five minutes, Captain.”

      It would have to be enough.
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      We managed to drag a few empty crates in front of the airlock and used a few more to block off the sides of the cargo bay. They would have to come straight at us, or not at all. I pitied the man that tried to run ahead with Maze’s rifle pointed down at them. Gabe would hopefully be able to pick off a few, and I had another shotgun in hand to make them think twice about boarding us too fast. There was going to be a lot of death here today. Hopefully, none of them would be ours.

      The other ship hasn’t tried to contact us since we picked it up on scanners, that meant they weren’t coming aboard with presents. The only advantage we had is they didn’t know we had the capability to pick up their cloaked vessel. They would come in thinking we were disorganized and scrambling to figure out what happened. They were going to be in for one hell of a surprise.

      The ship rocked gently as our vessels connected. I had to give it to them, whoever their pilot was, he was good. If we had been asleep or hadn’t caught the ship’s signal, we might not have even noticed the small jostle that it caused. It wouldn’t be long now; they would be coming in quickly hoping to catch us off guard. I took a breath and waited.

      Nothing happened. The door didn’t open, and no one came rushing in. “Ice, talk to me.”

      “I’m a little busy right now. Whoever is hacking us is good, almost too good. They are trying to shut down our life support.”

      Well, that was something I hadn’t thought of. It made a sick kind of sense. If you could attach to a vessel and hack their life support, all you had to do was wait. The air would bleed out of the ship, and they would fall down and die. You wouldn’t have to risk any of your crew. It was dirty, but a sound plan. “Ice, tell me you can stop them.”

      “I’ve been able to hold them off so far; I’m reinforcing our security protocols now. They shouldn’t be able to get around this.”

      The airlock door hissed open, it was time. The first man came in ducking around the crates in his way. I moved from behind my cover and blasted him in the chest. As he hit the deck on his back, I sent another round from the shotgun into his legs. He screamed out, and someone pulled him back behind our makeshift barrier.

      The next man thought it would be easier to try the other side of the cargo bay. He made it four steps before his head exploded. I looked up at Maze, and I swear she winked at me. It was risky to use high powered ballistic ammo in here. If she missed, it could do significant damage to the ship. I took her wink to mean she didn’t plan on missing.

      The next two men came at the same time. Maze got hers with one shot. Gabe’s laser fired hitting the man in the leg. He dropped his gun and fell to the floor screaming. I popped back out from behind cover and shot him in the chest. That was four down, how many more men were they willing to risk trying to take our ship. Their vessel was bigger than ours. If I had to guess, I would say it could easily carry at least thirty men, maybe more if they weren’t too shy.

      Laser fire erupted towards Maze and Gabe forcing them to cover. Six men rushed out on Maze’s side of the cargo bay. The first man in line was holding some kind of kinetic shield. I dropped the shotgun and pulled out my two pistols. I waited until they passed me and opened up into the flank. Three men fell before the shield bearer turned towards me. The other two men ran around him and into the ship.

      “Kyra, I’ve got two coming your way.”

      “Shit.” She mumbled.

      “Don’t worry, I’m coming for you, just keep the door sealed.”

      “Just hurry, Captain.”

      The two pistols found their way back into the holsters on my thighs. I took out our secret weapon. We had one flash bang on our ship. It was always used as a last resort. In the small space even with ear protection, it would throw us off balance. I just hoped it would hurt the pirates more.

      “Maze, are you ready for this?”

      “Just get to her, Captain.”

      The small grenade flew over the crates. I heard it bounce twice and then I started running. It exploded in a rush of sound and bright light. The pirate in front of me fell to his knees but managed to keep the shield up. He must not have realized what happened to his buddies because a kinetic shield wasn’t going to stop what I had coming for him. I pulled the trigger, and the ground next to him sparked. Damn, flashbang had done more to me than I thought.

      His pistol came up through a small hole in the side of the shield. He started to fire, but his shots were even worse off than mine. This time, I waited until I couldn’t miss. The first shot buckled the shield, the second shot ripped through it, and the third and final opened a wound in his chest that he wouldn’t be recovering from.

      A laser blast scorched the wall to the right of me as I ducked into the passage. There wasn’t another one, so I assumed Maze got the shooter. Now all I had to do was get to Kyra before they could get through the door. My heart started to beat faster as shots rang out from in front of me. Damn it. If they hurt her, there would be hell to pay.

      I rounded the last corner and had to duck back as a laser blast came my way. I could hear the torch they had cutting at the door lock. There wasn’t enough time for subtle. I stuck the shotgun around the corner low and started to fire. One man screamed, but then the sound I had been dreading to hear came. They had the door open.

      Two shots rang out and then a third before I was moving. I pumped one blast into the man on the ground before I ran past him. Kyra was down on the ground bleeding, but her assailant was already dead. She got shot in the stomach, and that meant we had some time. Our medbay wasn’t state of the art, but it would have to be enough. “All hostiles inside the ship are down. I’m taking Kyra to the medbay.”

      “The airlock is clear for now, seems as though they’ve had enough.” Maze reported.

      “Ice, I need you to make sure they can’t disengage from the airlock.”

      “Why and the hell would I want to do that, Captain?”

      “Just do it!” I growled.

      “It’s done.”

      I laid Kyra down on the table in the medbay and grabbed a handful of gauze. I pressed it to the wound. “Just hold that in place for now. It will slow the bleeding enough to buy us some time. I’ll be back.”

      She spoke through gritted teeth. “Go get the bastards, Captain.”

      “I intended to.”

      “Ice, how long can you keep them attached to us?”

      “Forever if we need to. They could always rip their ship way from us, but it could destroy both of our ships.”

      “Just keep me updated.”

      “I still don’t see the logic in this, Captain.”

      “They shot Kyra, Ice. How many other folks you think they killed with that little life support trick. Plus if we let them go now, they could just come back with more men and a worse attitude. This ends now.” I was glad for the silence that followed.

      “The cargo bay is still all clear, Captain. I’m ready when you are.” Maze said as I ran into the room.

      I nodded to her that I was ready to go. I popped out the magazine on the shotgun and put a new one in place. Twenty-five shots and then it was pistols for the rest. “Gabe, stay with the ship. Anything that comes through that airlock that ain’t us, you kill it. No questions.”

      “You got it, Captain.” I noticed he had replaced his rifle with an automatic laser of some kind. That wasn’t something we kept in the weapons locker, so I was going to have to ask him about it later.

      Maze nodded once and then I started moving. These bastards were going to figure out what it meant to screw with my crew. We moved around the crate, the man whose legs I had shot out was still lying there. I delivered another blast to his chest silencing him forever. None of these men deserved to live. I wondered how many people they killed that never even saw it coming. They were going to see me coming, I guaranteed it.
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      “Ice, get me a schematic of their ship and send it to my display.”

      “Done.”

      I knew she just wanted this to be over, but letting these kind of people back out into the world was something I couldn’t live with. I checked my wrist, and the ship’s layout slowly moved across it. Maze tapped me on the back indicating that she had received it as well. She took up a position to the right of me as we passed through the airlock.

      There was no one waiting to stop us from coming into the ship. That surprised me. Maybe I had overestimated the amount of people they had on board. We moved through the cargo bay unmolested and made it to the first hallway. I reached for the door and felt Maze’s hand grab my shoulder and pull me back.

      She moved in front of me and looked through the glass cut out and slowly stepped away. She motioned for me to follow. We knelt down about fifteen feet away. “What gives?”

      “Small amount of explosives on the other side of the door. Not enough to do real damage to the ship, but you would have lost your hand.”

      “How in the hell did you see that before looking through the glass.” She just pointed at her right eye. I had totally forgotten that she had it replaced with bionics. She could see things that I couldn’t.

      “It’s giving off a small heat signature against the door.” She looked at me waiting for something. I just lifted up one hand and twirled my fingers with impatience. I wasn’t ready when she fired her gun at the door. So much for me being impatient. The door exploded outwards, covering the ground directly in front of it with shrapnel. Before I could even think about moving forward, Maze was on her way towards the door. She hated letting me take point, after her display with the bomb it’s something I could learn to live with.

      I couldn’t let her get too far in front. Someone had to have her back. I heard her shotgun spring to life, and that got me moving. I ducked through the door and started to run to catch up. I saw Maze turn the corner, and a man came out of a concealed door behind her. He took the first blast from my gun in his leg and the next one in the chest as I continued running past him. Maze had already cleared the next two rooms before I caught her, just outside of the bridge.

      “Seriously Maze, try not to leave me behind.”

      She ignored my statement. “Thanks for having my back, Captain.”

      “I can’t quit you!”

      “Captain, we don’t have that kind of relationship.”

      I couldn’t help but let out a laugh. “Just open the fucking door already,” I said with a fake snarl. She looked at me one eyebrow pulled up in question, a hint of a smile tugging at the right side of her mouth.

      She reached out and hit the panel to open the door, and nothing happened. She hit it again, with the same result, and then banged her fist against it in frustration. She stepped back and leveled her shotgun at it. “Damn it Maze! We’ll never get in that way.”

      She lowered the gun and looked at me. I took a small receiver out of my pocket and placed it on the panel. “Ice, you picking up my signal?”

      “Loud and clear, Captain. It’s going to take me a few minutes. Like I said their computer guy is good. Lucky for you, I’m better.”

      “Just get it done. We’re sitting ducks out here.”

      As if thinking the exact same thing, Maze ran back down the hallway and dropped to one knee at the corner. She would be able to hold them off for a while, but any real push from the enemy and we would be overwhelmed. I checked the schematics on my arm again, and there were only two ways to go, forwards, or back to our ship. Maze’s shotgun rang out again, and I tapped my fingers against the wall impatiently.

      “Captain, I can open the door on your signal.”

      “Maze, you ready to go?”

      She spared me a quick look, popped around the corner firing off five quick blasts before running back towards me. “Do it.” The door slid open, and we ducked behind the side panels as shots rang out from inside of the room. The scorch marks were still cooling when we simultaneously stepped back into the opening and fired our shotguns into the enclosed space. After three shots each, we ducked back behind cover and waited.

      No further shots came inside of the room. “Ice, are you picking up any life signs from the bridge?”

      “Everyone is down, Captain. I do have four coming at you from behind.” We slipped inside of the room just as the bullets hit the door. Maze leaned her shotgun against the wall and pulled out her favorite pistol. She ran one hand lovingly down the barrel before poking her head around the corner.

      Her cybernetics would have isolated the targets for her. She nodded at me and I leaned out and blasted my shotgun into the corridor. The return fire was all focused on me. Maze leaned out and fired four times. There was only one scream, which came to an end with her fifth shot. I walked back out into the hallway trying to ignore the mess. I took the chip I had placed on the door and brought it to the console on the bridge.

      Snapping the chip into place was easy. “Ice, I have you plugged into their console. Anything else we need to worry about?”

      “There is one more life signature coming from the ship. I’m sending you the location now.”

      Maze tucked her beloved pistol away and picked up her shotgun again. We started to walk back down the hallways until we reached the second room we had entered. Two rooms further down the hallway was our target. “Gabe, we are moving in on the last pirate. Start moving any bodies left on our ship back to this one. We’ll let the guild deal with the mess.”

      “I’m on it, Captain.”

      Maze took point again. The next room was clear, leaving just one door between us and the last pirate on the ship. She hit the door panel, and it opened with a whoosh of air. Entering the room I didn’t see anyone at first and then the gurney in the corner started to shake. I motioned for Maze to lower her gun and moved towards the sheet covered gurney.

      The sheet pulled off easily enough, revealing a man huddled underneath the gurney it had covered. He was shaking so badly I thought he might have been a boy. He was mumbling something that resembled, “Please don’t hurt me again.” I moved the gurney away from him and if anything his shaking got worse. I nodded to Maze, and she walked back towards the door.

      When I reached out towards him, the man shrank back against the wall in fear. “Hey, you’re safe. No one is going to hurt you.” He turned his face towards me for the first time. I could see the deep yellow bruising around his eyes and lips. He had been beaten badly and not too long ago.

      “You’re not one of them are you?” He seemed almost confused as he asked. Almost as if he was waiting for this to be some kind of trick.

      “No, I’m not one of the pirates.” I reached out again, but he shrank away from my touch. I decided to back up a step instead to give him some space. “Can you tell me your name?”

      “Richard. Dr. Richard Haus.”

      “And when you say doctor, do you mean medical?”

      “I do.”

      “I have an injured person on my ship. Do you think you can help?”

      He seemed to come back to himself for a moment but then shrunk back against the wall. “It’s just a trick. You want me on your ship, just like they did.” He looked up at my face once and then tried to hide against the wall. I got the distinct impression that if he could have, he would have crawled through it to get away from me.

      “Listen if you can help my friend, I’ll drop you off on any planet you want. In fact, there are two ways I can do it. We will be sending this ship back to the mercenary guild. You can stay on it, and they will get you squared away when it docks. Or you can stay with us until we finish our mission and I will personally take you anywhere you want to go.” He looked up at me once but then moved away a step. “Sound good to you?”

      “How do I know you’re not lying?”

      “You don’t, but I don’t see any other options for you. My friend needs your help, and then you decide what happens from there.”

      He started to move away from the wall and was pulled back into place. I saw the cuffs on his wrist then. I wondered just what had happened to this man, but now wasn’t the time to ask. “Which one of them had the keys?”

      “He had blonde hair in a Mohawk with tattoos on the sides of his head.”

      “Maze, look for a spiky haired blond with tattoos. See if you can find a set of keys on him.” She walked out of the room coming back a moment later with a set of keys. She tossed them to me, and instead of reaching out to uncuff the doctor I handed him the keys. He didn’t trust me yet, and really I couldn’t blame him for that. I wasn’t willing to get close enough for him to lash out at me.

      Once he was free of his shackles and standing, I gave him a quick once over. “We can also give you some new clothes.”

      The barest hint of a smile cracked across his lips before it vanished. “What, you don’t like what I’m wearing?”

      I looked at the rags he had on. Rags were too nice of a term for the clothes that hung from his skinny frame. The clothes had more holes than swiss cheese. Obviously, the pirates didn’t care too much about the man’s health, or they were still trying to break him. “Not especially. So tell me Doc, do you have any experience with gunshot wounds?”

      “I do.”

      “Good, grab what you need from here and let’s get the hell off the ship.”
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      Once the doctor got to work, he seemed to forget about anything but his patient. I watched him from the corner of the room. His hands moved quickly over Kyra’s wound. His fingers were nimble, and he didn’t hesitate at all. The surgery went quickly, and before long he was stitching the wound closed.

      When he put the last of his tools away, I asked. “How’s my girl?”

      “She is going to be sore, and probably needs to stay off her feet for a few days, but other than that she is going to be fine.”

      “Thanks again, Doc.”

      “It’s probably me who should be thanking you. If you hadn’t come along, I would have been stuck on that ship until I died.”

      “One of these days you’re going to have to tell me how that happened.” I held up my hand to stop him as he started to protest. “Don’t worry, today isn’t that day.”

      “You said I could leave after I helped you.”

      “I did, and you can. Why don’t you get a shower and change.” I handed him an old pair of jeans and a shirt. “Meet me in the center of the ship when you’re done, and we can talk about it.”

      “Captain, I didn’t catch your name?”

      “It’s Drake.” We shook hands, and I led him to where the shower was. Along the way, I pointed out where I would be waiting. He looked grateful, and somehow doing the surgery on Kyra seemed to snap him out of his ordeal. I left him and moved into our meeting room and kitchen.

      “Gabe, is everything squared away?”

      “Sure is, Captain. We pulled weapons and ammo from the ship. Everything else we left for the guild to handle. The cargo hold looked to be pretty full, so all in all a healthy payday.”

      “Maze?”

      “We can expect the guild to screw us on our cut of the merchandise. That’s just how it goes, plus those poor bastards have to clean all the dead bodies out of the ship. We’ll get seventy percent of the ship’s sale. Gabe’s right, this should be a good payday.”

      “Since the crew is whole, and the pirates are dead, it sure seems that we made a nice bonus. It was still a little too close for comfort.” I turned to face my computer specialist. “Ice, can you do anything to boost our sensors, if there are more pirates out there I’d like to know sooner, rather than later.”

      “I can probably do something. It won’t provide us with too much notice, but it should buy us enough time to engage the FTL if we need to rabbit.”

      “That’s all I needed. Anything new with our missing science vessel?”

      “It hasn’t moved since we came into orbit. Scans of the surface show it’s docked at some kind of building on the surface. Probably their main research facility. Seems unlikely that they would have a research facility whose communications were also down.”

      “I agree. Losing comms on a ship is one thing, but on the ground, they should be fine. It looks like we have at least one more mess to clean up before we get to take some time off.” Dr. Haus walked into the room. “Can I get you something to eat, Doc?”

      “I’d appreciate that. I didn’t exactly get regular meals during my captivity.”

      I tossed him two ration bars. “These should fill you up. Get you back on track vitamin-wise.”

      “Thank you, Captain. I’m sorry to say I overheard the end of your conversation. You said you are going to go planetside to check on some scientist.”

      “Correct, they have been dark for over a month now.”

      “I had planned on leaving with the ship, but if you think that they might be in need of medical attention, I’d be happy to stay.”

      “You don’t owe us anything, Doc. If you’re ready to go home then by all means, go back with the ship. You’ve endured enough.” He looked down at his feet and then back up to me. His eyes moistening slightly at the corners.

      “With all due respect Captain Drake, I do think I owe you a great deal. If there are people down there that need help, the least I can do is make myself available for a few more days.”

      “Alright then, it’s settled. Doc, you’re staying with us for the time being. When this is over, I meant what I said, anywhere you want to go, and we will get you there.” He nodded. “Ice, disengage us from the other ship, and get her to the guild office.”

      “On it, Captain.”

      The ship shook slightly as she released us. Ice started to move the Talon closer to the planet's surface. Once we were far enough away from the enemy ship, she sent it into FTL. “I’ll call Quaid and give him a heads up about the ship. That way they can collect it as soon as it comes out of FTL. Everyone else get some rest, we should arrive in the planet’s atmosphere about twelve hours from now. I need everyone to be sharp when we get there. Ice, keep scanning for life down there. They might have employed some kind of shielding that is preventing us from getting a reading.”

      I made sure everyone understood what I was asking, and I left the room. Kyra was still in our tiny medbay, and I was going to make sure she didn’t wake up in there alone. I grabbed a few extra blankets on my way and some cushions from one of the couches. Once I was in the medbay, I made a nice little bed on the floor and curled up. Those pirates were lucky I had become a better man. A quick death had been too good for them. No one hurts a member of my crew. I fell asleep with thoughts about the past tickling at my senses. Not all of my thoughts could stay buried in the past no matter how much I wanted them to stay there.
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      The gentle beeping of my alarm woke me up. Rolling out of bed I hit my commlink. “Ice, what’s our status?”

      “Half an hour out from breaking atmo, Captain.”

      Perfect, just enough time to wash the sleep from my eyes and get geared up. Stumbling through my room, I found everything that I needed, except another few hours of sleep. Apparently killing pirates was a younger man’s game. That much shooting never used to leave me this sore. There was nothing I could do about it now. We had a job to finish.

      I double checked my pistols before holstering them. One pistol under each arm, and one pistol on each thigh. The tactical vest I had on, held enough ammo to get us through a pretty prolonged fight. One thing I learned a long time ago was, although ammo is heavy, running out of it is worse. With all my gear ready to go I picked up my rifle and headed towards the door.

      The bridge was quiet, except for Ice’s typing as she pushed the ship down through the planet's atmosphere. Gabe and Maze were already in the cargo hold waiting for instructions. Kyra had pulled through just fine and was talking with the doctor. Was this the inevitable calm before the storm? We would find out soon enough.

      Ice brought us out of the descent smoothly, deploying our wings and switching to rear thrusters. The red sand covering the planet’s surface blew across the open landscape in a light breeze. The orange rays of the setting sun highlighted the red rocks and sand, making it almost look as if a fire was sweeping across the landscape. It was beautiful, too stunning to put into words.

      Ice turned the ship, and the research facility came into view. The shiny silver building stood out against the red sand. It looked peaceful. The lack of any kind of movement outside worried me, though. A facility that size should be filled with hundreds if not thousands of people. To not have a single person visible wasn’t a good sign. I almost asked Ice to verify the atmospheric conditions, but I could do that myself. We hadn’t picked up any life signs, but I still almost couldn’t believe it.

      The planet’s readings were all nominal. There was enough oxygen in the air that we wouldn’t need suits. The only thing missing was water. Creating that would have been the next major stage of the terraformer’s job if they planned on making the planet habitable for the long term. It was also the riskiest part of the job. If you set up your station and large machinery in the wrong area, you could wind up at the bottom of an ocean. Most capable crews knew exactly where to go, but more than one team had been lost due to incompetence.

      The facility didn’t look like it was set up to finish terraforming the planet, so it was just a way station for the scientists. Who could blame the corporation? It’s not like you would be able to set up a colony this far out, at least not yet. It was expensive to get this far out. That meant not only moving here but bringing supplies would be a nightmare.

      I looked over the readings again just to make sure that I hadn’t missed something. Everything still looked good. “Get us as close to the main facility as possible. We will locate the ship after we announce ourselves inside.”

      “You got it, Captain. Stay safe out there.”

      “I’ll do my best. You know the drill if anything happens, you bug out. Don’t come in looking for us.”

      Ice nodded her head. I always had my doubts that she would actually follow that order, but I wasn’t going to waste time with it now. I walked by the medbay on my way to the cargo hold. The doctor looked like he had settled in nicely. Kyra waved at me as I walked by. I couldn’t help but wave back. There wasn’t a better engineer in the system, any system really. The crew I had was better than I deserved, by far.

      Maze and Gabe both fell into position behind me as Ice landed our craft. Once we were settled she lowered the cargo bay doors. She had angled the ship on her landing, so we were facing the closed bay of the station on the diagonal. The wind was stronger than it had looked through the viewport, and the sand was blowing across the open space. I pulled up a mask to cover my nose and mouth and pulled on a pair of glasses to shield my eyes.

      “Ice, we’re not seeing anything out here. It’s like the entire facility has been deserted.”

      “Scanners are still showing no signs of life, Captain.”

      “Have they picked up any biological threats?”

      “Everything we are reading now shows the all clear. I can’t get a full read inside of the building, but nothing seems out of place.”

      Yeah, except for all the missing people. I thought. Not to mention how in the hell had the ship landed down here. Maybe a self-recall program? Something was going on here, and chances were we weren’t going to like it. Gabe and Maze looked ready to go, so I started my descent onto the planet’s surface.

      The blowing sand was pretty bad. It kept visibility low and I could already feel it trying to claw its way into my clothes. I had a spent a week on Primus Five once. The beaches there were supposed to be legendary. All I remembered about the trip now was trying to get the sand out of places it should have never been in the first place. Well, that and that night with Cindy. Ok, so the trip had been worth it, even with the sand. I shook my head, leaving the memory behind. Now was not the time to go strolling down memory lane. Doing something like that on a mission could get you killed.

      My rifle snuggled against my shoulder and moved seamlessly with me as I swept the area. Ice was right, this place was a tomb. Until we knew why, we needed to stay on high alert. I lifted a hand, and Gabe moved to the left. Maze moved to the right taking cover and training her rifle on the door ahead. Moving forward I slowly made my way to the outer door lock’s panel.

      This was creepy as hell. I still couldn’t shake the feeling that we should be seeing people around us working, going about their daily routines. This would be like waking up one day and just finding everyone gone. It just didn’t happen that way. People didn’t disappear without a trace unless they got spaced. Even then they sometimes found the bodies, before they got sucked back into the sun.

      The door’s unlock code was flashing on my wrist. The one good thing about working for the company is we had all the right information to enter the facility. I plugged in the code and slowly backed away from the door as it opened. The door slid slowly open, giving us a perfect view of our missing ship. The cargo bay door leading into the back of the ship was open, and I didn’t see anyone else inside of the landing pad.

      Moving into the center of the large open door, I signaled for the team to advance inside the building. They ran past me sweeping each side of the massive room for trouble. When they gave the all clear, I moved inside and started to close the door behind us. The thirty-foot tall door slid closed and then locked into place. When the lock clicked, it had a sound of finality to that I didn’t like. My gut told me to open the door again, but Alphamerix wouldn’t appreciate us turning their facility into a sandbox.

      “Let’s sweep the room just to make sure anything isn’t going to jump out and surprise us and then we will go check out the ship.”

      Maze took the lead, and we flanked her to either side. Sweeping the hanger took us about twenty minutes. The space was large enough to hold at least four more ships the size of the one we were looking at. When the sweep of the hanger came back with nothing, I did a scan from my data pad for signs of life. I had one faint trace of life coming from inside of the facility. For the faint reading, it was giving off, it might as well have been a lab animal.

      “All right let’s sweep the ship, and then we can move into the facility.” The team signaled the ok. This time, I took the lead heading up the cargo ramp. My head cleared the surface of the ramp and my breath hitched in my chest. There was blood and lots of it.
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      Jesus, what could have possibly happened here? There was no way to tell how many people would have had to die to cover the walls and floor in so much blood. It had to have been a lot, my guess was at least seven, but hell it could have been much, much, more. It wasn’t just smeared on the walls. The walls were literally covered from the ceiling to the floor. You could see ridges on the walls letting you know they had been sprayed more than once over time. The floor was a wet puddle of half congealed blood.

      Looking down I noticed footprints for the first time, as if someone had survived whatever happened here. I would hate to have seen whatever they had witnessed on this ship. That would explain why the ramp was down. But where had all the other bodies gone? Had someone stacked them further into the ship? There wasn’t a trail indicating that they had been removed from the cargo bay.

      “Captain, I’m not walking through that sludge.” Maze said.

      I turned to look at her, and almost laughed as she wrinkled her nose in disgust. “The order stands. We sweep the ship and then move into the facility.”

      “But Captain….”

      “But nothing, let’s get this over with.”

      The first step into the cargo hold of the ship made me rethink the order I had just given. My boot squelched as it settled into the red liquid. It was slippery, and there was no way I was going to fall in this crap. “Take it slow.”

      Maze lifted her boot out of the sludge and watched the blood drip back to the floor. “Sometimes I really hate you, Captain.”

      “You won’t be saying that when you can finally afford that vacation you’ve been going on about.”

      “After this, I’m not so sure about that.”

      Laughter filled the room as Gabe listened to us. He didn’t look concerned about the ground at all. He only cared about getting the job done and getting paid. It made things easier for me most of the time. All I had to do was make sure his cut of the job was paid on time, and he never complained. He was a good soldier.

      We moved farther into the ship. There were bloody footprints leading farther inside and what appeared to be drag marks. The footprints had all smeared together so it was hard to tell just how many people they would have belonged to. It could have just as easily been one person walking back and forth as it could have been ten people. Had some of these people lived through what happened, or had someone piled their lifeless bodies further into the ship? I checked my wrist again, no signs of life on the ship.

      “Keep your weapons hot.”

      There was no reason for me to check if they followed the order. They would, even if they thought it was silly. They would be getting the same readout that I was, no signs of life. Something didn’t feel right to me. I wanted us prepared for anything.

      The first room off of the main corridor was closed. I popped the panel, and the team covered me. A cursory glance showed that the room was empty. Three rooms later and we still hadn’t found a body. The ship wasn’t that big, there had to be one somewhere, or else they had been moved. By who, and how had they done it without leaving a trail outside?

      The medbay was spotless, not even a single hint of blood. So none of the injured or dying had made it in here for medical treatment. There were still a few light smudges of red on the ground but nothing that couldn’t be attributed to the red dust from outside. I didn’t really believe that, but I wanted to. The vessel could have been covered in mud or dust. It didn’t have to be blood.

      That left the bridge in front of us and the common area to the left. A small clank sounded, the tiny noise traveled through the ship like an avalanche. All of our weapons snapped back up pointed in the direction of the sound. It came from the bridge. I checked my wrist again, no signs of life. Maybe something had been knocked loose by the ship’s landing over a week ago, and just now hit the ground.

      The sound came again, this time, followed by a second noise. I desperately wanted to find out what was making the noises but leaving the common area un-cleared behind us wasn’t an option. I kept my gun trained on the door to the bridge. Gabe moved up to the door, and Maze stepped into position to cover him. I wasn’t willing to take my gun off the bridge while the banging continued. Gabe and Maze could cover one room. Chances were it was just as deserted as the rest of this place.

      Gabe flipped open the door and Maze moved into the room. When no gunshots erupted from behind me, I felt my body relax slightly, and I let out the breath I had been holding. I waited for them to give me the all clear while listening to the sounds coming from the bridge. My imagination was running wild with the possibilities of what could be making them. The door remained closed, but the intensity of the noise continued to grow. It sounded like something was hitting the door and it wanted out.

      “All clear, Captain.” Maze reported, sweeping back into position behind me.

      “Time to find out what is making that racket,” Gabe said.

      The door was less than ten steps away, but each time I lifted my foot it got harder to take the next step. My body was rebelling against the idea of going forward. Something of an internal fight or flight reflex was telling me to get the hell out of here. I shoved that feeling to the side and slowly continued to move. Each step forward felt as if someone added another weight to my legs, or that my boots had been filled with lead. By the time the panel was in reach I felt as if I had walked ten miles instead of ten steps. Lowering my gun I reached out for the panel.

      Before I hit the button, I looked over my shoulder at the rest of my team. Maze had her rifle ready pointed just over where my shoulder would be. Her eyes were focused intently on the closed door. Gabe had a trickle of sweat on his forehead, but his eyes were determined. I knew whatever happened now, they had my back. It was a small but comforting gesture. It was too bad I hadn’t let Maze take point this time, but I knew I could count on the two people behind me as if they were family.

      The door whooshed open as I hit the panel. Dropping to one knee, I scanned the room. The simple action also gave Maze and Gabe a clear sightline if they needed to fire. When nothing happened, I felt almost ridiculous kneeling on the ground. That was until my eyes roved over the pile of bodies on the floor. They had been ripped apart. I couldn’t tell from here, but it looked as if they had been gnawed on by an animal. You didn’t see that very often on a spaceship.

      The noise came again, pulling my attention away from the pile of broken corpses. That was when I saw him for the first time. His clothes were ripped and bloody, and there was a wrench in his hand. It rose and fell against one of the metal walls on the bridge. He didn’t move to acknowledge us at first. The hand rose and fell several more times before I broke the silence.

      “Sir, this is Captain Drake of the Star Talon. We have been sent by Alphamerix to check on your status.” The wrench fell from his hand, and he started to turn around. When I saw his face, I almost threw up on my boots. Just what in the hell had we gotten ourselves into?
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      The man’s face was half gone. It looked like something had bitten large chunks of flesh from it leaving his jawbone exposed on one side. I wasn’t sure how the man could even be standing, if what was in front of us could even be considered a man anymore. The pain from a wound like that must have been horrific. He took one shambling step forward almost falling to his knees. I started to dash forward when a hand grabbed my shoulder from behind.

      “What in the hell Gabe, this man needs our help.”

      “Boss, check your wrist. We still aren’t getting any life signs.”

      “How is that even possible?” I watched with horror as the man took another step towards us. His arms came up stretching out almost as if he was going to try and hug me. I took an involuntary step back. A sound escaped his throat, a growl mixed with a wheeze.

      “Do you think our scanners are broken?”

      “I have the same reading, Captain.” Maze replied. She still had her rifle trained on the man. “Jesus, look at his arm.” She said almost in a whisper.

      When I looked back, I could clearly see what she was talking about. One of his hands was missing. The bone poked out through the ragged strips of flesh hanging off of it. There was no blood coming from the wound, or the wound on his face. This man was dead, but how could he still be standing, let alone be moving towards us?

      “Maze, put him down.”

      She fired once, the laser blast taking the man right in the chest. The blast knocked him backward sending him tumbling to the ground. The huge smoking hole is his chest didn’t seem to be enough to stop him from moving, though. His hands reached out trying to pull himself back to his feet. He was so uncoordinated that he couldn’t quite manage it. He flipped onto his belly and started to pull himself across the floor towards us. His jaw started snapping open and closed as he came, almost in an involuntary reflex. I had a pretty good idea now of what had been chewing on those bodies.

      Stepping forward I pulled out one of my pistols and fired one round into his head. The body fell to the floor in a heap. I kicked it one time, to make sure it wasn’t going to get back up. I looked back at Gabe; he had a look of horror mixed with joy on his face. Maze just looked as if she didn’t want to believe it.

      “Captain, do you know what this means?” Gabe asked, his voice coming out almost giddy.

      I turned to look at him and was surprised to see him smiling in earnest now. “Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      “Space fucking zombies, Captain.” He seemed to be excited by the prospect while it filled me with horror. “That’s why the headshot killed it.”

      “Seriously. Gabe, that zombie stuff is just in the movies. The super cheesy, late at night kind of movies.”

      “Captain, I hate to agree with him.” When I looked at Maze, she just shrugged her shoulders in grudging acceptance. “But he did seem to be very zombie-like.”

      “Let’s just work under the assumption that they are infected. The word zombie never leaves this room.”

      “Boss, you’re worried about the word zombies making us sound crazy, right?” I nodded to him. “I’m worried about where the rest of them went.”

      “Good point.” I reached down and placed the remote connection on the bridge console for Ice. “We still have a job to do. This bird needs to head back to Alphamerix, and we need to secure the company’s data before we can head out.”

      “Captain, we should just send the ship back and torch the place.” Maze said.

      That kind of surprised me coming from her. She was normally the one being cautious, and I had never known her to be superstitious. I had to take a few deep breaths to calm myself. We weren’t in some kind of horror movie, no matter what we had just seen. I wasn’t about to lose my cool and blow this job. “You know we can’t do that. Not until the data is secure.”

      “Fine, but for the record, this is a bad idea.”

      “Dually noted. Weapons hot, headshots only.”

      They formed up on me, and we exited the ship. “Ice, lock down this ship. As soon as you have its engines online get it out of the system and headed back home. Also, send a message to Quaid. The ship should be treated with a containment protocol.”

      “Captain, what’s going on? You sound nervous.”

      “I’ll tell you when we get back to the Talon. Also, you need to close the cargo bay doors to the Talon. There is something going on here, and I need to know you’re safe. If anyone approaches the ship no matter their condition keep the doors closed.”

      “The Talon is all locked up, and I sent a message to Quaid about initiating containment protocols on the ship.” The comm went silent for a moment. “Just be safe out there.”

      “You have my word. As soon as we get the link in place, we are off of this rock.”

      The cargo bay of the ship wasn’t any better the second time we had to walk through it. The only good news that we had so far was that the hangar was still empty as we exited the ship. We walked across the room and towards the door on the far side. I wanted this to go quick and easy. Open the door, jog until we reached the control room, place the device, and get the hell out. Whatever happened here, I didn’t want to end up being part of it. The longer we lingered, the more likely we would encounter more of the missing scientists. The last thing I wanted was to see another one of them. In and out, what could possibly go wrong?

      “Form on me, unless we run into a group of these things, let’s keep our weapons silent. The last thing we want is for the noise to draw any more of them to us. In and out people.”

      Maze gave me a curt nod.

      Gabe smiled. “Let’s do this.”

      Sometimes I wondered about that kid. What could you do, though? He probably grew up playing first person shooters. This was his once in a lifetime dream scenario, on a little-known planet facing what he thought of as zombies. For the rest of us rooted in reality, the mission was being affected by an unknown variable. That made me uncomfortable, to say the least. I needed to get my team out of here in one piece.

      I hit the button for the door and thankfully the hallway was clear. The butt of the rifle felt at home as it rested against my shoulder. I quickly scanned the corridor while moving forward. Picking up the pace was easy when you had a small amount of fear driving your steps. Looking at the blood smeared walls only continued to spike my adrenaline. The severed arm resting in one of the doorways we passed, almost made me reconsider completing the job. It didn’t matter how much they were paying. You couldn’t spend the money if you were dead.

      We came up to a T-shaped intersection. Maze and Gabe covered the right-hand tunnel while I turned left. “Clear.” I started to move forward again before I realized they hadn’t confirmed that they were good to go. Slowly I turned back around.

      It was Maze that spoke in a hushed tone. “Captain, I think we have a problem.”

      Gabe sounded almost giddy when he spoke. “Still think they aren’t zombies?”

      Lowering my rifle I stepped between them wondering what had them so transfixed. There was a body on the floor with two other people hunched over it. At first, I couldn’t tell what was happening, but then the reality of it set in. They were eating him. One of them was contentedly chewing on the body’s arm. The other was plunging its hands inside of the body and eating whatever it pulled out.

      We didn’t have time to watch this. As far as I was concerned all of them were dead and beyond our ability to help. It was time to move. We needed to get out of here before those things turned their attention towards us. “Get your head in the game. We’ve still got work to do.” I slapped a hand down on their backs snapping them out of it before readying my rifle again and continuing down the hallway.

      Two more right-hand turns and a quick left brought us to our destination. The control room door was closed, and when I hit the button on the panel it beeped but the door still didn’t open. Just what we needed. I pulled out one of Ice’s remote access chips. “Ice, get this door open.”

      “Relax Captain, I’m on it.”

      “I don’t think I’ll be able to relax until we are a million miles away from here.”

      “The door should be working. Something is holding it closed from inside of the room.”

      “Is there another way in?”

      “The room is a closed system. You could try the vents, but your fastest way in would be to try and force the door open.”

      “Damn it. Can nothing on this job just be easy?” I looked over my shoulder at Gabe. “I’m going to hit the button again, try and push the door.” Gabe stepped into position and I hit the button for the door. His shoulders bulged and he grunted with effort as he tried to push the door open. The door opened a few inches and then tried to close again. I stepped in lacing my fingers into the crack and pulled as hard as I could. It moved a few more inches. Gabe released it and got a grip on the lower part of the door bracing his leg into the jam to push.

      A single squeal of metal on metal sounded, and we stopped trying to move the door. There was a twelve-inch gap now. “Maze, think you can fit through there?”

      “Do I have to?”

      “Only if you want to leave.”

      “Just don’t let that fucking door close. I don’t want to be trapped in there.”

      “Just attach the chip to the console and get out.”

      She slipped through the door and into the room. A few seconds later we fell to the floor in a heap as the door opened completely. It would have been comical anywhere but here. After disentangling myself from Gabe, I looked up at Maze’s smirking face. “A little heads up would have been nice.”

      “Then don’t send me into the creepy room alone next time.”

      She had a point. The room was empty except for one body in the corner that wasn’t moving. There was a pistol in the man’s hand. I couldn’t be certain, but I had the feeling it was a self-inflicted gunshot that ended his life.

      Gabe walked over to the body and planted a solid kick to its midsection. The body flipped over, and there was a crack in the man’s skull. He must have barricaded himself in the control room and waited for help. When no one came, he took the easy way out. I couldn’t blame him really. If my only choices were being eaten alive and killing myself, I would have made the same call. It seemed that at least a few people had lived long enough to fight back, but the resistance must not have lasted for long.

      Maze used one of our remote chips to give Ice access to the terminal. “We’re all set Captain.”

      “How long until the download is complete, Ice?”

      “Probably another ten minutes.”

      “We should just leave the chip and go, Captain.” Maze said.

      When Gabe said, “I agree.” I almost couldn’t believe it. He never wanted to leave anything behind. Missing equipment came out of our profits when it had to be replaced. Gabe preferred the credits over his personal safety.

      “Captain, I found something I think you should see.” Ice’s voice came over the commlink.

      “We’ll look at it back on the ship.” We stepped back into the corridor. “Lock this door. I don’t want anything disturbing our download.”

      “Done.” Ice replied.

      I pulled the remote chip off of the door, no reason to leave both of them behind. These things weren’t exactly cheap, but I was willing to leave the one in the control room to get back to our ship as soon as possible.

      “Same drill, stay silent as long as we can. All we have to do now is make it back to the ship.” I met both of their eyes looking for acknowledgment. I found that and more when Gabe’s eyes darted over my shoulder.

      “Ah, Captain?”

      I turned to see our two friends from earlier shuffling down the hallway towards us. Their ripped lab coats rippled around them slightly in the ventilated air. Their hands and mouths were covered in blood. They came forward slowly, mouths opening and closing almost like a fish out of water. The thing that scared me the most were their milky white eyes, dead eyes.

      The schematics only showed a storage room behind us. There was only one direction we could go. Our weapons would echo inside of the closed space. Anything in this building would know exactly where we were as soon as we fired. I didn’t see another choice. I fired my rifle twice and started running. The echoes of my team’s footfalls were the only indication that they were still behind me.
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      I could hear them coming now, even over the sound of our rapid footsteps. The shuffling sound of their movement seemed to be getting closer. It must have been my imagination because we hadn’t seen one of them run yet.  Two of the zombies stumbled out of a doorway. Our lasers hit them in the chests giving us enough time to jump over their now flailing corpses and continued down the corridor.

      Maze’s rifle roared to life behind us. A quick glance back showed three more bodies hitting the ground. It didn’t seem to slow down the horde that was following us now. A few more bodies fell over the corpse on the ground. The rest of the growing horde managed to stumble over them without slowing down.

      “Captain, get down!” Gabe shouted.

      Dropping to my knees, I heard Gabe’s rifle scream to life behind me. He wasn’t messing around. The shots continued as I looked up to see one last scientist slip through the barrage. I stood up slamming my shoulder into the woman’s chest. She stumbled back a few steps, creating just enough space for me to get my rifle up and fire one shot. The zombie fell to the ground, finally lifeless.

      We started to move forward again when Gabe screamed out. A zombie had grabbed his leg, and its teeth sank into the leather of his boot. The thing started shaking its head back and forth trying to rip a chunk out of him. Gabe took his time, now that the initial shock was over and aimed at its head. The zombies head exploded from the close proximity of the laser blast covering the wall behind us in gore.

      “You good?” I shouted as Maze’s rifle continued to fire.

      “I’m good, Captain.”

      “Time to go!” I shouted over the noises of Maze’s rifle and the horde rushing towards us. The zombies filled the hallway from end to end, and there was no way to tell just how large the group was. There could have been hundreds of them. Maze continued to cover our backs as we ran. I heard the zombies hitting the ground with each shot. “How we doing back there?”

      “We need to go faster.” She shouted.

      Picking up the pace was easy when the thought of being eaten alive was a real possibility. Maze’s rifle fell silent as we continued to run. Zombies continued to pour out of the rooms we passed joining the ones already following us. “Drop as many as you can when I hit the door.”

      Maze and Gabe turned and started firing in rapid bursts as I hit the door. It shuddered in its frame and then slid open. I heard Maze let go of her rifle and start firing her pistols. It was faster than reloading the charge. It took me a moment to realize what was in front of me before the hands reached out trying to grab me.

      I brought my rifle up holding it out in front of me and slammed it into the chests of the four zombies trying to come in. Somehow I managed to knock them over. Maze continued to fire behind us while Gabe stepped forward, his rifle slung over his back. He pulled a pistol out from his shoulder holster and ended the four zombies that were trying to get back to their feet.

      Ice must have seen us coming on the sensors and opened the large hangar doors. It would have helped to speed our getaway except for the zombies that now stood in our way. My attention was solely focused on the thirty or so zombies that had surrounded the Talon. How were we going to cut through them and make it inside?

      “Maze, get in here.” She stepped back through the door still firing. “Ice, lock this door down. An why in the hell is the hangar door open?”

      “I was monitoring your communications, seemed like you were trying to make a quick exit.”

      “We were, but the ship is surrounded now. Any ideas?”

      “I’ve got something in mind just get moving.”

      The ship's engines roared to life as we started to run. The pounding on the door behind us grew in intensity. I wondered if the undead could rip that door apart. From everything we had seen so far I doubted it, but I wasn’t going to risk our lives on it. The horde surrounding the ship hadn’t turned around to look at us yet. They seemed more focused than ever on the ship in front of them.

      We watched them for a moment and then a louder bang from inside of the hangar reached my ears. They hadn’t made it through the door yet, but it seemed like they were hitting it with more than their hands now. My brain kept screaming at me that this was impossible, but now that I had actually seen it there was no way to forget it. Sometimes ignorance really was bliss.

      A few of the zombies turned around as I hit the button to close the massive hangar door. Maze raised her pistols, but I put an arm out and lowered her pistols back down to her sides. “Give her a minute.” A few more of the zombies turned at the sound of my voice. How they heard it over the roaring of the Talon’s engines, I’ll never know. Whatever Ice had planned she had better do it quickly.

      The ship spun around in a slow circle knocking most of the zombies to the ground. The cargo bay doors lowered and the ship flew towards us before spinning around again so we could climb in. Maze and Gabe jumped on first, and I quickly followed. “Get us out of here,” I shouted, and the engine roared to life.

      “I thought you’d never ask.” Ice laughed into my comm.

      I peered over the edge of the cargo lift, as we started to lift higher into the air. The zombies were already standing, reaching towards the ship as their dinner flew away. It was horrible what happened to these people. I had never witnessed anything so horrific in my life. Not even in the war.

      I walked back into the ship and hit the button to seal the door. We made it. All of us were going to be safe. I knew one thing. There was no way I was getting into my shower until we searched the entire ship. My crew wasn’t safe until we knew for sure none of the zombies had made it on board.

      “Search the ship top to bottom and all of our hidey holes. I know I’ll sleep better knowing none of those things are riding with us.”

      Maze reloaded her rifle and walked out of the cargo bay. Gabe looked at me for a moment and then shook his head. He left out of the opposite side. That left me with the cargo bay. I searched everywhere that would fit a person and few spaces that wouldn’t just to be sure. The all clear signals came back from the crew.

      “Grab a change of clothes and shower, and then we meet in the kitchen in fifteen. Ice has something to show us.”
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      We were on our way back to Zimmora Station. Everyone deserved a few days of rest before we jumped into FTL. The job was a success, the data had been recovered, and the ship had been sent back to Alphamerix Corporation. All we had to do now was hand over the data and collect our money. This would be our most lucrative job to date. After this, I think the team deserved a week off to spend their hard earned credits. I’d even let them pick the destination, this time.

      I took two packets of apple slices from the rehydrator and grabbed an everything bar. Sure the everything bar tasted like shit, but it basically held an entire day’s worth of calories and vitamins. If you could manage to choke it down, you would stay mostly healthy until you could get some real food. The only good news was they were a step up from the military issued rations I had been used to. Eating a slice of apple after each bite seemed to make it a little bit more palatable.

      “Ice, what do you have for us?”

      “I know we aren’t supposed to access the data we were sent to retrieve, but because you guys sounded so concerned I combed through it anyway. What I found was disturbing, to say the least.”

      I looked across the table and noticed that the doctor had joined us. “Doctor, I just want to be clear anything that is discussed here is strictly confidential.”

      He nodded in acceptance. “Captain, you saved my life. I’m in your debt.”

      “Your debt to me ended when you saved Kyra.” I found her eyes across the table. She looked healthy. That was more than enough for me. I needed my mechanic, without her we were dead in the water. Alright, I’ll admit it was more than that. Kyra was like a beacon of light in the darkness. She did more for this crew then just fix our ship, without her I wouldn’t know what to do.

      “Continue, Ice.”

      “I put together a video of a few of the logs the staff had recorded. I think you need to see them.”

      I motioned for her to start playing the video. I knew whatever we were going to see next it wouldn’t be good, but at least it might shed some light on a few things. Either way, we had done our job, and we couldn’t report any of what we found out to the N.E.A.. Our contract with the mercenary guild required us to remain impartial, and each job came with a confidentiality agreement. No matter what the corporation did, we wouldn’t be able to leak it without it coming back on us.”

      The video started.

      “Welcome to Alphamerix project code name Methuselah. If you’ve been selected to work with us, then you’re one of the best and the brightest. On this project, we will be working to slow the aging process to a near standstill. Our goal is to be able to expand human life almost indefinitely. We have more than a few exciting breakthroughs to share with you.”

      The video skipped ahead.

      “Project Methuselah, Day Ninety-Five. Today we are commencing our first human trial. The subject has been procured from one of the prison worlds. His family will receive compensation for his cooperation in the project.” The video panned out to show a man strapped to a gurney. An IV was placed in his arm. A woman in a lab coat stepped forward and adjusted the settings on the machines surrounding the subject. She lifted one hand, and we could just make out a syringe, as she injected something into the liquid. The solution turned from clear to almost pure black on the screen as she walked away.

      “The subject has been given a single dose of IM-95. Over eighty percent of the lab animals we tested on survived the initial injection. Our employers have deemed that enough of a success to begin human trials. Even knowing that subsequent injections rendered over seventy percent of those subjects worthless. We have no idea how the formula will interact with a human subject at this time. We are stepping out of the realm of wild speculation, and hopefully into a bright new future.”

      The video continued to play. The man on the gurney started to buck as if he were having a seizure. The playback for this part was silent, but you could tell he was screaming and pulling against the restraints. The doctor ran back into the room and tried to calm him while checking over his vitals. She must have trusted the readout on the machine because she put her hand to the subject’s neck. She looked away for a moment as if listening to someone talking and then it happened. The man on the gurney leaned forward and bit her hand.

      Blood sprayed from the wound as she ripped her hand free. Two more doctors rushed into the room. One of them stuck a syringe in the patient’s thigh while the other ran towards the doctor. She tried to wave him off, but he continued towards her. They sprayed her hand with some kind of solution before wrapping it up and leaving the room.

      “Project Methuselah, Day Ninety Eight. It’s been three days since I was bitten by the first test subject. Since that time, subject one has died, and the other doctors have been examining his remains. It seems as though the serum had an unintended effect. The body has been able to continue to move after the subject’s death. That means we are close to something. Now we must dig back into the science and figure out how to translate this breakthrough into living tissue. If we can do that, then the project will have been a success.”

      “Project Methuselah, Day One Hundred. I’ve been able to hide the black lines on my arm from everyone, but they are spreading. Soon they will reach my neck, and I will no longer be able to conceal what is happening to me. Sometimes I hear voices telling me to do horrible things, and I have a hunger that I cannot seem to satisfy. Just this morning I caught myself sniffing one of my colleagues and thinking about how delicious they smelled. I know that I should report this, but I do not want to spend the rest of my life being examined by my colleagues.”

      “Project Methuselah, Day One Hundred, and Three. Someone noticed the faint lines on my neck today. It won’t be long now before they come for me, but I’ll be ready. I’m not going down without a fight. Why am I so hungry?”

      She stares into the camera. Her face is thin almost to the point of starvation, her eyes keep moving from side to side as if she is searching for something. She jumps when a knock sounds at the door. She screams as three men enter the room and grab her. Somehow she manages to throw one of them off. Her teeth sink into the next man’s throat, and she rips a chunk of flesh from it. She is chewing delightedly on the morsel of flesh as the man staggers away hand clamped to his throat. The other two orderlies manage to restrain her. The woman’s teeth continue to open and close as they drag her away.

      “Project Methuselah, Day One Hundred and Ten. Due to Dr. Green’s incapacitation, I will continue to make these videos as acting director of the project. We haven’t been able to continue to study the subjects, due to their increased hostility. It seems the longer they have been infected, the worse their symptoms become. Yesterday I gave the order to gas the patients so we could examine them. Unfortunately while the gas robbed them of their lives, they continue to move. I can’t risk further contamination to the facility. The disease is too easily transferable for me to risk putting any more of the staff in contact with the patients. For now, we must keep them contained until we figure out a better solution.”

      “Project Methuselah, Day One Hundred, and Thirty. Somehow the subjects have escaped their cells. A few people have gone missing. Myself and all senior staff are heading to one of the ships to evacuate. Security and the lower level physicians will have to worry about containment from here. While the project may bear some fruit in the future, we will need a much better facility to continue our work.”

      The footage cuts to the doctor running towards the ship. He doesn’t look behind him to see Dr. Green following him. Her shirt and mouth are covered in blood. Somehow she manages to climb onto the ship before the cargo bay doors close. She turns and looks back at the camera and her eyes flash in the light. The door closes, and the ship flies away. The video flips through multiple camera angles and different locations inside of the facility showing people getting attacked by their friends and colleagues. There is no sound on the video, but we don’t need it to understand just how horrible what we are witnessing is. All of us are fixated the time stamp for the footage. Within five days every single person in the facility has been infected or become one of the walking dead. The last thing we see is thirty days later when the ship lands back in the hangar. The cargo bay door opens and six of the twenty people on board shuffle down the ramp, and into the facility.

      Looking around the room, I met the eyes of my crew one by one. None of us are feeling like talking about what we just witnessed. The doctors had been trying to create life, and they had succeeded. Just not in the way they had anticipated. Sweeping this under the rug felt wrong, but I didn’t see another option for now. The risk to everyone if this spread was catastrophic.

      “Ice, make us a copy of this but don’t do anything with it.”

      “You got it, Captain. I’m just glad you all made it back ok.”

      “Me too.” Echoed Kyra.

      I turned to look at Gabe. “Let’s see that foot.”

      “Captain, I had on my steel toed boots. Nothing could have bitten through those. I’m fine. I swear.”

      I motioned to Maze. Without a word she drew her pistol and stepped up behind Gabe placing it against the back of his head.

      “Captain, what is going on?” Ice asked.

      “One of those things clamped down on Gabe’s foot.” I turned from Ice to look back at Gabe. “I’m sorry about this, but we have to be sure. You saw what happened in the video.”

      “I get it, Captain.” He bent down and started taking off his boot. He lifted his foot up to show us it looked fine.

      “It was the other foot, Gabe.”

      Maze nudged him in the back of the head with her pistol.

      “I’m telling you. I’m fine.”

      “Then prove it.”

      He bent down again and untied his other boot before lifting his foot into the air. All of us stepped back as we noticed the yellow and black bruising around it. “Doc, you mind checking that out.”

      He pulled out a pair of plastic gloves from his coat and stepped forward. He turned Gabe’s foot back and forth a few times, running his hands gently over the surface as Gabe winced. “As far as I can tell Captain, the skin hasn’t been punctured. It’s just badly bruised.”

      All of us let out a collective sigh of relief, and Maze holstered her pistol.

      Gabe looked up at me. “See Captain. I’m fine.” I could tell by the quiver in his voice that he wasn’t so sure that he had been until the doc cleared him.

      “Even so, I’d like to restrict you to the medbay for a couple of days. If you haven’t shown any signs by the time we are ready to jump into FTL, you’re good to go.”

      “More than happy to oblige, Captain.”

      The doctor gave Gabe a friendly pat on the shoulder before turning back towards me. “I’d like to review some of their data, see if there is anything I can come up with.”

      I gave the doctor a long level look, trying to gauge whether he was trying to do the right thing or looking to make a profit. Everything I knew about the doc so far pointed to him being an ok guy. That didn’t mean I could trust him yet. I hadn’t known him long enough to be sure. He didn’t blink or look away under my continued stare.

      “Ice, get the doctor whatever he needs. I’ll prepare a message for Quaid. We’ve got three days to relax before we go back into cryo. Make the most of it.”
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      We came out of cryo the day before we were set to break FTL. After getting over my usual post FTL sickness, I checked the holo on my wrist. There was an urgent message from Quaid, asking me to call him right away. I grabbed an everything bar off the counter and headed down to my quarters. For the first time in a long time, Quaid picked up on the first ring.

      “Drake, it’s about time.”

      “Sorry, I couldn’t call you from cryo.”

      “Listen, what in the hell happened out there? The suits at Alphamerix are up in arms over this one. They said the ship you sent back had been through some kind of bloodbath.”

      “Our job was to send the ship back, and we sent it back just as we found it.”

      “Next time hose the damn thing off or something. Jesus Drake, what were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking that after we saw what happened to the people out there, that we shouldn’t be on that damn planet any longer than we had to be.”

      “Alright, alright. Listen, Alphamerix want the data as soon as possible. I set up a meet for tomorrow on Zimmora. The rep’s name is Flinn. Just give him what you have. The company has already completed the funds transfer for the remaining balance on your contract.”

      “Quaid, try not to book us anything else with Alphamerix. They seem willing to take things a little bit further than I’m comfortable with.”

      “I’m sorry to hear you say that. I had the next job all set up for you with them. They liked what you did on this last job and they even upped the reward. I’d hate to lose the commission on two million credits.”

      I didn’t realize the low whistle I heard came from my lips until it stopped. “Did you say two million credits?”

      “I did. Why don’t you sleep on it and get back to me? I can give you twenty-four hours before I have to put it back into the queue.”

      “I’ll call you either way.”

      My commlink buzzed against my ear. I opened the channel only to hear Ice singing along with some pop song I had never heard before. “Ice?”

      The music stopped, and she coughed a few times before responding. “Sorry about that, Captain. I just requested docking with Zimmora. They moved us in priority alpha to Kitra’s private docks.”

      “Perfect.”

      “You sure that isn’t a mistake? We’ve never been granted that kind of access before.”

      “No mistake, it's payment for some information that we found for her.”

      “I’m accepting their instructions now.”

      I felt the ship shift subtly below my feet as the autopilot engaged. You knew your pilot had real skill when her flying was smoother than the auto. Damn machines calculated everything in real time now. They made corrections before most pilots could even do more than glance at the information. Not Ice, she had a feel for the ship that I had never experienced before. Maybe if the crew was willing we could upgrade this junker with our two million credits.

      The ship flew smoothly into the station's orbit. Then we slowly circled until we could line up with our dock. The ship moved, and I felt it lurch to the side as we locked into place. I had the corporation’s information in my pocket, but we had a day before their rep got here. I needed to stop in and pay my respects to Kitra.

      When I made it into our cargo bay, the doctor was waiting there with Maze and Ice.

      “Captain, I’m going to see about upgrading some of our hardware. It’s never been an issue before but after our run in with those pirates, I need to replace a few things.” Ice blurted out.

      “I’m going with her to make sure she doesn’t spend all of our money.” Maze said leading her out of the room.

      “Guess that just leaves you, Doc. If you’d like to get off here I can give you enough credits to get you anywhere you need to go. Or we would be more than happy to take you there ourselves.”

      “Actually Captain, I was wondering if you needed a medic on your ship.”

      “That’s awfully kind of you Doc, but we don’t get back to civilization all that often, and I’m sure you have family that will miss you.”

      “All of my family was aboard our ship when the pirates came.”

      I hoped it hadn’t been something like that. The doctor still hadn’t told me the entire story of what had happened to land him on that pirate vessel in the first place, and now I knew why. “I’m sorry to hear that.” It must have been hard for him to say. I couldn’t imagine surviving when your family had been killed. The guilt and anger he felt must have been crushing.

      “So if you’d take me on, I’d like to join your crew.”

      “It’s hard to say no to having a doctor on board, more than likely we will need your service more than I would care to admit. Let’s call it a trial run for the time being. Half of the money from our jobs goes back into the ship’s fund. That goes to cover our living expenses, fuel, food, and anything I deem a necessity to keep us going. Everything else we split evenly. For now, you will earn half a share. After a few more jobs we’ll bump you up to a full. Sound good?” I stuck out my hand for a shake.

      “It sounds delightful, Captain.”

      “You can pick any of the open bunks. Why don’t you try and catch up with the ladies? If you need anything for the medbay let Maze know, she will get it for you.”

      “I will. Thank you, Captain.” He said running through the door and out to the station.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Crusoe’s was the exact same as the last time I had come to find Kitra. The light dinner music wafted down from hidden speakers. Everyone was dressed to impress, except for me. I preferred function and comfort over style. When I walked in it dropped the class of the place by an entire star. Kitra caught my eye as I breezed past the maître d’. The man looked flustered that I did it to him again, but who was he kidding. I wasn’t the kind of guy to ask permission.

      Two goons in suits moved to either side of the table before Kitra waved them off. That was something new. She had never needed bodyguards in plain sight before. I slid into my seat at the table and noticed that she already had a bottle of whiskey chilling in a bucket of ice. That was my kind of lady. I reached out and grabbed the bottle. I met her eyes and indicated if she would like me to pour her a measure. She held her hand out to say no. I shrugged, it was her loss. This whiskey looked too good to pass up.

      “I take it, the information I provided you worked out?”

      “It did, very nicely in fact.”

      “Then what’s up with the two goons?” I asked pointing at the two huge sides of beef standing behind her.

      “Oh, a few of Felix’s former followers have been lashing out. Nothing I can’t handle, but my chief of security decided it was better to be safe than sorry.”

      ”I’m gIad to know that you’re safe.” I took a sip from the glass of whiskey. She had really outdone herself this time. It was simply the best whiskey I had ever tasted. “And before you ask, I just came to thank you for your generosity.”

      “I always reward those that help me. You have always proved to be reliable, Drake. It’s something I find lacking in most men.”

      The smile that stretched out across her lips and the purr that escaped from her throat sent me a message I couldn’t deny. At least, I thought that was what she was doing. With Kitra, you could never be sure. It could have just been another one of her little games. “Maybe you could show me just how grateful you were for my help.” I felt her foot move against the inside of my thigh. Yep, that was the signal.

      “Captain Drake, are you asking to accompany me to my quarters?” She asked with just the right hint of indignation in her voice.

      “That’s exactly what I’m asking.”

      She rose from the table, and it took some effort for me to keep my mouth closed. Her long black dress was tight in all the right places. She looked over her shoulder at me, the light reflecting off the bright blue streaks in her black hair. She smiled and held out a hand. I got to my feet making sure not to knock anything over in my haste to join her. It never really worked if you appeared too eager. You lost some of your mystic then. My hand found its way into hers, and she led me out of the restaurant. Her two bodyguards fell into step behind us.

      We slipped into her quarters. The large space astonished me, even though it shouldn’t have. Most of the people on this station lived in less than two hundred and fifty square feet. Kitra’s quarters had to be thirty times that size. She motioned to the bar, and I shook my head. She didn’t hesitate as she continued to lead me into her bedroom.

      She turned towards me, and her lips found mine. Before I knew what was happening her dress had hit the floor. This time, my mouth didn’t close, but that was ok as she filled it with a flick of her tongue. The years had been kind to Kitra. She looked just like she had all those years ago when her name had been Lulu. My jacket joined her dress quickly followed by my pants. When she ran her hands over my chest and nibbled on my lip, I almost lost it. I tossed her on the bed and fell into her hungry eyes. This was a bonus that I hadn’t expected.
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      Damn it. I was running late again, as usual. Lulu had kept me up most of the night. She didn’t bother to wake me up when she slipped out of bed this morning. Now Alphamerix’s rep had been waiting for me, for over an hour. I put on my pants and started walking out the door. I could get my shirt and jacket taken care of on the way.

      When I made it to the meeting point, the man in the three-piece suit had an expression of barely suppressed rage on his face. I couldn’t really blame him. If I had been waiting over an hour for a meeting, I would have been pissed off too. Still, the way he tapped his foot as I approached grated on my nerves more than it should have.

      “Captain Drake, I take it.” The man extended his hand.

      I took his hand in my own, surprised at the offer. “I am.”

      “You have the information we asked you to retrieve?”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch your name?”

      “That’s because I didn’t offer it. Do you have the information or not?”

      Taking a step back I surveyed the room. If I hadn’t been in such a hurry, I would have seen it already. This was a trap. Two men stood almost concealed on either side of the man in front of me. There was only one way for me to get out of this alive. I was going to have to do something unexpected.

      Both of the pistols in my thigh holsters found their way into my hands. One was pointed at the head of the man in front of me. The other pistol was held low waiting to see which of the thugs moved first. “Tell me what the passphrase is?”

      He looked right into my eyes. “Excalibur.”

      I had to give it to him. He had balls, big ones. He delivered the line with enough confidence that it made me want to doubt myself. That meant he was probably a trained agent of some kind. I didn’t have time for this shit. He needed to be dealt with so I could find the real Flinn. “Wrong.” He smiled holding his hands out to the sides. “There was no passphrase.”

      He moved his hands forward and the semi-hidden men started to move forward. I shot him in the head before ducking and shooting at both sides of the room to keep the men at bay. I was slowly backing out of the room when I bumped into someone. I turned and almost shot him before I noticed his hands were up.

      “I’m Flinn.”

      “Nice to meet you, Flinn. You mind backing out of the room for me?”

      He started backing up, and I kept the men on either side at bay. I couldn’t tell if I had hit any of them or not, but they weren’t breaking cover. Most of them probably knew the job was a bust when I shot their point man. There was no reason for them to die too.

      We made it to the door, and I fired off a few more shots before closing it. “Time to run, Flinn.” I put one of my guns away and grabbed his arm. We ran through the station. After taking a few right-hand turns I pulled him roughly into one of the service passages.

      “Well, I have to say that was unexpected,” Flinn said while trying to catch his breath.

      Looking him over I decided he was just the right kind of soft to be my contact. “Sorry about that, it seems as though someone else found out about our meeting.”

      “Corporate espionage is something that happens more often than it should. I’ll have my team look into the incident as soon as I am off the station.” He made a face as if even the thought of corporate espionage was distasteful. “I take it that the package is still secure?”

      “It is,” I said pulling out the small data cube and handing it over to him. He scanned the cube and then smiled.

      The cube disappeared inside one of his many suit pockets. “Captain Drake, it’s been a pleasure.” He said extending his hand.

      I shook it. “That’s one way to look at it.”

      He surprised me by laughing. “You better get used to it. You’ve been thrown into the deep end without a life vest.”

      “I’m not sure that makes me feel any better.”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about it. A few years of this and you’ll be able to retire wherever you want.” He slapped me on the shoulder and slid out of the door.

      Thank God that was over. Now I just needed to find out what the crew thought about accepting the next job from Alphamerix so that I could get back to Quaid with an answer. I slipped out into the crowded station and made my way back to the Talon.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The look of anger on all the faces surrounding me was enough to let me know what they thought of working for the same company again. “I know guys. The thought of working for them again after what we just witnessed makes me sick too. But I thought before I turned down the chance at a two million credit job that I should at least bring it to the table.”

      Gabe’s mouth fell open. “Did you say two million credits?”

      “I did. Apparently we have become a valued commodity.”

      “What’s the job?” Maze asked.

      “I didn’t ask Quaid yet. We have a meeting in twenty minutes. I just wanted to find out if anyone here would even consider it.”

      “I still say no.” Ice said. Her arms were wrapped around her body, and she had a scowl on her face. “These guys are more trouble than they’re worth.”

      “I say yes.” It didn’t surprise me that Gabe was on board. He loved the risky jobs, and his moral compass faced more to the side than it did up. That might have been an unfair assessment, but for enough money he would do whatever needed to be done. It wasn’t that he was a bad kid. It was more like he could do bad things, and had the unique ability to shove them out of his thoughts. That kind of ability was a blessing and a curse.

      “Captain, you can cast my vote with yours.” Maze said. The level of trust she put in me always surprised the hell out of me. Without her skills, this crew would have fallen apart a long time ago. I knew from experience which way she was leaning.

      “With that kind of money, we could finally upgrade the engine and the FTL. I vote yes.” Kyra said as she wiped some kind of grease off her hands and onto her pants.

      “Doc, you don’t get a vote yet, but I’d love to hear your thoughts.”

      He looked nervous to have been called on. “While I think the way they went about their research was horrific. The outcome was caused by one scared individual. I’m new to this crew, but my vote would be yes if the money would benefit us in the long run.”

      All of their eyes turned towards me. “For now, I’m with Ice. I think that working with Alphamerix would be bad for our health.” A few groans and one happy dance greeted the decision. “I’ll ask Quaid what else he can line up. Get us back in the air, Ice.”

      There was a chance that I had made the wrong call. Hell, there was more than a chance. Two million credits would have gone a long way to making everything easier. Two million credits could right a lot of wrongs. The ship could use all of the retrofits Kyra wanted, and a million credits split six ways was still a massive payout. That was the kind of money that would allow us to retire in style. The only problem I had with that, was that I didn’t want to retire. I loved what I was doing. I couldn’t imagine waking up and just sitting around all day.

      I hit the button and waited for Quaid to answer.

      “Drake, tell me you have good news for me.”

      “The handoff was a success, but I don’t think we can take this other job.”

      “Before you make your final decision, let me at least tell you about it.”

      “It won’t do you much good; we’ve already made the call.”

      He continued as if he hadn’t heard me. “There is a terraforming colony on Machari Five. We’ve lost all communication with them. The last report we had said something about aliens. If you took the job, you wouldn’t be going in alone. You would be leading a team of space marines into the facility.”

      My heart was beating fast, almost too fast for me to be sure of what he said. Did he say the planet was Machari Five? That was where my parents were. It was their latest terraforming project. I had to get there, to make sure they were safe. “We’ll take it.”

      “Let me make sure I heard you right. You’ll take the job?”

      “Just get me the details,” I shouted and hit the screen to disconnect the call. A moment later the details popped up on my terminal, and I forwarded them to Ice.

      “What in the hell, Captain? I thought we weren’t going to work for them again.”

      “That was before I found out that the facility in question was the one my parents were leading.”

      “I’m sorry, Drake.” A few moments of silence passed before she continued. “The course is set. We will intercept the Arc of Judgement in four days. I’m engaging the FTL drive now.”

      Four days seemed too long to wait to find out what might have happened to them. I pulled out the file that Quaid had sent over with the job. They were going to be ok. If there had been any real trouble, they would have contacted me directly. At the same time, Alphamerix wouldn’t be laying out this kind of money if something hadn’t gone horribly wrong.

      I sent my thoughts off like a prayer into space. I’m coming for you.
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      Looking down into the cage I almost pitied the wolf. None of our other test subjects had survived, and I had my doubts that this test would turn out any different. Our employer wanted results. So we would push forward regardless of the cost. The science we were using was fringe at best, but our benefactor had allocated unlimited resources for this project. Now almost three years later with no viable results, they were starting to get twitchy. As project leader, it was my head that would inevitably find the chopping block if we didn’t succeed soon.

      So far we had been able to fuse the wolves with our cybernetics making them faster and stronger than your average beast. They also grew larger than their unaltered companions. It had something to do with the cybernetics enhancing their development at a young age. All of those tests had gone to plan. The wolves were fearsome creatures. Cybernetic scorpion-like tails replaced their natural ones. We created a cavity in the tail to add a poison, but for now we kept that feature dormant. We couldn’t risk that the wolves would use it on each other. Each of our subjects was worth too much time and money to be lost.

      The only thing we continued to fail at was adding the armored plating. Despite multiple tests, we couldn’t get the plates to function correctly. We had tried everything possible, and all we had ended up with was a pile of dead test subjects. That brought us to today’s test. From the observation room, I watched as the wolf finally succumbed to the narcotics and fell blissfully asleep. This had to work. This time had to be different.

      They strapped the wolf onto the surgical table. Another strap was used to secure the beast’s deadly tail. Dr. Holland approached the beast with his scalpel in hand. He cut gently down the subject’s spinal column exposing the bone. He then reached behind himself and held out a hand. The nurse took the scalpel and replaced it with the first of three syringes.

      Inside of each syringe was almost six months’ worth of hard work and over a million credits in research expenses. We had found a way to blend a laser proof polymer with a synthetic wolf protein. The goal was to inject the creature in three strategic locations along its spinal column. If each injection worked as designed, the fluid would travel the length of the spine, and it should start to organically replace the subject’s fur with our new polymer.

      I didn’t completely understand Dr. Holland’s biological science, coming from a cybernetics background. A fact he liked to continually remind me of. As if his selected branch of science was somehow more worthy than my own. But the project had stalled so significantly I was willing to give that arrogant bastard’s plan a try. The only downside to this new application was, even if it worked the wolves would still be at risk to heavy ballistics fire. Most modern soldiers were only equipped with lasers, so for now it seemed like a workable solution. That was of course if it worked. If only something would finally work.

      Dr. Holland moved with practiced precision. Each syringe found its mark in the subject’s spine. Then the wolf was being sutured back together. Once the stitches had been completed, a healing salve was placed over the wound. This was also a state of the art concoction that could heal horrific lacerations with incredible speed. The cut along the creature’s spine would be fully healed within forty-eight hours.

      You had to wonder why they hadn’t started selling the healing salve. The deaths that could be prevented in the emergency wards alone would have made them billions. Let alone the military applications. I had yet to understand my employer’s motivations, but as long as they continued to fund my research I didn’t have to.

      Slowly they wheeled the wolf out to one of the containment rooms. We couldn’t release him back into the general population until he was fully healed. If he managed to live that long. None of the previous subjects had made it longer than twenty-four hours. This had to work, please God let it work.

      I left the observation room and headed back to my office. Dr. Holland would be meeting me there shortly to provide me with his report on the surgery. I already knew he would call it a success, but only time could prove if he was right.

      My desk chair cradled me as another wave of mild panic washed over me. I reached into my desk and pulled out the injector and jabbed it into my leg. The panic subsided, and I felt as if I was floating for a moment. Being a scientist in a state of the art facility had its perks. I turned on the monitor across the room and watched the wolf as it slept.

      When Dr. Holland came in I didn’t stand to greet him. Frankly, I wasn’t sure if my legs would support me. He didn’t seem slighted. Instead, he seemed to be holding back a knowing smile. Screw him. He wouldn’t have lasted a day in this chair let alone three years. Unlimited funding came with the burden of results, and those had stopped coming long ago.

      “Tell me about the surgery?” Did I just slur slightly? The doctor smiled. So if I had slurred, he didn’t notice or didn’t care.

      “Everything went according to plan. We should know within twenty-four hours if the operation was a success.”

      “Enlighten me again as to what we can expect.”

      “That’s the best part. We just don’t know.”

      I frowned at the man. How had I ever agreed to this? Ah yes, desperation and a desire to live. “Continue.”

      “Because the solution is crafted from their own molecular structure it could react in an infinite variety of ways.”

      Now I remembered why I hated this man. I let the narcotics in my system drown out the next part of what he said, before waving my hand for him to continue.

      “As long as we bonded the agent correctly we should see at least some kind of result, the chances of the subject rejecting the serum in its entirety is only three percent.”

      Please God, let the ninety-seven percent win, just this once. I needed something, anything really. Any amount of success would do, or at least some form of progress on the project. The director was tired of my excuses. People the director grew tired of had a way of disappearing. Another failed experiment wasn’t going to cut it. I was already bored of listening to Dr. Holland ramble on about his genius in spite of being surrounded by inferior intellects. As he continued to prattle on about his mind-numbing greatness I used the cybernetics that I had created to pull up the wolves vitals. Everything looked ok, for the moment.

      Dr. Holland was still talking when my screen flashed red. Something was wrong with the wolf. Its blood pressure was spiking, and its respiratory rate was falling. Damn it. We failed again. I had seen it all before, within the next three minutes test subject one hundred would be dead. I sprang out of my chair cutting the doctor off in mid-sentence and moved to stand in front of the monitor. The red lights danced across the screen, and I watched as the wolf started to twitch on the ground.

      “What’s happening?” He asked, the first hint of doubt creeping into his voice.

      “It looks as if three percent was just the right amount to cause our latest failure.”

      “Impossible.”

      The wolf on the screen continued to twitch as its vital signs continued to spike. Finally, the twitching stopped, and a flat-line appeared on the monitor. I moved away from the doctor who stood stunned with his mouth agape, staring at the monitor in disbelief. I slipped back into my desk chair and let out a heavy sigh. This was it. I was finished. It didn’t really matter what happened now. No one would hire me after this type of continued failure.

      I reached inside of my desk to grab my injector. The least I could do is spend my remaining time here enjoying myself. They always like to say keep trying and eventually you’ll succeeded. That’s a load of shit people that fail tell themselves to feel better about it. Sometimes you never succeeded. Sometimes you just passed into obscurity. And if you worked for my employer sometimes you just disappeared.

      The first beep from the view screen stopped the injector on the way to my leg. The next beep had me standing next to the doctor again. The wolf stood up shaking as it did. A thin ridge of plates had grown over the wound on its spine. We could only hope that they would spread, but it was progress, enough progress to keep me alive.

      Doctor Holland turned to me his face was smug and full of condescension. “See, I told you it would work. I can’t wait for the board to hear about my latest triumph. This should be just the kind of thing that moves me into your office. I’ve had my eye on your chair for a long time Monroe. It looks as if I have finally earned it.”

      Without conscious thought, I slammed the injector into his neck and flooded his system with six doses of the powerful drug. It was enough to bring down an elephant. It had the same effect on Dr. Holland. He fell to the floor convulsing, and I called out for help. Kneeling down I placed the injector in his hand and wrapped his fingers around it. Security rushed into the office and started calling for a medical team. I smiled for a moment before catching myself. There would be no coming back from that kind of dosage.

      “Dr. Monroe, what happened?”

      “He thought the experiment failed and injected himself with something before I could stop him.”

      The medical team came in and wheeled him out, but he was already dead. The security guard nodded at my statement bagging the injector on the ground. They wouldn’t even question his death as long as we kept getting results. I had his research and was confident that we would be able to reproduce exactly what had taken place today.

      The smug bastard should have just kept his mouth shut. Instead, he tried to rub his success in my face. I worked too hard to get here and had risked too much to stay in charge. No one was taking this seat away from me, at least not until corporate pried it from my cold dead hands. The wolf howled on the monitor, the plates along its back had already grown visibly larger.
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      I hated this damn moon, almost as much as I hated waiting for our wayward contact to show up. It didn’t help that the whiskey in this dump was watered down, and cost twice as much as anywhere else in the damn verse. That and I’m pretty sure the half a burger I managed to squeeze down wasn’t made out of beef. I didn’t want to hazard a guess as to what it was made out of. I just hoped it wasn’t one of the big rats I’d seen crawling around the alley outside. The plate clattered against the bar as I pushed it away in disgust. I fucking hated this moon.

      This run down hole in the wall was the last place I wanted to be. You know the kind of place where they turn down the lights and have tables packed to the door. It always seemed like you had a fifty-fifty shot at finding a good place when you entered a dive bar. The Star Shine wasn’t one of them. The back left corner was surrounded by booths and a few holo tables flickered weakly to the right of the bar. Your guess was as good as mine if the tables would even be able to make it through a game of pool. Three hours stuck in this run down shithole, and my nerves were starting to jangle. “Any sign of him?” I frowned as I spoke into my comm. If Christof was actually going to show, I was pretty sure he would have done it by now.

      “Negative, Captain,” Gabe said.

      I heard the tension in his voice. All of us were feeling the strain. We needed to find where our missing girl was and this meeting with Christof was the only chance we had at catching a solid lead. It didn’t bode well that Gabe hadn’t picked up any sign of him. I’d grown tired of playing the part of the out of town yokel. Time was slipping through our fingers faster than it should have been. If anything happened to Kyra because Christof didn’t show up, I’d shoot the bastard myself.

      I downed the rest of my drink and cursed silently, eyes pointed towards the heavens. He had to show up, no one dangled a nugget like that in front of you and didn’t show up for their payday. He knew where Kyra was and he was the only one that did. If Christof thought I was going to let anyone screw with my crew and get away with it, he was going to have a lot of collateral damage to clean up.

      Gabe was my defacto public relations manager. You know the person you put in charge of breaking arms to smooth out any intense situation. He also hunted bounties and enforced a little justice out on the rim, making him a skilled tracker that could handle himself in a fight. Gabe was the kind of guy you glance over in a crowd. Sure he was in shape but not overly so, and his looks were fair to middling. It helped him blend in, and that was where he did most of his damage. He was good man to have on your side in a pinch and he could also read a crowd faster than any digital program I’d been able to track down. If Gabe hadn’t seen him, Christof wasn’t outside.

      When I’d first heard the name Star Shine, I should have realized that the place was going to push my buttons, but I’d go damned near anywhere to get Kyra back. If I was being honest with myself, I wasn’t a stranger to making money in shady places. Maybe the idea of bar called Star Shine when you couldn’t see a single star from inside of the city just rubbed me the wrong way. It reminded me of my one trip to old earth. We had stayed at a hotel call the Sea Breeze. The only way you would have smelled the ocean from that hotel was if they moved it a thousand miles to the west.

      The answer hit me like a bottle over the head, and I was surprised I hadn’t admitted it to myself sooner. Christof wasn’t coming so we had to change our approach. If Christof wasn’t going to come to us, we were going to have to go to him. I was done wasting time, Kyra’s life was on the line.

      The only chance we had left of this panning out was if Maze had picked up on something from her sniper’s position three blocks down the road. Maze was like my own guardian angel, one that rained holy fire down from above. She saved my ass more times than I could count and I was sure she wasn’t done yet. Maze just happened to be a former special forces sniper, and part of a failed military cybernetics program. How she ended up on my crew was pure luck, and I’ve been thanking the stars ever since.

      I opened a comm line. “How about it, Maze? Any sight of the target?”

      “I’ve got nothing. The back entrance is still clear.” She paused. “Damn it, Drake. We need to get her back.”

      Her report fed nicely into my already sour mood. Maze had a view of six city blocks from her vantage point on the roof three blocks away. She’d been scanning the crowd through the scope of her sniper rifle. If anything had moved or seemed out of place, she would have clocked it and reported in.

      It was time to finally put this fiasco of a meet behind us. All we were doing now was wasting time. We had to find another way to solve this problem. I hated knowing that another one of our contacts had been burned. After something like this, I wouldn’t be able to call on Christof again. That was how life worked out in the black, you were only as good as your word. Christof had either set us up, or been silenced by someone that didn’t want us monkeying around in their business. Just because we had conquered universes didn’t mean we had grown as a species. In fact, I’d say out on the rim, we had devolved a few levels.

      If I knew Ice, she was already doing her hacker thing. Besides having a penchant for cybercrimes, she was the best damn pilot in the verse. I’m not sure what I would even do without her. Since she had joined the crew, she had proved to be invaluable more than once. We were a small group of highly skilled, and well regarded operators. Well, at least as well regarded as a group of roguish outlaws could be.

      It wouldn’t be too much longer before Ice found our man. That was if she hadn’t already. It was time to kick the fusion converter and see if it sparked. When I finally got my hands on Christof, our conversation wasn’t going to be pleasant. He wasted three hours of time, time that we could have been out there searching for Kyra. I also wasn’t too fond of being introduced to the joys of eating my first rat burger.

      This search was eating into the time table for our next job. I blamed myself for letting Kyra get nabbed but that didn’t mean our prospective employer was going to give us a pass for being late. The people we worked for didn’t accept excuses. If we weren’t ready to get the job done then someone else was and that meant we didn’t get paid.

      We needed the credits to keep our ship in the air. I couldn’t imagine life without the Star Talon. I never wanted to be grounded again. Our reputation was all that was keeping us alive out here, and it was about to take a hit. I’d been careless, and Kyra was paying the price. Now I had to decide what was more important, the ship and our livelihood, or getting Kyra back. The choice was easy.

      “Ice, you’re up. Find out everything you can about Christof and have it ready for me by the time I get back to the ship.”

      “I’ll see what I can do, Captain.”

      I heard her finger moving before she even closed the channel. I had a feeling she would have already been scouring the Dnet for anything she could find about Kyra and our wayward contact. Kyra and Ice had developed something of a bond as of late, and no one on the crew was feeling her loss more than Ice was now.

      “Don’t hold back on me if you have it now. I know there is a good chance you pulled Christof’s data as soon as we left the ship.” I paused, knowing that I needed to say more. Kyra was like family to all of us. “Trust me when I say we will get her back, no matter what it takes,” I said it with confidence I didn’t feel, but that I wanted to be true. The fact was if you got snatched from a backwater berth like this you could have shuttled off to anywhere in the verse. This was just one of three major galaxies. The world had gotten a whole lot bigger, and with it came just as many new places to hide.

      “Actually, I’ve been playing Blitz since you left,” she said with a sarcastic tone.

      I decided to let the tone slide. All of us were feeling the strain of today’s events. “Tell me I didn’t spend a hundred thousand credits upgrading your system so you could play online games?”

      “Technically that upgrade to our Dnet connection benefits everybody.”

      There was no way in hell that she wasn’t just screwing with me. All of us handled stress differently and Ice’s default was to get just a shade more sarcastic than usual. At least she didn’t have to live with the guilt of letting Kyra visit the market without protection. I’d sent Kyra out there alone and now she was missing. This was on me, I had to fix this.

      I’d made the choice to upgrade Ice’s connection over a few minor repairs, and then a part fell off the goddamned ship. That just happened to have landed us in our current situation. So excuse me if her referencing playing games rubbed me the wrong fucking way. It wasn’t really fair to her, but unless I found someone to shoot it was going to be hard for me to rein in my anger. God, I fucking hated this fucking planet. A low growl escaped my lips, before I could stop it.

      “No need to get all growly, Captain.” Ice laughed over the comm. “You know how I get when I’m stressed and there’s no chocolate. I just can’t help myself.” I heard the pounding of keys again. “Christof’s last known address has been sent to your system.”

      “Jesus, Ice. Was it too hard to just send the fucking file without all the...” It took me a moment to realize I had stopped talking and was just waving my hands around in the air angrily. Fat lot of good it did me when Ice was back on the ship, and couldn’t see a damn thing I was doing. “talking?” I finished lamely.

      “I could have, but then I wouldn’t have gotten to listen to that sexy growl.”

      The snark never stopped, and it didn’t help I could hear Maze laughing on the line. The last thing I needed was for Ice to feel encouraged. At least the laughter broke the tension. That was something we sorely needed. After I got Kyra back, it might be time for a little chat with Ice about who paid her bills. Not that it would do any good, Ice had been on my ship for years and if anything, I had less control over her now than when she started.

      Really, I didn’t want her to change, but being jerked around by our contact had left me feeling like I had let everyone down. I hated being reminded that even the great Captain Drake could fail.

      “Maze, Gabe. New plan, meet me outside in ten, we’re going hunting.”

      They didn’t respond, but they didn’t need to. I knew both of them were already making their way to the front of the bar. All I had to do now was settle up my tab and hope I never had cause to come back to this shithole again.

      I waved down the waitress, and she turned in my direction. Her hips swayed like the Himalayas. Meaning they were as big as mountains, but she shook them with a certain kind of confidence. A little bit of extra heft didn’t bother me. Especially when it was in a few key places, but one look at her face washed away any of the thoughts I might have had a few seconds before. Too much makeup and a lot of hard years stood out there. Life in the black wasn’t easy for anyone, but it had taken its toll on her more than most.

      “Can I get you another, honey?”

      “Nope, just the bill.”

      She set her empty tray down and pulled out her datapad. She flicked through the screens a few times and then settled on one. She typed in a few things and then flipped it around for me to view and accept the charges. My mouth almost dropped when I saw the tab. It was too fucking much for rat burgers and watered down whiskey, that was for goddamned sure. I wasn’t some rube that got dropped off by the last shuttle, and I wasn’t going to be scammed over a few watered down drinks.

      “Problem, sugar?” Her voice oozed with a sickly sweetness.

      I pulled out a hundred credit chip and tossed it on the bartop. Standing, I grabbed my coat and shrugged it on before sliding my hat on. I felt better having my coat and the protection it offered in place. Something told me that things might be turning slightly more violent in a moment.

      The jacket wasn’t just a great looking duster, it had pretty decent armor value. It would be able to turn a few blaster bolts and even a few of the more traditional rounds. A knife wouldn’t be able to pierce it, but that didn’t stop the strikes from hurting like hell. The jacket was a gift, and I’d hate to scratch it in this backwater shithole, but things were about to get ugly. I wasn’t falling for their scam and they weren’t going to like it. I set the datapad down without accepting the charges and turned away from the bar.

      The waitress reached out grabbing my arm. The force of her grip turned me back towards the bar. She sized me up for a second before sweeping up the credit chip and her datapad. She placed one hand on her hip and hit me with her best indignant stare. “What are you some kind of deadbeat?”

      “I think we both know those credits are more than you deserve.”

      “What credits?” She gave me a smile that was all venom. “Kenny, this guy’s refusing to pay.”

      A man slid out of a booth at the back of the bar. His booth must have been custom built because there was no way he would have fit that much girth into any of the regular booths. He had a bat in his hand. Damned thing looked like a fucking kid’s toy in his giant mitts. Kenny took a few lumbering steps forward before the waitress spoke to me again.

      “You better just scan your print, pal. Kenny doesn’t like freeloaders.” She moved around the bar, holding up the datapad again. “It scans just as easy when you’re unconscious. Trust me when I tell you to take the easy way out.”

      That wasn’t going to happen. “Well, Kenny shouldn’t serve watered down piss and have the ugliest barkeep in the rim pocketing his credits.” Not my best line, but it would do.

      She tried to slap me but I ducked under the blow and as she stumbled into the bar, I snatched my hundred credit chip back out of the top of her bra. I wasn’t above hitting a woman that posed a real threat to me, anyone that thought otherwise was probably too stupid to live. Plasma bolts didn’t need to come from big, burly men to kill you. However, I didn't think this waitress posed a threat, so when she turned her back towards me, I backed away slowly. She smirked at me, reading the situation all wrong. I was going to have to let her have that one if I had any chance of getting out of here without a fight. “I’d prefer not to get into this right now, I’ve got places to be.”

      “Too late for that, honey,” she said, her voice dripping with sweetness.

      If she came at me now, I’d be forced to take her out quickly. The brute with the bat was going to be a problem. That and I had a feeling there were a few people in here that already had guns pointed in my direction. More than one of them was probably a woman. Once you were out on the rim, things like man or woman didn’t matter so much, it normally came down to who had the skills and the firepower. Anyone that believed different had probably gotten themselves spaced.

      The waitress turned her fiercest glare on me. She’d have to do better than that. I’d been glared at by some of the scariest mugs on the rim. I wiggled the hundred credit chip between my fingers and let a smile flicker across my face. She reached into her bra, and the look of shock and hatred on her face almost made me laugh. Probably would have too if the four hundred pound giant with the bat wasn’t still making his way towards me.

      I turned just in time to miss the first swing of his bat. Damned if the mountain hipped waitress wasn’t right, Kenny must have really hated freeloaders. That swing hadn’t been meant just to knock me out. If that bat connected, I would have been lucky not to have the police picking bits of my skull off the ground. The bat bounced off the bar, splintering the wood where it hit. Kenny only grunted and turned back towards me.

      The waitress screamed as she moved to cheer the giant on from behind. “Get him Kenny!”

      Kenny turned back towards me and smiled. His teeth were different colors. It took a moment or two to sink in that they had all been replaced with different kinds of metal. Damn, on this moon, they certainly had different ideas about what passed for good looks. Couldn’t he just get a bunch of tattoos and shave his head? That tended to be a universal sign of badassery.

      Kenny raised the bat again and started to bring it down. Jumping backward, I pulled out my gun and fired a bolt into the floor by his feet. I’d had just about enough of this shit to last a lifetime. Next time I thought a job was going to be easy money, I’d have to tell Maze to kick me in the balls to snap me out of it.

      Kenny paused, his eyes full of rage, the gun on my hip was an unexpected development.

      “You, pay!” He roared.

      “Sure thing, big guy,” I said still backing away from him. My blaster was firmly pointed at his chest. There was no way I could miss, he was just too damned big, and I was still too close to that bat for comfort.

      “These credits are going to have to cover it,” I said tossing him the hundred credit chip I nicked back from the waitress. He caught the chip in one of his massive hands, gave it a quick look and tucked it away. He tilted his head to the side in thought. I hoped that was a good sign.

      The waitress moved behind him and started to whisper something. Kenny shrugged her off his arm and stepped forward again. I fired another bolt at his feet, but he didn’t stop coming. The brute must have thought that I didn’t have the balls to actually shoot him. That was a mistake, he didn’t know the first fucking thing about me. I’d killed more men than I was proud of, but I tried to avoid it when possible. Nothing brought the heat down from the law faster than a trail of cold bodies.

      Kenny raised his bat in the air again, and this time I decided on trying something a little more dramatic. What was the point of being an outlaw if you couldn’t do something a little flashy every now and then? I rotated my pistol just enough that the next bolt slammed into the bat. The wood splintered, and Kenny ducked away from the splinters. The blast left the burning smell of wood in the air. Kenny looked at his disfigured bat and back towards me. I had a feeling the message I had been trying to convey was lost on him. Kenny looked at the remains of the bat again and then threw it at me before charging in my direction.

      The jagged remains of the bat flew at me, forcing me to duck out of the way. All I heard was a single roar, and he was nearly on me. Playtime was over. The hundred credits wouldn’t cover the damage I was about to cause, but he only had himself to blame. Kenny made it exactly four steps before he fell to the floor clutching the hole in his chest. I was actually kind of impressed. Not many men would have been able to move after taking that kind of hit. Somehow, he managed to howl in pain. He must have had a vest on. His men’s first priority would be to make sure he was safe. Never one to let an opportunity slip I turned and fled towards the door.

      Something slammed into my side as I started to run. Thank the stars I had put my coat back on. It had stopped the blade from ending up buried in my love handle, but it was still going to fucking hurt in the morning. Just because I didn’t have a fucking knife sticking out of me didn’t mean I was happy. The man that tried to stab me was holding his hand as blood dripped from between his fingers. His grip must have slid forward when the blade didn’t penetrate my coat. That was the thing with daggers, people thought you could just stab whatever you wanted, but you can’t. If the blade meets resistance and your hand slides off the grip, you get yourself a nasty cut. Now, he had a nasty plasma bolt through his foot, to go along with it.

      It was kind of funny looking at him rocking back and forth on the ground not knowing if he should be holding the cut on his hand or the hole in his foot. The smile that had been forming on my lips quickly fell away as four more men rose from their tables. At least three of them had blasters in their hands. That was my cue to leave.

      I ducked through the rows of tables and the few people that didn’t have the good sense to get out of my way as I headed to the door. Some of them finally came to the conclusion that blaster bolts weren’t good for their health and got the hell out of the way, and none too soon as red bolts of plasma slammed into the vacated tables, as I continued my mad dash towards the door. One of the bolts hit me square in the back, and I almost fell. Instead, I managed to turn my stumble into a flashy dive. I rolled through the entrance and darted to the side of the building.

      Maze and Gabe were running towards me as red blaster bolts continued to shoot through the open door.

      “Trouble, Captain?” Gabe asked, a little more calmly than I would have liked.

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” I said turning to fire my weapon back inside of the bar.

      “Do you always run away from trouble you can handle?” Maze asked with a smirk.

      “I wasn’t running. That was just a tactical decision. You know put a little room between me and the men with guns, so I could return fire at a leisurely pace until help arrived.”

      “Whatever you say, Captain.”

      “Let’s get the hell out of here. I doubt they’ll want to take the fight into the streets.”

      Just as the words left my mouth, two men burst through the door. Maze dropped both of them with shots to the chest. No one else came outside. The men were rolling back and forth on the ground, so at least they had some kind of kinetic armor on.

      “You were saying, Captain?”

      “Forget what I was saying. Let’s just get moving.” I turned and started to jog down the street.

      We didn’t need this kind of heat. I should have just paid the damn bill, but I couldn’t stomach the thought of giving those bastards three thousand credits for a few whiskeys and some kind of tainted burger.

      What in the hell had our contact been thinking, setting up a meet at a place like that? Sure it had been discreet and out of the way, but that didn’t make it safe. That little run in only made it more likely that I’d be wiping the smile off of that little bastard’s face when we met up. Three blocks and a few turns later, I spotted an autocar. We piled in, and the car started. An automated voice came over the speakers.

      “Destination, please.”

      I rattled off the address Ice had provided over the comms.

      “That will be one hundred and fifty credits. If the fare is acceptable, please place your finger on the screen.”

      “As if we have a choice,” I mumbled pushing my finger to the scanner.

      “Please sit back and enjoy the ride to your destination.”

      Enjoying the ride wasn’t on the top of my to-do list. My back was already starting to seize up from where the blaster bolt slammed into my coat, and my side was throbbing from the attempted stabbing. I found what I was looking for in the inner pocket of my jacket. I shook the plastic container. Damn, only two pills left. I was going to have to make them last.

      One of the little pink pills fell out into my hand, and I was reaching up to my mouth when Maze’s hand stopped the movement.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she asked with an edge of concern in her voice.

      “Actually, I’m pretty sure it’s a fucking terrible idea, but I’m not going to be able to walk around much longer without it.”

      She removed her hand, but the concern on her face stayed firmly in place. About thirty seconds after I swallowed the pill, I felt a rush of heat wash over my entire body. Then the pain slipped away as if it hadn’t been there in the first place. I could still do this. I was just going to have to take it easy for a few minutes first. Thankfully the autocar was the perfect place to sit back and relax.

      Maze’s hand slipped into mine and she gave it a brief squeeze. With her there by my side I knew it was going to be ok. We would find our contact and get the information from him. None of us were willing to let Kyra go. Whoever had taken her, had better hope that when we got to her, she was in one piece. If she wasn’t in mint condition, the amount of hell I was willing to unleash was going to be biblical.
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